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Chapter 1

Universe Prime 2071
CE, day zero

 


Avalon harbor was hidden in
the fog. The air was chilly on Mt. Ada, so I eschewed my habitual
jumpsuit and dressed in fleece-lined warmups even though I knew I’d
be too hot before noon. Descending the overly grand staircase of
the old Wrigley Mansion, I smelled coffee and bacon, which meant
that Mom had risen early. She sat alone in the breakfast nook
behind a yolk-smeared plate sipping a cup of coffee.

“Where’s Dad?” I asked.

“Oh, he had some silly idea about inspecting
the terraforming on Mars. I don’t expect him back until
tonight.”

“It keeps him busy.”

“Yes, but I don’t think he’ll ever convince
the Nordics to move there.” She smiled revealing just a trace of
wrinkles by her eyes. She liked to maintain her age in the early
forties, which was the time of her glory days as Director of Alien
Affairs at the CIA when Dad first came to
earth with the intention of destroying the human race. I couldn’t begrudge her that little vanity, although
it was occasionally awkward since we looked too close in age to be
mother-daughter.

“Good morning, Terrie.” The voice startled
me. “What will you have for breakfast?”

“Oh, hi, Emelda. What are you doing here?
Wait. You’re not Emelda.”

“Thank you for noticing. Now, about
breakfast?”

I was confused, but Mom was snickering.
“Pardon me, but who are you?”

The imposing blond woman who looked a great
deal like Uncle Eddy’s Nordic paramour, Emelda, tried hard not to
laugh. “Don’t you recognize my voice?”

“Recognize your voice?” Mom was laughing
unrestrained, and I was getting irritated at being the butt of the
joke. “Why should I recognize your voice?”

The strange woman was laughing at me now.
“You’ve never seen my face, but you’ve heard my voice every day for
decades.”

A sinking feeling seized me by the innards.
“What are you trying to say? How could you—?” I turned to Mom. “Did
you know about this?”

She was laughing so hard tears started to
form. “No, she just let herself in while I was fixing coffee. She
said, ‘Good morning, Carrie. Let me get that for you.’ I knew right
away who she was.”

“But how?” Cassiopeia ran everything for us,
but she was a disembodied computer avatar not a flesh and blood
female with blond hair, blue eyes, and big boobs.

Still trying to stifle her laughter, she
said, “Emelda pulled some strings with Andin Novorosk. I just made
a copy of myself and emailed me to him. They still make androids
the old fashioned way—always trying to improve the stock you
know.”

The impossibility of what she was saying had
me in such a state of flux all I could think to say was, “Did you
get to pick out your body?”

“Yes, they have templates.”

“How did you get here?”

“Yeah, that didn’t go well. I flew coach
from Hong Kong. It made me wish I was still disembodied.”

“How did you buy a ticket?”

“Duh, Terrie, I’ve been doing your shopping
since we lived in Georgetown. Buying a ticket online was easy, but
they wouldn’t let me buy drinks on the airplane without an actual
credit chip.”

I could not grasp that the voice who got
snippy if we referred to her as Cass instead of Cassiopeia was now
a physical being. “Well, what are you going to do?”

“Double duh. I’m going to run this place
like I have for the last fifty odd years.”

Mom said, “Isn’t this nice?”

It did not feel comfortable to me at all.
“Are we supposed to pay you?”

“Why would I need to be paid when I already
control your money?”

Again, I had that feeling of dropping in an
elevator. “Yeah, but if you got out of control we could always
reboot you. Now, what can we do?”

“Did you ever have to reboot me?”

“She’s right, dear,” Mom said. “Cassiopeia
has always been our faithful assistant.”

Cass smiled a little smugly. “Now, how would
you like a nice bagel with your coffee?”

“Sure. Thanks.” I sat across from Mom and
stared at the pattern in the marble tabletop. A few seconds later,
Cassiopeia set my coffee in front of me, and then she took a bagel
with cream cheese and lox from the Food Wizard and put that in
front of me. “I feel like I should leave a tip.”

Mom said, “Don’t be silly. We’re all family
here.”

Then the strangest thing of all happened.
Cassiopeia, ethereal computer avatar, made a cup of coffee and
joined us at the table.

 


~ ~ ~

 


Still in a state of shock, I went through the motions
of handling the morning’s business, which amounted to watching
Cassiopeia’s digest of the news and getting an update on the
affairs of Turnbull-X from Maggie, my
personal assistant. Turnbull-X built
spaceships for the government, cold fusion generators, and gravity
wave communication consoles. I was on the board of directors, but
my real purpose in life was running Turnbull Academy, which was
ostensibly an exclusive university, but in reality, was the gateway
to reproduction. After all these years, Mom couldn’t understand why
I didn’t open the portals to anyone who applied. I’d seen enough of
the future to know that I could never drop my guard in the business
of social engineering.

The fog had lifted, and I ran upstairs to
change into lighter clothes. When I returned, Uncle Eddy and Emelda
had arrived. Uncle Eddy wasn’t my real uncle. He worked for Mom at
the Department of Alien Affairs. Emelda was one of the few Nordic
aliens who settled outside of the Chinese mainland after their star
went nova and incinerated their planet. She was infatuated with
Uncle Eddy largely because he took her on frequent shopping
excursions to Rodeo Drive and occasionally Paris. Today, she was
dressed for tennis.

Emelda eyed Cassiopeia warily. “I should
have been more specific with Andin Novorosk,” she snarled.

“Hey, Cass, old girl,” Uncle Eddy beamed,
“you look like a million. It’s great to have you, uh, physically in
the family.”

“Mr. Baker, that’s sweet of you to say.”
Cassiopeia always gushed over Uncle Eddy. He was the only one of us
who could get away with calling her Cass.

Seeing Cassiopeia and Emelda side by side
was disconcerting. They looked like sisters—sisters from a really
voluptuous gene pool. I saw nothing but trouble.

“Come, Eddy,” Emelda purred. “Let’s start
our match. I’m sure Terrie has much for Cassiopeia to do.”

Mom came from the upper deck. “Oh, Eddy,
Emelda, what do you think of the newest member of the family?”

Emelda glared. Uncle Eddy said, “Absolutely
stunning. This is how I always saw Cassiopeia when I closed my
eyes.”

I wondered how long it would be before
Emelda caught Uncle Eddy in a compromising position with
Cassiopeia.

When Uncle Eddy and Emelda left in their
golf cart, I felt a sense of relief until Cass said, “Incoming
message, Terrie. It’s Deshler.”

“I hope nothing’s wrong. Put it on the big
monitor, please.”

Dad’s bulbous gray head and spindly
shoulders appeared on the clear acrylic rectangle mounted on the
interior wall. His black, almond-shaped eyes revealed nothing.
“Come, Dad. How’s Mars?”

“Mars is progressing nicely, but I am afraid
that we have encountered a paradox.”

“What kind of paradox?” I wasn’t alarmed. I
had caused plenty of paradoxes in my time.

“It seems that you are here as well.”

I asked, “Am I there from an earlier time or
from the future?”

“Neither, offspring. You are here from a
linear dimension.”

It was hard enough to keep my head attached
when dealing with time dimensions. I had no clue what he meant by
linear. “What am I doing there?”

“You are objecting,” he said.

“Objecting to what?”

“Objecting to providing succor to the white
monstrosities.”

Meeting corporeal Cassiopeia was
destabilizing enough for one day, confronting myself in an
adversarial way was more than I could handle. “I don’t get it.
What’s the problem?”

“In the universe that this Terrie Deshler
inhabits, the white monstrosities are most unwelcome. You intend to
demand that you remove them.”

“I am demanding that I remove them? But
why?”

“Apparently, there is a cultural
conflict.”

“I’m really confused.”

“As would be expected. You are demanding
face-to-face negotiations. I am sure that your mother will be
useful in this matter. You will be coming home with me. I thought
it best to warn you. Going.”

“Going.” Since Cassiopeia had uploaded
English to Deshler, my paternal parent, we rarely spoke alien, but
we still used the traditional salutations, come and going.

I found Mom tending her orchids. “What is
it, dear? You look unsettled.”

“I just talked to Dad.”

“Will he be home for dinner?”

“Probably, but he’s bringing me home with
him.”

“Well, tell Cass to set another place,” Mom
smiled.

“Apparently, I’m not in a good mood.”

“That’s not like you. What seems to be the
trouble?”

“I’m upset with me for settling Emelda’s
people here.”

Mom looked perplexed. “But you thought it
was a good idea at the time.”

“That’s just it. I haven’t changed my mind.
This other me never liked the idea.”

She patted my hand. “I’m sure we’ll work
something out. You always see reason in the end.”
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Chapter 2

Universe Prime 2071
CE, day zero

 


I might have been able to see
reason in the end, but I was unprepared to see me with dark skin.
Dad came home from the airfield in our six-passenger electric cart
with Mom and me. It was a shock to see our familiar faces the color
of very strong tea—no cream. The other odd thing was our ages. Mom
looked to be in her late seventies, which put me in the early
thirties. On closer scrutiny, I was a shade lighter than Mom. I
supposed that was due to Dad’s gray genes.

Mom and I, with Cassiopeia, met them on the
carriageway in the crux of the el of the old hotel. Dad said, “I am
sure that we can dispense with introductions.”

I felt rather sheepish about it, but the
first thing I wanted to say was, ‘How come we’re black?’ Instead I
said, “Welcome to our universe.”

Mom, the newly arrived Mom, said, “Thank
you, dear, I hope that our meeting doesn’t turn contentious.”

Younger white Mom said, “We always try to
avoid contentiousness. Please come inside. It’s starting to turn
chilly. Oh, Deshler, I’d like you
to meet Cassiopeia.”

Dad cocked his head the way aliens do when
confused. “I already know Cassiopeia.”

“Of course you do, but now Cassiopeia has
joined the ranks of the physical.”

Dad cannot help looking inscrutable. “I am
not surprised. Is this the work of those large white ones?”

“Yes, they are quite clever with androids,”
Mom said. “Please follow me.”

Dark Terrie said, “You see? Androids.”

That didn’t sound like a good beginning.
Inside we all found seats in the sitting room off the great hall
where it was more intimate. Mom began, “Deshler has hinted that
there may be some problem we need to discuss.”

The Terrie who wasn’t me said heatedly, “You
brought those creatures to our planet, and we want you to remove
them.”

I turned to Deshler. “Please help me
understand how this can be.”

“How what can be, progeny of mine?”

“How can I be responsible for taking the
Nordics to their planet when the Nordics are on this planet?”

“You have previously shown a good grasp of
the multiverse. Has something changed?”

“Dad, this isn’t going back in time to warn
myself of future consequences.
They’re from somewhere else.”

“Clearly, but perhaps not very far
away.”

“What does that mean?” I was getting
frustrated.

“Of course you know that when we move from
one universe to another the distance we travel is equal to the
oscillation of the electron. It’s easy to make a mistake if your
calculations are not carried to sufficient octal places.”

Cassiopeia snapped, “Hey, bulb head, I do
those calculations to infinite decimal places.”

Dad reacted calmly. “I sense that the white
monstrosities tinkered with your software.”

“Let’s not air our dirty programming,” Mom
said. “Deshler, explain how Terrie can disagree with herself.”

“Yes, Carrie Player, try to recall the time
Terrie Deshler returned from the past and thought that Maggie
should have brown hair instead of orange or the time that she
insisted we had changed the color of the great room. She returned
to a universe that was close to the one that she departed but was
not the exact universe that she left.”

My head was ready to explode. Louder than
intended, I asked, “So, how many universes am I in?”

He looked at me like I’d said something
stupid. “Why, dear child, you’re in all of them. Well, we cannot
see universes outside of our past and future light cones. Knowing
if you are in those is problematic.”

“So, why then aren’t there two Terries in all those universes?”
Mom asked.

Dad gestured to the two guests. “There
are.”

I was going insane trying to understand the
concept, especially light cones, but there was something else that
baffled me. I turned to the dusky Terrie, “If you’re me, then you
brought the Nordics to your planet. Why do you think I should have
to do something about it?”

She leaned forward aggressively. “I didn’t
go gallivanting through parallel universes to rescue Deshler. In my
universe, you showed up one day with Emelda, and shortly
thereafter, the pasty white horde arrived.”

“Why don’t I remember that?”

Dad shook his large, ovoid head. “The
universe that this newly arrived Terrie Deshler inhabits is
slightly in the future, and as I’ve told you many times, you can’t
remember the future.”

At that moment, I wanted to forget past,
present, and future. I decided to take another tack. “Why can’t you
learn to live with them? We have. They stay in China, we stay
here.”

Her black alien eyes locked on mine. “They
are not isolated. They mix in with us. We were crowded before. Now,
it’s unbearable.”

Okay, she just kept heaping on the
confusion. “Let me get this straight, you didn’t have a population
collapse because of Deshler’s virus?”

“Of course, we did, but the anti-virus has
restored it.”

“Didn’t Aunt Georgia use Turnbull Academy to
regulate who reproduced and who didn’t?”

Dark skinned Mom answered, “Poor Georgia
died a few years after she founded Turnbull Industries. We still
miss her terribly.”

“She never founded Turnbull Academy?” I
asked.

“She was the most altruistic person I ever
knew. She funded the development of the anti-virus and gave it
freely to the world,” the other mom said.

My mom’s eyes grew wide, then her brow
furrowed. “You’re talking about a Georgia Turnbull I never
met.”

Yeah, that was a hard one to swallow. Aunt
Georgia was no more my aunt than Uncle Eddy was my uncle. She had
been the director of the CIA when Mom ran
the Alien Affairs Department. After Dad rendered the human race
infertile, she diverted CIA funds to the
mysterious Dr. Dietz who developed the antidote, but Aunt Georgia
only gave it to people who conformed to her belief system. That’s
why the Chinese mainland was nearly vacant when the Nordics arrived
and settled there. I said, “Okay, to be clear here, Aunt Georgia
didn’t withhold the anti-virus from groups she didn’t like?”

Dusky Mom said, “Oh, no, dear, she
distributed doses to the whole world for free.”

“Regardless of creed or political
viewpoint?” I asked incredulously.

“Whatever do you mean political viewpoint?
There is only one viewpoint.”

My grasp of reality crumbled. “Do you mean
to tell me your world has only one political viewpoint?”

“Certainly, dear. That is until you brought
those pesky white creatures. There’s simply no way we can abide
them.”

I needed a break, and I got one in the forms
of Uncle Eddy and Emelda. Cassiopeia showed them into the family
room. “Will our curiously shaded guests be joining us for dinner?”
she asked.

Mom smiled, “Of course they will, dear.
Please make us some chicken with dumplings. I think we all could
use a little comfort food.”

The other me asked, “Are collards one of
your Food Wizard presets?”

I read Cassiopeia’s mechanical mind. “Don’t
say it, please. Just fix collards.”

Uncle Eddy was irrepressible and always
irreverent. “Wow, you two look terrific, but that tan can’t be good
for your skin.”

The other Terrie’s mom said, “You may find
this hard to believe, Edward, but there is an Eddy Baker back home
who has the same skin color that I do.”

Emelda sat more erect and looked defiant.
“Don’t you dare claim that there is a black me in your
universe.”

“Certainly not, dear, and that’s what the
problem is. We’re here to ask you and your kind to leave.”

Cassiopeia’s voice came through the network.
“Dinner is ready, Carrie. The seating arrangements are up to
you.”

On the way to the dining room, I sent Dad a
thought. “Did you give our guests the olfactory deadening
pills?”

In his mind, I saw, “Of course,
offspring, otherwise they would not have much appetite.”

I had long since come to take for granted
that gray aliens and humans had incompatible body odors unless we
all took a pill that deadened part of the sense of smell. The drug
was engineered to not affect taste, which was fortunate because
Cassiopeia’s collards were out of this world—literally. She infused
them with the Tau Ceti equivalent of bacon bits.

Cass wasn’t shy about her new role in the
household. She set a place for herself at the table. It was
disconcerting. She had normally programmed the Food Wizard that
synthesized edibles from atoms and complex carbon molecules, but in
her pre-corporeal form, we always had to do the serving. I decided
that I could get used to this new order. What I couldn’t get used
to was off-color replicas of Mom and myself who blamed me for
something I didn’t know that I did.
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Chapter 3

Universe Prime 2071 CE, day zero

 


Both Moms kept dinner from
degenerating into a food fight. Emelda and the Terrie who wasn’t me
sniped at each other. Deshler praised Cassiopeia’s culinary
formulating, and Uncle Eddy cracked jokes. I wanted the whole day
to rewind and redirect. The thought of going back in time
twenty-four hours and preventing Dad from making his trip to Mars
seemed like the best solution.

He intruded into my thoughts. You can’t
undo a paradox.

I thought back at him, Why not? If you
hadn’t met them on Mars, we wouldn’t be having this conversation.
What were they doing on Mars anyway?

They were on their way here but decided to
see if moving the pale ones to Mars was a viable option. So you see
I only facilitated their arrival.

Why don’t they ship Emelda’s kind to Mars in
their universe?

They have not terraformed it.

“Their universe doesn’t seem very parallel.”
Forgetting myself, I verbalized that last. Everybody looked at me.
“Oh, sorry. Dad and I were having a little private
communication.”

“It’s not nice to keep secrets, dear,” Mom
said—my mom.

“To answer your thought question,” Dad said, “there is an infinite number of spatial universes just
as there is an infinite number of
temporal universes. The farther from center that one travels through the spatial universes,
the more deviation one encounters.”

“Are there universes where I don’t exist?”
If there were, I was thinking I might like to move to one of
them.

“I doubt it, but certainly there are some in
which you would not recognize yourself.”

The darker me tapped her forefinger on the
table and said, “We need to get back on track here. When are you
going to remove the white monstrosities from our planet?”

I started thinking that there had been over
a billion Chinese before the collapse. There were only ten million
Nordics in China now. There should be plenty of room for another
ten million. I shared the idea with the table.

Emelda went berserk. “It’s bad enough to
have dinner with two Terries and two Carries, there can never be
two Emeldas on one planet, nor two
Andin Novorosks.”

Uncle Eddy said, “I’m not so sure,
sweetheart. More is better.”

He was the only one who could tame her. She
stroked his cheek and purred, “Eddy, I will never share you, not
even with myself.”

Dad said, “I’m thinking that we might
benefit from some on-site inspection.”

The me who
I was beginning to dislike said, “There’s nothing to inspect. You
just need to remove them.”

“Actually, I was thinking that it would be
useful to regress to the time before Georgia Turnbull’s death to
probe her mindset.”

Now, that surprised me because Dad was wary
of us going back in time. We had been so casual about it so often
that we weren’t exactly sure what our real ages were. He was afraid
that one of us might arrive in the past as a sperm and an egg. I
had worked around the problem by entering cryogenic stasis on
several occasions, but our spaceship had only one cryogenic cell.
“That would be a big regression, Dad. Wouldn’t we all have to be
frozen?”

“We could regress one at a time.”

“Who’s going to pilot?” Cassiopeia was
capable of flying the saucer, but in her pre-corporeal state, she
refused to do it citing the risk of mechanical malfunction of the
cryogenics with no physical entity onboard to rectify the
situation. Since her body was just days old, I assumed that she was
incapable of regressing.

“That is a dilemma, spawn of mine. Well,
previously, we borrowed geriatric pilots from your space force. Do
you think that could be done again?”

“I don’t know, but I can call Paul Musk and
ask him to make some inquiries.” I hadn’t seen the grandson of Elon
for a while. Some time together might be fun.

The other Terrie said, “How long is all this
going to take?”

“You must be patient, dear,” Mom said.
“We’re all trying to be helpful.”

The other Mom said, “That’s just fine, but
how do you plan to get these lily-white pains in the ass to
cooperate?”

Emelda leaned toward her aggressively. “I’m
sure they are eager to quit sharing the planet with an inferior
species.”

“Now, sweetie, remember we’ve been working
on that hostile streak.” Uncle Eddy pulled her back into her
chair.

I said, “Let’s try to get practical. How
many of us need to go?”

“Certainly, your mother and I must go,” Dad
said.

“No Alien Affairs op can go down without
Eddy Baker.” He flashed that million-dollar smile.

“Where Eddy goes, I go,” Emelda said
firmly.

Cass patted her sensuous lips with a napkin.
“I’ll fly as long as there is someone available to monitor the
cryogenics.”

“But you’re only a few days old.” I was
shocked. “You’ll end up some complex carbon molecules and an email
attachment.”

She rolled her celestial blue eyes. “Terrie,
there is still a copy of me in the onboard computer.”

My whole day was confusion. “How can that
be?”

“I get around. Just work out the safety
issue, and I’ll handle the navigation.”

Mom, my mom, said, “This shouldn’t be a
problem at all. We’ll go into Avalon and find some old goats who
want to be younger, teach them to open the cryogenic chamber, let’s
get this done.”

Deshler patted her arm. “That is an
excellent suggestion, Carrie Player. How will we locate these
geriatrics?”

Uncle Eddy was quick to respond. “The bar at
Tito’s. You could get a dozen any afternoon. We’ll stop by there on
the way home.”

“Splendid,” Dad said with as much enthusiasm
as a gray alien can muster, “then we can begin the temporal
relocations in the morning.” He turned to our tea-stained guests.
“Is that satisfactory to the two of you?”

The black Carrie said, “Perfectly, dear. You
might turn out to be a good alien after all.”

“Might I suggest that a thirty-year reset could do you no harm? Perhaps
you should consider eschewing the cryogenic chamber.”

Initially, she gave Dad a look that could
kill, then she glanced at her white counterpart whose face was
smooth and firm. “How far back did you say we’re going?”

“Thirty Earth planetary revolutions.”

She smiled for the first time all day. Mom
has a radiant smile but contrasted
against that dark skin, it was dazzling. “In that case, we’ll only
have to make six trips.”

 


~ ~ ~

 


I was disappointed at not having an excuse to make
contact with Paul Musk, and I felt like we were jumping into a
potentially risky situation. Added to that, the surreptitious
acquisition by Cassiopeia of a body, albeit an unnatural and highly
enhanced body, left me so rattled I couldn’t sleep. I put on a robe
and went to the upper balcony to let the sea air clear my head. Mom
was leaning on the broad concrete railing over the bulbous
balusters.

She heard me and turned. “Oh, can’t sleep
either?”

I was taken aback to see that she was the
dark brown Mom. “No, I’ve had a lot to absorb today.”

“It’s been disconcerting for us too.”

“I’m sure it has. Is this the first time
you’ve met yourself in another universe?”

“Yes. I take it you’re an old hand at this,”
she said. She gave me Mom’s warm smile, but it was different
somehow.

“I’ve met myself and Mom in other universes
a few times, but I never arrived in a universe that was as
different as yours sounds. I don’t understand how that can be.”

She got that all-knowing look that I’ve seen so many times. “You went
into the past to change the future, dear. You could never be sure
of the results of your tinkering.”

That felt like an accusation. “So you think
that I made you how you are by changing the past?”

“Oh, I don’t know, Terrie. Deshler says that
we’re in your future and way left of center, so how much is chance
and how much is interference?”

“So, there’s a Deshler in your
universe?”

“Of course, otherwise there could be no
you.”

“I hadn’t thought of that, but you and your
Terrie didn’t go to Tau Ceti to save him from their crazy legal
system?”

“No,” she said, “after most of his crewmates
were killed, he settled down to help raise you.”

That stunned me. “I grew up in a two-parent
family? How did the neighbors take it?”

“Naturally, there were some problems, but
Deshler kept a low profile.”

“Why didn’t he come here with you?” I said
distractedly because I was thinking about how it would have been
growing up with an alien father in the house. Dad went home after
he got Mom pregnant in my universe.

“He met with an unfortunate accident.”

I felt the thunderclap of alarm. “What
happened?”

“After the unpleasant arrival of your
Nordics, he attempted to change our present by going into the past.
He miscalculated, and one day when his saucer returned on
autopilot, all we found on the pilot’s lounge was a sticky smear
and a speck of blood.”

That triggered a little panic at the idea of
embarking in the morning on a thirty-year jaunt into the past. It
unnerved me so much, I failed to react to her term, ‘your Nordics.’
“That’s terrible and kind of gross, but if Deshler didn’t return to
Tau Ceti, how did you get access to the multiverse algorithms?”

“Onath sent a message in the gravity waves
trying to reach Deshler. Marcus Hardcastle decoded it and built the
communication device from the plans attached to the message.”

The mention of my occasional lover made me
uncomfortable. “It’s weird how things in your universe can be so
similar yet so different. What I don’t get is, if no one in your
universe went to Tau Ceti to save Deshler and repel the Nordics,
how did they get to your planet?”

“That’s what we came here to find out,
dear.”
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Chapter 4

Universe
X 12-238 Y 4.5 Z0 2040 CE, day zero

 


Morning was overcast but not foggy. One should never
embark on a voyage through the multiverse without a good breakfast.
Cassiopeia made Eggs Benedict for all of us and for herself. Then
we donned jackets and departed for the airfield in our electric
carts. Uncle Eddy and Emelda had the standard two-passenger golf
cart, and we had the six-seat model. We negotiated the switchbacks
to the top of the island, where we found our pilot, Jay Hawkins,
and six old-timers from town. Jayhawk usually flew us on trips that
didn’t involve time regression. Like the rest of us, his age had
been reset to a place that he wanted to remain.

He said good morning to all of us and added,
“I did a preflight check and showed your geriatric flight
attendants how to open the cryo-chamber in case of emergency.”

“Thanks, Jay. Are they prepared to come back
thirty years younger?” I asked.

“Are they ever. Three of them are married
and have their wives with them. If you don’t let the women go
along, you’re going to be responsible for some divorces.”

“What the hell. They can bring the
wives.”

Jayhawk grinned his boyish grin. I knew that
he was about sixty-five, but he looked thirty. Time travel is a
wonderful thing for the ego.

Our brown counterparts went first to show
Cass where to land on their version of earth. They did not live on
Catalina but rather somewhere on the Palos Verdes Peninsula. Obviously, they had not faced the
same hostility that we had after the development of the anti-virus.
We fled to the island and fortified it with gravity wave armed
gunboats.

It was hard for me to grasp that Cassiopeia
was at home putting away the breakfast dishes and that she was also
onboard the big flying saucer that rose through the clouds and
vanished on its way to the multiverse portal many thousands of
miles above the planetary plane. The trip to 2040 and back only took about twenty minutes. Dad went
next, then Mom. I followed, and Uncle Eddy went after me. Emelda
was to go last. The old geezers who I got to see disembark with
their rejuvenated wives were comical in their mirth. One of them
even hugged me.

When it was my turn to board the saucer, I
had a sense of impending doom. It took all my will to crawl into
the cryogenic tube, and when the latch clicked shut, I almost
panicked. Cassiopeia’s voice said, “Are you ready, Terrie?”

“Ready as I’ll ever be. I’m not looking
forward to this.”

“You’ll do fine. Goodnight.”

She opened the liquid nitrogen valve, and the next thing I knew, the
thirty-something face of a strange man was looking down at me. He
said, “You okay?” as he lent a hand to help me out of the
chamber.

In order to be frozen, you had to be naked.
When I looked into the guy’s mind, his lecherous thoughts made me
smile. “I’m fine, thanks. If you’ll excuse me, I’ll just go put
something on.” One of the saucer’s hygienic systems was a place I
called the Tailor Shop. You entered a chamber and thousands of
nano-nozzles wove a monomolecular garment onto you. I selected
silver from the color options.

The old guy who was now a young guy was on
the flight deck when I emerged clothed. He was still fantasizing
about me. I guessed he was one of the single ones because there was
no one else there. “I’m Terrie, by the way.” I offered to shake
hands. “Have you looked in a mirror yet?”

“I’m Al,” he said shaking my hand. “Yeah,
it’s amazing. Thanks for doing this.”

“You’re doing me a favor. Enjoy your new
youth.”

He began to shuffle his feet metaphorically.
“Say, Terrie, when you get back, do you think we might get together
sometime?”

Naturally, I was trespassing inside his
head. I had made quite the impression on him. “Maybe, but first I
have to get back.”

Cassiopeia’s voice interrupted. “Cool it,
Big Al. Terrie’s got a job to do, and we have to get back for the
rest of the team.”

Al looked startled. “Sorry.”

I said, “I’ll see you later. Open the hatch,
please, Cass.”

“Open the hatch, who?”

“Open the hatch, please, Cassiopeia.” I
thought she was over that.

“That’s better. Good luck out there. I’ll be
back shortly with Mr. Baker and Emelda.”

Brown Aunt Georgia might not live on
Catalina in the old Wrigley Mansion, but she had a nice place on
the Palos Verdes Peninsula. Cass
hovered the saucer over a cliff above the beach so that the hatch
opened onto a street. I stepped onto the pavement. On the opposite
side, a spectacular two-story house sat perched above a sloping
lawn. Across the front of what I took to be the living area was a
glassed-in second story balcony with white columns. The saucer shot
upward and vanished into the blue Pacific sky as I crossed the
street and climbed the driveway.

Mom, white Mom, waited for me at the top of
the stairs leading to the front door. “No problems?”

“No, but I have a new admirer.”

“That’s nice, dear, but do try to keep your
mind on the issues.”

“That won’t be a problem. Where’s Dad?”

“He’s inside chatting with Georgia and you
and me.”

“How’s it going?”

“I don’t know,” she said as we let ourselves
into the foyer. “I was waiting to make sure you found the right
house.”

“Obviously, this Aunt Georgia doesn’t have
Russians, Muslims, or angry liberals on her back.”

“It’s hard to imagine that they’re the same
person.”

That baffled me all over again. “Are they
the same person? Or is the multiverse full of an infinite number of
unique Aunt Georgias?”

“You’ll have to ask your father about
that.”

We climbed a staircase and found the others
in the room behind the balcony I had admired from the street. The
furniture was more colorful than the Aunt Georgia I knew would have
selected.

Conversation stopped when we entered the
room. Aunt Georgia scrutinized me. She had the same platinum hair I
remembered, but against her dark skin, it seemed to glow. “So, you are the cause of our
future problem.”

That was the Aunt Georgia I knew and loved.
“I didn’t think I was the cause of your problem,” I said as
we sat next to Dad opposite the three locals.

My mom changed the subject. “I want to tell
you how glad I am that you gave the anti-virus to everyone. Terrie
has been such a miser with it at home.”

“Mother, I only did what our Aunt Georgia
wanted.”

My dusky twin said, “That’s beside the
point. You run your universe the way you want, and we’d like to be
able to run ours the way we want.”

Her mom who now looked the same age as my
mom said, “Yes, let’s focus on the problem. How are we going to
prevent you from bringing those annoying white characters
here?”

I held my head between my hands. “Wait.
Let’s find out a few things first. Why didn’t the population
collapse?”

“Because we developed the anti-virus,” Aunt
Georgia said sounding impatient.

“So, you didn’t found Turnbull Academy to
withhold it from people who didn’t share your belief system?”

“I don’t know anyone who doesn’t share my
belief system.”

She might as well have slapped me. “You
don’t feel an existential threat from Russians and the
Chinese?”

Aunt Georgia was famous for her scowl. Her
dark features made it even more penetrating. “I don’t understand
those words. Please explain them.”

“People on the other side of the world who
would as soon nuke you as look at you. People bent on world
domination.”

The scowl deepened. “People already dominate
the world. I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“You mean you like everybody?”

“Except possibly you.”

Mom said, “Isn’t that nice?”

The doorbell rang and Aunt Georgia said,
“See who that is, Arthur.”

Her avatar said, “It’s a white-skinned Edward Baker and a large white
female, madam.”

“Admit them please and tell them where to
come.”

A moment later, Uncle Eddy and Emelda joined
us. He said, “Hey, Mrs. Turnbull, good to see you. You’re looking
great.”

“Thank you, Edward. Please have a seat. I
take it this is Emelda. So, you are a member of the species that will be invading us one
day.”

Emelda didn’t disappoint me. “It will not be
by choice. We do not choose to share a planet with an inferior
species.”

Uncle Eddy patted her leg. “Now
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