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      Sandi swung her legs over the side of the bed and scrubbed her face with her hands. Another miserable school day, she thought. She just wanted to be grown and on her own. She was sick of all the childish games and nasty students she had to deal with. Too many mean teachers as well. But sitting here wishing for something different wasn’t going to make it happen.

      She groaned as she lifted her small frame from her bed and padded toward her bathroom. As she passed her dresser mirror, she stopped and took a good look at herself. She didn’t understand why no one liked her. She knew plenty of people who were a lot less attractive than she was. She might not be considered beautiful, but she was far from ugly.

      In the bathroom, she brushed through her mousy-brown, shoulder-length hair. Okay, she thought to herself, I could try to do something with my hair, but it’s too much trouble, and who would notice anyway? It was fine just pulled up in a ponytail—a lot of girls did that. She had never mastered the messy bun so many girls pulled off. She washed her face, noticing her good, clear complexion. She was luckier than most, especially given her age. She briefly thought about using a bit of makeup, but it felt like more bother than it was worth. No one had ever taught her how to apply makeup. One of the disadvantages of growing up without a mother. And she had never had girlfriends to learn from.

      She spoke to her reflection, “Besides, I always end up looking like a clown. I get teased enough as it is. I don’t need to give them material to torment me with.” Instead, she just quickly applied a coral shade of lipstick.

      Sandi believed her form was no form at all. She had a small, delicate bone structure. Her body was lean with knobby knees and stick legs. She regularly worked out in their home gym, but it did no good. Her chest was so small she could usually get away without wearing a bra. She might as well have been born a male—although a boy with her 5’3” height and 102-pound body would have been beaten up all the time. “What’s the use?” she grumbled.

      Sandi heard her father call from downstairs that her breakfast was ready, so she hurried to finish up. She never put any thought into what to wear. She always wore jeans and a T-shirt. Fashion was another thing lost on her. She simply dressed for comfort.

      She bounded down the stairs and was greeted with the nasty orange drink her father insisted she ingest every day of her life. “Do I have to? Daddy, you know I’m sick of this stuff. What difference does it make? Is there any other flavor? I’m to a point I don’t care for anything orange.”

      He hugged her to him. “You’re the healthiest teen out there,” he said with a grin. “Drink up. I made pancakes.”

      “Why can’t I just have coffee in the morning?”

      “You’re welcome to a cup of coffee…with your pancakes.”

      She groaned, handed her father her empty glass, and slid into her chair at the breakfast table.

      “What have you got going on at school today?” her father asked. “Anything exciting?”

      “It’s high school. There’s never anything exciting.”

      “I know science is your favorite subject. Any interesting experiments you’re involved with?”

      “Here, always. School rarely. The experiments and observations they have us do in school are elementary at best. Can’t I just test out, graduate early, and go to college?”

      “I don’t feel that’s wise. You need the full high school experience to succeed in life.”

      “Oh please, I have no high school experience. I have no friends. I don’t do any extra-curricular activities. I’ve learned everything I can from those imbeciles. I’m ready to learn without a ceiling. No one there is smart enough to teach me anything worthwhile.”

      “There’s a time for everything. Right now, it’s your time for high school. College will come soon enough. Just be patient, sweetheart.”

      “But I’m not, you know this. I just want to get on with my life.”

      Sandi came from a long line of scientists and fully intended to become one herself. It was the only time she felt passion for anything. They had an extensive lab in their basement. She came to life the moment she got home from school. Her whole day was spent in anticipation of working in her space in the cellar. She would often lose track of time until her father reminded her to go to bed.

      Her favorite days were the weekends when she could spend most of her time in the lab. They weren’t churchgoers. Her father always said there was no God. He knew men and women of science who created astounding things, and therefore believed God was just made up by those not intelligent enough to invent.

      Sandi was dragging her feet but knew she needed to be in her seat by 7:30 a.m. She was pushing it. She scraped what she couldn’t eat down the disposal, stuck her dishes in the dishwasher, kissed her father on the cheek, and grabbed her backpack on her way out the door. She hollered over her shoulder before the door slammed shut, “I love you, Daddy. Thanks for breakfast.”

      Sandi paid for an assigned parking space, so she never had to waste time hunting for a place to park. She grabbed her school bag and hit her key fob to lock her doors while running over the grass to clear the front door. Just as she crossed the threshold of her homeroom, the bell rang. Phew, she had cut this one too close.

      As she slid into her seat, Jana Proctor, one of the mean girls, said, “Nice of you to join us, Slimy.”

      “It’s Sandi, you moron. You can’t even learn that in three years? Are you sure you shouldn’t be in Special Ed?”

      “Oh, shut up.”

      “Didn’t your mother ever teach you that’s not nice? But then again, you’re not nice. Never mind.”

      The teacher interrupted their daily banter by taking roll call. The bell rang and Sandi started to stand, but Jana pushed her back in her seat as she passed her. “Just stay down, Maggot.”

      “How original. Did you work all night to think that up in your little pea brain? Don’t tax yourself.”

      Jana flipped her long blonde hair over her shoulder on her way out the door.

      Sandi really didn’t like it here. She took a deep breath, stood, picked up her bag, squared her shoulders, and headed for the door.

      Sandi took her seat in English class. As she pulled her books out, she felt a hard yank on her ponytail, her head snapped back. “Ow! What are you, five? Grow up, Jackson.”

      “You first,” he replied.

      “Do it again and I’ll waste no time slipping you a dose of a strong sexually transmitted disease.”

      “Ooh, I’m so scared.”

      “You’ll be more than scared when you feel like you’re dying.”

      Mrs. Jansen, the teacher said, “If you two are quite through, may I begin class?”

      Sandi turned and faced the front.

      Her next class was Social Studies. There was no class she despised more—well, it ran a close second to PE. She was sure Mr. Collins hated her. She had no idea why. She always did her work, got good grades, and was never disruptive in his class. There was just never making this man happy. She’d stopped trying. He always talked to her like she was stupid. Nothing bothered her more than someone talking down to her. She could think around him and his small mentality any day.

      At lunch, she had turned from the line with her tray when Betty the Beast plowed into her. Sandi fell on her stomach with her arms splayed over her head while her tray and lunch flew out in front of her. The whole place erupted with laughter. She was mortified to hear the kids heckling her: “Sandi can’t even manage to stay on her own two feet!” “She is such a klutz.” “It’s no wonder she doesn’t have any friends; they all run for their lives.”

      Sandi picked herself up off the floor. With her head low, she walked out. She could hear Betty calling after her, “Hey, klutzy, clean up your mess!”

      She just kept walking.

      Sandi sat at a picnic table in the courtyard by herself. The fresh air would clear her head. She laid her head on her crossed arms on the table. There had to be a better way than this. Somewhere in this big world, there had to be nice people. They weren’t here.

      Down in the yard, a couple was alone on a bench, facing each other with their foreheads together. What could they be talking about so intimately? She believed it happened. She just couldn’t imagine it for herself. Of course, she’d never even kissed a boy, so she was clueless on many levels. Sandi closed her eyes and imagined herself with a cute boy who was that attentive to her. Immediately, Houston MacAvoy filled her mind. He was the only boy she had ever been interested in, but he didn’t even know she existed. She sat next to him in Physics. They only exchanged pleasantries. She had never seen him with a girlfriend. He was too smart and attractive not to be dating someone. She figured that whoever his girl was, she went to a different school.

      He was tall, dark, and handsome with high intelligence, and he appeared to be strong. He was well-liked by everyone. All the girls fawned over him. He just didn’t seem to notice.

      She imagined Houston as her boyfriend. He’d carry her backpack for her, pick her up in his car for school, and keep her safe from bullies.  Everyone would look at her differently and treat her with respect. She would never have an episode like she’d just experienced in front of the whole school again.

      Sandi must have dozed off because she awoke to the end-of-period bell. She didn’t want to be at school. If she had her way, she would live in her home lab and study on her own. She was working on creating a single-cell organism, which thrilled her. Once she had that aspect down, she was moving to a multi-cell organism. After that, who knew? She had to figure out a way to engage her father in this. She knew he had done similar experiments in the past. Instead of treating her as a child, she needed him to see her as an equal, teach her, and see how far she could go. She guessed she wouldn’t be able to take it as far as her imagination was dreaming up, or else he would have more information on developing beings. Now, she figured, she was just thinking crazy. Focus on creating a single-cell organism before you go making “beings”, she thought to herself.

      Sandi pulled into the garage, turned the car off, and thought for a bit. She wasn’t finding the same enthusiasm she usually felt. She was just elevating one experiment to another. She’d done that so many times in the past. Was it due to her father no longer working with her in the lab? She grabbed her bag from the back seat and headed for the basement.

      She stood staring at her table. Her father had suggested she introduce heat. She had been considering what heat source to use all day. She considered the various kinds and their impact on such a small entity. That’s what research was for.

      Sandi started pulling books from the shelf, spreading them on the table. Now the table also held a laptop and a small printer. But most of the time, like her dad, she preferred to use paper and pen. Sometimes, when she just needed quick information and didn’t need to work anything out, she’d print a page or two to take to her workstation. With books, the laptop, her pen, and some paper, she was comfortable and ready to pore through everything she could.

      She was wrapped up in all her reading when her father put his hand on her shoulder, startling her so she jumped. “Oh! Daddy, you scared the life out of me.”

      “What are you so engrossed in?”

      “Well, I’ve been working with molecules, like I said last night. When you mentioned heat, I wondered what the best heat source would be, so I don’t damage it. Do you know? I’ll use all the knowledge you can share.”

      “I do have experience in this area. What do you ultimately intend to do with it?”

      “Do with it? I have no idea. My main goal is to create just a multi-cell organism. How far did your research and experimentation get you?”

      “Actually, pretty far. I created a full being.”

      “What? Are you serious? What happened to it? Do you still have it? Can I see it?”

      “No.”

      “Where is it? What kind of being was it? Did it have features like we do? What did it do? What’d it look like? Did you have to feed it?”

      “Enough with the questions. Just know it can be done, has been done, doesn’t need to be done again.”

      “But I really want to try. I want to see how far I could go.”

      “For what purpose, princess? What is it you want to accomplish?”

      “Nothing in particular. I just think it would be so cool to create life. Wasn’t it that way for you?”

      “I guess. Mine was just a lark. Once I proved to myself it could be done, I moved on.”

      “What could be more exciting than creating something like that? Did it have a face, hair, teeth, arms, legs⁠—”

      “That’s enough. It’s over with. You should move on.”

      “No, Daddy, I really want to see what happens. I really want to do this. Can’t you just be supportive?”

      “Oh, sweet pea, I am supportive of everything you do.”

      “It doesn’t feel like it. Weren’t you excited when you did yours? I just want you to be excited about mine. Please, don’t throw a wet blanket on this for me.”

      “I’m sorry. That’s not what I meant to do. I just don’t want you to have any pain with the loss when it’s over.”

      “You always say I need to make my own mistakes, to learn my own lessons. Can’t this be one of them?”

      “Yes, it can, and I’m sure it will if you insist on proceeding. I didn’t mean to make you feel that way. I’ll leave you to it. I have a lot of reading to get done tonight. Are you up for Chinese for dinner?”

      “That sounds great. Just call me when it’s here, and I’ll be up.”

      As her father walked away from her, she stared after him, watching his form ascend the stairs. She thought, How is a full body created? How does it grow and form? She needed to tackle a single cell right now. She guessed she’d have to leave the full body-making to whatever creator did all that. It was a bit out of her reach. But it sure would be cool if she could make a person. She would make herself the man of her dreams. Well, at least a boyfriend good enough to make the kids at school stop looking at her like a loser.

      Her father called down the stairs, so she set her pen down and got up. She’d get back at it as soon as she had a bite to eat.

      At the dinner table, her father tried to engage her in different conversations, but she couldn’t pull her thoughts from the idea of creating. It made her feel powerful.
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      Sandi cleaned the kitchen quickly, so she could return to the basement and begin implementing her concept of heating molecules to see if they would transform. She put a petri dish over a Bunsen burner. Within seconds the whole thing fell flat. Well…that proved to be too much heat too fast. After an evening filled with multiple attempts in various ways, she considered asking her father, but she knew how stubborn he was. She’d figure this out on her own. It was getting late, and she was tired. She needed rest.

      Sandi wrapped the dish in a piece of thermal fabric for the night, hoping it would retain at least some of the heat she had introduced.

      As Sandi got ready for bed, she couldn’t help but wonder about all the components it would take to create something as intricate as a body. Creating plant life would be simple enough, but a living, breathing being was so much more exciting. How would one add such things as breath, blood flow, heartbeat, and brain activity? As much as she enjoyed a good challenge to her mind, her brain was on overload, and she couldn’t wrap it around all the variables.

      She slipped between her sheets but found it difficult to turn her brain off. She grabbed her latest pleasure read, a romance. She might be a science nerd, but she longed for love. She believed her father loved her, but she wanted more. He might not have wanted another wife, but she didn’t want to be alone for the rest of her life.

      It was a typical paperback romance: boy meets girl, tension, conflict, then resolution, with a happily ever after. Just the way she saw her future.

      In the morning, Sandi was anxious to begin her day where she left off the night before. She showered, dressed, and met her father in the kitchen. “Morning, Daddy!”

      “Hey, sugar, what big plans do you have today?” He gave her a warm hug.

      “I’m still working on introducing heat to my molecules.”

      Her father’s face clouded, and she wondered why. What was his problem? No matter, she wasn’t going to let his mood change her direction. She had her mind made up. With his dissatisfaction came more resolve for her. Funny how that worked.

      She poured a cup of coffee and sat down at the table.

      “Forgetting something?” her father asked.

      “Oh, come on. What is the big deal? It’s Saturday.”

      “I’ll make you some toast with peanut butter, you get your juice.”

      “Never mind, I’ll make it myself. Honestly, you’re obsessed.”

      She dropped a couple of pieces of wheat bread in the toaster and pulled out a knife, the butter, and peanut butter. There was no use fighting it; she knew she’d lose. Sandi poured herself a glass of her father’s nasty concoction. She threw it back like medicine and chased it with her coffee to get rid of the taste.

      She sat down with her breakfast. “So, with the being you created, were you able to add breath and blood flow? Is a heart and a brain required, or did you not go that far?

      He remained silent, just looking at her.

      “I have no intention of letting this go. Either you can help me, or I’ll just figure it out on my own. I’d prefer to learn from your experience, but if you don’t want to share, I’ll do it all without you. Your choice.”

      They sat in silence. Her father continued to study her.

      “What?” she asked. “You know me well enough to know I’m going to do it anyway. You can make it more difficult on me or tell me what I need to know.”

      When he said nothing, she got up and cleaned the kitchen. They had an agreement: her father did all the cooking or ordering depending on his desire, and she did all the cleanup. When she was done, she headed for the lab.

      Sandi carefully unwrapped her experiment. When she observed positive molecular changes, her excitement rocketed . She now knew she was heading in the right direction. She was going to make this happen. Her father could keep his knowledge to himself. She was just as intelligent as he was. It might take some time, but she would never give up and eventually figure it out. She figured this apple hadn’t fallen far from the tree, and she was even more stubborn than her father.

      She worked throughout the day and lost track of time. She was making great strides and had managed to create a multi-cell organism. In theory, it just meant exponentially increasing that to form a being. It occurred to her that maybe her father didn’t want to share his knowledge because his being was a failure. He was prideful. She realized he never did answer her question about what he had done with his creation.

      Her father called down the stairs that dinner was ready. She hated to stop now but knew her father didn’t tolerate a meal getting cold. “Be right there,” she called out.

      Her father said nothing to her for an uncomfortably long time before he spoke. “Princess, I’m sorry for not appearing supportive in your endeavor. You just don’t know what you’re messing with.”

      “Then why don’t you tell me?”

      He took a deep breath and said slowly, “What if you begin creating and produce a living, breathing organism, and it dies? I’m afraid you’ll be devastated. I don’t want to see you heartbroken.”

      “You’re breaking my heart more now than an experiment could.”

      He looked as though she had just slapped him. The twinge of pain that flew across his face in a split second made her realize she’d hit the mark.

      “I’m sorry, Daddy. It’s how I feel. I didn’t mean to hurt you. Can’t you do this with me?”

      “I’d prefer not to. I can see you’re determined, so I’ll give you some of my notes. You can glean what I learned from there, okay?”

      She jumped from her seat, threw her arms around his neck, and hugged him tightly.

      “I take that as a yes?” he said.

      “Yes! That would be fantastic. After dinner?”

      “I’ll dig them out for you.”

      Sandi couldn’t clean up the kitchen fast enough. She really hoped her work to date wasn’t too far off and she could figure out how to continue from where she was.

      She heard her father descending the stairs and her heart leaped in her chest.

      As he handed Sandi his stack of notebooks, he said, “Here you go. If you can’t decipher my formulas or chicken scratch, just ask.”

      “Oh, thank you, Daddy! Are you sure you won’t work with me?”

      “No. I’d rather not.” He went back up the stairs.

      She didn’t understand his choice, but it was his to make. Sadly, she carried them to the table and started from the one titled Multi-celled Organisms Book One. There was no telling how old his notebooks were. The edges of the pages had yellowed. As she read through, she realized she was right on track with what her father had done, who knew how many years ago. When she finished his first notebook, she noticed how she had arrived at the same place with about half the number of pages used in her notebook. Each of his steps seemed to hold much more detailed observations, but she didn’t see that his notes had anything that would significantly change where she was.

      Sandi continued with the second book. This was getting into the things her mind had already jumped to. She read the whole thing and went on to read all the notebooks he’d given her. When she got to the end of book seven, she wondered where the rest was. She found it hard to believe he just stopped there. What happened? He was on the right track. He had even gone as far as introducing his DNA to his being. That was brilliant. She went upstairs to find her father in his office. She took the chair in front of his desk. He removed his glasses.

      “Why didn’t you finish?” Sandi asked.

      “There was no need.”

      “Of course there was! You could have actually made a human, not just a simple multi-cell organism. Why didn’t you?”

      “Do you remember what I said at dinner about being heartbroken?”

      “Oh, yes. I’m so sorry. Did it die on you? What went wrong? What should I do differently?”

      “I just walked away and never looked back. I really wish you would as well.”

      “I can’t. I have to do this.”

      “Why? We’re not the creators of the universe. There are some things better left alone.”

      “This can’t be one of them. Besides, what if we, or ones like us, actually are the creators of the universe?”

      “Point well taken. Well, you have the advantage of my work. Good luck, baby girl.”

      Over the next week, Sandi implemented each successful piece as her father had. It was at the point she was about to add her own DNA that she felt ethically torn. Was it infringing too much on creation? She tried reconciling that in her mind. She wasn’t God. However, she believed He had given her her knowledge and abilities.

      Her secret desire was to make herself a boyfriend. It felt a bit incestuous to make a boyfriend with her own DNA. She wondered whose DNA her father had used. She wanted to ask him but didn’t want him to shut her down if she asked too many questions. As thorough as his notes were, he hadn’t said where he got that from. She checked every morning and every night, and nothing was happening, either positive or negative. Unless and until it went in one direction or the other, she would just continue the observations of her subject.

      Sandi sat in her miserable Social Studies class doodling, trying to work out what to do to advance her experiment. She began jotting her name with a boyfriend's name. Every name she came up with reminded her of some boy in her school who she didn’t like. No! She’d scribble it out. She wanted a beau with a unique name that didn’t make her cringe every time she said it. There was one name she’d have loved to write but didn’t dare. She tried name after name, acronym after acronym and nothing was working.

      Then she came up with MAX. That was it! It stood for Made-up Artificial eXperiment. She liked it. Sandi and Max. Max and Sandi. It had a good ring to it.

      Unbeknownst to her, her arch nemesis, Kristy, was standing over her shoulder and said, “Who’s Max, loser? I don’t know any Max.”

      “It’s nunya. Now, go away.”

      “I’m sure, if there really is a Max, he’s just as big a plague to society as you are.”

      “Those are big words for such an ignoramus.”

      “Bite me.”

      “Now, that’s more your mentality.”

      The bell rang. Sandi gathered her things and left. She was mortified Kristy had seen her doodles. Now she felt obligated to create a Max for a boyfriend.

      Sandi had to see if she could test out of this hellhole without her father’s permission. Maybe if she tested high enough, the school would back her and get her father to sign off. She had to get away from all the juvenile mentality that permeated this place. How was she expected to thrive in this environment? She couldn’t. Therefore, she needed a change of influence. A university would provide more intelligence and give her a more level playing field.

      During her lunch and remaining classes, Sandi finished her homework. She didn’t want anything interrupting her nighttime work. Her classes were dumbed down enough for her to keep up with the lectures and work on her other classwork on the sly.

      It was the end of another wretched day at school. Sandi felt she couldn’t get out of this building fast enough. Dodging and weaving through all the bodies in the hallway, she saw an opening with a straight shot toward the front door. She took it. Suddenly, she felt herself propelled through the air, landing spread-eagled across the floor. She felt her books fly over her head. She always left the top of her book bag unzipped throughout the day, so she could easily slip books and notebooks in and out. She always zipped it up at the end of her last class. Today, she could only focus on getting out and had neglected that part. She lay there face down while everyone laughed and took jabs at her. Some even kicked her on their way by. There had to be a special place in Hell for these people.

      Then she heard a familiar voice say, “I’ve got your books. Come on, let me help you up.” She looked up into the beautiful blue eyes of Houston MacAvoy.

      Houston was the only one in this place she liked. He was perfect. He was kind, considerate, and about the only one who could carry on an intelligent conversation with her. It didn’t hurt that he was so attractive. He was much taller than her. He had thick, wavy, brown hair that he kept short on the sides and back and just a bit longer on top. He had the cutest dimples, a cleft chin, and a strong, chiseled jawline with high cheekbones. He was friendly with everyone but didn’t seem to be close to anyone. She wondered if his friends were outside of school. There was no way this gorgeous boy wasn’t taken. He was intellectual, witty, and seemed to be a good conversationalist, from the few times they’d been able to talk. He sat next to her in Physics, but they usually didn’t have time to chat, though Sandi did try to engage him every chance she got.

      She wanted to invite him for coffee after school one day, where they could sit and chat. She just hadn’t worked up the nerve yet. She wasn’t sure she wanted to give the time to something meaningless that wouldn’t lead anywhere. Yes, she’d love to have a full, uninterrupted conversation with him, but she knew, if it ever happened, it wouldn’t lead anywhere, and it would therefore be a pointless encounter.

      Houston slid her books into her backpack, and she heard the zipper close. Sandi took his outstretched hand. She felt a shock go through her body at his touch. Did he feel that? As she rose, he put an arm around her waist to help lift her. She felt the ripple of muscles in his strong arms and abs beneath his shirt. Holy momma, she thought. Now she had even more to admire him for. She wasn’t aware of any sport he participated in, but those muscles suggested otherwise. She would love to see him shirtless!

      He snapped her out of her wayward thoughts. “You okay?”

      Sandi nodded.

      “I’m sorry. People can be so mean. You have a great night. I’ve gotta run. See you tomorrow.”

      Oh, she certainly hoped so. She looked down at her feet. There was Houston’s gray hoodie he often wore. He must have dropped it while helping her. Sandi snatched it up and ran for the door he had just exited. Her eyes scanned the grounds, parking lot, and bus lane. He was nowhere to be seen. She didn’t know if he drove and, if so, what his vehicle looked like. She didn’t know where she should be looking. She would just bring it to him the next day.

      She was mad at whoever had pushed her, but glad Houston was there to help her. A sucky day had ended with a big bright spot. When she got in her car, she did what she was dying to do since picking up the garment: she held it to her nose and inhaled deeply. It really did smell like him. For now, she would have a piece of him. Maybe one day, he could become her boyfriend, and she would have more than just a hoodie.

      Once she was in the protection of her own home, she slipped the sweatshirt on. It was way too big on her small frame, so she rolled up the sleeves. It felt like a hug. His hug. She had never stolen anything, but she was strongly considering not giving this back.

      Sandi ran upstairs, took the hoodie off, and hung it in her closet. She didn’t want anything to happen to it in the lab. As she descended the stairs, she experienced a sense of loss at the distance away from this small piece of Houston she now possessed. No, she wouldn’t be able to give it back right away. Maybe just an extra day and then she would return it.

      In the lab, she worked methodically. She couldn’t keep her focus. She was consumed with thoughts of her crush. She could still feel his touch. It made her body tingle. While taking notes, she realized she’d written her first name with his last. “Oh, come on, girl! Stop this silly teenage nonsense.” She just wanted to consider what it would be like to be part of a true couple. She had her daydreams of one day introducing Max as her boyfriend when she started down this road.

      Of course, she never had tolerance for any of the foolish boys around her age. The girls weren’t much better, and she wasn’t inclined that way anyhow. She left the idiots to entertain each other. She certainly had noticed Houston MacAvoy and wished he could be hers. But she really needed to shake herself away from all this now. There was no way she would ever have Houston, so it was pointless to dwell on it.
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      Sandi had a few setbacks with her experiment, but it was all coming along nicely. She was still determined to take it further than her father’s work. As she researched, it dawned on her that she’d forgotten how necessary oxygen was to creation. All living things needed oxygen. Her father should have been able to figure that out. So, where was that in his notes? No matter; she would try slowly adding the O element to bring her experiment fully to life.

      She started off very slowly. It would be a long time catching up to this point if she had to start all over. After carefully observing her experiment for a long while, she saw her organism appear to become animated and grow. She jumped up and down, spinning in circles. She’d done it! Now what? Back to the books.

      One thing puzzling her was the whole form part. How was he to have ears, a face, limbs, a brain… how was he to be male, when it came right down to it? The more her mind worked and she researched, the more she found herself going in circles and down rabbit holes.

      “Stop!” she shouted out loud. She was too close to everything. She needed to step back and look at it in a scientific way: from a distance, not so close and intimately. She thought, What if someone was needing this information  and wanted my knowledge to shine a light on some dilemma this work would help?

      Sandi pushed away from the table and paced the floor, wondering what suggestions she would give an outsider asking for advice. She had to think this through. What did she know? Go back to the basics, Sandi, she thought.

      She could add some of her DNA, as her father had, but she wanted to be certain this being would be male. Every human had twenty-two pairs of like chromosomes. What made the difference in male and female was the twenty-third pair, also called the sex chromosome. In the twenty-third pair, females had two X chromosomes, where the male had one X and one Y. Her DNA alone wasn’t going to work, or would it? She had it! She could add stem cells from a male. That would help with the formation of various parts.

      She went back to the books on the table, then pulled up the internet and typed in “How to harvest stem cells.” The answer returned with bone marrow. She typed in “How to get bone marrow.” It came back with the six best bones to take marrow from. She also noted it would take about two quarts of marrow.

      Just great, where am I going to get two quarts of bone marrow from a man? she wondered. It wasn’t like she could put in an order and go pick it up.

      She continued to hunt. She discovered that sometimes marrow was taken from the bones of cadavers. That she could see being able to accomplish. If the temperature of the bones could be maintained at zero degrees Celsius, they would be viable for up to four days. That was astounding.

      As she considered all this, her father called down the stairs that dinner was ready. Maybe talking it through with her father would bring clarity about the direction she needed to go in. Or maybe it would entice him to work with her going forward, since she had accomplished so much already.

      Sandi took the stairs two at a time, excitedly rounded the corner into the kitchen, kissed her father on the cheek, and said, “Hi, Daddy! How was your day? Dinner smells great.”

      “What’s up, buttercup? It’s nice to see you so happy.”

      “I’m really excited about how my experiment is coming along. I was able to successfully introduce oxygen and now have a living entity.”

      “You have what?”

      “Well, I wanted to bounce a few things off you and see if you could help me. Or maybe you’d want to work with me on this.”

      “Whatcha got?” he asked reluctantly.

      “I need male stem cells. I can get that from bone marrow. I just found out that I could actually use the marrow from the bones of a cadaver.”

      Her father’s jaw dropped right along with his fork. He stared at her.

      “What? What’s wrong? Say something.”

      “Absolutely not, young lady!”

      “Why not? It’s not like I’m looking to take it from a live human. If they’ve already died, they don’t need it. It won’t hurt them. Why can’t I use it?”

      “You are not playing God. End of discussion.”

      “So, you won’t even work with me on this?”

      “No. There’s a reason my research ends where it did. You’ve had your fun, now it’s over.”

      “No! I won’t end it. It’s living. Ending it would kill it.”

      “Correct, and that’s exactly what you will do. I told you it would come to this if you insisted on going forward. If you don’t destroy it, I will.”

      “You can’t.”

      “I can and I will. You put an end to this now! Have I made myself clear?”

      “Crystal.”

      She got up from the table with her plate, scraped off her dinner into the trash, rinsed her dishes and silverware, put them in the dishwasher, and went downstairs without another word.

      He had to be out of his mind if he thought for one second she was going to terminate her greatest experiment to date. Fine. If he didn’t want to work with her or help her, she’d figure it out on her own. There were other ways around this issue.

      Sandi sat in her chair and stared at her treasure. She would one day turn it into a living male, her very own boyfriend. He would be smart, witty, and good-looking. She had to figure out a way to continue without her father finding out she was disobeying him. How was she supposed to hide a full-grown human in the same house? She didn’t have time to figure it out right now. She was disenchanted with her father’s hard line. She needed to sleep on it and approach him in the morning with a more logical stance—one he would be able to get behind and understand her feelings.

      Sandi wrapped it up for the night and left it under the heat lamps. She wasn’t going to lose it now while she reasoned with her father. She had come too far and was so close.

      She turned out the lights and went upstairs to bed. Her father must have heard her in the hall and called out, “Sandi, did you destroy your experiment?”

      “No.”

      “If it’s not gone by the time I get home tomorrow night, I’ll do it myself.”

      “You’re not God!”

      “Neither are you.”

      She stepped around into the living room. “At least I believe in God, you never have.”

      “I’m a realist.”

      “How can you look at all the complexities of this world and not know there is a higher power?”

      “Who put these crazy ideas in your head?”

      “I’ve read the Bible.”

      “That’s just a collection of old stories people used to tell each other to keep others inline.”

      “Have you read it? Did nothing in it stir anything in you?”

      “No. It’s just a storybook. An antiquated one at that. Those of us who have the brains to understand and create know we are the designers of life. There is no ‘higher power’, as you call it. We are the highest power.”

      “You’re impossible.”

      “Enough of this talk. One way or another, your experiment ends by tomorrow. By your hand or mine. Good night.”

      She didn’t even respond, she went to her room and got ready for bed. He was being unreasonable. Another day would allow her to think of how to talk sense into him. She was tired and needed sleep.

      The next morning when she got to the kitchen her father was standing holding out her glass of gross juice. “Good morning, princess. About last night…”

      She didn’t respond. She didn’t even look at him. He attempted to hug her as he did every morning, but instead, she snatched the glass from his hand and turned away. She was mad at him for robbing her of her dreams, while he apparently had taken his as far as he desired. It was so unfair.

      “I understand your ambition. I also understand you’re playing in a realm you have no business in. I didn’t mean to sound so harsh, but you need to stop this now.”

      She downed the juice, set the empty on the table, grabbed her backpack, and walked out.

      She heard her father calling after her. “Get back here this instant. You haven’t eaten anything yet.”

      She left for school.

      Throughout the day, Sandi doodled and scribbled trying to figure out what to do to keep her experiment but keep it hidden from her father. In Study Hall at the end of the day, she thought of a way to throw her father off. With more time, she knew she would come up with a more permanent solution. Now she was anxious to get home and carry out her plan. She’d have to work fast to have it completed by the time her father got home. She knew him well enough to know he was a man of his word and would follow through with his threat. She had no intention of interacting with her dad in any manner right now.

      When she got home, she grabbed a pack of peanut butter crackers. She dropped them off in her room with a bottle of water and her backpack. She quickly ran to the lab. The whole right side of the basement was behind heavy drapes. They stored all their supplies and backups on that side of those curtains. Sandi parted them and stepped through. Down both sides were floor-to-ceiling shelves, most with short extensions perpendicular to the wall, creating mini aisles. She knew her father kept most of his things to the right, so she went to the left. She could easily hide this on the last aisle at the end. She set it up with the heat lamp.

      Now she had to figure out how to make it appear she had done as she was told. She made up a similar mixture to the appearance of her Max, blew into the bag and tied it up to create some condensation on the inside, and set it in the trash can to the left of her lab table. She put away all the books and notebooks that had been left open around the room for so many days, shut down the laptop, wiped everything down, and stood at the foot of the stairs. It all looked very sterile. She turned out the light with a sharp pang of regret that her dad refused to work with her on this.

      Her father wasn’t home yet, so she ran up the two flights of stairs to her bedroom and locked the door behind her. Her bathroom connected with the guest bedroom next to hers. She locked the door from the bathroom to the spare room.

      Sandi heard the garage door going up and knew what that meant. She stopped doing the assigned class readings to listen for any possible reaction from her father. She heard nothing. Then she heard the distinct footfalls she had grown to recognize ascending the stairs. She held her breath. She noticed they stopped outside her door. She quietly controlled her breathing. Maybe he would believe she was asleep. He knocked softly on her door. She didn’t make a sound. After a moment he continued to his room. She waited. Listening. Shortly after, she heard him go down the stairs.

      He hollered up the stairs a little later, “Sandi, dinner’s ready.”

      She didn’t move and said nothing.

      After a while, he came to her door, knocked, and told her again that dinner was ready. She lay perfectly still. He knocked again, then tried the locked door. He said, “Are you coming down to eat? I’ve got dinner on the table. Come on before it gets cold.”

      She said nothing. He could talk until he was blue, but it wouldn’t make her respond to him. She was mad. Too mad to even look at him, let alone share a meal with him.

      After a few minutes, he retreated. She breathed a huge sigh of relief.

      She ate her crackers and drank her water. She took her shower and got ready for bed. She wouldn’t have time in the morning, because she was going to make sure she was out of the house before her father even got up. She wasn’t ready to face him. She set her alarm for thirty minutes before her father’s would go off. She slept with her earbuds in, so when her alarm went off, he wouldn’t hear it. Getting up before dawn wouldn’t be an issue since she was going to sleep so early.

      The next morning, she quietly got ready and crept down the stairs. She paused in the kitchen wondering if she should drink her juice. She chose not to. The juice police weren’t here forcing her. Missing a day wasn’t going to hurt anything. She didn’t care if the garage door opening woke her father. By the time he got down the stairs, she’d be gone.

      As soon as she rounded the corner of their street, her cell phone rang. She knew it. It was her father. He was so predictable. She hit the button to send the call to voicemail. He called again. She repeated the action. When he called a third time, she turned her phone off. Now he could call as much as he liked, but it wasn’t going to bother her.

      She needed something to eat. She was tempted to buy donuts but knew they wouldn’t sustain her long. There’d be no thinking on all those empty carbs. She went through a drive-through and bought a bagel with chicken and cheese. For a brief second, she considered getting an orange juice but decided against it and went for just coffee instead.

      Sandi drove to the park to eat and listen to the birds wake up the day. She got to watch the sun rise. Beautiful! After wasting enough time, she drove on to school to trudge through this last day of the week. What a miserable weekend she was in for.
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      Sandi debated going home at all but knew if she didn’t, it would spark a manhunt by her father. She wanted as little interaction with him as possible. She would get home before him and sequester herself in her room again. If she stayed out, she wouldn’t have the opportunity to check on her Max. That was her priority.

      She again ran her backpack to her room, this time with food to get her through the weekend. She stashed her food supplies in the bottom drawer of her dresser. That should get her through the weekend without coming out for anything. She planned to check on Max once her father went to bed at night. She ran to the lab to check on Max before her father got home.

      At the bottom of the stairs, she saw the trash bag was gone, replaced with a new one. She hoped she’d convinced her father she’d done as he said.

      “Hey, Max! I’m here. How are you doing?” Her insides were a ball of nerves. She hoped it hadn’t been discovered and he was safe. The last thing she wanted was for all this to be in vain. She raced around the corner and down the aisle. She threw back the gray fabric covering the shelf and gently uncovered her Max. He was still growing. He did appear to have some kind of life. She wondered if all this wasn’t a happy accident. He was secure and stable. Maybe he would flourish more in the current surroundings. She ran her tests on him. She was happy with his temperature, oxygen levels, and growth rate. Right now, he was just a tiny, squishy, pale white blob that resembled a two-fisted stress ball. She started to daydream about when he was grown and fully human.

      Snap out of it, she mentally berated herself. If she didn’t hurry, she’d be caught in a compromising position. She lovingly rewrapped him and gently placed him back in the container. She slid the box back under the lamp, covered the shelf back up, turned out the lights, ran up to her room, and barricaded herself in for the weekend.

      Sandi pulled her phone from her pocket, turned it back on, and was hit with numerous calls, voicemails, texts, and emails from her father throughout the day. He was obsessed! She deleted them all without listening, reading, or responding.

      Right on time, she heard the garage door open and braced herself. This time she chose to work on her laptop with her earbuds in and her music loud enough to drown out anything her father had to say.

      It had been a long time since she had taken any time to play computer games. She would make this a great weekend. It would be nice to have a break from her dad, regardless of the fact that it was self-imposed. She logged into one of her favorites. It didn’t take long to re-acclimate herself with the rules and how to play. She was fully involved when the pounding on her door was enough to shake things in her room. Looked like her father was irritated. Oh well, she mused. She turned her music up louder.

      Before going to sleep, she set an alarm for 3 a.m. Her father would be asleep allowing her to slip downstairs to check on Max since she wouldn’t be able to throughout the day.

      In the middle of the night, she stealthily checked the hallway before descending the stairs. She felt her heart racing at the thought of being caught. All was right with Max, so she hurried back to her room as quietly as she could and re-locked her door against her father’s intrusion when she refused to join him in the morning.

      The next morning, she jumped out of bed. She was so routine. She needed to stop and remember she wouldn’t be leaving her room. She took her shower and got dressed instead.

      Shortly after 11 a.m. her father knocked on her door. “Sandi? Aren’t you coming out at all? You at least need to drink your juice. I have it here for you.”

      She didn’t answer and stayed still.

      “Fine. I’ll leave it here outside your door. Please drink it. It’s too important.”

      She heard him leave. It didn’t matter to her what he wanted. She wasn’t drinking that nasty stuff. What was the worst that could happen? She’d get a cold? Big whoop! She had bigger things to think about. She had to figure out where she could get bone marrow from.

      As Sandi’s mind kept wandering back to the juice sitting outside her door, she realized if she left it as it was, she would have a bigger fight on her hands. She took the juice to the bathroom and poured the contents down the drain. She was going to rinse it out but thought better of it. She set the dirty cup on the floor outside her door and locked herself back in.

      She was enjoying this time of seclusion. She was used to being alone for the most part. There was so much she could be doing with her Max. She would have to make up for it by working throughout the night while her father slept. She figured she should use this time to take a nap. She could sleep all through the day tomorrow. Why was he making this so difficult? Wasn’t her win his win also? she mulled in her head.

      Sandi climbed back into her cozy bed, put some classical music on her TV, and drifted off to sleep.
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      “Sandi, wait up!” Ciara called to her.

      Sandi stopped but refused to turn around.

      Ciara caught up to her. “Didn’t you hear me calling you? I’ve been chasing you since just outside Study Hall.”

      Sandi said nothing.

      “I have something to ask you.”

      Still Sandi said nothing.

      “Look, a bunch of us are having a party and we wanted you to come. Are you free Saturday night?”

      Sandi slowly turned her head to stare at Ciara.

      “What’s that look for? It’s no wonder you don’t have any friends. What is wrong with you?”

      “The likes of you. What is it you really want?”

      “I told you. We want you to come to the party.”

      “Why?”

      “What do you mean, ‘Why?’ We want to be nice. What kind of question is that?”

      “So, why me? Why now?”

      “I’m beginning to think this just is not worth all this. Just come.”

      “What are you planning on doing to me?”

      “Nothing, you paranoid freak. Come or don’t, it’s at Kristy’s house at 9 p.m. We were just hoping you would grace us with your presence.”

      Ciara turned on her heels and headed back for the school. Sandi stood for a long moment pondering why they would invite her. She wasn’t even close to being one of the ‘populars’. That was more than double the total number of words Ciara had ever said to or about her. The word that kept playing over and over in her mind was, Why? She snapped out of her deep thoughts and walked to her car.

      As the week went on, more and more girls were saying, “Hope to see you Saturday night, Sandi.” She didn’t understand what was going on, but all she could think was the prom scene from the movie Carrie. She had no interest in being the school’s laughingstock even more. She was not going to be there for whatever they had planned.

      The more she thought about it, the more she began to change her mind. She had never been to a party and always wondered what went on. What was the worst that could happen? They could make fun of her, like they did in school. The good thing about this was, unlike school, she wasn’t required to stay. She would have her own wheels and no obligation. She could just leave. They could slip her something, so she just wouldn’t eat or drink anything they offered. She went everywhere with her thermal water bottle. She would just bring her own and thwart any attempts to drug her. They could tie her up, but eventually an adult would have to come home. She knew her father. If she wasn’t home by midnight, he would be pounding at their door. No, she couldn’t see anything they could do to her that they hadn’t already tried at school. All the other girls she knew had at least gone to each other’s slumber parties. Not her. She had never been invited. Yes, she would at least show up to see what all the fuss was about.

      Often on Monday mornings, the school was abuzz about the party of the weekend. Whenever Sandi had attempted to eavesdrop just to learn what went on at these deals, she was always shut out rudely. She would go find out for herself.

      The week was hard. One minute she was excited to be going to her first party. She’d never even been invited to birthday parties. Her childhood was pitiful. The next minute Sandi was filled with apprehension and fear of what they were going to do to her. Saturday, she spent the day changing clothes, adding makeup, taking it off, fussing with her hair only to brush it all back out. In the late afternoon she took another shower just to feel like she was starting back with a clean slate. She was a wreck. She never let anything get to her. She needed to get over this. If it was a setup, she would end up even more disappointed. If it wasn’t, she didn’t want to ruin the experience because she’d gotten herself so worked up that she made herself sick.

      Sandi lay down across her bed with a cold wet cloth across her forehead. She took full, deep, cleansing breaths. She knew it would alter her physiology, and that’s what she needed right now.

      On her way to Kristy’s house, her stomach felt like a kickboxing championship was going on in there. She pulled off the road, got out of the car, and paced in the grass. Get it together! she mentally reprimanded herself. This was crazy. It wasn’t worth all of this. She should just turn around and go home. She shouldn’t have ever believed they would really want her as a guest at their party. She got back in her car but just sat there. “Oh, what the hell. I’m just going to go. I may regret it later, but I’ll regret it more if I don’t even try.”

      Sandi pulled up as close to Kristy’s house as she could get. There were cars lined up on both sides of the street for blocks. She really hoped nothing bad happened. This would be a long way to run to get away. As she got to the front yard, her steps slowed to a crawl. Actually, being here, she had to really think about it. It wasn’t too late to leave. She waited and listened to see if it was anything she’d be interested in. There was loud music. She could see a lot of people through the windows. Every once in a while, the crowd would erupt in laughter. She took a deep breath and walked up the front steps. She paused on the porch. She didn’t know what protocol dictated. Should she ring the bell or just walk in? She couldn’t imagine herself just walking into anyone’s home. She rang the bell and waited. Kristy opened the door, looked past Sandi, and bobbed and weaved her head like there was a crowd behind Sandi and Kristy was trying to spot a celebrity.

      “Who are you looking for?” Sandi asked. She looked behind herself. There was no one out there.

      Just then Sandi saw one of the school football linebackers sail through the air and crash down on the coffee table, breaking it to splinters. Kristy called out over her shoulder to the crowd, “It’s just the loser. No one’s with her. She’s just a liar. It was a joke to think she really has a boyfriend.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Sandi woke with a start and sat straight up in bed. It was then she realized her father must have been knocking on her door. She gripped her chest with one hand while she pulled the headphones from her ears. It was just a dream. It felt so real! One side of her was relieved, while the other had a twinge of disappointment. She flopped back on the bed and lay there staring at the ceiling. Eventually, her father stopped his relentless beating on her door for her to come out for dinner. Not on his life!

      She went to her food stash and pulled out a protein bar and a banana. Sandi pulled up a movie to keep herself occupied until her father finally went to bed and she could check on her experiment. She was pleasantly surprised that her father had left her alone as much as he had. One day, she would be on her own and not have to hide from him like this. One day.

      Sandi dozed off at the end of the movie. When she awoke, the house was silent, and night had long since settled in. She reprimanded herself. She should have stayed awake, so she would know if and when her father had gone to bed. Crap! Now what should she do? She really wanted to get down to the lab, but the last thing she wanted was to go creeping down to the basement and run into her father along the way. She had better wait until 3 a.m. again, when she knew he’d be in bed.

      She went to the door with her ear against the crack and listened hard. She heard nothing. She quietly opened the door just a bit, listened some more, and pulled it open enough to stick her head out. She still heard nothing and didn’t see a glow from down the stairs or up the hall from under his door. She slipped out, gently closed the door behind her, and scurried down the stairs. When she opened the cellar door, she opened, slipped in, then closed it very slowly. It was creaky and she had no intention of alerting her father that she was outside her room. Not until the door was closed behind her did she turn on the lights. She ran to see how Max was.

      She felt a bit odd calling it that, but Sandi found it more and more difficult to think of it as an inanimate object. It was a living entity. Maybe not much of anything at this moment, but still a being. When she slipped the container from the shelf, she was shocked to discover Max had doubled in size. If it continued to grow at this rate there would be no hiding it from her father. She had to get some bone marrow and fast. She would have to pay strict attention to its rate of growth. Sandi really hoped it wasn’t a matter of doubling every day. Then the thought occurred to her, What do I do to stop the growth when he reaches full human male size? She had a lot of work to do. She wished she didn’t have to do all of this in secret. It was a lot more work taking it out and putting it back to remain hidden, than if she could just wrap it up, turn out the lights, and go upstairs until the next day.

      She went through her battery of tests to try to gauge the rate of development. She took copious notes and continued her research. She left Max sitting out on the table beside her while she learned how to get in line to be a recipient of cadaver bone marrow. That was going to be impossible. There were too many people to answer to for a simple donation. She had to think of another alternative. But what? Even if she did use some of her own, how would she introduce one less x and one additional y chromosome?

      What did she know? She knew with the given conditions, Max would probably continue to increase in size. There was no telling if or when its growth would stop. Sandi strongly believed the introduction of stem cells from bone marrow was the only way to form this entity into a human. It wasn’t as if she had a stem cell research lab. Wait! She knew someone who did. How could she make that happen? She stood and paced.

      If she asked specifically for stem cells, it would get back to her father and there was no telling what he would do. However, she also knew that sometimes love will transcend customary boundaries.

      All she could do was try.

      Sandi had grown up in opulence. Her family was extremely wealthy. Although she preferred simplicity, she had never wanted for anything. There were never any monetary limits put on her. She often wondered if that made her the hated target she was. She never flaunted it; she just didn’t think much about it. There were a lot of advantages to coming from so much money. She had freedom that most grown adults didn’t. Still, she really hoped this didn’t end in disaster.

      Sandi returned Max to his shelf with the heat lamp on and went back to her room. She packed an overnight bag and took her backpack. She would stay at a hotel and go to school from there.
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in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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