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“Put simply this is the best urban fantasy story that I have ever read period.”

– Shane Porteous, Writer, gives She 5 stars on Smashwords

“A compelling story....Reading [Lifeliner] will make you laugh, smile, cringe, cry and most importantly, think.”

– Diana Rohini LaVigne, Online Editor, Indian Life & Style Magazine

“What an amazing journey into the future!”
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There is a Glossary at the end for FutureSpeak. I also took a bit of liberty with neutrinos and with current theoretical time travel convention. It is a fictional story after all!
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Chapter 1

THE SNATCH
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Forty. Tomorrow, I will be forty. That number echoes in my footsteps as I walk the familiar beat to work.

Time.

That’s my name, and ... where did the time go? When did I get to forty? What does it mean?

Beat, beat, beat: my footsteps rap along the sidewalk in time to the music pumping into my ears from my iPod touch. My footsteps distract me. But only for a moment. I think: at my age, my mother still had not had me. That’s why my mother and father had called me “Time.”

“It was about time your mother got pregnant,” my father would say often during post-Sunday-dinner coffee, as he leaned back in his worn armchair lighting his pipe.

“And it was about time you got out. You sat in there and sat in there and would not come out,” my mother would retort to me.

“So we called you ‘Time’,” Father would say. Then he would end the story with: “Seemed logical.”

“Seemed appropriate,” Mother would counter as Father finally managed to pull a draw from his pipe and emit three puffs.

What a horrid name, I think, as I turn the corner onto Queen. Today, it’s made me obsessed with time and with turning forty. I see a people-stuffed streetcar trundle by, and I sigh. It’s been awhile since I gave up trying to catch the streetcar to work and reluctantly woke up earlier to get there on foot.

Peggy and Sue have this big birthday lunch planned for me tomorrow at our favourite restaurant. And the boss has generously—I roll my eyes at “generously”—given me two hours off so we can take our time. The whole thing is surreal.

Bzzzttt.

I take my iPod touch out of my skirt pocket and look at it. The screen is dark, and I press the Home button. No notifications. I turn it this way and that to find what created that strange noise. It seems okay. I shrug, slip it back into my pocket, and continue walking along my route.

The morning sun is slanting sharply along the sidewalk in front of me, toward me, pointing at me, that old woman turning forty. I want to hide from its edgy light, but no point in crossing the street into the shadowed sidewalk. I’ll only have to cross back again. I hate walking.

Voices interrupt my thoughts, and I glance into a garishly-painted alley and think: Ford Nation has obviously missed this place. But perhaps there’s so much graffiti in Queen West alleys, it’s worn out Mayor Ford and his fans before they could erase it all. But there’s no one loitering or walking in the alley, only solitary people like me hustling along Queen Street, coffee cups in hand. Suddenly, I stop. I look at my empty hand: I forgot to get my morning café latté, no whip, soya milk, half-sweet, grandé. I think of retracing my steps, but then I’ll be late, and the boss doesn’t like tardiness. He gets in a snit if I’m even one minute late. My feet resume walking.

And my thoughts resume churning.

At my age, my parents had been married twenty years. It would be another five before I was born. They’d both died a decade ago. I have no sisters or brothers. And since both my parents were only children, I had no immediate cousins. As a child, I met these strange adults my parents called “distant cousins” on special occasions like weddings, adults who embraced me in powder and perfume, exclaimed over how much I’d grown, making me squirm. But I haven’t seen them since the funeral.

The last funeral.

I’ve been alone in the world for ten years, yet until today I hadn’t dwelled on it, hadn’t felt alone. I live in the house my parents lived in. I’ve been working at the same kind of job since I graduated from university with my English Lit degree and went right into a temping agency. Father tried to get me to think bigger, but what was I good for? I’m bad at math. Numbers confuse me. And science is gibberish. Only eggheads do science anyway. But then who’d want an English grad? I thrust away a stray memory of an interview with ... I can’t even remember now. Father had said I’d sabotaged it; Mother had said never mind, I was born to type. And so type I did and have until this day. I thought it’d be temporary until I found my feet. Yet there they are, my feet, attached to the bottom of my legs, and they’re taking me to my admin assistant job as they do every weekday.

“Her.”

I hear a word faintly from ahead of me but ignore it. I am thinking about my bosses. I had a few different bosses at several different companies in the early days. Every time I landed a new job, I’d think: this time I’ll have a better boss. This time he—or she will treat me like a person with a mind. But they’re all the same. They boss you around, treat you like you can’t think, dismiss your suggestions unless it’s about what to get their spouse for their birthday or how to sort their endless paperwork. I stopped thinking for myself. I stopped caring about having someone else think for me. It’s been a long time since I’ve used my brain independently. And so why do I care today? Why does it bother me now? I shake my head. I’ve been working at the same company, for the same boss, since two years before Mother and Father died. Father was glad I’d landed a job at a prestigious firm—if I had to be an admin assistant. Mother was glad whatever I did.

I think about Peggy and Sue. They work in the same pool area as I do. Each has her own boss, but our bosses all report to the same Director. Peggy and Sue welcomed me on my first day there, took me out to lunch, showed me the ropes. We’ve perfected the art of doing as little as possible while looking like we’re typing all the time. Typing and emailing and phoning and filing. And organizing the bosses. Technology is great. I hate science, I hate computers—I won’t have one at home—but I’ve learnt how to manipulate them at work so that the boss thinks I work hard when in fact it’s the computer. He knows less about the tedious machines than I do, and it’s so easy to hoodwink him.

Every month, Peggy and Sue and I go out to a new restaurant for dinner, one that Toronto Life recommends. We won’t go for anything rated less than three stars. Sometimes we’ll go to a show afterwards, something new from Broadway. Every Saturday I go to the library and borrow my week’s worth of books. I often borrow books I’ve read two or four times because it’s becoming harder to find new ones that interest me. And I won’t buy books. It’s not that I don’t have the money, but that I want to support Toronto’s great library system. Still, cutbacks may force me to buy books. I make a face at the thought. I used to like going to Abelard’s or Britnell’s, but a Starbucks claimed Britnell’s elegant bookstore ages ago, and Abelard’s has gone online. I hate the Internet and the endless emails too. I’m not going online to buy books or anything else. And the big chains feel impersonal every time I walk into them, which I haven’t for awhile. They’re not real bookstores. At least the librarian, when she’s there, knows me and knows what I like in books. I smile as I remember last week’s conversation when I told her I was turning forty. She’d sympathized and whispered that she’d find me some books about turning forty. At least books remain the same through time: solid, reliable, always there.

Peggy bought an e-reader a month ago, and daily, she tries to have me read it. But ebooks aren’t real, aren’t solid. They won’t last, not like the hard covers I read with their sturdy covers and strong pages. E-readers will change because computers always do, and her ebooks will be gone. Ebooks are a fad, fuelled by those egghead science geeks. I think again about the librarian’s promise and pick up my pace in anticipation of my weekly library trip and of those books she’d promised me and of snuggling down Sunday morning after my weekly waffles with a new book. I always begin reading my weekly book borrowings on Sundays. Each day of the week, each day of my life has its own routine—except for tomorrow. At least by Sunday, my fortieth will be a new, fading memory.

“Get ready.”

The menacing voice interrupts my thoughts. The hair on my arms and the back of my neck stand to attention. I focus on the people hurrying to work ahead of me, each one alone. One of them must be talking into his Bluetooth, I tell my upright hairs. I hate this intrusion of technology into our world. I take my iPod touch out, crank the volume up, and keep it in my hand. Forty. I’m going to be forty, and there’s nothing I can do about it. I cross another graffiti-strewn alleyway and yearn for my latté.

Suddenly.

Hands grab my shoulders, my arms, my waist. They twist my skirt up. A faint thuck-thuck sounds as my iPod touch clatters to the concrete from my shot-open hand. Shock silences my scream and freezes my arms and legs. The foreign hands drag me down the alleyway. Too late, my vocal chords vibrate, for we’re not in the alleyway anymore. We’re in a white place where the white walls hum into the space.

I scream.

I thrash.

The white walls wash into the space to vacuum the sound out of my throat.

The hands release me, and I stumble to the luminous floor.

The hands’ owners step around me from behind to stand in front of me. I blink and scramble up and see three skinny twenty-something boys with double-espresso-latté-coloured skin smirking at me, their necks sticking up from skin-hugging white suits that cover everything but their heads and chestnut hair. They look identical. Yet as my eyes adjust to this bright place with its strange soughing and electric smell, I see they’re not. One has a big nose; one a small one. One has cupid-bow lips; one a straight line. One has long lashes; one has thick brows.

They shove me backward, and a seat edge grabs my legs. I sit down hard. One reaches toward the wall closest to him and plucks out a limp piece of white fabric that hadn’t been there before. Air catches in my throat. He throws it at me and tells me to put it on.

I almost drop it but make myself hold on. I look around and cannot see a door. They cackle.

“No escape,” says one.

“No door you can find,” says another.

They laugh harder. They’re right. I see no door, no way out. I examine the limp fabric, and abruptly it’s a suit hanging from my hands. I drop it in horror. They bend double, they’re laughing so hard. My heart beats rapidly against my ribs. I gulp for air. I can’t escape, and I dare not disobey. I pick up the suit with my right forefinger and thumb and eye it warily, trying to control my breathing. It doesn’t change; it simply hangs from my finger and thumb. I take a firmer grip on it and nothing happens. I must do what they say. I inspect it and find its feet.

One stops laughing long enough to bark, “Put it on!”

I jerk. I glance up at him and immediately back to the suit. I don’t know whether to keep my shoes on or not and then decide it’s their stuff, what do I care if the heels of my pumps ruin it. I don’t want to take them off. I let the suit fall out of my hand, button up my cardigan, retrieve the suit from the floor, find the legs of it, and insert my feet, right foot first. My shoe gets caught in the stretchy, shiny fabric, and I struggle.

They stop laughing and watch me maliciously.

I try again. Suddenly the right leg of the suit opens up and my foot slides down easily into the foot of the suit. I squeak but duplicate the movement with my left foot in its shoe. I stand up and start to pull the suit up. It’s like panty hose, and my skirt’s bulk is bigger than the suit. I try to stuff it in because I’m not taking my skirt off. As I stuff one section in to one leg, another section flops back out. The boys crack up, but thankfully the walls absorb the highest pitch of their cackles. I persevere, pushing more skirt into each leg of the suit, trying not to expose the ugly topside of my panty hose. The suit bulges unattractively; lumps and bumps sprout wherever I’ve been able to shove in my skirt. Finally I have the suit pulled up to my waist, and I’m exhausted. I pause to catch my breath. And I look down at the results of my effort. My skirt in the suit is like a muffin top and feels just as bloated.

The suit morphs.

The lumps and bumps disappear.

My skirt is sucked down into the legs.

I suck in air, suck in air. I scream and scream and scream. I cannot hear myself. I cannot even feel the screams in my throat. But I can’t close my mouth or stop exhaling through my vocal chords. I want this awful suit off.

Suddenly I’m sitting down, the wind blown out of me.

One boy growls in to my face, “Finish.”

I wipe my face from forehead to chin, stand up, and pull on the arms and shrug into the shoulders of the suit. I reach for the zipper to close the front, but there’s no zipper, no buttons, no Velcro. I frown at this puzzle. I hear a choked guffaw and look up. They say nothing; they are too entertained by my perturbation. When I look back down to find some way to close the suit, I see the front edges of the suit moving toward each other, fusing, leaving no seam, making the suit into one fabric. My chest heaves hysterically.

“Watch.”

I look up at the boys. They step back, and in sync, their upper eyelids drop slowly, deliberately, stay shut for shorter than a second but longer than a normal blink, then as they open, out of the back of the boys’ suits arise hoods that pull over their heads, cover their faces, and fuse with their necklines so that the white fabric becomes one from their feet to their heads. Yet I can see the surfaces and edges of their faces clearly. My heaves turn into quick shallow breaths. One blinks again, that same slow blink. I feel something wispy cover my face. I reach up to touch my cheeks. I don’t feel my skin. I feel something soft yet not there, something that prickles and lets my fingers sink into it so that I can feel the edges of my cheekbones. I see clearly, as if nothing is covering me, yet I know I’m as covered as they are. My lungs don’t want to work anymore, my heart pounds to get out of its rib cage, and I become dizzy.

“Sit down.”

He doesn’t have to order me because my swimming senses have sat me down already. I can’t breathe, and panic rules. From somewhere rises the thought: I must gain control of my breathing. I reach into my memory back to a friend during university who’d taught me deep breathing. I hear her instructions and obey. My breathing fights me, and I fight it. And as I struggle to gain control, one of the boys blinks that blink again, staring at me much like a cat at a mouse, and a shimmer appears before me and then is gone. They look at each other, laugh out loud, and start dancing. Or at least, I think that’s what they’re doing. It vaguely reminds me of football players celebrating a goal, no, a touchdown. Knees rising up to chests, arms flailing, heads chucking like chickens out of rhythm. I forget all about my breathing, for their contortions are too weird. This place is too weird. I must be in a dream, caught in a nightmare, thinking too much about my fortieth. I stare hard at the white walls, willing them to disappear and become the soft tangerine walls of my bedroom.

And that’s when I notice that the walls don’t actually end in corners. They’re not round either. School-era geometry floats back into my memory from the past, and I think: maybe this is what the inside of an ellipse looks like. Smooth, never ending, yet beautiful as if it could cut the wind, creating no wave to show it’s been there. Seats emerge from the walls here and there. On the other side of the dancing boys, the wall coruscates as if it’s about to display something.

The boys stop and leer at me, their grins self-satisfied. They nod at each other, and I feel a faint lurch. And then I have the oddest sensation. I feel like I’m moving yet not moving. I feel like my thoughts are with me then behind me. I feel like every cell, no, every molecule is forming and dissolving and reforming in me. I feel as if the suit is the only thing holding me together. The walls and the boys become semi-transparent, as if every other molecule in them has disappeared. I want to rub my eyes but cannot move. I want to yell for help, even though there’s no point, but cannot open my mouth. I want to run, but I’m fixated like a cobra’s victim.

My boss is going to be pissed. Peggy and Sue won’t have anyone to take to my fortieth birthday lunch.

​
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Chapter 2

THE HANGAR
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I’m prickling. Electrons are spinning in glee, throwing off sparks; the faster they spin, the further apart they’re drawn, the farther the sparks jump; each spark provokes the next. Static cling fills me.

Itchy sensations build in my mind to kindle this image.

Unpleasant.

A thought animates in my head, stretching itself into my mind. Stretching, stretching.

“Let me off!” I scream in my head.

The scream slows and deepens in tone. Slower, slower, deeper, deeper.

I struggle to suck in air. My lungs are vacuums, devoid of air but not rebalancing with the outside atmosphere because it too is a vacuum. I try to make sense of this strangeness. It’s like I have lost half the weight of my ribs, my heart, my lungs, as if the air I inhale is flying through all those little cells in my lungs and straight out my breasts, dragging sparks all the way.

The boys stand, legs wide, watching me through their appearing-disappearing suits.

I stare right back at their blank white faces and scream “I don’t want to be here!” But the scream isn’t there. Not even in my head. I thought it. I know I thought it. Suddenly there it is: “I don’t want to be here!” It’s a lengthening deep wail, not a scream. It stretches out and drops into the absorbing white walls.

That’s when I notice the walls are coruscating and disappearing with each starry flash. Yet I cannot see anything outside them; I cannot see through them. The only reality is in this cube ... no, this ellipse ... no, this stretchy thing. Its shape is not like I remember it ...

Remember it? How long have I been here? How much time has passed? It seems like many years since the boys grabbed me with their little touchy-feely hands.

Is this a ship? The thought has finally surfaced into my conscious mind, swimming against a tide of time slowed.

The boys deliberately turn toward each other, raise their arms in slow motion, lock them over each other’s shoulders, bow their heads till they touch. The ship shifts. The walls coruscate less; they rebound half-way back toward their original curvature; the boys appear less transparent but not yet solid.

The boys raise their heads in real time, drop their arms, and face me again.

They speak, in turn.

“Do you know where you are in time and in space?”

The other two laugh.

“No, she wouldn’t know where she is.”

“She’s a dumb human from the twenty-first century.”

“I like the dumb humans from the twenty-first century. They think they’re so smart, so tech-savvy, so sophisticated and mature.”

“But they make the best screamers.”

“She’s only screamed once. She isn’t as much fun as our usual pick-me-ups.”

“Wait. You’re too impatient.”

“She’ll scream and loudly too.”

“She tried to scream before her first scream. Didn’t you hear?”

“That was no scream, not like that computer engineer guy.”

“I understand the problem. She’s—what do they call them in their now time?—administrative assistant! She’s an administrative assistant, too stupid to know where she is.”

“She probably watches so much television, she probably thinks she’s in one of those reality shows.”

“What’s that really stupid one?”

“Punk, something?”

“No. There’s another one.”

“Well, I don’t care. Let’s tell her together.” The other two join in as he says, “You’re not in a reality show, dumb human.” The one on the left, my left, leers at me. I can see it even through the whiteness of his skin suit. I say nothing. If they’re not human, what are they? They have human shapes. Maybe all aliens are human shaped, the ultimate Nature design. A giggle hiccups into my throat. I swallow it back. Fear and anger replace it, flaming up from my chest. I try automatically to suppress them because my bosses don’t take kindly to their employees being angry.

“So you know what this is?”

A kidnapping, you moron, I think. Hey, my thoughts are back in my head when they’re supposed to be. And I’m still angry. This is not good. If they see it, they will exact retribution. I swallow carefully.

“We take people to the future.”

“And play with them.”

“We can time travel to any now time we want to go.”

“And whenever we want.”

“Because we’re the exclusive.”

“No one can touch our sires.”

“Means no one can touch us.”

“Especially a girl.”

“Especially you.”

“You can’t escape us.”

“You saw us, you heard us, you could’ve escaped then before we took you.”

“Medieval humans would’ve.”

“They were no fun.”

“They were always running and hiding before we got close.”

“But you’re like all the rest of your now time’s dumb humans.”

“Too stupid to notice what’s going on around you.”

“You stepped right into our trap.”

“Fun.”

The three giggle through their suits, which don’t muffle or stifle the sound at all. I loathe them. And instantly shove that emotion down. Terror pops up to replace it.

“So, administrative assistant, we’ve been watching you,”

“Watching you doing the same thing day after day.”

“We wanted to see what it’s like to take someone who does the same thing day after day.”

“We’ve only taken the exclusive so far, the what-you-call powerful men.”

“Not the antecedents, Guy.”

“No, we can’t change our future, right?”

“We almost did when we went to the past past.”

“That upset the university.”

“They tried to eject us.”

“Sire stopped them,” Guy retorts.

“Guy’s Sire accepts.”

“He knows boys will be boys.”

They giggle in unison.

“He lets us play in your now time.”

“He owns stocks so we could.”

“The university agreed to agree.”

The three chortle.

“We took a few girls you think are powerful,” the one next to Guy adds.

The three shudder.

“But we liked taking men that thought they were powerful, rich, and indispensable, the ones who talked about their work to anyone who would listen, who bought tickets to Leafs games but never went, who were considered bright by your dumb human standards. What you call ‘hot stuff.’”

“They weren’t such hot stuff once we got them in our lab.”

Laughter flies out of them, assaulting me, disappearing into those white walls.

I can’t help it. I shiver. Yet ... I don’t. The shivering is turned back by the suit and chills my core. I wonder: do these suits protect us from whatever is going on, create a barrier between our bodies and the outside world? Their suits let the boys move and talk. This ship has moved without them touching anything, acting on anything. They blink, they nod, and things happen. Can they read my thoughts since the ship can read theirs? I shiver again.

“So we figure a robot like you,”

“Who does your master’s bidding,”

“Who never thinks,”

“Should be even more fun.”

“But you aren’t.”

“So far.”

I see them pout through their white suits.

We stare at each other in silence for awhile. Is it minutes? Hours? There is no hum, no change in smell. The walls continue to coruscate less and less, and I continue to feel my molecules reforming more than disappearing.

“So listen up, dumb human,”

“If you want to live.”

“You have to do what we say.”

“Accept?”

They assume I say yes. After all, they have me.

“We’re going to get to The Hangar soon.”

“The Hangar Master controls the place. He docks the time ships and clocks us in and out.”

“We’re going to tell him that you’re a sick sister.”

They lower their heads to examine me as if they can see through the suit my white skirt with its jaunty red roses on it, my plain navy T-shirt, the old red cardigan covered in wooly pills, my plain black pumps with their small heels. Office wear. I feel dirty. They turn to each other.

“We’re going to tell him you dressed for blending in to the twenty-first century for a school project you’re doing.”

“You think that will satisfy him?”

“He isn’t in your sire’s pocket anymore, Guy.”

“Don’t worry. It worked last time.”

“He’ll remember.”

“He never forgets.”

“She’ll convince him.”

They turn to me again, and the one they call “Guy” growls at me: “You’re going to convince him.”

I don’t move. They take my assent for granted. And to be honest, I cannot move anyway, not even my lips. I’ve never felt so terrified before. I had no idea this kind of terror existed. My fight and flight system has decided that to remain frozen is the best way, to obey is the best way. Obedience is natural to me. Not thinking feels more comfortable. I suddenly remember a story Peggy told me of how those who remained frozen on the Titanic were the ones who drowned.

I don’t feel so good.

I can’t fight physiology, my physiology.

I can’t fight this ship.

I can’t fight them.

Maybe I should comply at ... The Hangar. That’s what I do at work anyway: comply.

They start talking again, one after the other.

“We will do all the talking to the Hangar Master.”

“Remember, you’re too sick to talk.”

“You look green anyway.”

They laugh and laugh and laugh.

“I’ve never seen anyone so green before that it shows through the timesuit.”

“Maybe she will be fun.”

“A sugary section of pie to get her past the Hangar Master.”

They give me my instructions; they do that group hug thing again; the ship does that transparent-coruscating thing again; my body fills with static cling again; and then we stop.

The boys raise their hands as one, and the hoods are back off their heads and lying on their backs. So is mine.

I feel dizzy, as if I’d jumped from one reality into another.

The one who blinked first, the one they call “Guy,” blinks again, a shimmer appears and disappears before me, and they tell me to stand up.

My legs won’t hold me. Guy strides toward me and grabs me, the other two right behind him. The three pull me up. Guy goes before us as the other two adjust my arms over their shoulders; they half-walk, half-drag me through the wall that was to the left of where I was sitting.

I want to upchuck.

“Name?”

The bark that reminds me so much of my boss jerks my head up. A barrel-chested man stands in front of us, legs firmly apart, holding a pen and clipboard on his massive stomach, one hand clutching the top of the board where the clip is, glaring at us.

“Guy Van Der Haguey.”

“I mean the ship, wise Guy.”

He moves his hand to grab the side of the board and drops hand and board to his side as he leans forward to glare right into Guy’s face. I stare at his hand, like a mouse at a snake. That’s not a clipboard. It’s brown, it’s slim, but there’s no metal clip at the top. It’s not even the same material. It’s—

My eyes widen, and I drop my head to hide my startlement.

“The Rainment,” Guy says.

The Hangar Master lifts his board again, taps it with his pen. “Good. You got the name of the ship you stole right.”

“We didn’t steal it—”

A glare halts his lie.

Guy continues, “We stole it; we had to steal it. Maggie here was in trouble. She went to the twenty-first century on a field trip for school.”

“Girls don’t go to school. Try again, wise Guy.”

I lift my head slightly in surprise. Girls don’t go to school? Where am I? Is this Afghanistan? I surreptitiously look around. But all I can see is the Hangar Master. His bulk fills my entire field of vision.

“They do when Sire says so.”

“No, they don’t.”

“You have me, Hangar Master. She came with me. I had to fit in to the twenty-first century, and girls ...,” he halts. The Hangar Master waves away his words as if in shared pain. Guy says, “So I told her to come. It was my field project. But you know girls. They lose stuff, they can’t remember anything. She got the twenty-first century clothes right, but she lost her own and couldn’t be herself for the trip back. I told her not to lose them.”

“Why weren’t they left in the ship?”

“You know girls. They do stupid things. I can’t explain what they do.”

The Hangar Master nods. Guy is bringing him around.

“So then she gets herself sick.”

The Master takes a step backward.

“You’re supposed to declare a quarantine.”

“I meant to. But she’s not really sick. She’s only time sick. Girls can’t handle time travel like us humans. I gave her a chance. But my prof was right. They can’t hack our work.”

The Hangar Master nods and steps back toward us.

“Take her to medical.” He taps the board, which spits out a thin sliver of something that’s white and flexible. Boards don’t spit out slivers of anything. Fear freezes the scream in my throat. Oh God, get me out of here. I want my boss!

“Put this on her.”

Guy takes the rectangular white sliver and slaps it on my chest. A shimmer appears and disappears right before my eyes.

“Take her straight to medical, Guy.”

“I will, Hangar Master,” Guy smirks.

The Hangar Master turns to the side and sweeps us out of the area with a warning to leave the suits in Rerobing and to go through Disinfecting.

I’m glad the boys are still holding me up and are dragging me out, even if it is further away from home, for my legs are jelly, my mind a frozen slushie, and I’m tasty prey. But as Father always said, “sometimes biding one’s time is the best way.”

“And don’t forget, you have a twenty-four-hour moratorium on The Transporter. Don’t think of taking the easy way,” the Hangar Master yells after us.
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3011
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“Are we really going to take the vector transport, Guy?” the boy holding me up on the left asks.

“Only girls ride those,” sneers the boy on my right.

“And time travellers. Anyone sees us, they’ll know when we’ve been.”

The faces of the other two reflect dawning hope at the expected jealousy aimed at them. Guy continues: “Sire explained the consequences if we take The Transporter immediately after using the time ship, travelling as much as we have. Boys, we,” he lays emphasis on “we” as he looks over at me, “don’t want to experience that. We have no choice but to listen to the Hangar Master.”

Their chorus of groans accompany me as they half drag, half walk me through the Hangar. I find the floor fascinating. It’s like glass yet has an effervescence that’s unlike the sparkles buried in granite; it’s like sparkles bubbling underneath the surface of champagne, reacting to our steps.

“Here,” the boy on my left snarls. I’m dropped and almost knock my head as it flies backward, and I land with a jolt on a seat that emerges from the white wall of the continuing corridor we’re in. They strip off their white suits while I watch immobile. Guy nudges the boy nearest him, and they smirk at me before Guy leans forward into my face and mimes slowly the words: “Take it off.” The three liquidate into laughter. Moved into action, I scramble at my suit ineffectually with shaky hands, wondering if it’s okay that thing the Hangar Master had Guy slap on me will come off, then not caring if it does. It won’t be me affected, I think as I continue to struggle. Finally, my muscles thaw, the suit releases its seams and opens, and I stand to shove it down and off my shoes. But the suit holds on and takes them anyway. I reach down into the legs, into the feet of the suit, and yank my shoes out. I glare at the offending suit; a small sound pulls my head up, and I see the three hanging their suits up on the wall. The wall sucks them in with a whispery slurp. Creep me out. I leave mine on the sparkling floor.

They grab my arms and haul me up. All of a sudden, I want out of this place. I struggle against their grips, keeping myself away from the creepy walls. They laugh. I relax every muscle in my body, and think heavy thoughts. They almost lose their hold but regain it before I can grasp freedom. And then I realize: the whole thing is futile. Where am I going to go? These white walls that suck up clothes and these floors that spark into life underneath my feet are not my world. Literally, not my world.

We continue along our journey in the snaking corridor and stop at a ninety-degree turn. The white wall in front of us loses its hold on its surface molecules. The boys stop, and I bump into Guy, unable to take my eyes off the morphing wall.

“Watch it.”

What does he think I’m doing? The molecules spin faster and faster, their energy reaching out to each other, merging into a golden light that expands toward us, bathes us, engulfs, turns red. Guy is just a diminished outline ahead of me.

Suddenly the glow is gone. The corridor is the corridor, and they’re dragging me around the ninety-degree corner by my arms. I’m trying to take back my breath as my mind struggles to understand what has just happened. I hear the Hangar Master’s words repeat in my head: “Disinfecting” because we already took off our suits. The corridor ends abruptly at a wall, which promptly vaporizes as we approach. I gasp. I pull at my arms to free them. I pilot my legs backward, to no avail. The boys laugh, “Dumb human. It’s a door, that thing you walk through every day.”

“They all do that.”

“It’s like they haven’t seen a door before.”

“They haven’t. Not a real one.”

“They have those awkward things you have to pull.”

“Or push. You can never tell which: pull or push. Some of their builders want you to pull, some to push.”

“They can’t make up their minds which way a door should swing.”

“Dumb humans,” they sneer in chorus.

I lean backward, letting my body go limp; they drag me through that ... that unstable wall anyway and into the sun.

My eyes squeeze against the sharp light.

As they adjust, I open my lids bit by bit until I see we’re outside in a place so sunny that the light is almost white. The sunlight cuts the shadow of the building like a knife and reveals every vein in the marble monolithic wall that rises across from us, blocking all sight of what lies outside this place, declaring in thick platinum “Toronto 3011.” I try to turn around to see the height of the place we left, but the boys are ruthless and yank me forward. They pull me toward an elliptical thing the size of a Nissan car that sits on a smooth white surface that flows from in front of the building into the distance to our left. The thing is white on the bottom, its whiteness a mirror of the white surface it’s sitting on, as glossy as ... the road. It’s a road, I tell myself. I know roads. But I don’t know this thing that sits on what must be a road. It seems to have no top; it’s a half egg that floats. I gulp and shut my eyes. When I open them, I see the thing better and realize the top is clear, clearer than glass. I can perceive its outline now, but it’s so clear, it’s as if it doesn’t exist ... I guess this is the ... the transport thing they talked about since we’re walking toward it.

“Can’t you walk!” the boy on the left barks at me. I don’t answer him; I think rag doll thoughts. Score one for me. But my bravery doesn’t last long. The car is sliding sideways toward us. None of the boys have keys or fobs; their hands are visible with nothing in them. How is the car moving? Is it, like, alive? I look up at the boy nearest me—his eyes have turned as black as Polaroid sunglasses. I look at the others: their eyes too are black. I forget about being a rag doll as adrenaline surges through me, giving me strength. I break free. I run backward, but as I turn, I see I’m heading to the disappearing, glowing building. I run out of my pumps as I swivel sharply and head in the direction the road flows. My flight doesn’t last long. Long hands grab me and hoist me into the air. I kick the air, and laughter rings at me.

“They always do that.”

“I don’t know why.”

“It’s not like they haven’t seen vector transports moving.”

“They call them cars.”

“Don’t correct me. I know what they call them. It’s a dumb human name. I don’t use dumb human names.”

“You got that right, Guy. Some don’t even need keys to open or start their cars.”

“But it always happens.”

“They freak. Hey, this one’s heavy.”

The boy on the right stops, drops me, and I land on my knees. Guy grabs my chin and puts his face into mine: “They freak, like you dumb human.”

“Aren’t you human?” I force through my lips.

“We’re not dumb humans, we’re real humans,” Guy retorts as he lets go of my chin. “Bring her. Time is wasting. I don’t want the prof to find her.”

The right one grabs my shoes, throws them at me. I stand up and slip my feet into my pumps and follow the two boys who follow Guy to the levitating vector transport, whose side facing us vanishes as Guy reaches it. Both the white part and the clear part vanish, revealing two soft white benches that face each other, one in the front, one in the back, with a generous foot well in the centre, flat, no middle hump. All my adrenaline has flushed away, and I cannot react except in my thoughts. I want to go home. I’ve seen solid walls that vanish already; it should be old hat. It’s not! I want to go home. Tears prickle my eyes, and I blink rapidly, knowing tears will equal greater humiliation. They pick me up and throw me onto the right-side seat, or is that the front seat that faces backward or the back seat that faces frontward? They climb in, Guy sitting in the seat facing me, the boys sitting on either side of me. And the side of the vector transport reappears. Guy does that slow blink thing, and the car settles down before surging forward with a smoothness so seamless it’s a moment before I realize the monolithic marble wall is moving backward. I clutch the seat on either side of me and stifle a scream. Guy grins. The car shoots forward without a sound and reaches faster-than-highway speeds. The vivid blue sky and merciless sun scream through the clear top and strike my eyes. I’m dizzy and blinded.

After a while, I let go of the seat and, keeping my head down, pull my red cardigan closer around my chest. I hug myself. I’m in need of warmth. I open my eyes fully as they become accustomed to the sunlight here. I raise my head cautiously. I have to squint, but I can see. I focus my gaze on the landscape in front of us, not daring to turn my head to look out a side window like one usually does in a car.

The road winds between trees, no other vehicle on the road, no other person on the road, on the verge, or in the trees. The trees are so neatly planted, like the gardens in Versailles when I visited with my parents during one summer vacation. Their leaves are the gold of pure gold not green. All one shade of gold, not the various shades of autumn gold or bronze. Every so often, the trees have silver leaves. The trees are so quiet. The boys are so quiet. This thing is so quiet that I can hear atoms hissing time away in my ears. I focus harder on the trees, and I discern a pattern of when the trees with the silver leaves and onyx trunks will appear among the trees with the gold leaves and mahogany trunks. There are no leaves anywhere on the road ahead. Its surface isn’t littered or mottled or black or concrete. It’s white, like ... like ... I’ve seen this kind of material before, I’m sure. Ceramic? No, like Limoges china, the set my mother bought during our visit to France. Strange to think of a road being made of Limoges.

The flowing road straightens, and the horizon is a haze of unending trees and road. I turn my eyes away from that mirage and focus on Guy and notice how straight his clothing is. Straight across the shoulders; straight sleeves that end in a sharp horizontal line at the wrists. The fabric hangs crisp yet soft straight down his chest from an elliptical neckline and ends in a sharp horizontal cut. Crisp leggings that don’t have one crease or seam encase his legs. I lean over to the side a bit to stare at the side of his legs. He frowns. I straighten up. His leggings have no seams. And neither does his tunic. They look like each are made from one piece of cloth with no discernible flies, buttons, seams, or zippers. I remember how their hoods had sealed to the rest of their white suits in the ship and shiver. I drop my eyes to the floor. His leggings end precisely at his shoes, the edge smooth and straight. His shoes look like normal white loafers, but not as cheesy as what men wear at my office. His shoes’ soft, soft material reminds me of expensive suede but it has that same slightly glowing quality as the vector transport and the road. His clothes are white as well with shadings of grey that emphasize the straight lines. I strain my peripheral vision to see if the boys are dressed the same. They are.

We emerge from the trees and cross a road perpendicular to the one we’re on. Now instead of trees on either side of us, there are buildings. White buildings. White buildings rising straight up like vertical rectangles. White buildings of the same height, width, and seemingly depth. White buildings with no windows, no doors, only smooth surfaces with softly rounded corners. White buildings exactly the same distance from each other, exactly across from each other, exactly the same distance from the road. I blink. The road isn’t a road like I know it; it ends at the front walls of the buildings. There’s no demarcation of road from sidewalk. There are no sidewalks. The road is one smooth, glossy surface of creamy opaque white to the buildings’ lucent icy white edges. I watch building after building slide backward by us, refusing to see what my eyes are telling me: their surfaces aren’t exactly solid. They bleed into the air around them, and as they bleed they turn from looking like solid ice to icy fog white lit from inside. Lucent with a sci-fi edge. I shudder and turn my gaze inwards, huddling my body into itself.

Our vector transport slows down to city speeds. We’re approaching another crossroad, a busy one, full of transports like ours. Yet there are no traffic lights. I brace myself. These are Toronto cars; we’re going to get hit. Then I think: I bet medical science can cure injuries in a heartbeat here. I relax. Then I think: but will these boys take me to a hospital? After all, they see me as their personal lab rat. I brace myself again. Our car crosses the intersection without hesitation, deftly sliding in between two oncoming cars in one lane and another two oncoming cars in the other lane. I cannot believe it. I twist around to look at the cars we whizzed through. No, not cars, vector transports. I twist back to face forward again. The boys seem bored and don’t react to my astonishment this time. This time.

I relax myself and refocus on the scene outside. I think about how there are no traffic lights and look around actively, moving only my eyeballs. There are no poles or wires, no visible sources of power. The road we were on has become one half of a wider road, like University Avenue with its wide median. The median is like a platform that’s arisen out of the road, and it’s filled with sculptures. They are chaotic in their materials of grey soapstone and purple granite, in their curving shapes and various heights. Water slithers between them, sparkling from the excruciating sunlight hitting it. People are walking beside them, as well as on the outside edges of the road beside the streaming vector transports. Some ride on Segways, those zippy self-propelled two-wheelers trendy Californians ride, but these have clear handles and white wheels. They are closer to the transports than the pedestrians. The transports remain as equidistant from them as from each other. The people are dressed like the boys. Not one is walking with another or riding Segways together; not one looks at any of the others. Not one notices us, although the clear top of our car extends almost down to seat level, and I stick out in my non-white clothing.

We continue to travel at the same pace, never slowing down at intersections, no matter how busy, yet always remaining at the same distance from the other traffic, whether in front or behind us or crossing us. The more we travel into the city, the more buildings rise up closer to each other, the more cars are on the road, the more people are walking between and alongside the buildings and roads. The road narrows, and I can see that what I thought were men and women are really all men.

I blink.

That can’t be.

Where are the women?

I feel conspicuous. Suddenly the CN Tower rises into view. I reflexively turn my head to see it better. It’s old and tired-looking in its concrete facade and outdated light show. It looks like a poor cousin at a rich person’s banquet.

Guy twists around to look where I’m gawking.

“I don’t know why we keep that relic,” says one of the boys beside me.

“Sire says it’s a link to our past.”

“It reminds we of where we’ve been.”

“Who cares about history,” Guy states derisively.

“We young don’t. But the old generation do.”

“They always do. They say we’ll be the same. We too won’t want to get rid of it.”

“Never.”

We stop. Yet I don’t jerk forward like when Father used to brake the car. The slowing down, the stopping is smooth, oh so smooth. The boys wrench me away from the sight of the familiar as they hustle me through the side of the car and into the building we’ve stopped at. The people walking close by on the road don’t notice because the transport has stopped right at the door. They drag me so quickly through it and the corridors that I cannot register my surroundings. With a resounding sigh of relief, they push me into a room. They slam the door shut.

I jump.

It’s the first sound I’ve heard in this quiet city, other than the boys’ voices.

I stare at it. It’s a door, a real door in the wall. It even has a handle, but then it’s gone, and so is the door. It’s another part of the wall. But that’s the only way this room resembles the transport and what I saw outside. This room is filled with stuff. There’s a blackboard perpendicular to the door wall. It’s black with a wooden frame on wooden legs, and there’s chalk on its ledge. There are simple dressers with straight handles and ordinary counters and chairs flung around in worn white and dented wood and scratched metal. The old lives here. Just like the university I went to.
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Chapter 4

OOPS
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“So what do we do?”

“The usual?”

“No ... I think—”

The doorway appears, and the door opens. An older man enters with his head down, shrugging into a white lab coat, reading a slim iPad-like tablet in his hand. His coat is not crumpled and out of shape like the ones I saw back in university. It’s as seamless as the tunic and fat leggings he wears. The collar is crisp, yet not stiff like a starched collar would be. The requisite pockets seem to emerge out of the fabric like the seats did from the ship’s walls. But unlike his clothes, his face is rumpled, especially a rough-cut moustache that dips on either side of his generous lips. He doesn’t see me at first because Guy has taken a fast step over to shield me. He bumps into Guy, and his head comes up.

He asks with a displeased frown on his face: “What are you boys doing here?”

“We thought we’d come in to do extra work,” one of the boys says.

The older man’s eyebrows shoot up as he queries: “Extra? Listen up. I told my daughter she could come here today to service her man’s needs, to be nearby whenever and wherever he needs her. I didn’t appreciate you confining her to yourselves last time. It is within your rights, I’m aware, and she cannot refuse you. But I’m your prof. If you don’t do what I say, I’m going to flunk you this time. Her man is important to my work, and I don’t want him discommoded and throwing off my research. The granting agency is already displeased with my research being put back one-quarter because of your poaching. They won’t tolerate a second setback. So stay away. Accept?”
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