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​Part I

​Chapter One
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You experience everything in its absence in there. Before the phosphenes flicker and every sound of every body movement reverberates, your brain is starved of any input. The salt displaces your body in the water until floating is your only option. Time is a memory, in there. Your blood, coursing, pounds against the earplugs, at least at first. You might think you’re floating in the liquid crystal of a giant, broken screen–with all the static coming out like blindness on a 3 AM floor, when we were real little, and the channel got changed, and the signal couldn’t get through, and we didn’t have beds yet, so we’d bunched our blankets and pillows on the hard carpet. You remember that, Sam?

Back to the tank. To the way your brain will try to make sensations if there aren’t any to pick up, amplify every inhalation to be a parade of steps down the tiled hallway, and you could be in a tank or a hangar for all you know, and your heart tries to remind you you’re still alive even when the rest of you doesn’t want to believe it, when you can’t believe that you’re alive and Sam is not.

When your senses fade (both real and imagined), and the memories evaporate, and your thoughts still, it becomes easy to forget that you’re a human being. At least it does for me. With enough floats, this self-negation process happens quicker, and with greater efficiency. I am alone in a body, you might tell yourself when you leave the sensory deprivation tank after your first float. I have never known the world outside of my own limited perspective. If I have died before, I have no recollection of doing so. These words are not enough.

You may think all of these things, or none of them. All I know is that when I stepped out of that thirty-eighth float, and came out of blue-lit salty water, naked humidity going cold with the opening of the tank’s door, wet feet on stone, with a circular mirror across from the shower, ring of light around the ring of mirror set to auto-light on detected motion, I had to convince myself I was really there. Had to mentally redownload human.exe, then MaxSpaight-Sellers.exe, boot the executables, run the installs, reboot and hope it all took effect.

Some floats are less merciful. Some floats I forget Sam’s gone, or maybe I hop into a version of everything where he isn’t, or maybe he is but only when you remember he is. Maybe the moment you forget he’s gone, he’s not. I’m not sure what it is, but I’m also not sure how much longer I can keep doing these floats, whether I can afford them. I’m price-checking bags of Epsom, looking into humidor setups, rigging my bathroom to be an ad hoc tank once it gets to that point.

It’s getting harder, too, to make time for these floats as the semester wears on. I don’t want to jeopardize my fellowship, risk our department losing funding when so many other departments already have. It’s getting harder to make time for you, Sam. So, on the weeks I need to skip my float and put in time at the accelerator instead, spend a weekend at the library and do a quantum entanglement cram, I remind myself that it’s all going toward us meeting up again. All of it is.

I need time to just be a person, though, too.

Last weekend, I made time to go see a performance of Infinity Display over in Andersonville. Their shtick is that each week’s play is different, that it was written quickly in the week leading up. They start, I guess, with a quick preamble by a disembodied character who, as of the time of this writing, has yet to be named or shown onstage. I don’t remember it word-for-word, but the preamble explained how, one day, a performer named Charlie found an old tube TV in an alleyway on their walk home from the Division blue line stop. (The lead actor is Charlie Fallow. Part of Infinity Display’s immersion comes from the core cast playing themselves.) Anyway, Charlie finds the old tube TV and lugs it the eight blocks home. They don’t know why, they just get a strong urge to take it home. When they hoof it up the three flights to their apartment and plug it in, they immediately pick up a channel. Crystal clear despite not being hooked up to rabbit ears or a converter box, each play is Charlie tuning in to a new episode of whatever’s showing on the infinity display that day. The rest of the play is the secondary cast performing said episode.

The episode I saw was an exploration of the afterlife, or rather a few different versions of what that might be. I don’t remember all of them (they presented a sizable number of possibilities), but the one I really gravitated toward was a take on the chronovisor. The way it was presented in the play, all of reality (and by extension history) is traversable when you develop a way to study, chart, and predict the movement of atoms over time. They kept it pretty light on scientific explanation, hard sci-fi wasn’t exactly what they were going for, and when they did dip their toes in theory it got a bit messy, but the core idea was interesting and well-presented. With the right hardware, you could simulate all atomic activity in a given area, rewind or fast forward to bring people back to life, rebuild collapsed ruins, resuscitate fallen civilizations.

They had a running gag going at Infinity Display, where if a show sold out, they’d buy pizza for everyone from the hole in the wall next door, and everyone would get their choice of a slice of deep dish or regular. They sold out that night, so I loitered around the periphery after the show, waited my turn for sausage deep dish, tried to come up with something sensible to say to Charlie once I got to them.

I guessed Charlie had to be around my age, early 30s, a scarf wrapped around their neck and draped over a mauve shawl, tasteful black skirt, classic Chuck Taylors and knee-high black-and-purple checkered socks. Curly brown hair, deep purple eyeshadow, wings. I hoped Charlie would notice me, but I also hoped they wouldn’t catch me staring.

Every time I got a little closer to Charlie, someone else would join the throng surrounding them, compliment them on their performance, the script (Charlie wrote every episode), until Charlie was encircled two-people deep. Some of the props were still onstage, so hangers-on stepped around the chunky old Windows 95-era PC that was meant to stand in for the hardware that allowed for atomic afterlife travel, the monitor adorned with hot-glued screen attachments, a rack above that housing what looked like a naked motherboard with splayed wires soldered to it, snaking and attaching to much more modern LCD screens hanging from the ceiling, those ones used to display the “surrounding area” during atomic travel, showing a frame or two of nebulae, stellar expansion, early Earth, and a timelapse of development on the planet before arriving at the eventual setting. They stepped around chronovisor helmets and old remote controls and apocryphal tech that you’d find at Goodwill for a dollar, all to reach–

Charlie had left. I scanned the room for a few minutes, but they were gone. I took a final bite of my slice, tossed the rest in the trash, and left.

When I got home, I went down a research rabbit hole on chronovisors. History of attempts to make them, theory about their feasibility, frauds who claimed to have made/used them. One example I kept coming across was a Catholic priest who claimed to have traveled back in time to the Passion of Christ, the Crucifixion, aftermath. What set his claim apart from so many others was that he had photographic evidence. The picture was in black-and-white, and kind of blurry, but you could chalk that up to the era it was taken: the 1970s. The image was a harsh closeup of Jesus, still alive and in the throes of agony on the cross. An ordinary photo like this would require a photographer on a ladder or scaffold to achieve, but this was explained away by the fact that the chronovisor was no ordinary camera. It worked not by capturing photons on film but by detecting trace paths that atoms once took and magnifying them, rendering them on a screen. One could, theoretically, use this device to go anywhere and anywhen, view past events without the potential paradoxes that come with traditional time travel. It wasn’t even technically time travel so much as time viewing.

The priest was eventually found to be a fraud after someone found the exact obscure statuette of Jesus that he’d found and photographed. But far from relegating the chronovisor to just another scam, interest in the idea only seemed to intensify after the Father’s claim was disproved. People made entire blogs devoted to ways we could fabricate a working model. One of the most prolific (and still active) blogs I could find was run by none other than Charlie Fallow. Beyond just the chronovisor, the blog dove into time travel, alien abduction, cryptid sightings, quantum entanglement, archaeological anachronisms, the Antikythera mechanism, Baghdad batteries, Nazca lines, afterlife simulation, and something called remote viewing. I packed my Mr. Coffee and started a fresh brew, opened the most intriguing links in new tabs while I waited for it to brew.

The vibe of the site was like something built on Angelfire or Geocities in the mid-to-late 90s. Black background with multicolored GIFs blinking everywhere, un-optimized design choices that made the whole thing look like it was slapped together in a couple minutes. Individual blog posts with seemingly random background colors, most of which clashed with the text color. Fuzzy JPEGs that were hard to make out even when you opened them in a new tab and zoomed in. While on the site itself, your regular mouse cursor changed into a gold and sparkling Möbius strip. As you scrolled down the page, it twisted in on itself: an endless cycle. I poured myself a cup and got to work.

The blog posts, I found, went back to before blogs were even a thing: the oldest was written in 1997, which I guess explained the overall look. Most were relatively sober, and analytical, but a few deviated from the Fortean theme and seemed more like a standard online diary. Entries came daily, sometimes with two posts a day but at least one, a habit unbroken, it seemed, for more than twenty-five years. I skipped ahead to the end. Charlie’s thought process seemed erratic. They kept mentioning a threat against their life.

I passed the week that followed in a sort of haze. The anniversary of my brother Sam’s death was the week before, part of the reason for my float: to be there with the grief and then put it away for a little while. But that wasn’t it. I couldn’t stop seeing Charlie–their hair, makeup, 70s-Whovian getup. I kept going back to that page, alternating between the oldest entries and the newest. I ran an advanced search on Charlie’s site, my query “chronovisor.” I found hundreds of results, dating all the way back to the 90s. The oldest were dedicated to the same Catholic priest I’d found before, but the newest showed diagrams and schematics, descriptions of specialized cathode rays, proofs of concept. Those closest to the present day had those same diagrams interspersed with coded language: first in a way where important terms were very clearly substituted for other nonsense words, but eventually everything was in some sort of cipher, with entire paragraphs of letters, numbers, and symbols encoded without a key in sight.

I put in time at the accelerator, met with my department head, started our next project. Our goal was to separate entangled particles and study their behavior when their twin particle was artificially manipulated. Everything was tied up in theory at that point, and we were about application.

It was Saturday again before I knew it, and there I was, standing in line outside the theater. Theater employees handed out playing cards, Uno cards, even Pokémon cards to those in line, each with a sharpied-in number. Once they hit capacity, they apologized to those who wouldn’t be able to make it, encouraged them to come back next Saturday. So it would be another pizza party performance. Another chance to meet the enigmatic Charlie Fallow.

Mine was a first gen Pikachu with the number 42 sharpied over Pikachu’s face. Their gimmick was that, upon entry, you rolled a big fluffy pink die. You paid whatever you rolled plus $10. I lucked out and rolled a one, was early enough in the queue to get my pick of seat. I ended up front row center, simultaneously hoping and not hoping I’d be picked for audience participation. They usually confined it to a line and a cue whispered in the person’s ear, but I heard of some audience members being put on the spot and expected to improvise entire scenes with the cast.

While we waited for everyone to find a seat, they played a band I’m not sure I could describe beyond saying they had a post-hardcore sound, clean and rough vocals, guitar and synth and driving, almost nonhuman sounds that I couldn’t quite place. It included samples of what sounded like Gregorian chants, local news features they’d distorted to near-unrecognizability, and someone speaking in reverse, ramped up and down in speed to match whatever time signature they were playing at, which changed constantly.

Even once the house was packed, they played another couple of songs, and I felt myself shift from confusion, a bit of revulsion, to curiosity, healthy scientific interest. It was already unlike me to be at a show like this, but you’d never catch me at a concert for this band. That said, I found myself listening to them the way an anthropologist might study an apocryphal text. After the last song finished, the lights went out, an old Moog synthesizer carried a few notes, and the show began. They went through the usual preamble, summarized the concept for anyone new, and then a single spotlight shot on, trained on Charlie Fallow at center stage.

Charlie had a futuristic skin tight jumpsuit on, femme-cut but with exaggerated shoulders. Their makeup was fire. Blends of reds, oranges on the eye, yellows on the lip, hair coiffed up into a cross between Eraserhead and Bride of Frankenstein. A feathery, flaming boa slung around their neck, nestled in décolletage. Massive, spiked, platform boots that gave them at least half a foot in extra height, the boots themselves painted in what seemed like Vantablack, with all light that hit them seeming to disappear within them. On the face: spray-painted chrome. The final result was enough to keep the entire audience in silence, entranced, waiting for what would come next. You got the impression that even if the whole show was just Charlie standing there and looking the way they did, spotlit and staring intensely into the crowd in silence, everyone would’ve felt they’d gotten their money’s worth.

Charlie took in a breath, smiled an enigmatic, knowing smile. They looked over the crowd in sections, left to right, then seemed to look at each audience member individually. Charlie’s eyes finally settled on mine. They opened their mouth, to speak or sing, we didn’t know. Silence. Then a gunshot.

Time froze along with Charlie, arms first outstretched as if to take it all in, then pulled in at their chest, and the chorus of screams, and dilated time like a float we’d all been stuck within, and craning my neck just in time to see the darkened figure at the back, watch them as they lowered their pistol, kicked behind to force the door back open, and disappeared into shadow. Charlie took a step back to brace, staggered a few more steps, and dropped center stage.

Several audience members ran to side doors, created choke points as they pushed and tried to get them open. Someone from the sound booth rushed down and over to Charlie, checked for a pulse, listened for breathing. Before they’d left the sound booth, they must have accidentally switched on a mic, because there first was the high-pitched whine of feedback, then the sound of audience screaming picked up and amplified over the speakers. A few people sat still, either thinking the whole thing was part of the show or stuck in the same backup/reset state of disbelief that I was in. From somewhere far away, more the suggestion of the sound than the actual thing, came sirens. I found myself getting up, felt my legs move me toward the stage. The person from the sound booth looked at me with glazed eyes and zero comprehension. They were biting their lip till bleeding.

I leaned over Charlie, remembered TV show instructions about applying pressure, and did what I could. Charlie’s eyes were still open and looking at the ceiling, or maybe past it. Their expression stuck between excitement and fear, confusion and recognition. I’d never seen a face look like that before.

In time, the paramedics arrived. I stepped back and let them do their work, looked around at who was left. The rest of the cast was there, still in costume, wearing future androgyny like Charlie, some of them crying, others consoling, no one with a clue as to what to do. I stood there apart from them a while, feeling like I’d just gotten up abruptly after sitting down, head rush, dizzy forgetfulness, and it took a few seconds to remember where I was, then when, and my eyes followed the stage’s still-blinking lights and it felt like I was outside of my body, watching the body as it watched the world, and Charlie stood up from their body, half-opacity as they got around a foot in the air, walked in circles, hovering over their body as the paramedics did what they could do. It still smelled of smoke from the single shot, metallic smell of blood wrapped around it, and I saw the half-light of a bullet traveling slowly, same trajectory, before disappearing through the far wall.

Another silent bullet, this one angled just enough to the right to have missed Charlie had they still been standing there. Another bullet, but this one in a superpositional state, a solid line of glitchy bullet, like a lagged-out old PC when you drag a window over and there are infinite copies of itself. Another Charlie, then another, in different costumes and styles, on and on till superpositional too. I looked around. No one else seemed to notice.

My own body went superpositional too, or at least versions of it did, and there came a flatness to the world, like depth perception had a hidden slider to it and someone turned it all the way down. Space became more a concept than an actual thing. I don’t know how else to describe it. I watched versions of myself on stage with Charlie, some dressed the same while doing audience participation, others where I was a cast member too, face clean-shaven and makeup like a dream: a nonbinary icon in colors and materials not of this world. Some where I’d transitioned. I looked happiest there.

I think I started crying then, or at least the physical me had, but onstage I was someone else entirely. Foreign memories came flowing in like thick, unavoidable smoke, and the room was filled with hundreds of people who weren’t there, not really, and I wondered if this was how it happened, how you lost it for good. I had a glimpse of madness when we lost Sam, but nothing like this. What else could it be? What else could it be? What else was happening to me?

At some point, I found myself outside the theater. A crowd had gathered outside, oblivious cars drove down night road behind them, and I couldn’t remember if I biked there, or walked, or took the CTA or what. The superpositional people went away, but the smoke didn’t. The persistent, convincing memories that popped up and told me in no uncertain terms that I knew Charlie deeply and completely. That I loved them in some other time, another place.

I walked down Ashland, toward a doorway that’d materialized, or maybe it’d always been there, an old red door and red door frame, planted right there in the middle of the sidewalk, and nothing looked any different past it, so I opened the door and walked through it, made sure to shut the door behind me. The sirens kept insinuating themselves, and the crowd still gawked, and no one noticed me, and I decided that I’d walked here, that I would walk back. So I walked the half hour back home, didn’t shower, didn’t even take off my clothes, just fell into bed and went to sleep with all the lights on.

I can’t remember my dreams that night now, only suggestions or certain important images. One where the entire theater was filled with hominids. All of us as the missing link, anachronistically dressed in modern human clothes. Another where we were in some Alighierian inferno, or at least some of us were, while Charlie kept trying (and failing) to run up a hill that was much too steep. Another where everything was as it was, only the theater was filled floor-to-ceiling with water, and we’d all decided to stay in our seats and watch the show anyway. One that I can’t remember any images from but where I dreamt that I’d been dreaming for fifty years, or maybe a hundred, and I’d wake up dead once it was finally over.

The last dream was nothing strange like the others, just a replay of events. I watched Charlie in silence, rapt, just like everyone else. They smiled that mysterious smile. That smile that knew so much. They looked us over, settled on me, and opened their mouth. The shot rang out, and the arms went wide, came in to hug the whole world, and Charlie went down in a heap center stage. I woke up with the replicated screams. My throat hurt, eyes felt like they’d squeeze themselves out of their sockets. My bedsheets were soaked all the way through, stale smell of sweat in the air.

Even with the sensations, the dreams, those first few seconds were filled with blissful forgetting, and in those tiny moments I hadn’t seen what I’d seen, hadn’t had those impossible experiences after, those implanted memories from a hundred-thousand lives I hadn’t personally lived. In those couple of seconds, my twin brother Sam hadn’t passed. In fact, nothing bad had ever happened, and it showed no signs of ever changing. But then the moment was gone, and all the memories and pains came back, and the force of it was enough for an instant headache, and I convinced myself the ache was caffeine withdrawal, brewed up a fresh pot, opened my laptop as it crackled to light and fired off a quick email to my department head saying I wasn’t going to make it. I opened Charlie’s site in a new tab.

I went back to that latest post, with its erratic writing style and jumbled thought process, with its allusions to being watched, tracked, targeted. With Charlie’s insistence that their life was in danger. I read that sentence over again, guzzled too much too-hot coffee and spilled down the front of my shirt. The top of my tongue had scalded, chest too, and I knew that I’d keep drinking this, keep upping my caffeine intake, even if I wouldn’t really taste anything at all for the next few days. I wanted to call up Sam and tell him what I’d seen, had to remind myself that I couldn’t. Wanted to call Mom and Dad, let them know I was okay in case it made the news, talk to them after years without, go see them, they’re only twenty minutes away, and even though this “couldn’t” was different than Sam’s “couldn’t,” it was still a “couldn’t” all the same.

I remembered enough from trauma therapy to know the signs, the symptoms, what to call this feeling. But I was still removed enough from it to feel like all those lessons had been learned by an entirely different person. I scanned that last post for clues. The coffee cooled just below scalding, and I drank it down quick and black, imagining the stains it would leave, the ones I’d later frown at in the mirror. I scrolled to the very bottom of the post, where there was new, blank space. I brought my cursor over, highlighted it. An entire paragraph of encrypted text appeared, highlighted neatly in blue.

It was a combination of letters, numbers, symbols, and even some unicode characters I’d never seen before. I knew before doing it that it’d turn up nothing, but I copied and pasted the encrypted text in a new tab, hit enter and watched Google turn up nothing. I didn’t remember that extra space at the bottom of the post before, so I pasted the text into Notepad and saved it as a TXT file on my desktop in case it disappeared from the site, or the hosting lapsed. I spent the next several hours trying to decipher it, using a variety of online decryption tools, researched and tried every cipher I could find, from substitution and transposition to polygraphic, permutation, and even the classic Caesar cipher. I tried combinations of all of the above, changed fonts to see if there was coded visual information. Nothing worked.

I closed the TXT file somewhere around three in the morning, shifted my search to Charlie themself. They were remarkably absent from all social media, or at least they had no accounts under their actual name. I found social for Infinity Display, checked all images with Charlie in them, and looked for tags, but there were none. Every other cast member was tagged with their username, but Charlie was just listed as “Charlie,” “CF,” or “Charlie Fallow.” Somewhere around four AM, my computer started to overheat. Lag and stutter. Nothing wanted to load, so I made windows smaller, dragged them across the screen, and watched them become superpositional. They repeated themselves over and over, until the whole screen was the window cloned a hundred times or more.

I switched to tile view to clear it, figured it’d all go away since it was only just the one window. Instead, each and every window appeared individually, spread so sparse that you could barely see anything on any of the windows. But there was something. Or rather, several somethings.

Each window was different, and I started closing out the bottom row of windows to make all the rest render larger. The more rows I closed, the more I could make out the whole. Each window showed something different: Sheridan at night in one, the glimmering lake beside looking like it might swallow stars. Onstage at Infinity Display, from a first-person POV and looking over shadowed audience. A thick woods, again from someone’s POV as someone in a red dress led them farther into the trees. A wide open plain somewhere deserted, aurora borealis lighting the scene. Underwater somewhere deep, nearly pelagic, wet-suited hands checking equipment, light disappearing by degrees as they descend. Walking through a derelict fake town, the houses nothing more than props: either an abandoned film set or nuclear testing site.

On and on it went like that, with each vista different from the one before it, all of them from some unseen person’s first-person point of view. The windows closed themselves then, one by one blinking out of existence, until only a single one remained: a rowdy crowd at a punk show, or post-hardcore, or something like it. The POV was the lead singer, black nail polish on fingers that clawed around a microphone, the singer jumping up and down, disorienting as the crowd moshed below. On the amp in front of the singer, a band logo scrawled in barely legible, jagged white on black: Möbius Trip.

The umlauted O was turned into a gaping maw, or maybe a black hole, it wasn’t clear. I didn’t trust my computer anymore, so I looked the band up on my phone instead. They weren’t on social beyond blurry crowd shots that others posted of them, no wiki, no photos, nothing beyond a barebones black site with white text that listed the initials of each member. Next to “clean vocals,” it said “CF.” I checked for tour dates, but there were none. No way to contact. A complete dead end.

Before I could stop them, memories of times with Sam came flooding back. It’s been enough time where I can remember without wincing, but only just. Times when we’d stand in front of hotel mirrors that faced each other, sending out infinite reflections of us, even as we already looked like identical reflections of each other. Switching outfits and affecting mannerisms to trick our parents, get out of obligations with “I owe you one.” The concerts we went to over the years, and that last one we went to, where Sam insisted I mosh with him, but I was always more comfortable around the edges, nursing a single drink for hours there at the Aragon. The familiar look of–

The Aragon. The venue in the video. It had to be.

I checked the Aragon website. The next show they had booked was tomorrow night. No band name, nothing but a time of 7-10 and the initials “MT.” I was supposed to stay late for a meeting with the department head that night. I drafted a quick email to my DH, Dr. Fraser, told him I wouldn’t be able to make it. Apologized at the end. Sent it. Dr. Fraser emailed back in five minutes:

“OK. Here if you need me, Max.”

I sent back:

“I’m okay. Thanks, Geoff.”

Dr. Fraser was there through Sam’s death, my almost dropping out after–all of it. I was, I think, the only grad student he allowed in first-name territory.

I got to the show way too early, first one there, and I think the person at the door felt sorry for me. They let me in before they usually would, told me to holler if I needed a drink or anything. I said yeah.

The place was empty, so I snuck into where the show would be, tried to orient myself, separate the venue from what I remembered, what I’d seen of it in the window that night. Three neat and tidy perceptions and remembrances of the same core idea. I looked up at the stage and tried to picture what it would feel like to stand on it, command an audience, sing a story to them. Would my voice carry?

Maybe in another life it could happen. I’d dress like Charlie, or at least modify a bit to fit my slightly more low-key aesthetic. I wouldn’t fit the binary, or maybe I’d swing to the other side of it. It isn’t clear. But Sam would still be there, and even though he’d no longer have a living reflection, there were always mirrors. I think I’d say that as a joke, when the transition first started. I’d follow it up with, “Well, you did say you always wanted a sister.” And then we’d play PS2 or Gamecube or something.

There were people there already, then. A packed house.

It’d been months since my last therapy session, when I’d gotten the diagnosis: Maladaptive Daydreaming. I couldn’t see how maladaptive it was, when I’d gotten some of my best ideas–true breakthroughs–while it was happening. And my then-therapist wondered aloud if I was maybe coping with a painful reality by escaping it and inventing a new one, so I never went back.

I’d never seen this many people at the Aragon. Not even at the bigger shows that Sam dragged me along to, and those were established bands, well known singers. I’d only just heard of Möbius Trip that week. Still, the place was clearly (almost uncomfortably) at capacity. I felt I needed a drink.

I nursed that drink for the next half hour or so, perfectly alone among the crowd. It wasn’t something I planned, but I did some people-watching to pass the time: mismatched couples trying to keep conversation alive, complete strangers discussing favorite albums, someone playing some game I’d never seen before on their phone. I hadn’t heard or read anything about an opener, and there didn’t seem to be one. Gear was already up on the stage, and even five or six people back, I could make out the Möbius Trip logo with its jagged near-illegibility and gaping black hole for an “O.” In fact, everything was starting to look exactly as it did on that window in the middle of the night.

Not too long after the remembrance, the lights went out. The entire venue was pitch black, not even exit lights to cut against the dark. The whole crowd went silent, the opposite effect of every other show I’d ever been to, till the whole room became a vacuum of sound. The feel and thought process of a float came to me: an old habit, fairly unavoidable. I could’ve been standing in the Aragon or on the surface of an empty planet. But the lights came back on, and with them the band. The singer stepped through the fog, planted their feet in front of the mic stand. Unmistakable, but also impossible. It was Charlie Fallow.
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​Chapter Two
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Chipped and faded white paint. The grease and oxidation and gleam of metal in the sun. The lattice-work scaffolding of wood climbing up a hundred feet and more to meet the tracks that dwarfed the surrounding trees. The view from up there, of the highway, the far out, the rest of the park and all its promises, its dreams of what it might one day be. Just a few days out from opening, timed to coincide with the nation’s bicentennial, red and white and blue the dominant colors anywhere you looked. The smell of coagulating nacho cheese baking on blacktop, brickwork on gates fresh, mortar still wet, all of it a rush job but up to code, Andoran Bellum had made quite sure of that before ever breaking ground.

There would be, to start, a half dozen coasters, dozen kiddy rides, a wide array of booths for caricatures, face painting, weight-guessing, and dunk-tanking, then several themed eateries to match the motif of whatever ride they were nearest, popup tents for carnie attractions and olden-style freak shows, ice cream vendors with custom rickshaws and costumes for staff: cartoon animals, suggestive of the popular characters they were going for, but differentiated enough where litigation wouldn’t be an issue. Andoran had consulted several copyright and trademark lawyers for that one, which lawyers were all too happy to remain on retainer should Mr. Bellum again require their services.

They would have a full trapeze act, log-rolling twins from Nova Scotia who’d compete in their lumberjack reds to see who’d take a drip in the drink, the drink being one of several man-made waterways, the others offering opportunities for water rides without having to drop the money for a whole water park. They’d brought in circus performers who were burned from road life but still had the bug to perform. They’d brought on a hundred or so performers, all of them high school- or college-aged, tailors to put together their color-coordinated suits and dresses, a line of sequins down the pant legs, to the bell bottoms, wide collars in accent colors, sparkling dresses that could fit right in at the disco were it not for the colonial ruffle motif, red and white and blue on all of them regardless of whatever the dress’s color was. They had a medley they’d do of all the latest crowd pleasers, from Elton John and the Bee Gees to Earth, Wind & Fire, KC and the Sunshine Band, plenty of ABBA. They had separate outfits for their 50s revival medley, leather jackets and letterman sweaters and poodle skirts, and the performers only had about a half hour of downtime between the two, so they’d go back to their dressing rooms, and the ladies would tie their hair back in ribbons, guys would grease it and get rid of any anachronistic stylings, shoot for either Danny Zuko or Buddy Holly instead.

The night before opening day, long after Andoran Bellum headed home and security locked up for the night, a VW bus pulled into the Pride of America parking lot, lights on long enough for moths and mosquitoes to gather in its yellow beams, streetlight buzz and insect chatter the only sound aside from far off highway rush. Being here alone for any prolonged period only reminded you how unsuitable this place was for human habitation. Given people’s disappearance and a little time, the partially-cleared woods would once again devour what once used to belong to it.

The headlights went off after a time, and if the streetlights in the parking lot weren’t there, there’d be no saying there was a VW bus at all–or anything else. But the streetlights were there, and underneath them the now open doors of the bus, the cloaked and hooded figures stepping out of them in unison.

They numbered twelve in total, all with matching black cloaks that obfuscated any possible identifying information. Without a word, they moved as a solid mass from their bus to the park’s front gate: solid lock and tall, pointed fence. One in the group reached in their cloak and produced a key. With a single motion, the lock was undone. They opened the gate and moved inside.

Without daylight and other people, the park’s inherent liminality stood out in stark relief. Turnstiles waited for nonexistent people to come or go, food booths advertised food that wasn’t being sold. Coaster tracks stood like massive wood-and-metal skeletons partially unearthed, testament to some giant irreal extinct race. Metal poles and chains meant to queue snaked their way off and toward a vanishing point that was closer in all that dark.

The twelve moved in practiced silence, bypassing stands, floats, and animatronic animals to reach their targets.

The figures, from a distance, seemed less like people and more like a force, an extension of the woods itself. The hoods shaded any view of faces, sleeves obscured hands, and hems came down to the ground, flowing behind each of them like amorphous puddles. Their movements were so calm, measured, and slow that you could scarcely say they had legs or feet at all. They instead seemed to glide down the center walkway, almost erasing what they passed as they passed it. If you could see them, you might have difficulty recognizing what it was you were seeing, or remembering it afterward. You’d see them, forget you saw them, and only remember once you slept that night, and dreamt, when the hoods would return and those shapes would resolve once again in all that darkness.

Even reading this now, you get the sense you’ve seen these figures before, or people like them. You might have even had a pleasant conversation with one of them, then, in the time after, stood for a while, mind blank, the hair on the back of your neck up, fists clenched, beads of sweat running from your armpits down your flanks. You chalked the anxiety up to something else then: stress from work, an uncomfortable memory, a wave of hunger, blood pressure plunge. But reading this right now, you’re not so sure. It’s not so easy to categorize the experience anymore. Now, you feel that if you were somehow able to listen in on this person’s inner monologue, you’d hear no words at all. Nothing but a thrumming, unnatural hum, a buzz like streetlights in an otherwise empty parking lot. Behind the positions of the muscles on their face, the simulacrum of human expression, there’d be nothing beyond the mechanics of movement. No feeling. No thought that you could understand. Just a white hot seething, waiting for an outlet, hiding just past the smile.

They were in and out in a matter of minutes, without a single light or alarm triggered. Their work complete, they moved back to the front gate, and their leader made sure to lock up behind them. The mosquitoes and moths flew to lights that were not the moon but could be, under the proper conditions, very convincing indeed.

Opening morning, and the weather must’ve been in on it. Endless cerulean without a cloud in sight, sun coming up and throwing early shadows, coaster frames casting against cast members as they moved to their park sections and put the last touches on their costumes, uniforms, radio allowed on before opening and so throwing out the driving rhythm and disco-happiness of Maxine Nightingale’s “Right Back Where We Started From.” One of the cast members twirled another just as the chorus kicked in, their laughter carrying to the main attraction of the Pride of America: the tallest and fastest coaster, and the only one with inversions: Möbius Strip. The sci-fi motif gave it a look that was a cross between Kubrick’s 2001 and When Worlds Collide, complete with a sleek silver spaceship prop at the front of the line and staff in the area who wore form-fitting silver or yellow space suits.

They extended the queue on Möbius Strip, anticipating the longest line of all. A few snack carts were prepared for those in line, where folks could get a funnel cake for a buck and a can of pop for a quarter extra. Sure, it was a bit of a ripoff, but when you needed something but didn’t want to get out of line, it was a godsend. The ride operator powered Möbius Strip on, ran it once and watched as the sun gleamed against the sparkling-silver cars, the closest you could get to spaceflight about an hour away from Chicago. It shined like Apollo.

The big story was that Pride of America had convinced the famous (if just a few years past their prime) lead singer of Hole Fall to make an appearance and ride the flagship coaster. The lead singer, Wraic (pronounced like “rake”), quickly became one of the pioneers of glam in the early 70s, opening for Marc Bolan (both solo and with T. Rex). The androgynous rocker had been compared to Bowie, Eno, and Reed, but just five years out from their start could already smell the collapse coming. Long after Wraic’s presumed death, Hole Fall would go on to earn the recognition it deserved as a pioneer of the genre, but that cred would evade it for decades.

No one knows Wraic’s birth name, even to this day. Most assume they were a Liverpudlian judging from scant interviews that exist, but even that hasn’t been verified. The simple reality is that Wraic was a wraith, seemingly appearing in the time and place they needed to be in before vanishing altogether. Numerous conspiracy theories abound as to the nature of the disappearance, even to this day. The only thing that everyone agrees on is that one day Wraic was there, and the next day they weren’t.

The plan was for Wraic to come by around opening, sign albums and posters near the entrance, ride the Möbius Strip, and put on a solo performance in the main square at noon. That was the plan, anyway.

This was a big deal, as Wraic hadn’t performed in close to three years, since they discharged from rehab for the last time. Hole Fall continued in Wraic’s absence of course, cycling through a rotating cast of lead singers who often lasted a few months at most before leaving the band or the industry entirely. Hole Fall parties were rowdier even than what was expected from rockers at the time. The members subsisted mostly on beer, weed, mescaline, coke, and the nearly force-fed meals that management would cover, all of the bandmates little more than taut skin and sinew. The others managed to stay out of rehab, but not for lack of trying. They had a medic on hand for overdoses, given they’d dealt with several already.

Still to this day, Wraic’s performance on Top of the Pops–one of the only to successfully eschew the recorded element and perform really, actually live, is considered to be second maybe only to Freddie Mercury’s command of the stage at Live Aid, and even then the point was frequently debated. Despite everything, the collapse and disappearance from the public eye, the very clearly falling star and rewriting of glam history from those who had barely participated in it, there was still a glimmer of hope held for Wraic’s place in the pantheon. Many figured the expulsion from Hole Fall would be the kick in the pants they needed, that they’d come back with a fabulous vengeance some day.

Maybe on another, parallel Earth that was the case, but not on this one. On this one, Wraic woke up at 11:37, naked, champagne-stained bed sheets as swaddling, a smattering of people sprawled throughout their bed, on the floor, one in the tub. They knew they needed to be somewhere, they just couldn’t put their finger on where. It couldn’t have been a reading, that was last week. The psychic had found evidence that Wraic had existed simultaneously across great swaths of time and space, sleepwalking in one place while dying in another, getting born in a third. The psychic said it was like one of those psychedelic fractals, a kaleidoscope on acid, and even as it all shifted you could see another Wraic, then another, over and over throughout history and into unwritten time, and the psychic’s idea was that Wraic wouldn’t have enough time here to do all they needed to do, so they were given all the other lives to draw from. It was a little far out, even for Wraic, but they tipped the psychic well all the same.

What it all came down to was that Wraic never felt present, comfortable, or content anywhere they went. The music distracted for a while, drugs did too, but then it would all fade to black and only Wraic would remain. A tiny person in endless twilight, alone. Cue the music. Roll credits.

Wraic was getting a call on the hotel phone. They picked it up after the second ring, terrified the hangers-on might wake. The unmistakable high and cutting Sheffield of Belloughs. Belloughs was the money, the management, and just about everything else there was for Wraic right then.

“How many, Wraic?”

“Well, I haven’t exactly taken the time to get a proper count.”

“Wraic.”

“It’s lovely hearing you over these American lines, Belloughs. Really brings out the resonance in your voice. I might have you on stage for a cutaway song or two, d’you like that?”

“Quit taking the piss. We need you out here. Right now.”

“Who’s we?”

“Me, and Andoran Bellum, and every fucking fawning fan you have here in Gurnee, Illinois at the Pride of America.”

“Funny name, that.”

“The Pride?”

“Gurnee. I might need a gurney and a lift to get down there.”

“I’ve got a driver outside right now, burning gas. For fuck’s sake, Wraic. We can’t have another Cleveland. The press will eviscerate you. And rightly so, I might add.”

“What am I booked for again?”

“You were booked for autographs at half past nine, a coaster ride at 11, and a set in fifteen minutes.”

“Coaster ride? Reckon I’d lose my breakfast. If I’d eaten any.”

“I’ve got your dramamine here.”

“Couldn’t we have a slow spin on the carousel and call it a day?”

“It’s their flagship coaster. Non-negotiable.”

“Couldn’t we just do the autographs and play a tight twenty?”

“You’re doing the whole bloody thing.”

Silence on the line for a second.

“Or I’m walking. Just like everyone else.”

More silence. Wraic’s hand shaking, jostling the curlicue telephone cord. Their nails, painted black, were chipped and faded. They bit one of them compulsively, realized, stopped. Someone stirred on the bed. Wraic pulled the receiver to their lips, close as it would get.

“Fine.”

“Right. Good. Driver’s right outside. We’ll keep the itinerary, just shifted a few hours.”

“Fine.”

“Right. Good. And Wraic?”

“Yeah?”

“I’m not going anywhere. That was bitchy. I’m sorry.”

“Thank you.”

Click.

Wraic grabbed a number of articles of clothing from a number of piles on the floor. Some gorgeous cat in bed woke, lifted an arm from his chest, got up for one last kiss from Wraic, the writing on the wall. Wraic ran their fingers through his hair, tongue exploring tongue. Came up for air, dust motes hung suspended in hotel window sunbeam like tiny planets between and around them.

“It was a gas, baby. Truly. Prior arrangements, you understand. Be a dear and tell the rest when they wake? You can stay long as you like.”

The cat had “come fuck me” written on his face, but he nodded anyway, tried not to pout. And Wraic was gone.

The stretch limo smelled of stale cigarette smoke and vomit, a generous coating of lavender overtop to try and cancel out both.

Wraic got a deep and overpowering feeling of déjà vu as the limo flew past afternoon traffic on American highway. Not a memory of a tour, or anything like that. What was it? What was this paralyzing, all-encompassing sense memory really?

There came a chill down their spine as they tried to connect it to anything sane or intelligible. They felt made of putty, stretched too thin and folded in on themselves, pressed against a newspaper funny and having the mirror impression stuck to them: an uncanny copy of the original. Wraic felt as if they’d died in the future and were now remembering the death in the past. But whatever it was that was finding its way in, the signal was far from clean. It was like catching the in-between of channels, static segue between disparate programs. Wraic felt they needed to pee, and cry, and hop back into bed. But the limo sped on all the same.

As if to cope, Wraic’s mind manufactured a future life on some far-flung future stage, nigh-incomprehensible musical styles and Jetsonian technology in the palm of your hand. It felt a bit too clear to be merely revery, but everything within it was depressingly foreign to Wraic. So the mind receded to memory instead, to the hours Wraic would spend attempting to unravel a knot they’d tied up themselves, tangling yarn till it was an unworkable mess, then puzzling out how to simplify, turn that ball into a thin string again.

Wraic could only just see past the tinting in the limo’s divider window, see the steering wheel moving of its own accord, no person sat in front of it to steer. Wraic tried to tease out any memory of substance and dosage, adverse effects, too much, too little, something, but there was nothing. Nothing but the hum of road and bodily turning sounds. Wraic leaned forward, knocked on the divider window. No response.

They rapped even harder, but the result was the same. Wraic eyed the door handle, the polygraph blur of street lines just outside the window, fast enough for death, or at the very least severe maiming. They opened the door anyway, looking for a reaction from the driver–if there even was one. But the limo kept on, and a driver in the lane over laid on their horn, put another lane between them. Wraic shut the door back up.

The rest of the ride passed in an incoherent haze, buildings and cars rolling past as Wraic’s remaining time on the planet seemed to unspool like a jammed-up 8-track fished out of the deck, tape ribbon just another knot to untangle. Wraic saw themselves on stage with Eno, Bolan, Bowie, outfits, makeup, and gender presentation changing with each show, each day, positively scatterbrain. All the talk show appearances, quizzical hosts, some scoffing audience members, wondering what, if anything, any of it meant. Then back to when it was all still fun, when it felt like every song was an anthem, a call to arms, a revelation, and before that even, the various outfits Wraic played with before Hole Fall: The Generate Me Limplies, Queen’s Beard, groups that never seemed to get past their own egos, all these memories that seemed, then, to have been transferred from another person’s brain, and this limo seemed it would carry on till Wraic was a protoplasm, and it was just too much to handle, so there was wiry Wraic heaving onto the floor, little more than bile and spit but enough to add to that familiar old smell. It was time to get out.

Wraic opened the limo door and dove into the blur. Asphalt tumble, blinding pain, closed eyes, time dilation, engine whine, car Doppler, open eyes and tumble, roll, sky then ground then sky again and everything coming apart, buildings to confetti, hills to floating atoms, until the whole thing was the suggestion of an experience instead of the actual thing, hot smell of blood erasing itself, going back to where it all began, and falling, rolling, forever like that, endless tumbling, enough to drive you mad.

It was sticking onto road, and collapsed lung, and photo finish races with the father, bet on the wrong one, but that’s okay, still had fun, and it was can’t breathe, leg broken into pieces, clothing to tatters, and taters on the peeler, tater skins missing rubbish bin, slapping to kitchen tile, misshapen carvings that you’ll watch erase in the pot for the mash, another rainy day spent inside with the rebuilding going on, and the newness of it all, and the idea in your head that anything could get rebuilt if it needed it, given enough time, and tire tracks beside you from where the first driver swerved, another’s stopped and is trying not to pass out from the sight of you, another is flagging someone down, telling them to get off at the next exit and find a telephone, giving them the mile marker, and the way the sky’s coming in and out, it’s almost like it’s breathing, respirating just for you, and when it comes down real close it’s cerulean blue, or azure, you could never remember which was which, and when it goes back out it’s way far out, going black and then receding till stars, then past them, till the whole world has no choice but to go inside of your mind, till it collapses in on itself and takes you with it.
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​Chapter Three
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Rhea Falco used to be called Will Falco. Rhea used to be called lots of things. The used-tos just sort of stretch on down from there, don’t they? Rhea used to live in the city, by the lake, close enough for marine smell to come in with the tide most summer days, close enough to be walking distance from the dune she’d set her tent up beside once the eviction came through and there were no more extensions, nothing to do but leave, take what she could in a duffle, a backpack, a couple plastic bags. She’s close enough to see the for rent sign still up long after she was forced to vacate, rent high enough to turn the block into a choir of smoke alarms beeping for a fresh battery. Close enough for her to imagine closing the hard wooden door behind her when it’s the zippered enclosure of a two-person tent now. Close enough to have no distance from all the different used-tos.

Rhea collects driftwood most mornings, dries it out beside her tent so that by nightfall she can have another fire. When driftwood is hard to come by, it’s sticks from the neighboring park’s trees, an armful then a dump, then repeating the cycle till she thinks she has enough. Dinner is whatever she can afford at the 7-Eleven and bring back to cook, and the 7-Eleven’s got an outlet out back she can charge her phone at for a few hours.

There are also chargers at the library, where she goes with her laptop most days to get more work done on Recursion, the indie game she’s had in varying stages of development for the last five years. No one knows about the project beyond her and a few forum members, a game journalist who’s periodically asked her for updates and who she suspects might be putting together a story to run once it’s a little bit further along.

Rhea’s been in game design since the halcyon Macromedia Flash days of the early 2000s, posting her off-kilter creations to Newgrounds, where they (and she) quickly earned a cult following. Albino Black Sheep mirrored all of her flash movies and games shortly thereafter, and Ebaumsworld even hosted a few (without first getting permission, of course). She was quickly canonized with Flash giants like Neil Cicierega, David Firth, and Weebl, just to name a few. And like them, she rode that wave into the next era, cementing her status as a celebrated content creator.

For a time, she was able to live solely off her patrons and merch sales. She quit her office job and worked from home, sharing regular updates and projects through her account, her handle Falco_Paunch. She was still known by the other name then, but not for very much longer.

That all went away a few months into development of Recursion. When friends asked what it was, Rhea had a hard time pinning it down. So she went for words like iterative, procedurally-generated, recursive. It was a walking sim sometimes, but also a murder mystery, an occasional platformer, a space flight sim, and so much more. It was also disjointed and difficult and nearly unwieldy, but Rhea left those adjectives out when describing it. It was, she hoped, the culmination of about twenty years of experience in design, programming, art, storytelling, and the many other hats Rhea wore as a pioneering content creator on the baby internet.

Every other project went by the wayside. When you had a project that could be (and was) about anything and everything, no other side project could compete. Rhea had put away a little nest egg when times were good, but then the transition happened (Rhea herself an egg then), and with it the very affirming but also very costly care she got from her local queer clinic. The more she poured into Recursion, the more her bank account depleted. Her consolation, at least, was getting to look in the mirror and, for the first time ever, love the person she saw there.

Rhea’s parents, when they first heard, sat very quietly on the other end of the line. Rhea thought that if she wanted to she could put a few days into the space that pause left. Days she wouldn’t miss, wouldn’t mind losing the memory of. Her first attempt, at fourteen, standing beside the bunk bed, holding a bottle of cologne, staring out at the sunbeams coming in, late afternoon, dust motes floating, and unscrewing the spray top, bringing the bottle up and drinking it all down in one quick movement, burning immediately as it went down, throat on fire, and as she was doing it not knowing why she was doing it, but not calling herself “she” then, not yet, and not telling parentals about it, going shopping with them at the local Aldi right after, no one knew, stomach on fire, and leaving the store early, sneaking out the front door while her parents kept shopping, and walking around that liminal parking lot as the sun came down and the halogen lights went on and no one in the world knew what Rhea had done besides Rhea, and the not knowing what would happen became a thing with weight, until one day stacked on another and the burn in her throat faded slowly.

There are only so many times you can feel like your memories occurred to someone else before you actually change into someone else. For a while after, for instance, Rhea couldn’t look at the before-times pictures. Didn’t want to see the fake smiles, the masc-masking, the awkward clothes and beards and facial hair too. Now she can look at them with an anthropologist's trained scientific indifference, truly feeling like and knowing that she’s studying the features of an entirely different person.

The first few times she went in public fully en femme were terrifying, expecting slurs that didn’t come and instead finding stares that were hard to quantify, then some that were clear in their intentions, then, once she got better clothes and improved her makeup skills, the hello-babies and phone number queries started happening, and she said as little as possible early on because the voice was still in its infancy, she was still practicing pitch and placement, and if nothing else made her clockable, she wanted to be sure the voice wouldn’t do it, and then, after a few months of E, it started feeling like she was finally no longer fighting an uphill battle. She’d won the war of attrition.

The apps were never quite her thing, so she put all of her time and energy into game design, local activism and organizing. If anything came along, she allowed it to develop organically. But she wasn’t going out of her way to seek out a relationship.

She discovered (fairly early on) that there’s a difference between intellectually grokking the existence/motivations of chasers and dealing with one irl. Especially early on, when Rhea had to deal with the loss of friendships, some withering and others going up in flames, and being starved of touch, trying to navigate a new existence without anyone to bounce it all off of, all of that, it became all too easy to overlook the red flags, let another one in for a month, or a week, or a night, someone to dull that pain for as long as that spell would last.

And all the while, HRT did its subtle, gradual magic, a frog in the pot scenario in reverse, breast buds filling out tops as they filled Rhea with aching pain, but a sweet ache, the frequency of shaves going down, the hair itself lightening, softening. The minute changes on her face that stacked, one on top of the other, the curve of her hips shifting as the months went on, the redistribution of fat and muscle. The emergence of a mental quiet, one Rhea had never known before transition. Practicing her new voice with online guides and helpful YouTubers, working to reduce vocal fold mass and saying, “Heat from fire, fire from heat” in the mirror, sometimes seeing her there, hearing her, and so working at it for those fleeting bursts of gender euphoria, a glimpse of what her reality might one day be.

But the patron contributions dwindled, then all but disappeared, and she scrambled to onboard a few clients, went through the gauntlet that is doing job interviews while visibly trans, then when nothing else came of that, reaching out to old clients, old enough for them to only know her by her deadname, and their responses when they came were kind but more than a bit hollow, either having no work or giving a noncommittal “touch base soon,” with the days and the weeks passing, bills coming due, and it all became an avalanche that Rhea could never quite claw out of, till the notice to quit came, the eviction notice after that, the frantic packing and calls made and the burning in her stomach when she’d made all the calls and there was nothing left to do, nowhere left to go. She got her tent, grabbed what possessions she could carry, and left.

It was mercifully temperate those first few nights, and the cops didn’t hassle her–at least not yet. When the sun was high and she’d take her walks along the beach, it was easy to convince herself that this was just another of the regular walks, one of hundreds she’d taken since first moving to this neighborhood. But staying hygienic was difficult, as was being able to present how she wanted to. Half a year of HRT had lightened her body hair, softened it, but not removed it entirely. She could go without shaving for a few days now, but still.

She cycled library branches regularly, and even though none of the staff hassled her, she still had this pit in her stomach that someone would report her and she’d be banned from first one branch, then another, until she had no options. She tried to take that tape out of her mental player and put in another one, one from her old therapist that she had to stop seeing once the bills got to be too much. Her therapist would remind her she was snowballing, with a healthy mix of fortune-telling too. Her therapist wasn’t afraid to call her on her shit, especially when she needed it the most.

It wasn’t a gender-oriented practice, and Rhea’d been seeing him since before Rhea was Rhea. He’d been the first person she told, and the fact that he didn’t skip a beat before affirming her, switching her name and pronouns. The fact that it didn’t seem to surprise him, almost like he’d been expecting it, sustained Rhea in those early hazy brain days. And sure, it was part of his job to be supportive and affirming, but Rhea had had enough therapists before him to know that shoulds didn’t always equal woulds, and cross-pollination between personal beliefs and practice was a thing.

She saw that therapist long enough for him to be able to chart the changes, from nondescript graphic tees and jeans to baggy hoodies, dipping toes in with nail polish or hair color only to recolor, break out the polish remover, grow the facial hair back out. Then a few months until trying again, then the egg cracking completely, femme-cut shirts, then blouses, skirts, dresses with flowers in bloom, wigs as placeholders till the hair would grow in, finding ways to feminize the body’s appearance before estradiol could jump in and start doing the heavy lifting. It was switching between voices mid-session, back and forth and back again.

The worst part was she didn’t know the last session was the last session. She got to say goodbye through email, though, explain the situation, even though she really didn’t need to, he understood. That first week without an appointment, she spent the 45 minutes walking to a park she always came to in stressful times. It had a field that Rhea could breathe and feel tiny within, even when she thought her body was too big, that her pain would split her open right down the middle. It was a different kind of shrinking, she decided, and that made her smile.

By the time she got there, it was already getting late, and the last people were leaving, and Rhea had a good ten minutes of silence, quiet brain, real peace. But she had to go, and so she did.

The way the lampposts on the walk back home were spaced out, she could watch her shadow slide from behind to beside to in front and back again. She was so taken with the shadow that she didn’t notice the guy across the street who’d clocked her, who’d shouted a slur Rhea would rather not recall. In the inside pocket of Rhea’s purse was a pocket knife with a three-inch blade. She felt for it.

He crossed the street, said something, but Rhea couldn’t process it, felt her stomach go icy and legs stiffen as she walked on. He followed along behind her for a few paces, tried to get her to turn around, but Rhea wouldn’t take the bait. Everything came in too fast, then too slow, speed ramp in consciousness, and the connection of his fist to the back of her skull, enough to make her stumble but not fall, sloppy form, and Rhea went into her purse and pulled out the knife, flicked it open and warned him to get back. He swung wide, clipped Rhea’s eye socket and brought her down to the ground.

Wobble-world, blurry bubble as the man came closer, went for the mount. Rhea shot out her arm, buried the blade in his stomach. Then back out, blood with the movement, and the man’s hands moving instinctually for the wound, falling back on his heels, then all the way down, two of him in Rhea’s vision, eye starting to swell, the smell of the man’s blood and the heat of her own in her head. The man’s wide eyes, mouth a complete “O,” and Rhea staggering to get back up, the knife still in her hand. She turned away from the man, left him on the ground, and stumbled her way back home.
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​Chapter Four
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Those first few seconds were like the falling-away of all sensation in a really good float, the absence of thought, of feeling, the forgetting of the passing of time. Then the band came on, and Charlie Fallow planted their feet in front of the mic, and the crowd still didn’t make a sound, or couldn’t, they were in rapture, and Charlie took a breath, real deep, audible on the mic, and looked past us all, maybe past the far wall, and said:

“I didn’t know who I was the other day. Couldn’t seem to remember. It felt like my head would burst, but it didn’t hurt. Just a pressure, you know?”

Nods in the audience.

“So I had a coffee and I had a tea and I tried to wake up and I tried to open my eyes real wide and I opened up a notebook and started writing down what I could remember, but it wasn’t much. It was coffee, and tea, and walking down by the water at night.

“I couldn’t remember much more, so I opened up my phone, or the phone I had that I assumed was mine, and I called my mom, or whoever’s mom it was, but it went to voicemail. Same with Dad. I don’t remember the numbers. I don’t think I could right after I read them. You know?”

More nods, but also some impatient shifting of weight.

“I tried to sleep, and I guess I did, but I couldn’t dream. It just felt like death. I don’t know how, but I know what death feels like.

“Anyway, I just thought we could spend some time together, all of us. I know you want to hear me sing, but I don’t remember the songs.”

Some tentative laughs, but if Charlie was joking, they had a very convincing deadpan.

“I’m serious. Not a word. It’s like... it’s like I can remember how the songs go, and if I strain myself, I can hear a phantom voice on top of it all, but that’s it. The rest won’t come.”

The band was exchanging glances now. Charlie cleared their throat.

“I think I’d like it if we just spent some time together. Just being humans in a shared space. And if you really want to hear the songs, then you all can come up here and take turns singing them. And who knows? Maybe I’ll start remembering the lyrics once we get a few verses in.”

The crowd stopped audibly reacting at this point. Charlie took another deep breath, nodded their satisfaction, came back to the mic.

“So what do you think? I know it’s not what you came here for, and you can leave now, get a refund if you want. I’ll cover the cost, it’s no problem.”

Still no response. Everyone stayed right where they were.

“Okay, cool. Then I guess fuck it.”

Charlie looked to their band.

“Let’s go.”

On go, the band launched into the heaviest double bass djent I’d ever heard in my life. The bassist rode up alongside the drums, lead and rhythm guitars plucking math and death in equal measure, the crowd turning to a riot in seconds. The whole band was erupting, mosh forming itself the way you’d expect to see a whirlpool appear out and past tide. Thrown elbows, knees up high, BO stink and piss and spilled beer and Charlie’s rough vocals, but nothing in particular beyond guttural sputtering and choking exclamations, glottal stops and pig-talk, and Charlie waved someone on and to the stage, had security lift them up, handed them the mic and let them rip.

I could already barely hear, speakers louder than any I’d been near, unintelligible lyrics even from someone who knew them, and Charlie waved someone else up to take on the clean vocals, and without the preamble and explanation, you might not know at all that this wasn’t planned, that every moment of every life in that room wasn’t immaculately sculpted to give way to this, now, pure sound and light and rage and movement, an exorcising in spontaneity, and people rode on the crowd, bodies stacked in all the corners and reached up to the ceiling, pulled down lights and exit signs and security didn’t stop any of it, some of them joined, and you could see the last person of all time in all of us, could feel the relentless rage of being when you know you’re the last, when your thrashing is all you’re left with and all you can do to be seen and heard at all.

Charlie pointed right at me, and I rode the human wave to the front, got up there with them and waited for what was next. All around us was rampage, complete chaos, fixtures coming down and tiles being peeled from the walls. The bassist had erased their instrument in the wall, was given a new one to tear up. An amp licked flames, electric sparks and puffs of smoke and the realization that this was it. That the world had ended and here we were anyway, putting up our fingers, breathing and moving while we still could. I saw a flash of the future, fascistic hotspots springing up here and there, paramilitaries taking over, hubs like these fighting against it all, refusing to hide, to give in or up, being alive and messy and real and valid.

Charlie came downstage toward me, a perfect spectral figure floating, a geist, makeup like Frank-N-Furter, fishnets and a miniskirt and some futuristic top I couldn’t begin to describe, and they came to me, and grabbed the hair on the back of my head, and pulled me in, and found my lips with theirs. Stutter flutter, skip on the touch, alternating frames back and forth, like two cameras tripoded next to each other, capturing the same scene but from slightly different angles, and the editors flicking between the shots, back and forth, over and over, disorienting, and I opened my eyes through the feeling, lips still pressed to Charlie’s, and in one instance we were up onstage doing what we were doing, but in the other we were somewhere else entirely, some neon-lit club underground, and Charlie was largely the same but I wasn’t, not at all, because I was a couple inches shorter, slimmer, and my breasts were pressed against Charlie. I was a woman. I was a woman, and I was happy.

And just like that, we disconnected. I looked into Charlie’s eyes as the whole venue came completely apart around us.

“How? I watched you get shot. I saw it.”

Charlie looked at me a while. Thought about it. Smiled.

“I know.”

Okay. So this next bit gets a little weird.

A door opens center stage, gleaming cherry red, tealights strung ‘round the outside. I take a tentative step toward it. Everything else in the venue seems to be coming apart, except for this spontaneous door frame. Charlie’s already through it somehow, on the other side, where there’s the fog and the neon of the underground, and Charlie’s beckoning with one hand, holding a microphone in the other. I pause, and wait, and consider all I might leave behind. All that might be on the other side.

And that’s how it is in those last few seconds. Wondering and wanting and wishing with feet planted on the stage, the heat of eyes on me, and the choice, and the choice, and the choice.

It will be a different body, different scent. Different mind, or at least a different functioning of the same mind. It’s an electric disconnect, a cognitive rewiring. A place where I am me but not. A burning memory of all the divergences, the paths now taken.

I understand all of this perfectly as I take Charlie’s hand and cross the threshold for that final time, as the door closes and disappears, as the wavelength of reality alters into something recognizable yet changed. I pull out my phone, because it’s the only thing I can think to do. I pull it out of my purse, and my nails click against the back of it as I unlock it using my fingerprint. My fingerprint hasn’t changed, even when so much else has. I open up the camera, switch to front-facing. I do not recognize the woman I see, but that doesn’t stop me from going to tears anyway. The tears cloud my eyes, but I need to see this woman I am, this woman I have become, or will become, or both. My makeup is immaculate, so I’ll have to settle for looking up at a halogen light and blinking till the tears settle back inside. My eyes are more open now, and I don’t mean that metaphorically, although yes, of course that too. They’re physically farther open, and everything feels more relaxed.

The tears have been blinked away, so it’s time to look again, snap a few selfies for posterity. Charlie’s watching as I do, entirely transfixed. I’ve never looked like this. I didn’t know it was even possible I could look like this.

“Did you know this would happen? If we crossed over?”

Charlie looks me over a while.

“Not exactly. I do now. Know.”

“Well yeah. I know you know now. But did you know before?”

“I knew before here. But I didn’t there.”

“Okay, I’m lost.”

“I didn’t know here that I got shot there. But, like, it’d be fairly impossible for me not to know that there. You know?”

I laughed in Charlie’s face. Couldn’t help it.

“Sorry. I’m sorry. This is just... a lot.”

“You’re good. Drink?”

“I don’t drink. At least I don’t there, so I’m gonna assume I don’t here either. Thanks, though.”

“Yeah, for sure.”

Charlie waves the bartender over.

“Bourbon rocks.”

The bartender moves away to make the drink. Charlie waves him back over.

“I wasn’t finished. Bourbon rocks, and a Scotch. Neat.”

The bartender waits expectantly.

“And a beer. Something hoppy. That’s it.”

The barkeep nods, moves to make the drinks.

“You have friends here I don’t know about?”

Charlie smiles.

“Those are for me. Warmup.”

The bartender lays them out in front of Charlie as if he’s presenting a poison and its antidote. He has a full bar to get back to, but he stands there long enough to watch Charlie down first the bourbon, then the Scotch, then the beer, all in one fluid motion. Charlie doesn’t even blink, just waves the bartender on with:

“Another round.”

The bartender makes a rectangular motion with his hands, which Charlie interprets correctly. Charlie pulls out their card and hands it over. The barkeep swipes it, opens the tab, hands it back to Charlie, and pours the next round.

When it comes through, Charlie drinks it all down as quick as they did the first round. A long and loud belch, a bit of glass in the eyes, but nothing else besides.

“You good?”

“I will be.”

To the bartender now:

“Another round.”

The bartender looks concerned, but he still does as he’s told.

“Maybe slow it down a bit?”

“I can handle my liquor better here.”

“Either that or your body’s dependent on it.”

The me here has clearly been transitioning for a long while before I got here. Even my vocal cords are trained. But in speaking the way I got used to back there, it gives my speech a strained, second puberty effect. Max here has mastered it, but I haven’t. I don’t even know if I am Max here. I pull my ID out of my purse. Yep, still Max. Short for Maxine now, apparently. I hadn’t sprung for a new middle name, though. I trail over the rest of it: a new eye color (didn’t know hormones could do that), twenty pounds thinner. One less inch in height. The “F” next to “sex.” I stay on that one a while.

“Getting acquainted with yourself?”

I look up at Charlie, an easy smile.

“Yeah. Something like that.”

“You look happier. This suits you.”

Spontaneous memories come flitting into my consciousness when Charlie says that: belting out “All the Young Dudes” in Charlie’s tiny studio the winter prior, windows open to let the cold and flakes in, the weed smell and smoke out. Taking my estradiol morning and night in little blue pills taken sublingually, letting the sweetness melt between tongue and floor, the smell of coffee brewing and eggs frying, cracked eggshell in the trash, and the way I’d watch the last of the egg’s runniness glisten on broken shell while Charlie made me something different, every morning something new. Months of sex and singing and diving into Lake Michigan while the bills came in and neither of us had a steady job between us, but those eggs always tasted good, and at the end of the month, we’d somehow find a way to reset the timer for next month, keep the lights on till the next cycle.

I can’t tell for sure that my pupils are dilated, but I’m fairly certain. Charlie can’t get that smile off their face.

“They’re all coming flooding right in, aren’t they?”

“Like trying to catch a deluge in a paper cup.”

“Did you know you’d transition?”

“I had a feeling I might. A hope that I would. Did you know?”

I pointed to both of us, first me, then Charlie.

“I think I did when I saw you at Infinity Display. Like when you pass someone on the street and get the feeling you know them, or did, but there’s no memory to back it up. Just a feeling. A strong feeling.”

My lower back is tight. I’m tense, the way I always used to be when I was masc-masking. The Max here had had years of loosening up. The old tricks won’t work anymore.

“So you knew about this place?”

“Not exactly. Call it a feeling, I guess.”

“We’re not going back there, are we?”

“Why, do you want to?”

“No.”

“Then no.”

Charlie’s eyes are fully glassy, but I can’t argue: they can hold their liquor here. Even so, I motion for them to settle their tab. They smirk, but do it anyway.

We walk farther into the bar, the subterranean, futuristic vibe extending even to the conspicuous lack of windows, the breathing and filtration devices patrons use that look a lot more like function than form. Everything gives off a feeling of uncanny familiarity: a memory of something core to you that’s just different enough to make you question the entire recollection. I get the feeling that if I looked in the mirror, the me I’d see might actually be a body double looking through a hole in the wall, mimicking my every action perfectly. I also get the feeling I might not be able to tell the difference. There’s just one more thing:

“There’s no door.”

Charlie looks around. Every wall we see goes on uninterrupted. Some have signed photos on them (of celebrities I don’t recognize), while others are designated for bar patrons to scrawl their names or sketch out drawings, with a bowl of markers on a stool to encourage the “vandalism,” but that’s it. Not a single window, or door, or anything else. Not even an air vent, or any visible pipes.

Charlie looks around with hands on hips.

“Well shit.”

They go up to the bartender and start to ask, but the barkeep turns his wrist, points all fingers toward his own neck, and makes two quick rotations: the universal signal for “I’m cutting you off.” Charlie starts to protest, explain, but the bartender just laughs and walks off to help another patron.

Charlie goes up to a woman in a gas mask to ask instead, but she either doesn’t hear or feigns not hearing. No one else will give Charlie the time of day.

Charlie comes back over to me, blinks for a bit, staring off into the middle distance. Got something.

“This isn’t a bar.”

“It’s not?”

“It doesn’t have to be. It could be something else.”

“I’m not following.”

Charlie grabs me by the hand, leads me to an unoccupied booth in a dusty, dark corner of the bar.

“This is our apartment.”

Charlie points to the cushion against the wall.

“There’s our bed.”

The table.

“There’s our coffee table. Remember where that stain came from?”

Where Charlie points, all I see is a grimy bar table. I decide to humor them anyway.

“Yeah. I was eating chicken biryani, and we had an old episode of Whose Line streaming. I dropped it laughing at something Mochrie did.”

“His punchline on a hoedown.”

“Yep. And the sauce and rice and chicken went everywhere. We didn’t even care.”

“It never came out, and the wood never looked the same. We called it–”

“Our Mochrie stain.”

That was it.

After saying it, I could see it. The whole bar went away, was replaced by our tiny studio apartment, window open. It looked snowy and cold outside, but none of it was coming inside. The outside world looked like it could be a matte painting hanging up in a disused backlot somewhere.

Other than that detail, though, it was all exactly as I remembered it. Exactly as this Max remembered it.

“How did you do that?”

Charlie looked around, shrugged.

“Couldn’t tell you. But you knew it would work too. Didn’t you?”

I tried to sort memory from imagination, defragment it all and separate the old Max from the new one, the Charlie I watched die from the one who was living and breathing in front of me. Everything stood displaced in my mind, happening filed under happened and happened under happening. I searched the mental files for my life outside of Charlie: the person I was before, my parents and where they went, my twin brother Sam and what happened to him. But the harder I tried to remember it all, the further it retreated in my mind, till everything was reduced to shade and pitch. Charlie could see the strain, but they let me finish the work. I remembered they’d asked me a question.

“I... did?”

I thought about it a little more.

“I did.”

I felt in that moment that I could be absolutely anybody. Not in that childhood wish-fulfillment fantasia type of way, but tactile. Real. I could blink and change everything about me. In a heartbeat, all the tiny things that’d accumulated over the years to make this composite, aggregate “me” could reconstitute into something else entirely. Everything I always took as inviolable truth was little more than persistent suggestion now. My head started throbbing.

“I’m gonna make a pot. You want any?”

Charlie shook their head.

“I’m good.”

I went over to the far corner of the studio that doubled as a kitchen, pulled out the coffee grounds from one cabinet and the clean coffee pot from another. I had, somehow, gotten past marveling over the fact that I instinctually knew where these things were kept.

I carved out two overflowing scoops, put them in the filter and got the water running. I watched the water pressure build itself up to the task, knew exactly when it would ratchet up and blast the water out.

While the coffee brewed and my head still ached, I forced myself to remember something from the before-times. I went to art school, I think. I did here, anyway. Or was that just wishful thinking? Whatever it was, it wasn’t the STEM track I followed back where I came from. So what was before then?

The coffee finished brewing before I could remember. I poured a cup, burnt my tongue as I drank too much too quick. Seemed I still took it black here. Some things remain constants even when so much else is variable.
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