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At Galen One Alpha, Harold Sloan woke up alone, as usual, knowing without reaching across the bed he would find it empty. He strained for a moment to listen for the storm, then remembered the apartment was soundproofed. Oh well. 

Probably Millie was already in the kitchen, making breakfast. He never had to worry that she might be outside the apartment anywhere. She just wasn’t the adventurous type. Then again, the fewer worries the better. 

Maybe he could go to work today.  Maybe the storm had finally abated. 

He flipped the covers off, then stood and went to the small chest of drawers to take out a fresh undersuit and a pair of socks. He sat on the bed and pulled on the socks, then put his legs in the undersuit and tugged it up over his calves and thighs. It was easier that way than trying to stuff the socks up under the legs if the undersuit was already on.

He stood, spread the upper part of the undersuit behind him, and slipped his arms inside. When he had those pulled down to his wrists and the front adjusted, he zipped it up. Then a memory came to him of last night. He dropped heavily on the bed again, looked vaguely at the baseboard beyond his side of the bed and shook his head.

Why in the world had he dreamed of Joy Schlicter? He’d never dreamed of her before. 

In fact, he’d never dreamed of any woman before, other than Millie. And even those times were tame. And rare.

Millie did sometimes appear in the periphery of his dreams. But even then she was more a representation of herself than her actual self. Odd that he never saw her face. 

When he dreamed that time of almost having a traffic accident, she was sitting right there in the passenger seat of the car. 

But she was turned away, looking out the passenger side window. She hadn’t turned to him even in her surprise when he hit the brakes.

Another time he dreamed of waving goodbye to her from his pickup as he backed out of the driveway. He was headed to the city capitol building to take a battery of tests for the new job placement program. 

But as he looked up to wave, she had just turned away. He caught only a flash of her shoulder and the closing door.

And then he dreamed once of them having a picnic in the park close to their house back on Earth. 

That one was really strange. There was no park nearby that he could remember, and they’d never had a picnic as far as he could remember. And dreams are just an offshoot of memory, aren’t they? 

But there it was. A picnic, complete with a red and white checkered tablecloth spread on the ground. And it seemed so real. Now and then a breeze rippled one corner of the tablecloth.

In that dream, he at least came close to seeing her face. He was leaning forward, busily brushing away the line of requisite ants when she said something to him. 

But when he looked up to respond, once again she had just turned away. “Oh look!” she said. She was pointing, watching someone’s German shepherd go after a Frisbee. 

Even when he dreamed of their wedding it was a frame by frame kind of thing. He looked at the preacher and nodded as the man said, “You may kiss the bride.” He felt the grin form on his face as he was turning back to Millie. And he was reaching to lift her veil and kiss her— 

But something distracted him and he shifted his eyes to one side for a split second as he lifted the veil. And when he shifted them back and bent to kiss her, she had just turned away to greet someone. He still remembered the taste of the hairspray and the stiff feeling of the bun on the back of her head against his lips.

The whole thing was very weird. 

He’d never even thought of being with another woman, consciously or otherwise.

And now he’d dreamed of Joy Schlicter. But why would he dream of Joy Schlicter? 

Still, it was only a dream. Nothing particularly erotic about it or anything like that. 

But throughout the dream, she was never looking away.

2

The dream began with Joy Schlicter walking toward him in the grocery store. 

So at least he was reliving in the dream something that had happened in real life. 

But in real life, he hadn’t even been aware of her until she touched his hand, reaching for the same peach he was reaching for. And that was the sum total of the experience.

Only in the dream, it was different. Vastly different. And definitely enhanced. 

In the dream, he’d already started reaching for that peach, an action that would take only a second in real time. Yet in his dream, as he reached he also watched her approach. 

She came around the end of an aisle, probably thirty feet away. Her left sandal-clad foot first, then her left leg, then the rest of her. 

As he watched, his right hand ostensibly still moving toward the peach, it was almost as if she was floating toward him.

But she was definitely walking. She was only what, five-two? Maybe five-three? And slim. Petite any way you cut it. Even compared with Millie. 

Not that he would ever compare her with Millie, of course. Millie was his wife. Had been for—what, a dozen years? But the confident stride of Joy’s tight, lithe legs made them look long. 

In her right hand, she had one of those small red plastic baskets with the black handle—like a rectangular pail. It swayed to and fro as she walked.  

She was dressed in tight pink shorts that didn’t make it quite a fourth of the way down her thighs. On her feet were white leather thong sandals. And above the shorts, a frilly white peasant blouse. 

The sleeves of the blouse just covered her shoulders, and some of that frilly, lace-looking stuff ran vertically from the front of her shoulders down over her breasts. The blouse had white buttons that were shaped like little flowers. Each one had six petals on it. 

The top two were unbuttoned, revealing ample cleavage. The next two were buttoned so the blouse reached a point just below her ribs. The remaining buttons were open. And she’d pulled the tails around and tied them in a loose knot over her flat abdomen. Probably two or three inches of skin showed between the knot and the top of her shorts.

Her hips swayed the slightest bit in that womanly way as she approached, as if she were unconscious of it. But then, that had to be natural, didn’t it? They couldn’t fake that without exaggerating it, could they?

And that hair. The day he’d seen her in the grocery, her hair was up in a ponytail. But in the dream it wasn’t. It was thick, clean and blond, and it hung down past her shoulders. “Platinum blonde,” they called it on those hair commercials back on Earth. And “luxurious.” 

But something about it apparently bothered her, because she shook her head almost effortlessly. He remembered that from the commercials too. Her hair swung side to side past her shoulders, revealing one delicate, petal-like ear and then the other.

And her skin. From her feet and legs to her tummy to her delicate throat, her skin was so fair it was almost clear. You could practically see through it. 

As she drew nearer, she smiled. Well, more beamed than smiled. In the dream. You could bring in ships with a smile like that. And she had ice blue eyes that seemed to smile even when her lips weren’t smiling. But when she did smile with those perfect, full lips, her eyes practically lit up. And her nose—well, it was just perfect. 

He sighed. In fact, everything on the entire woman was perfect. She was proportional. Her head was just the right size for her body, and her throat looked like it was carved by an artist or something. 

Cripes.

As to the rest, well, her shoulders were narrow, like shoulders should be on a woman, but they were square too. The woman definitely had pride in her bearing. You could tell, just from the way she carried herself.

Her arms were lean and smooth. Her wrists were small, her hands delicate but with long, slender fingers. Her well-rounded breasts, her small waist, her hips—everything was perfectly proportional. Her thighs and calves even seemed exactly the right diameter. And the length of her thighs from her hips to her knees, her calves to her ankles, all of it. 

And her feet—until the dream he’d never seen them outside of those little running shoes and ankle socks she wore that day in the store. But there was no reason to believe they weren’t as perfect as the rest of her body.

In the dream, she drew closer and closer, even while Harold was locked in the singular, insignificant action of reaching for that peach.

Then she was there, right in front of him. She stopped, smiled up at him even as her slight scent wafted over him. And her left hand with those beautiful fingers was reaching, touching—

And that’s when he woke up.
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The baseboard came into focus, and he was suddenly aware he was sitting on the bed. 

He laughed quietly. He’d sat right there on the bed and replayed the whole silly dream. 

He shook his head and sighed, then put his hands on his knees and leaned forward to get up.

Joy Schlicter. 

He grinned, almost laughed again. Even her name was perfect. Joy.

At work, that name alone could launch a dozen off-color jokes and at least a hundred wishful if silent innuendos among the crew. 

Well, if John Schlicter weren’t his assistant foreman.

He sighed again. Silliness, that’s what it was. All a bunch of silliness. 

He slapped his palms onto his knees, stood, and padded around the end of the bed.

He paused at the door.

Millie was standing at the replicator in the kitchen, about to prepare his breakfast. She had already prepared two steaming cups of coffee and her own breakfast. The cups waited on the counter alongside her sugared oatmeal and banana slices. 

She was dressed in a dark-green blouse and rose-colored pants that stretched to mid-calf. The blouse had an oriental look. It was covered with fine green vines and tiny curled leaves, all on a black background. Small pink and rose-colored flowers were scattered intermittently over the thing. It seemed to have no set design, but Harold had yet to find a leaf or flower that wasn’t attached to a vine somewhere. 

There was one, though. Had to be. Or a part of a leaf or a petal of a flower protruding from beneath a seam. Nothing was perfect. Nothing.

Not that he’d point it out even if he found it. He would never risk embarrassing Millie. 

Her dark brown hair was cut—well, nicely. It was the kind of hair style a nice girl would wear. It was full, kind of bulged out from the sides and back of her head, and it stopped an inch or so above her collar. A little curl turned the ends up all the way around at the edge. 

Her bangs hung almost to her eyebrows, which were perfectly matched over brown eyes. The same curl flipped up at the bottom of her bangs too. 

Her face was nice too. Kindly, in a motherly sort of way. Round, pinkish cheeks and a rounded chin
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