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This was one of the first stories I wrote. I originally submitted the story to L. Ron Hubbard’s Writers of the Future Contest. It received an honorable mention, the first of four as of the publication of this collection. Always a bridesmaid, but never a bride.

The story was published by Gypsum Sound Tales in Colp: The Passage of Time on July 20, 2018, and is reprinted herein with their permission.

***
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Most people are terrified before their first parachute jump and my tandem partner was no exception. He was middle-aged, short, and balding and looked like a W. W. Denslow illustration from The Wizard of Oz.

There were seven people signed up for the morning tandem jump, two couples, two Japanese businessmen on vacation, and my jump partner, Professor Daniel Randleman.

Daniel made copious notes during the orientation class. The two couples listened intently and the Japanese smiled the entire time. I never knew if they understood a single word I said.

Daniel was my partner this morning for two reasons. First, he requested an extended freefall jump. This was something we never allowed on the first jump with a new partner. Second, he brought a twenty-pound backpack he claimed contained experimental equipment to study the effect of rapid pressure changes on carbon fiber-reinforced polymers.

We don’t let the partners bring anything bigger than a cell phone. However, Randleman was a respected theoretical physicist and was paying a thousand dollars to be accommodated. I missed extended freefall jumps and Randleman’s money gave me a good excuse to make one.

After the orientation, the instructors helped their partners get into their tandem harnesses. I made sure Randleman’s fit perfectly. I helped him put on his equipment, put on my helmet, and performed a communication check to ensure we could talk to each other. I showed him how to activate his helmet camera. His backpack fit into an empty reserve chute bag and he wore it like a second reserve chute.

“Professor, you won’t be able to reach your backpack while we’re in the air. If your experiment doesn’t work, it’s not my fault. No refunds.”

Randleman looked at my name badge, James Kirby, and said, “Mr. Kirby, it won’t be a problem. The instruments are pressure sensitive. I’ll activate them inside the airplane once we’re 10,000 feet above sea level. The experiment will operate independently during the freefall, parachute descent, and landing. All you have to do is keep us in freefall until we descend below 4,000 feet above sea level. No matter how frightened I seem, you must not deploy the parachute until we are below 4,000 feet.”

“Let’s say MSL instead of above sea level,” I responded. MSL stands for Mean Sea Level. In the aviation world, altitude is identified in two ways. AGL stands for Above Ground Level, the altitude above the ground, and MSL is the distance above sea level. There wasn’t a problem with a 4,000-foot altitude chute deployment. My artificial floor, the minimum altitude to open my parachute, is 3,700 MSL. If I don’t deploy the chute before then, it automatically opens.

“Excellent,” he said, and we climbed into the plane. When we were seated and belted in place, the plane took off. It circled and climbed slowly to 10,000 feet MSL. Professor Randleman vomited twice during the ascent.

The other jump teams lined up and jumped when the green jump light flashed. I guided Randleman into position at the jump door and double checked the harnesses. “You ready to do this?” I asked.

“Yes,” he replied and wiped a sleeve across his face. “Give me a second.”

He reached into his bag and I heard a switch click closed. He turned on his helmet camera, put on his gloves, and said, “I’m ready now. Don’t pay any attention to me. Keep us in freefall until we are below 4,000 feet.”

“You’re the boss,” I said. I lifted him off his feet, walked us both forward, and stepped out the jump door. He didn’t flail or fight for balance. He let me do the work. I maneuvered us into the spread eagle position and we approached terminal velocity. Terminal velocity is the maximum speed a jumper can fall. Air resistance is the key. The spread eagle position, face down with arms and legs extended, provides the most air resistance. More air resistance allows for a longer freefall because the terminal velocity is slower. If a jumper pulls his arms and legs in, curls into a ball, or falls head first, he falls faster.

Randleman never spoke during our freefall. I counted the remaining distances out loud for his benefit as we dropped. 9,000 feet, 8,000 feet, 7,000 feet, and so on. Nothing special, just another day at the office.

I said, “5,000 feet”, and my stomach turned inside out. I may have blacked out for a second from the disorientation and nausea. I’m not sure I blacked out, but I vomited all over the inside of my helmet.

Before my nausea passed, the canopy deployed automatically and we drifted softly toward the ground. I looked for the drop zone markers and couldn’t find them. I couldn’t even find the airport. I didn’t see anything familiar from inside my filthy helmet. There weren’t any roads and the city wasn’t where it was supposed to be. I pulled one steering cord and made the chute do a slow 360-degree circle. There was no city or airport, nothing but trees.

I was trained to compartmentalize when I jump from an aircraft. Do one thing at a time. Prioritize, and deal with problems in the order you need to deal with them. I didn’t understand why I couldn’t find the airport, but the airport wasn’t my first problem. The first problem was to make a safe landing. But, where?

I put the chute into as slow a descent as I could manage. I kept it slowly revolving and searched for a safe landing spot. I spotted a wide gravel-covered bend along a small creek. It was pretty small, but it was clear of trees. I didn’t care if we got wet, it’s better to be wet than hanging in an oak tree. I steered for the clearing, opened the trailing edge of the parachute, and dropped us quickly to make sure a ground wind wouldn’t carry us into the trees.

I flared the parachute canopy at the last second to slow our descent speed, touched down, and took three steps forward before I let Randleman’s feet touch the ground. On the fourth step, we both sank to our ankles in the mud. The chute settled onto the creek gravel and small bushes in front of us. I unhooked Randleman, told him to get himself out of the mud, and hurried to control the canopy. I streamed the canopy into a long ribbon and then helped the professor out of the mud.

“I didn’t see our drop zone or the airport. I’m not sure where we are. I couldn’t see the highway or any houses. I’m afraid we’re lost. Shouldn’t be a problem, I’ll call the recovery van. I have GPS tracking on my cellphone so the recovery team will eventually find us,” I told the professor and took out my cell phone.

“Your cellphone won’t work,” said Randleman. “The reason you didn’t see the airport or highway is they haven’t been built.”

“What the hell are you talking about?”

“There’s good news, there’s bad news, and there’s good news,” he said as he opened his pack. “The good news is my time machine works. The bad news is I didn’t tell you our jump was a temporal experiment. Temporal experiment is a fancy way to say “Test my time machine”. The good news is my time machine is in perfect condition and we can return to where we came from.”

I always get the crazy ones, I thought to myself before I said, “I don’t understand”.

“Let me be very clear. I’ve built a functioning time machine. For reasons I will explain, the only way to make it work safely was to activate my machine during freefall. Of course, my machine would work safely while drifting in the vacuum of outer space, but I lack the resources to test it that way.”

“Sure, Professor Randleman,” I said, might as well humor the old man. If we had to walk out of here, I wanted him to do his own walking. The liability of abandoning him meant he was my responsibility until he was in his own car at the airport. Leave no man behind, just like in the military. Abandoning clients was bad for business. I checked my cellphone, no service.

“This area isn’t too bad. I landed us in the only muddy part of this clearing. The rest of the area is covered with river rocks. They’re smooth and dry enough for a good place to repack the parachute. I have to keep it as dry as possible, mildew grows on a wet canopy and rots the fabric. If it blows into the stream, it will be too heavy to carry, so I need to get it packed and find our way out of these woods.”

The professor cleaned his boots in the stream while I repacked the canopy. He talked the entire time. “I know you don’t believe any of this, but I have to tell someone and you’re the only one here. When we encounter people living in this time, I can’t tell them. The consequences could range from the destruction of our timeline to my incarceration in a mental institution.”

He continued, “I always believed time travel was impossible. Consider what people call “Stephen Hawking’s Time Travel Postulate”. If a time machine is ever invented, where are the tourists? If time travel is mastered, we should be inundated with tourists from the future. It’s very simple, and if there are no visitors from the future, there are no time machines. That’s what I believed, but I was wrong. Time travel is not terribly difficult. The problem isn’t time travel, the problem is time traveling safely. Time travel must observe the laws of conservation of mass and energy. For the purposes of time travel, the terms “mass and matter” are interchangeable. Matter can neither be created nor destroyed. Matter cannot be in two places at the same time. Finally, two different pieces of matter or mass cannot occupy the same place at the same time.”

“Professor, I went to college.”

“Of course, you did. All the matter that makes up you and me has been around forever. But, those specific individual atoms haven’t always been components of us. The water molecules inside us may have been polar ice, chicken blood, pine tree sap, and who knows what else. Whenever we travel to a new time, our atoms in our departure time are already in use as something else at our arrival time. I believe previous attempts at time travel ignored this problem. The time traveler and his equipment, including his time machine, would simply vanish when he arrived at his destination time, his component parts dispersed to where they belong. Time tourists probably visited us, but upon arrival in our time, their components instantly disseminated to where each atom individually belongs in our time. Matter can’t be in two places and a time traveler doesn’t have first priority.”

This was a little deep for me. All I knew about time travel, I learned from Mr. Peabody and his Wayback Machine. “So, why aren’t we scattered to the four winds?” I asked.

“Excellent question. It’s because my time travel method doesn’t rely on the temporal relocation of our component atoms from one time to another. My system performs a remarkably detailed scan of the payload, the items and the people to be relocated in time. At the departure point, the payload is disassembled into component atoms and those atoms scatter to the four winds, as you put it.”

“Upon arrival, the temporal field is empty of anything except the controlled potential for the existence of the payload which my machine scanned at the departure time. The field assembles the necessary component atoms and recreates the payload exactly as it was before departure. Our bodies and belongings are perfect re-creations. My machine gathers existing matter, matter freed of any pre-existing obligations, and assembles the time payload at the arrival point. My machine, my computer, observes the rules of matter and energy.”

I carefully brushed every square inch of the parachute as I repacked it. I’d clean and repack it again when we were at the airport, but I didn’t want twigs or thorns to damage the fabric. “Okay, we’re re-created as new and fresh as a born-again Christian. If that’s true, why do we still have our memories? And by the way, wasn’t time travel enough for you? Why the devil do this during a parachute jump? Why drag me along?”

“How nice. You do pay attention. More than I can say for most of my students. To answer your questions in order, when my machine, really a computer program, scanned us, it made a perfect copy of every electronic impulse, brain wave, firing synapse, and neural connection; and implanted them a millisecond before we were re-created in our new when.”

He continued, “As to why the parachute jump, it’s a little more complicated. There’s another reason that no time-traveling tourists visit us. The second problem with time travel is another matter. That’s a pun, but it doesn’t matter, either. Using the same word for two puns, how fun. If you don’t mind, it doesn’t matter. Remember, just as matter can’t be in two spaces at the same time, two different matters can’t occupy the same place at the same time.”

“My machine creates a temporal field eight feet in diameter. Every molecule within the eight-foot sphere is scanned and dispersed at the departure time location and then replaced with matching molecules at the arrival time. If we had been standing on the ground, a portion of the ground contained inside our time sphere would be re-created upon arrival. The newly created ground would try to occupy the same space as the ground at our arrival time. I suspect many earthquakes are the result of bad time travel planning.”

I assembled the repacked canopy and the rest of my equipment. Our boots were still drying in the morning sun. I asked the professor. “Like you said, the phone doesn’t work. Which way should we go? Do you know where and when we are?”

“Delightful. When we are. Just delightful. Your phone won’t work until we return to our time. My machine includes a solar charger we can use later to charge your phone. As to where we are, we’re where we started. Parkesburg, Pennsylvania, is less than ten miles north of us. The when is1935. If we go south, we’ll encounter State Highway 12 in a few miles. From there, we can go east to Masonville or west to Brixton.”

“Which way is the airport?”

Randleman pointed west and said, “Dear boy, the airport is twelve years in that direction. It won’t be built until 1947.”

I put on my boots and strapped on the parachute pack. “Pick up your gear, if you’re right about all this, we’re in for a hike.”

“Certainly, certainly. Where’s the airport, twelve years to the west. I love it. I packed a lunch. I brought two liters of water and some energy bars in case we had to walk once we arrived.”

He removed his computer case from the reserve chute deployment bag and refitted it so he could carry it like a satchel. There was a leather strap over one shoulder and the bag rode on his opposite hip. He looked like Johnny Appleseed. He reached inside and offered me a bottle of water.

I took the water. While we walked, I asked, “I don’t understand the spherical field thing. Why a parachute? Why not an airplane or a hot air balloon?”

“I can only generate enough energy for a spherical field eight feet in diameter. The axis of the field is my time machine. It will be easier if we call it a time machine, instead of calling it a temporal displacement algorithmic program. Think of my field as a ball or bubble eight feet across centered on the time machine. Only the things inside the bubble are moved in time. You must understand, that everything in the bubble is moved through time.”

“The bubble doesn’t flatten out when it comes to a wall or the floor. It maintains a perfectly spherical shape, an eight-foot diameter ball. Everything inside is relocated in time. It relocates people, walls, floors, grasshoppers, and anything else inside its circumference.”

“When an eight-foot sphere disappears inside an airplane, it takes part of the airplane with it, and the plane crashes. The time travelers are relocated in time, but thousands of feet in the air surrounded by pieces of airplane rubble. I expect it makes for a rough landing.”

“If we used a balloon, the gondola and its contents would be fine, but the cables between the gondola and the envelope would be severed above our heads. The landing would be unpleasant. We could jump from a balloon, but I couldn’t find a balloon pilot who was willing to allow a tandem parachute jump from his aircraft.”

“An open parachute presents the same problem as a balloon. The cables will be severed, the canopy will remain at the departure time, and the paratrooper will be re-created at the arrival time with no parachute. Not a good plan.”

We followed a meandering trail along the stream. I took the lead because it wasn’t wide enough to walk side by side. “Upstream or downstream, professor?”

“Downstream, of course. Little creeks lead to bigger creeks which lead to bigger creeks and rivers. Eventually, all streams lead to the sea. People build near water. Even with the coming of the railroads, successful new towns were located where the railroads intersected dependable water.”

“OK, downstream it is,” I said and started down the footpath.

I didn’t completely believe the time travel story, but was determined to humor Randleman, at least until we were back in town. I figured it was best to keep him talking and asked, “Why the 1930s, can we only go to times before we were born? I saw a movie once where the time travelers met themselves and were destroyed. A paradox, I think.”

He laughed, “Of course not. Don’t you listen? We are perfect re-creations of our old selves. We’re as bright and shiny as a newly minted penny. We don’t share any matter with our old bodies. I could have written a program where we would have only gone back a week. We could shake hands with ourselves if we wanted. I picked 1935 because I wanted to see my grandfather before he died.”

A blackberry thicket spread across the trail and I tried to work around it. The barbs snagged and tore my polyester clothing. I learned the hard way not to brush the branches aside with bare hands. I stopped, took a sip of water, retrieved my gloves, and put them on. “Don’t follow too closely behind me or the blackberry branches will whip back and hit you after I push them aside.”

I searched for a way around the thorny bushes and couldn’t find one, so I pushed the blackberry overgrowth to the side and forced my way through the briar. I saw the black bear calmly eating berries from the thicket just before he saw me. We both jumped.

I turned around, thrashed through the thorns, grabbed the professor, and spun him around. “Bear, bear, bear, run, run, run!” I screamed and pushed the professor away from the blackberry thicket.

Who would have thought a little round man could outrun a retired army ranger? He ran like a trained athlete. The professor never broke stride and never stumbled. He was ten steps in front of me when the bear grabbed me by the deployment bag.

I have no idea what the world record was for unfastening and removing a parachute pack, but I set a new one that day. I released the buckles and snaps and literally ran out of the pack without slowing down. I left the bear standing on the trail with his paws full of canvas.

The professor never looked back. He ran for another twenty steps and climbed a tree faster than I could walk up a set of stairs. I followed him and we balanced on two strong branches about fifteen feet off the ground.

We sat on the branches and watched the bear savage the pack and its contents. The bear clawed the nylon canopy out of the deployment bag. He ripped and tore at the cloth. He bit it. He chewed the deployment bag. He shook it furiously. He draped the canopy on the blackberry bushes and shredded the fabric with his claws. By the time he stopped, I don’t believe there was a panel of nylon not tattered and torn. The trees and bushes were decorated with fabric pieces like children had covered them with multi-colored toilet paper.

The bear rested briefly before he assaulted the reserve chute bag. He bit and worried it until he tore a hole in the canvas and pulled out the reserve chute. The bear was more efficient this time. Having practiced one time, it took only seconds for him to rip the reserve chute into confetti. He stomped around the tree where we quivered, roared a few times, lumbered back to the deployment bag, batted it around, grasped it in his front paws, laid his head on the canvas, and went to sleep.

I said, “If this time travel nonsense is real, the bear just killed our way back home.”

“Nonsense, parachutes and airplanes exist in this time. You know that. We’ll walk to town, buy a parachute, hire an airplane, and go back home. I’d like to explore a bit before we leave. I still want to meet my grandfather.”

“Well, exploring will have to wait until the bear leaves. I’m not going to climb down and creep away while he’s here. I’d like to retrieve my deployment bags and harness, but I’m not going to fight a bear for them. Even if we buy a new parachute, we’ll need the harness so we can make a dual jump. By the way, nice running, professor.”

“Proves the old joke. I don’t have to be faster than the bear, I just have to be faster than you. You barely made it up the tree in time. If you hadn’t been stripped bare of the parachute rigging, the bear would have caught you. You’d be bear chow if he hadn’t paused to shred the parachutes. Get it, paws?” He held his hands in front of him and made clawing motions.

“Don’t make any more jokes.”

“Laughter is my way of dealing with stress. It reduces trouble down to a size where you can talk to it.”

We waited until dark. I still wasn’t a believer, but I was becoming more convinced the professor had invented a time machine and we were in 1935. The professor said we were in a walnut tree and the last wild walnut tree in Pennsylvania was cut down by poachers around 1970.

The bear showed no signs of leaving so we used our belts to tie ourselves in the tree. We made it through the night. When the sun came up, the bear was still asleep on the deployment bag.

The bear woke up and circled the deployment bag a couple of times. I swear he looked directly at me, hiked up one leg, and anointed the bag. He walked two steps away, turned his back, and clawed dirt over the bag.

We waited an hour after the bear left and climbed down the tree. After a breakfast of blackberries, I packed the remnants of the parachute canopies and harness into the wet and torn deployment bag. It was a mess, but I rigged it so I could carry the bundle over my shoulder. The bear went upstream, so we continued downstream.

We came to a rustic cabin about noon. A woman in drab homespun clothing tended a fire near the cabin. A pot hung from a black iron tripod over the fire and the woman was cutting vegetables into it. She saw us, screamed, and ran into the cabin. She came back out the door and pointed a musket at us.

A man dressed in deerskin leggings and shirt ran from behind the cabin. He carried an axe and was followed by two children.

I figured we’d stumbled onto a crazy back-to-nature family. I was wrong.

The man set the axe on the porch, took the musket from the woman, and stepped toward us. “I’ll shoot you where you stand. Who are you and what do you want? Be you the government? Be you from New York? Got no use for people from New York.”

Before we could answer, the woman said, “Ask ‘em why they dressed like that. I ain't never seen no folks what dress like that.”

I held my hands in the air and Randleman answered for us. “We’re aeronauts, Pennsylvania aeronauts. We mean no harm, we’re lost and looking for town. We’re hungry. Do I smell stew on the fire? We can pay.”

“We can pay?” I whispered to the professor from the side of my mouth. “How?”

“I brought a pound of United States Double Eagle Gold Coins. Gold is worth its weight in, well, gold.”

He turned his attention back to the family holding us at musket point and pleaded, “Can you help us, please?”

“The Mennonite family down the creek said they heard about aeronauts when they sold hides in Philly last year,” said the man. “As I recollect, aeronauts is mostly found in France.”

The professor answered quickly, “Yes, France. We aeronauted across the ocean from France. We’re lost and hungry. Did I say that we can pay? Please.”

The woman said to her husband, “Tell ‘em we’ll first see the color of their money.”

The woman liked the color of our money and before long we sat on the ground and ate what I hoped was venison stew. It was excellent. The beverage was something I’d never tried. I don’t know what it’s called, but it was a mixture of moonshine and muddy water. I decided to call it mudshine. The professor said the moonshine made the water safe to drink.

When I finished my mudshine, the man said to his wife, “Rachel, pour this man another drink.”

The professor bargained with Rachel and her husband, Noah, for help and they agreed to take us to town on their ox-drawn wagon the next morning. They offered to let us sleep in their cabin.

We chose to sleep outside. I considered sleeping inside with the family and their pack of dogs, but my observation of the children’s hygiene and the dogs’ constant scratching left no doubt that enough fleas for everyone waited inside the cabin.

Noah crumbled a dried tobacco leaf into a pipe carved from a tree root. “The closest town is Philadelphia, it’s a three-day ride. I was going there, anyway. Next week, old Ben Franklin will take the oath of office as President. He was re-elected again, for his third term. I do admire that Mr. Franklin.”

“Ben Franklin was never President,” said the professor. “He was an ambassador a couple of times and Postmaster General, but never President.”

Noah’s wife, Rachel laughed at the professor and said, “Just because you an aeronaut don’t mean you know much, do it? Franklin been President of the Supreme Executive Council of Pennsylvania twice already. If there wasn’t no law against it, he could be President for life, I expect.”

Ben Franklin, President of the Supreme Executive Council of Pennsylvania. What does that mean? I didn’t understand. “Excuse me, madam. We’ve been traveling for a while doing important aeronautical things and are a little out of touch. What’s the date?”

“It’s March 8th,” she said. “Next week be the ides of March.”

“And the year?”

“How long you been doing important aeronaut stuff? It’s the year of our Lord, 1788.”

I stared accusingly at the professor and he said, “Not my fault, not my fault. I thought everything was calibrated correctly. I was wrong. On the next trip, I’ll need to adjust my scale to hit the right year. One is never really positive about calibrations until one has performed the experiment.”

He smiled. “Look at the bright side. I can’t meet my grandfather, but we’ll be able to see the Constitutional Convention.”

“We are going to see a lot more than that,” I said. “If we live long enough, we’ll see the War of 1812. There aren’t any airplanes or parachutes in 1788. We’re stuck here. I’ll never see my wife and family again.”

Professor Randleman thought for a while before he answered. “We can replace the fabric in the parachute canopy. You saved the rigging, most of it is intact and we can repair the rest. There will be people in Philadelphia we can hire to do the work. We can build a balloon, the technology exists. I’ll calculate how big a balloon we need. We can do this. I know we can. It doesn’t matter how long it takes to construct what we need, we can still go back to the day we left.”

Noah looked at us suspiciously and said, “I thought you already had one of them balloons, you being aeronauts and all.”

“Of course, we have a balloon. We have many balloons, but we keep them in France. You remember about France, don’t you?”

Noah nodded his head and Professor Randleman continued, “Our newest balloon, the Spirit of Paris, is the one we aeronauted in from France. It was damaged in a thunderstorm west of Valley Forge and sank when we tried to float across the Delaware River in the gondola basket. What I meant to say is that my friend and I can build another balloon to take us back to France.”

I closed my mouth before a stray flea hopped inside. The professor was a magnificent liar. It’s possible he was the most successful liar I ever knew. I remembered how easy it was for him to rope me into this mess. I turned to Rachel, held out my pewter cup, and asked, “May I have another cup of moonshine, hold the water and mud. It’ll help me sleep.”

The family and dogs retired into the cabin at sunset. Randleman and I huddled near the fire. He threw another log on the fire and said, “Be strong, Mr. Kirby, be strong. This’ll all work out. You’ll see.”

I drained my mud-free moonshine. I shaped a pillow from the dry side of the deployment bag and arranged the canopy tatters in the semblance of a blanket. “I’m pretty sure I’m not speaking to you.”

I turned away from the professor and went to sleep.

Everyone was scurrying around when I woke. The oxen were hitched and Rachel and Noah were loading the wagon. “We got hides and ‘shine to trade in Philly. We’re all going. The young ones had never been to town. It’ll be our own little parade. Rachel made coffee and biscuits, help yourself.”

“Where’s my friend,” I asked while I ate the humble breakfast. The coffee tasted a lot like moonshine and muddy water, but without the moonshine.

The professor spoke up, “Noah and Rachel were kind enough to furnish clothes for us. Rachel made the clothing. We’ll scare people if we wear our aeronaut clothing. One gold piece covered the cost of clothing, transportation, and room and board, such as it is. I took the liberty of washing myself and my new clothing in the creek. I think I drowned most of the fleas. I suggest you do the same. Hurry, Noah wants to start before the morning is gone.”

I didn’t say a word, I considered murdering everyone, especially the honorable Professor Daniel Randleman. I would’ve killed them, dogs and all, except my head hurt so bad I could hardly speak. Mudshine hangovers aren’t fun.

After I washed in the muddy stream, I climbed in the wagon. I was the last person on board and I was stuck in the back. It was great, I had three dogs to myself. I fell asleep about two hours later when the children finally tired of singing, “Yankee Doodle went to town” over and over. I was definitely going to kill everyone once I felt better.

Noah was right about the trip, it took three days to get to Philadelphia. We ate jerky, pemmican stew, and biscuits for every meal. Rachael’s pemmican was a mixture of dried nuts, dried fruit, and meat of unknown providence. It was heavy on walnuts, blackberries, and animal fat. We varied our diet by eating cold biscuits at lunch and dinner. The biscuits were baked fresh for breakfast. Coffee and mudshine completed the menu. The difference in these beverages was not readily discernable. By the second day, everything tasted the same. I tried to keep my mouth clean, but trying to floss my teeth with a willow twig while I bounced around in a wagon was a waste of time.

We reached Philadelphia without incident and rented a room over a tavern, “The Kite and Key”. Our fleas couldn’t abide the bedbugs in the tavern bedding and abandoned us for better hosts. This wasn’t an improvement. At breakfast the next morning, the professor said, “I have a plan, we’ll meet with Ben Franklin. He’s eighty years old, but still sharp as a tack. I know he can help us.”

“Why would Franklin do anything except have us committed or jailed?” I asked.

“Because of this,” said Randleman, and he showed me a hundred-dollar bill. “I brought a few of these along in case we arrived back in our time at some remote location. Note whose face is on the note. Note the note, how clever of me. It’s all about the Benjamins.”

The tavern keeper helped us retain the services of a courier. The hundred dollar bill was sealed in a packet with the message, “Your great American experiment worked. Please contact me for details.” The professor told the courier to wait for a reply.

The professor and I took the opportunity to bathe while we waited for Franklin’s response. The tavern keeper agreed to buy better clothing and a chest for our parachuting equipment. Making him understand we wanted a steamer trunk was difficult. He didn’t know the word “steamer”. “Suitcase’ and ‘luggage’ were terms whose century hadn’t arrived. He finally brought a sea chest to hold our belongings.

We instructed the maid to burn the clothing we’d purchased from Noah and Rachel. She was quite happy with that order, so happy that I expect she chose to clean the clothes and keep the garments for herself. Good for her.

We were eating lunch dressed in our eighteenth-century finery when the courier returned. President Franklin would see us at our earliest convenience. In fact, Franklin sent a coach for us. The driver strapped our chest to the back of the coach and we climbed inside.

I looked forward to the ride across Philadelphia, but I was disappointed. The streets were paved with mud and offal. The stench was overwhelming. The buildings and people were uniformly colored in dismal browns and grays. The only entertaining part of the ride was the driver. He constantly shouted and cursed at horsemen, other coaches, and pedestrians without discrimination. His repertoire of profanity was admirable. I was unaware how far the skill had fallen into disrepair since colonial times.

We arrived at Franklin’s office and were promptly escorted into his presence. He was seated in a rocking chair near one of his stoves. He looked like his portraits, except older and thinner. “Excuse me for not standing, gout you know, and I try to conserve what little energies as are left to an old man. Please, let me look at you for a moment.”

He continued, “I can’t see mankind has changed all that much. Allowing for the normal variability of the human condition, you both look just like me.”

“I’m fascinated by this treasurer’s note you sent me. I must say I look marvelous on the note. Who would have thought a poor printer from Pennsylvania would be pictured on currency issued by the United States of America? I really like the part about “All debts public and private.” I bet that little federalist, Hamilton, wrote that part. The quality is amazing, I couldn’t print anything this good on my best day.”

He put the bill down and said, “I’ve so many questions. Who are you and why does it say 2015 on this note?”

The professor and I took seats near the stove. I didn’t say anything and let the professor answer. “I‘m Professor Daniel Randleman, Ph.D. in Physics from the Massachusetts Institute of Technology.”

Franklin interrupted, “Really! Do you know John Adams? He’s very obnoxious, you know. Brilliant, but obnoxious. Strident, too.”

“I haven’t had the privilege. My companion, Mr. Kirby, was born in Pennsylvania. As you may have surmised from your study of the currency note, while Kirby and I are fellow countrymen to you and to Mr. Adams, we are countrymen from a time over two hundred years in the future.”

Franklin accepted the professor’s statement without comment, but he questioned us and inspected our belongings until he was satisfied we came from the future.

He was fascinated with the currency. “I never believed Hamilton’s national banking scheme would work. I thought it was complete rubbish. Who else appears on the various species of federal currency? How does my one hundred dollar rating compare to my compatriots?”

The professor and I pooled our currency and coins. The professor selected the ones bearing images of Franklin’s contemporaries for inspection.

Franklin turned the Washington quarter over and over. He used a magnifying glass to inspect its sandwiched construction, but didn’t comment. He took a magnet and tested the Jefferson nickel. “This nickel isn’t really made from nickel,” he said.

“It was for over 150 years,” the professor said and gave Franklin a one dollar bill and a ten dollar bill.

“How sad, I understand the temptation to debase currency. It didn’t work for the Romans. It’s a bad plan, people won’t accept currency whose value isn’t beyond question,” he said and inspected the one dollar and ten dollar bills. He commented on the masonic symbolism and the “E Pluribus Unum” quotation. He asked if there were other denominations of currency.

“There are other coins and notes,” said the professor. “Thomas Jefferson’s on the two dollar note, but we don’t have one with us. As for the rest, the men on them haven’t been born yet. I don’t think it prudent to foreshadow their importance to America by telling you who they are.”

“Quite right,” said Franklin, and he motioned his servant to bring more wine. “It’s best I don’t know. It’s enough to know this new nation will succeed. The future will have to take care of itself without my guidance. I shall live happily, smug in the knowledge I was right about America. I wish I didn’t have to keep it to myself, but John Hancock is such a blabbermouth.”

“That being said, how can an old printer help you? You’re a long time from home.”

The professor explained our predicament. He and Franklin spent hours discussing time travel theory, spheres, the laws of matter, and other scientific principles. The professor showed Franklin the time machine, basically a computer tablet with solar cells mounted on one side. They moved to Franklin’s desk and spent the rest of the morning making sketches, bad puns, calculations, more bad puns, and drinking Franklin’s wine.

I brought the parachute canopy for Franklin to inspect. We spread it out in the stable behind Franklin’s house. It was obvious we would have to replace the fabric. The nylon rope rigging was mostly intact. The damage to the support lines and harness could be repaired by a leathersmith and a rope maker.

“I know just the person to replace the fabric,” said Franklin. “I assume you don’t mind working with a woman. We’ll go to her place straight away. She knows me so it will be best if I go with you. I’ll send word for the best leathersmith and cordage man in Pennsylvania to meet us there.”

It sounded good, but fixing the parachute wouldn’t solve all of our problems, so I asked, “What good will it do to fix the parachute? We don’t have a way to make a freefall jump?”

Franklin handed me one of the sketches he and Randleman had made. “We’re going to build a balloon. Jefferson and I learned about balloons in France. If two French papermakers could make a balloon, I certainly can. Let’s be off to see my favorite seamstress. This is going to be the most fun I’ve had since before the war.”

Franklin’s coach delivered the three of us, our traveling chest, and Franklin’s drawings to a house on Arch Street. A lady answered the door, Franklin bowed to her, waved in our direction with his hat in one hand, and said, “Gentlemen, may I present Betsy Ross.”

We gathered around her dining table and studied the sketches of the balloon and parachute. Betsy Ross, actually Mrs. Claypoole, since she was now married to John Claypoole, saw no difficulty in furnishing new fabric for the parachute. The new fabric would be linen, heavier than the original nylon, but it was strong enough.

The balloon was another issue. We smoked linen panels over a fire fed with tallow and other oils. The smoke deposited a layer of suet on the fabric. Once coated with the layer of grease, the linen held the heat in longer. The ‘bones’ of the balloon were cords connected to metal hoops at the top and bottom of the balloon envelope. The top hoop was covered in fabric and the larger bottom hoop was left open so smoke and hot air could be funneled inside. People in Franklin’s day and age believed smoke, not heat, made balloons fly.

Mrs. Claypoole and I worked on the parachute and the professor supervised the construction of the balloon envelope. Franklin coordinated weaving the gondola from willow and designed a fire pit and bellows mechanism to fill the balloon. He explained it was only a matter of scale. Philadelphia has plenty of basket weavers and a gondola is a big basket. Every ironmonger has a bellows, we just needed a big one.

He selected a site about twelve miles west of Philadelphia. It was an abandoned farm with an eight-acre wheat field lying fallow. He directed workmen to clear the field of weeds and brush so there was no danger of the inflation fire spreading to burn the field, the balloon, or the participants. They dug a pit and filled it with firewood. Additional firewood was stacked nearby.

Franklin designed and constructed an intricate pipe assembly from leather and hollow logs. He built the massive bellows with a check valve so it would pull smoke from the fire into the bellows when it was forced open and then push the smoke into the balloon when the bellows closed. He designed a wheel that would force the bellows open and close as it revolved. Two mules were harnessed to turn the wheel. It performed perfectly when he tested it.

Betsy’s stock of linen was limited to red, white, and blue fabric. We designed the parachute canopy so it looked like an American flag when deployed. She even stitched one corner from blue linen with fifty white stars sewn in place. When she asked me why fifty stars, I told her fifty was my lucky number. She used the services of more than thirty other women. She assigned ten of them to the parachute and the rest to the balloon. The women sewed everything by hand, making thousands of perfect small tight stitches. They coated the seams with flaxseed oil to seal them as tightly as possible.

Flaxseed oil and linseed oil are two names for the same thing. Linseed oil is used to make oilcloth tablecloths, raincoats, umbrellas, and patent leather. Cloth coated with dried linseed oil is virtually waterproof.

While I worked with the parachute team, Randleman had a crew of twenty women who sewed and assembled a red, white, and blue balloon. The top third was blue fabric and the rest was covered with alternating red and white vertical stripes. The women sewed white stars on the blue field. We had no shame.

Betsy replaced the fabric on my reserve chute with red linen. We’d used her stock of white and blue cloth on the main chute and the balloon. The women attached the fabric to the cords, called load lines, which provide shape and strength to the balloon envelope and parachute canopies.

I was worried about how we would pay these hard-working people. Franklin assured us there was no cost issue. He had taken charge of the professor’s gold and there was more than enough to pay for everything. Franklin refused to keep the surplus gold and we distributed the balance as a bonus to the women, leathersmiths, and rope makers.

In early September, we were ready to go. I packed and unpacked the parachute canopies daily. I am nothing if not compulsive. Finally, the professor convinced me to leave well enough alone.

Franklin sent a message that everything was ready at the launch site. He loved to say ‘launch site’. “The fire pit is filled with fuel and plenty of spare wood is stacked and ready. The smoke pipes are installed from the fire pit to the balloon. The balloon is rolled and wrapped in oil cloths for protection. All that remains is to unfurl the envelope, set the fire, and fill the balloon with smoke. Once you gentlemen are properly mounted and the balloon is buoyant, my men will cut it loose from the tethers.”

We planned to start filling the balloon at three in the morning and launch at dawn. Balloons fly early in the morning to avoid thermal activity. A thermal or dust devil is like a small tornado. It’s caused when the sun heats the air and ground. The warm air rises in circles. Thermals are great for eagles and hang gliders, but bad for balloons. A balloon caught in a thermal can spiral upward out of control until it’s ripped to pieces or flung out from the thermal like a child from a playground merry-go-round. Once free from the thermal, the balloon, without the internal temperature to support flight, plunges to the ground.

I had thought I wouldn’t sleep the night before launch, but the men scurrying about tending the predawn fire woke me. Franklin was up, hurrying around the compound and shouting instructions. He directed the men to move the piping into position over the fire pit and the balloon began to fill.

The balloon stood upright before sunrise. The fabric flapped and billowed in the breeze. It wasn’t packed tightly with hot air, but it strained against the tether lines. The professor and I dressed in our parachute clothes. I wore the dual harness and deployment bags containing the main and reserve canopies. The professor checked to be sure his time machine was charged. It was—his solar charger worked perfectly. Our cell phones and helmet radios were recharged. We tested the radios to be sure we could talk to each other.

Franklin insisted on trying one of the helmets. He was fascinated by the ability to talk to each other with the radios. Every time he spoke, he said, “This is Franklin, are you there?” We knew it was Franklin because these were the only radios in the world. We told him about cell phones, but I don’t think he believed us.

We shook hands with Franklin and he returned the hundred dollar bill to the professor. “It’s best this go with you. If someone finds the bill in my possession it will cause no end of mischief. Thank you for letting an old man participate in one last great adventure. Best of luck.”
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