

  

    Cover




    [image: ]


  




  

    Title Page




    Twice Upon a Kiss




    ...




    Jane Susann MacCarter




    ...




    [image: ]




    Omnific Publishing




    Los Angeles


  




  

    Copyright Information




    Twice Upon a Kiss, Copyright © 2015 by Jane Susann MacCarter




    All Rights Reserved. Except as permitted under the U.S. Copyright Act of 1976, no part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, or stored in a database or retrieval system, without prior written permission of the publisher.




    ...




    Omnific Publishing




    1901 Avenue of the Stars, 2nd Floor




    Los Angeles, California 90067




    www.omnificpublishing.com




    ...




    First Omnific eBook edition, June 2015




    First Omnific trade paperback edition, June 2015




    ...




    The Jarmo archaeological site in Iraqi Kurdistan;


    Photographer Linda Braidwood and archaeologist Dr. Robert Braidwood;


    Hennepin County Medical Center, Minneapolis, Minnesota;


    and the Department of Anthropology, University of Minnesota are


    all actual places, people, or entities featured in this novel.


    However, the author uses them fictitiously in this book.


    All other characters and events in this book are also fictitious.




    ...




    Library of Congress Cataloguing-in-Publication Data




    ...




    MacCarter, Jane Susann.




    Twice Upon a Kiss / Jane Susann MacCarter – 1st ed




    ISBN: 978-1-623421-94-6




    1. Romance—Fiction. 2. Time Travel—Fiction. 3. Anthropology—Fiction. 4. College—Fiction. I. Title




    ...




    Cover Design by Micha Stone and Amy Brokaw


    Interior Book Design by Coreen Montagna


  




  

    Dedication




    For my immediate loved ones:


    Buzz, Mindy, Kent


    And to those who come after:


    Jake, Ben, Zac, Auden, and Penny


  




  

    Part One


  




  

    Chapter 1




    Entering Dreamtime




    Nothing happens unless first a dream.


    ~Carl Sandburg~


    1878–1967




    Stella




    IN THE GARISHLY LIT Minneapolis convenience store near campus, I hear two men—a skinhead and a pimply blond I saw walking in a moment ago—talking in low voices.




    Blondie squeaks out a desperate plea to his partner. “But you said. You said you were going to do it. Now!”




    I’m next at the till, a giant iced tea in my hand. My anthropology professor, Harry Vale, happens to stand in the queue behind me, holding a pasteboard cup of coffee.




    I glance at the unsavory duo from the corner of my eye.




    Skinhead glares at Blondie, speaking softly through clenched teeth. His lips are noticeably thick. “Fuck off, Leon.”




    He has a faint British accent.




    Curious, way out here in Minnesota, I’m thinking. So far from either coast.




    He catches me watching him and glares, curling his thick lips. He mutters in a voice that carries, “Take a picture, you sodding cow. It’ll last longer.”




    I wince—not because of the menace in the voice, but because the words are true. I am rather a cow, although I wouldn’t say a sodding one.




    Truth be told, I, Stella Denton, twenty-and-a-half year old college student, actually look more like a young, solid-bodied cleaning lady.




    For as long as I can remember, I’ve had a pensive squirrelly face, unfortunately prominent teeth, and precious little to bring to a conversation. If it weren’t for my large, light blue eyes—rather lovely I think, but what others may decide, I really don’t know—I’d start shoveling dirt over myself and be done with it.




    No more than five-foot-seven, with sufficient love handles to cause his shirt buttons to strain against their buttonholes, my thirty-something Paleoanthropology 110 instructor tries to rise to the occasion. He directs a lame threat toward Skinhead.




    “Watch it, buddy.”




    Unfortunately for us store patrons, Professor Vale, aka Bucky Beaver, looks as far from threatening as I am far from beautiful, so the duo pays him no mind.




    I can’t help thinking, I wish you wouldn’t. Leave it alone. Guys like this are liable to do anything.




    Blondie continues his low, frantic whispering. “But I need it bad, Wayne, and so do you.”




    Professor Vale leans in to speak to me in a low voice. “We should leave, now…without our stuff.”




    We? Before I determine what this we-ness might mean, the duo’s whispered voices grow more intense.




    Blondie is desperate. “But you said. We have to, man, we have to.”




    This time, I turn my head to glance at them straight on. Everyone else in the store does the same.




    Again, I avert my eyes from the duo. I don’t know what everyone else is doing.




    The young clerk behind the counter looks about to shit his pants.




    “I’m trying to think here, people.” Skinhead looks about at the store patrons, myself and Professor Vale included, in a tone that connotes the most reasonable thing in the world. “I’m tryin’ to do something.”




    “Then do it and please leave,” Professor Vale, requests in a quiet, emotionless voice.




    Oh God, Bucky…bad idea. Please shut up.




    “When I’m good and ready,” Skinhead says in a ridiculously prim voice. “But, what the hell? Guess I’m ready now.”




    Skinhead sighs deeply, and then, from under the folds of his gray hoodie, he pulls a stubby black pistol from the waistband of his pants. The gun is small and looks cheap, almost like a toy.




    In the unreality of the moment, the first thing I think is, That gun has got to be a fake. It looks like something from the dollar store.




    But it might be real, so I keep my mouth shut.




    I don’t feel frightened, though—even though I should. Only mild curiosity. I have my reasons for that.




    This might surprise people. Not those who really know me, although there are precious few of those. And my thought is: Looks like I won’t need to decide about offing myself after all. Skinhead here might do the job for me.




    Here’s the thing about that. Since Mom died, nobody really knows me anymore. And that’s the core of this problem that people call Stella Denton.




    During this millisecond while I ponder matters of life and death, Skinhead waves the gun from side to side in the cheesy manner of a Friday night cop drama.




    “Don’t nobody push panic buttons or call nine-one-one, nothin’ like that, or I’ll take you all out. I mean it.”




    Skinhead is wearing his best Bad Guy hat now.




    I have to admit he’s got everyone’s horrified attention.




    Paralysis descends over the few patrons remaining in the store. The ominous sensation feels like ink ejaculated over us by an octopus in dark levels of the sea. Everyone freezes, motionless, and a woman with dark lipstick makes frightened, mewing noises. I don’t move.




    But I feel myself getting ticked off. If anyone’s going to take me out, I want it to be my own idea, for my own reasons, in my own time. When I choose. Not some piece of trash with zits and a cheap handgun.




    “Show us the money!” Blondie demands. His voice aims for belligerence but comes out in a squeak.




    Aiming his gun at the clerk, Skinhead curls his lip in disgust. “Christ, Leon, no movie lines.” He looks at the clerk. “Just hand over the cash.”




    “We…don’t keep anything larger than two twenties.” The young clerk speaks between stiff lips, parroting lines from his training manual. He’s so breathless, he can hardly speak.




    “Liar!” Skinhead retorts in a petulant voice. He spews saliva droplets like profanities on those of us nearest him. I’m so close I can see the unwashed smudge of ingrained dirt behind his ear.




    “There’s a mess of cash in there. I saw it earlier.” Again, he brandishes the gun in his odd, prissy manner. “So, open up. Now.”




    Idly, I note that the barrel of his gun is, literally, gun-metal gray. I didn’t know they really were, in real life, exactly as described in books and on TV.




    At this inopportune time, the voice that lives inside my head—the one I call Squirrelly Girl in a none-too-chummy fashion—chooses this inopportune moment to commence a running commentary.




    “What a surreal night this is turning out to be!” she says with a metaphorical dig to my ribs. “First Professor Vale’s surreal PowerPoint show about Jarmo, and now this…”




    Without meaning to or even realizing I’m doing so, I inch closer to Professor Vale. Nightmare lights, ugly people, silly toy gun. What am I even doing here?




    Where is my real life, the life I was meant to live? Or is this…it?




    Awkwardly, I take a full step backward toward Professor Vale, thinking only of my unvoiced desire for Bucky to dispel the hysteria around me.




    Instead, I manage to collide with an adjacent beef jerky rack.




    The small metal kiosk topples, glances off a display counter, and slams squarely against the middle of Skinhead’s back. I couldn’t have done it more effectively if I’d planned it out beforehand with logarithms.




    Skinhead turns, yowling in pain, gun arm flailing in a wide arc.




    We store patrons crouch low, myself included. Some are already huddling on the floor, whimpering in fear. Skinhead looks down his nose at me in crazed outrage, while Blondie continues to demand of the clerk, “Gimme the money, gimme the money now…and don’t press any buttons, or I’ll blow your balls off.”




    Rooted with fear, the clerk won’t—probably can’t—even move. The cash drawer remains shut.




    As if from a great distance, I hear Blondie’s voice rising to a shriek. “Gimme the money, gimme the money, hand it over now!”




    A couple of patrons, bolder than the others, plead with the clerk. “So, give him the money already!”




    The clerk’s eyes are glazed with panic. He opens and closes his mouth like a fish, unable to comprehend that this is really happening.




    “Well, fuck this shit,” Skinhead says in elegant disgust. And shoots the clerk in the face.




    The clerk’s face instantly morphs into a crimson azalea, red petals radiating from a hole where his nose has been. He sways on his feet for a sickening millisecond, then falls heavily against a potato chip rack.




    In the flailing and shrieking pandemonium that immediately follows, the gunmen wake from their Bad Guy fantasy in dismay and fear. Shit. Shit…what has just happened?




    Most of the store patrons hit the floor in fear or start running for some kind of cover.




    Skinhead looks around in a panic while Blondie scrambles behind the counter and immediately pounds on the electronic cash register, hoping to hit a magic button that will open it. Huddling on the floor, the purple-lipped girl keeps screaming. Overwhelmed by the turn of events, Skinhead shoots toward the front counter again, wildly aimless, in panicked frustration.




    Oh God! Professor Vale is shot. In the thigh. I’m on the floor next to him and see the resulting blood flow, copper-scented and glistening.




    Before Skinhead can shoot a third time, I experience a split second of great clarity, tingling and intense. Harry Vale stares at me fiercely (as if to keep me safe by the power of his gaze alone), grasping his gory leg to stanch the blood flow.




    In a millisecond, I see the innocent potato chip bags, cookies, and motor oil, so safe and normal in their crowded rows. I hear the frightened bleats of the other patrons, huddled and shuddering on the floor.




    THUK.




    The gun’s abrupt report fills my world. Oh shit is all I can think for one billionth of a second. The THUK sound rushes at me and into my head. Just behind my left ear.




    Instantly it’s in my brain, already a part of me. The bullet slows from its insane velocity and finally just…stops. It hasn’t traveled as bullet-fast as it would have, had he aimed it at me point blank. This bullet must have ricocheted off something metal, altering its trajectory at the last moment.




    The bullet entry site feels like black velvet fire. It pulls the rest of me into its fathomless depths.




    In a nightmare miasma of screams, blood, shouting, a garish swirl of lights and sudden coldness, I find myself looking down on the scene from a great height. Evidently I’m somewhere near the ceiling.




    I grow smaller yet higher in vantage point. Soon I’m only a pinpoint of consciousness hovering somewhere beyond the ceiling.




    Then the scene below me dims, obliterated by the sound and odd sensation of rushing waters. A millrace of dark, billowing bubbles surges in, around, and through me. The noise is deep. Soothing. Inexorable. How a pinpoint of consciousness can hear I do not know, but I do hear it—a deep, soft, underwater roaring sound that fills my world.




    I realize that the bubbles are moving me toward a tunnel. The Tunnel. The one that’s said to open up before you when you’re about to die.




    Then I realize that I don’t want to die after all. At least, not just yet.




    I want…I want.




    I want the silliest, strangest thing!




    I’m almost ashamed to admit it to the universe, even when I’m almost dead. If I still had a face and tears, I’d be crying right now. Even as a pinpoint of light, strong emotion shimmers within my life force. I want to live the kind of life I was meant to live. Like what the professor was telling us about earlier tonight: a life in Jarmo.




    Jarmo…




    The sound of that name alone draws my formless self deeper into the tunnel where eternity awaits.


  




  

    Chapter 2




    Seeking Jarmo




    Flow, flow, flow.


    The current of life is ever onward.


    ~Kobodaishi~


    774–835 A.D.




    Stella, three hours earlier




    I LOOK IN THE MIRROR. Deep sigh. Come on, Squirrelly Girl. Chin up, eyes front.




    Comb my hair—chin-length reddish brown, lank as a paper bag—check.




    Dust a poof of blush on each side of my face—check. Even though I can’t tell much difference.




    Change out of my Minnesota Golden Gophers sweatpants and into jeans (my fat jeans at present, since I still haven’t lost my Freshman Fifteen, even though I’m a Senior now)—check.




    Change my shirt, slip on clogs, grab a jacket and my over-the-shoulder book bag, which holds a laptop and a couple of tampons—check.




    I’m trying not to be too noticeably late for my night class, Paleoanthropology 110, a two-credit thing for an hour once a week. Tonight is the last class. The credits for my General Studies major got snarled around the time my mother died, and I missed so many classes. I’m still filling in what’s needed so I can graduate this semester.




    Locking the door behind me, I start walking briskly from my tiny, off-campus hovel. I should have left earlier. I step along smartly to my latest mantra, silently mouthing the words in time with my steps.




    Everything happens…now in my life…in God’s perfect order.




    A nontraditional student (that older lady I chatted with last week after Social Welfare 250) swore to me it was a Sure Thing. “Guaranteed to sort out what ails you…eventually…”




    I repeat the words over and over as I walk the six short blocks to Filsen Hall. I don’t feel any better yet. Or different.




    I yearn for change. Or maybe obliteration. Which would be so much easier, since there’s no one around who really cares.




    Yeah, I’m an orphan. How Dickensian is that? Lonely but literary, I give you that much.




    Everything happens…now in my life…in God’s perfect order.




    God. I don’t even know if I believe in one…in Him…in it…whatever.




    I don’t know. Maybe. I hope there’s someone. Something. Not just me and the great void.




    Most of the time, all I feel is hollow. I have very few friends, but that’s my own fault; Mom always told me that to have a friend, you have to be one, and I know that she’s right. Was right.




    It’s just that I can’t seem to muster the effort. Whatever I do, whatever I try, I feel like I’m living a shadow life. Even my footsteps sound hollow. It’s these stupid clogs. What was I thinking? Nobody wears clogs anymore.




    Quit thinking so much and step along, Squirrelly Girl chatters at me. You’re going to be late.




    Okay, if I’m being honest here, I’m not totally alone in the world. There is my stepdad Chuck, thank goodness.




    Mom assured me my bio-dad was nobody I’d ever care to know, an inadvertent sperm donor and a non-issue for both my mother and me. Really and truly, I’ve never missed him.




    Chuck married “us” when I was thirteen, bless his heart, and he’s been a jewel all along. He covers my health insurance without a murmur, pays my state school tuition, bought me a decent used car, whatever I want or need.




    I can’t blame him for wanting, and recently finding, a new thirty-something girlfriend.




    Last year, Chuck moved to Chicago where he now lives with Laura. She seems like a sweetie, but what do I know, really? I have a hard time even breathing when I think about Real Life, my upcoming life after university. And Real Life for me is coming up pretty fast. The U of M will all be behind me once I graduate next month.




    The presence of Laura in Chuck’s new life makes it pretty clear, even to someone as clueless as I am, that I’ve got to start moving forward, too. Make a new niche for myself. Thank goodness for college all this time—you know, a familiar framework where you know what’s expected of you.




    Chuck always urges me to move into a dorm (“Get to know folks, Stella-girl, live a little!”) or even to try for a sorority. I ask you, a sorority? I’m sure sororities aren’t looking to include bovine cleaning ladies among their numbers. I finally convince Chuck that I’m much happier in my own, private, ratty studio apartment instead. I think he believes me. At least he pretends to.




    The thought of so much estrogen swirling together at the dorms or a sorority house, all together in one place, rattles me. Because I’m just so…well, slow on the uptake. You know, all that chirpy, witty, bitchy female banter and stuff—I couldn’t keep up with it in sixth grade, and I sure as hell can’t do so now. Popular girls seldom know, or care, when I leave a room. And men notice even less than that. Living the shadow life that I am, it just doesn’t seem like I fit. Or belong. Anywhere.




    I just need some motivation to start figuring out my future.




    Or to decide if it’s all too much for me, and do I even want a future at all.




    Bless her heart, dear Mom…how I miss her. She’d be in agony right now (an agony of tenderness and empathy) knowing I was even considering such a final solution. But, sometimes…well, it feels like I’m in the wrong world at the wrong time, with nothing to be done about it except endure—or to check out.




    Everything happens…now in my life…in God’s perfect order.




    Yeah, right…




    This neighborhood that I’m walking through is kind of dodgy. I’d drive to this class, but the nearest parking lot is ten blocks away from Filsen Hall. I’ve just passed the Whistle-Stop convenience store. Only two more blocks.




    Finally. Exhaling with relief, I clomp-clomp up the steps of Filsen Hall, then down again to the ground floor partial-basement where the windows are at street level. I’m panting more than I should (Thank you, Freshman Fifteen!). There’s not a minute to spare before class.




    And there he is, Professor Harry Vale. Harry K. Vale. Known to many of us students as Bucky Beaver. Professor Vale and I both resemble members of the Genus Rodentia. Round cheeks, recessive chins, prominent teeth, and stolid, stocky builds. More like brother and sister than anything else.




    Shit, I’m really late.




    I scribble the initials SJD next to my name on the clipboard list by the door. Professor Vale is a stickler for attendance, figuring it into our final grade. I try to tip-toe in (hard to do in clogs) as I seek an empty seat. Every grotty theater seat in the small, amphitheater-shaped classroom is taken, except for down in front. The other students are already in place, rummaging in beat-up backpacks, opening laptops. I slide into a front row seat; my nose is practically within touching distance of Professor Vale’s fly. Averting my head, I open my MacBook Pro, turn it on, and look up into his face instead.




    Professor Vale starts out the same as ever. A creature of habit, he shoots his cuffs—check. Clears his throat—check. Fumbles to straighten a clip-on bow tie—check. Then he gives me a (reproachful?) glance before he begins.




    Probably annoyed that I’m late. He doesn’t really know me, though, and I don’t really know him. I mean, not really. Not hardly. Not like some girls I know who flaunt affairs with their professors, even the married ones.




    As if I could ever—I mean, really, as if! As if anyone would ever ask me to.




    Okay, yes, so the professor has seen me through all classes in this course—I haven’t missed a one, for some reason or another. Strange on my part.




    But again, yes, I’m a name on his electronic spreadsheet. My face is a blurry egg under fluorescent lights with few distinguishing characteristics to set me apart from the crowd. But, late as I am, now he actually looks down and sees me.




    He looks at me for a moment before commencing to speak—a long moment, actually. Then he clears his throat, takes a dry marker, and in slanting capitals, he writes the words NEOLITHIC and JARMO on the whiteboard.




    My fellow students and I settle in for the duration. The past few weeks, Dr. Vale has managed to transform a potentially interesting topic—the prehistory of modern humankind—into a dry insurance seminar.




    Squirrelly Girl starts commenting as Professor Vale makes the dry marker squeak on the board amid the hush of the class.




    I should tell you, I don’t really hear voices; it’s just my subconscious talking. From what I can tell, everyone has that voice in their head. And mine is particularly snarky, always looking for dirt to dish about someone…usually me. Tonight it’s a running editorial commentary about Harry Vale.




    Hmm, he’s got to be over thirty. Almost middle-aged. Dorky glasses—not old enough to look new, not new enough to look fashionably old. And what’s with the baggy corduroy jacket with leather elbow patches? Which hasn’t been hot since 1972. No ring. No woman in this guy’s life, I’m willing to bet. No guys either, I’m also willing to bet. Probably teaches extra Adult Ed classes to pay bills. Does the brown bag thing every day—probably bagels with cream cheese and a salted nut roll for dessert. Eats at his desk, then actually saves the lunch bag to reuse the next day.




    Sheesh, Miss Denton! He’s almost as bad as you.




    Professor Vale stops writing, and the dry marker ceases to squeak.




    Our instructor draws in a shaky breath and turns to face the class.




    His eyes now seem brighter than usual with what appears to be suppressed excitement. For the first time ever he looks…alive.




    “The Neolithic Era—” He pauses then, as if to emphasize the momentous news he’s imparting. “—is the most important time…in the history of all humankind.” Professor Vale stops talking. He looks at us as though expecting a response.




    Most of my classmates look dully back at him, exuding a collective, unspoken So?




    “I’ve put together a PowerPoint about it. Don’t worry; it’s short. To, uh, celebrate this, our last class before finals next week. But first, an introduction…”




    I see that a laptop is set up on a table in front of the class, plugged in and already humming faintly. A ten-foot movie screen is pulled down, covering the center of the whiteboard.




    Finally, something different for this last class in the series.




    He puts aside his usual speaking notes. Vale is going rogue.




    “So far in our coverage of the Paleolithic, the Old Stone Age, and the Mesolithic or Middle Stone Age, we’ve learned how both eras were critical in human development. But the Neolithic—particularly that sliver of time just before the Dawn of Civilization—the Neolithic was the most important time ever, making us the people that we are today.”




    What does he mean, the most important ever? More important than Google?




    Professor Vale’s gaze sweeps the class once more, hoping for a response.




    Again I feel, rather than hear, the silent drowsiness of the class. So?




    And then I see it. Something I’ve never seen on Vale’s face before: the faint indentation of a dimple. A single, misplaced dimple on his chubby left cheek.




    It’s never been evident before because Vale—always so serious, so earnest—rarely smiles in class. At least not enough to show evidence of a dimple.




    But he’s smiling now, or something very close to it.




    “The Neolithic era rose and fell within different time periods throughout the world. But in the Fertile Crescent of the Middle East, in a little village we now call Jarmo, it flourished around 7000 BCE. That’s about nine thousand years ago…uh, give or take a few years.”




    Vale clicks something on the laptop, moves a pile of reference books closer, and turns down the lights. He fusses over a few adjustments, clicks play, and the screen springs to life.




    A classical music piece I’m not familiar with starts playing in the background. It’s lush and evocative. Compelling. The image of a sunny, grass-covered hill against a backdrop of snow-capped mountains fills the view. The single word JARMO is superimposed over the image in dark blue letters with a yellow drop-shadow.




    “Most of us think civilization is pretty damn great, don’t we? We think it has to be, because we’re living in it. Cars, space shuttles, Smartphones, Nine Inch Nails—it’s all the world we’ve ever known. But, as many of you may agree, it can be an exhausting world, too. At least to me.”




    Some students sitting near me look thoughtful then. They study their hands or nibble at a fingernail.




    “Faster and faster, higher and higher, doing more and more work for less and less money. Buying more stuff we don’t even need—and don’t really want. ‘They’ just tell us we should want stuff. But I’m getting ahead of myself. Let’s get back to Jarmo…”




    Professor Vale clicks to the next image: an archaeological dig of a prehistoric village, half-excavated, a couple of football fields in length and width.




    The partially exposed town crowns the crest of a hill. Along one side, the hill drops off toward a broad river valley; along the other side, forbidding snow-capped mountains jut heavenward in the distant horizon. The land around the village is parched, dusty, and eroded.




    I can’t help thinking, Poor little town…what a God-forsaken place to live.




    Vale continues. “Jarmo is…was…a gathering place of prehistoric humans from around 7000 to 5000 BCE—deep in the wilderness near present-day Kirkuk in Iraq.”




    Well, no wonder it looks dreary, Squirrelly Girl decides. Iraq! What do you expect?




    “Jarmo is just one of dozens—maybe dozens upon dozens—of similar small gatherings in Asia and Europe during the Neolithic Era. Nothing special about Jarmo. The only reason we know about it at all is because of the Braidwoods—photographer Linda Braidwood and her famous archaeologist husband, Dr. Robert Braidwood of the University of Chicago, who, so it’s been said, just happened to be the model for Indiana Jones.”




    Actually, that is pretty cool.




    Professor Vale quickly clicks through image after image of the hot, dry dig site, and continues his commentary. “Note the presence of primitive Mother Goddess figures here…one of the earliest sites with decorated pottery…sun-dried bricks…just beginning to grow emmer and einkorn grains, a few plots here and there…note this partial figurine with blue stripes down its cheeks—vestiges of the blue pigment are still evident…”




    Another click brings up a Photoshop rendering of what looks like the Garden of Eden—a lush field, surreally green, dotted with red poppies, indigo larkspurs, and wild purple hollyhocks. Heavenly green countryside encircles a tiny, hilltop town—Jarmo. In the background, snow covered peaks rise sharply. Foothills are thickly dotted with both hardwood and conifer trees. Resembling Monopoly game pieces, tiny houses in the village look to be mud brick rectangular with peaked, thatched roofs.




    Idyllic. No other word can describe it so perfectly.




    “Now this lovely place—” Vale indicates the picture-perfect image on the screen “—in addition to the dusty, sun-baked excavation site we’ve just been viewing, this is also Jarmo.”




    Professor Vale removes his glasses, rubs the bridge of his nose—as if to bring the image more clearly in focus—and replaces his eyewear. “Jarmo, the way it used to be. The world the way it used to be. Until humans got too smart for their own good and started fucking it up.”




    Vale is on a high horse tonight. Actually talking like real people talk. Something’s afoot…




    “I’m going to click through a few more images of Jarmo the way it used to be—designed and Photoshopped, by the way, by a grad student at the University of Chicago. Also, if anyone is interested, the music is ‘Andante con Tenerezza’ from Symphony No. 2 of American composer Howard Hanson. Check him out sometime.




    “In case you’re wondering why Jarmo looks so different now, two-thirds of the difference is due to gradual climate change over the years. And one third is due to domestication of the goat, which chews everything right down to the dirt—spawn of the very devil that they are! The Jarmo of 7000 BCE, the timeframe represented in these images, enjoyed a warm, moist, Mediterranean climate. Just about anything could grow there and probably did.




    “I’m going to read you some passages from scientific experts who agree with me.”




    In the dim light, Professor Vale opens the first of a series of books that bristle with Post-it notes. He clicks to an image that looks like Africa’s Serengeti, a vast plain dotted thickly with wildlife, then snaps on a penlight to read.




    “Listen to educator Richard Heinberg, here,” Vale prefaces his reading. “‘Our stereotypical image of primitive foragers is of bands of half-starved savages, usually exhausted from searching for roots and berries, or hunting wild animals, engaging in periodic bloodthirsty raids on one another’s camps, and living in superstitious terror of the capricious and mysterious natural forces controlling their lives. Instead, however, early myths portray the lives of these peoples as supremely happy. Surprisingly, recent findings of anthropologists and archaeologists tend to support this new, happier view.’”




    Professor Vale sets the book aside, then clicks to a scene of a rock-rimmed hot springs, adjoining a rushing stream.




    “There was a hot springs at Jarmo in those days. Not now, of course. It’s been sucked dry across the millennia. Braidwood’s team identified the original location through fieldwork and excavation. Just think, hot and cold running water, abundant wildlife, and plenty of food, ripe for the gathering. At Jarmo, they had it all.”




    Professor Vale opens another book. “And one scholar, a plant physiologist, says that developing agriculture was the worst thing humankind could have done.”




    He looks back at us. “I mean, think of it! We were never meant to be this way—stressed, depressed, compressed into a megalopolis—multiple megalopolises. Not at all! Humankind was meant to live in balance, like that of Jarmo.”




    Click to an image of assemblage of painted pottery shards, white snail shells, and a handful of pistachio nuts.




    “And here again with Heinberg…” Vale picks up the first book again and turns to another Post-it note. “‘Most agricultural societies tend to adopt a diet based on relatively few foods, usually two or three starchy grain crops that by themselves do not provide a sufficient variety of balance of nutrients. Foragers, on the other hand, knew how to obtain a wide range of foods. Paleopathologists, who study evidence of disease in prehistoric human remains, find that the skeletons of ancient hunter-gatherers tend to be larger and more robust and show fewer signs of degenerative disease and tooth decay than do those of the later agriculturalists.’”




    He peers at us over the book. “Imagine! In those days at Jarmo, people were stronger and healthier. Their bones were literally thicker. It’s a fact. They were more peaceful—in short, happier. The way we were meant to be…before civilization corrupted us all.”




    He clicks another image forward, this time a charcoal drawing of a small, mud-brick, thatched-roof cottage. He grabs another book eagerly. “And time! Listen to this. Leisure time versus laboring time. Do you know, really know, what slaves we are to this, this…unnatural maelstrom, this rat maze, we call modern life?”




    He’s got us now. This we can understand. Time, we value. Of course we live in a rat-maze, stressful and pressured, too often meaningless—we all know that. Has it not always been so, since men, and women, first rose head and shoulders above the apes?




    “Consensus among paleoanthropologists now says that hunter-gatherers only devoted some twelve to twenty hours per week obtaining food. Only twenty hours per week! The rest of their time was likely devoted to leisure, to family and friends, music and storytelling, and art—art! Like this…”




    Click to a close-up of a voluptuous mother goddess figurine. “Note what looks to be a letter H on her forehead—it only looks like an H, of course, because there was no Western alphabet in Jarmo—no form of writing at all yet. Not for at least another three thousand years.”




    “Life in primitive, food-gathering societies like Jarmo was one of a stable, loving community, supportive relationships throughout life, a friendly peaceful attitude toward others, and the challenge of direct engagement with nature.”




    Professor Vale’s square face seems to glow from within. The single dimple flashes on his cheek as his words tumble out in a rush. “Game species were at their peak. Fat and sassy they were from abundant forage, millions of ’em. So many that the dire wolf and small-eared lion probably left humans pretty much alone, concentrating on the great herds that roamed everywhere. It was a time of lavish plenty, with fruits and nuts, roots and greens. Easy pickings. A morning’s hunt and a few days’ gathering could keep you in food for a week!”




    He shakes his head ever so slightly in reverence and regret. “It was life as it was meant to be lived! Not…not life like this.”




    Vale gestures about him, encompassing the soiled, 1990s-style, tiered theater seats, the growing darkness outside the tall windows, muffled traffic sounds, the sickly sweet smell of sweeping compound blending with the garlic odor emanating from the overused microwave down the hall.




    “It was better back then for all of us. Better for women especially.”




    Click on a small, clay figurine. The indistinct clay face is crowned with elaborate braided hairdo, three lines etched down each cheek.




    “Dr. Marian Polk writes about the thousands of years when men and women lived together in true partnership. She says Neolithic settlements show no signs of male dominance. How do we know? One way is by their graves. The graves of Neolithic women and men were equal in size and provision. There were few signs of the rigid, hierarchical social structure that later came to characterize civilization. Human relations in Neolithic times were based on peace, cooperation, and mutual nurturing.”




    Suddenly, I feel as if I’m holding my breath, and I’m not sure why. Professor Vale’s gaze looks from face to face in the dim half-light. He looks into my face for a moment…longer than a moment…then moves on.




    “In those long ago days, in what we used to call the Near East, something unique flowered for a time. Scientists call it the Late Neolithic, a way of life beautiful in its simplicity.”




    Vale’s face takes on a private, inward look just then. He looks over the class with quiet earnestness.




    “I call it the time of the Great Exhale.” Vale breathes out softly. Then his face takes on a weary look.




    Somehow his dramatic gestures don’t seem corny; to everyone’s credit, no one snickers. The class seems moderately interested now, listening politely, but no one really seems charged with emotion. Except for Professor Vale. And me.




    And I have no idea why. Am I headed for another panic attack? The voice in my head sounds a little shaky. It’s been at least a couple of months since the last episode. Oh no. Not here, not now. Since Mom died, I’ve experienced these brief but unnerving episodes with increasing frequency. They’re no joke, I can tell you. The breathlessness, pounding heart, sweating, heat, then cold, then heat again, and the trembling—so dizzying, making other people’s voices sound as if they’re coming from inside a conch shell.




    I feel my cheeks flush and touch them surreptitiously. My skin is so warm. Too warm—hot, actually to the touch. I try to imagine that Mom is close by, telling me lovingly to Hush now, hush now. It will be all right. Everything happens, now in your life, in God’s perfect order. Hush now, hush…




    Professor Vale’s voice sounds somber now. Without knowing why, I find myself leaning closer to catch his words. An odd feeling grows in me, a deep, vibrating thrum.




    “The heyday of Jarmo is what I call the Breathing Space,” he says, “between the earlier harsh times and the later harsh times to come. What’s conspicuous in most Neolithic digs is the complete absence of weapons of war, although there are plenty of tools and pots. Of course, archaeologists haven’t excavated all of Jarmo yet—there may be levels and clues and evidence of things we know nothing about…not yet. But, given what’s happening these days in Iraq, Afghanistan, and Syria, it doesn’t seem likely they will be fully excavated. At least, not any time soon.”




    Because I’m sitting close to him this evening, I can see Vale’s myopic eyes, bright and blue and shining behind the dated glasses, even in the dim, reflected light from the PowerPoint.




    Again, his eyes pause at my gaze for a moment. And I feel…strange.




    No guy, not even a nerdy professor like Vale, has ever really looked at me like that. But this one is, and I like the way it’s making me feel more alive, too.




    I keep watching his blue eyes, which by now have looked back at the screen, and I’m mesmerized by his voice.




    “Because later life was harsh, you see, once civilization came into being, even though cultivated grains were then plentiful. As we all know, civilization doesn’t necessarily mean life is easy. Life today isn’t easy. Civilization isn’t just the wheel, or making pottery, or domesticating horses to pull chariots. Or even inventing writing. Civilization also means warfare and famine, slavery and bloodshed, food scarcities and a befouled environment.”




    Again, he looks at me shyly, then looks away.




    A ferret-faced guy three seats away raises his hand. “But wasn’t it good when agriculture came into being, so there was more food for everybody?”




    “Just the opposite,” Professor Vale replies quietly. “In the Jarmo of 7000 BCE, they were just starting to experiment with planting grains. Not taking it seriously—yet. But eventually agriculture seduced them, and it ended up making more work than ever, more work for everyone. The Breathing Space I’m talking about was that time period just before agriculture really got going. The Breathing Space was an era in balance. It was…Eden.”




    Suddenly, it all becomes clear to me: I want…I belong in…a Jarmo kind of life.




    “No modern stress, no traffic, no income tax, and—” he almost glares at the class as he continues “—no war. Human beings were too few and thinly scattered for warfare. And they had nothing to go to war about—until that time when resources started giving out.”




    I speak then without thinking (something I’ve never done before in class), and my voice sounds swoony, even to me. “But it sounds like such an…easy time!”




    A student somewhere snickers, but Professor Vale only looks at me. Almost tenderly. His silence lengthens. At last he says, “But, Miss Denton, that’s the point.”




    He knows my name. He’s matched my name with my face. I’m more than astonished. Actually, I’m blown away. I clutch the edge of my seat to settle my inward trembling.




    I blunder on, only half aware of what I’m saying. “But, with all that time at their disposal, did they also do something important and memorable?”




    Professor Vale’s face turns pale and serious. “They did. Eventually. As I mentioned earlier in the PowerPoint, the wheel was invented in Mesopotamia around 4500 BCE, the chariot soon after, and writing a thousand years after that. To the ultimate detriment of humankind.”




    The professor shakes his head and backs up, metaphorically speaking. “Okay, that’s just me yapping there. Another story for another class, maybe. By the time these improvements came along, three thousand years had passed since the Eden time of Jarmo. Their descendants were deep in the throes of agriculture by that time, so they had to invent the wheel and had to tame the horse. They desperately needed technology to pull carts, plow, drive chariots, and turn water wheels. When the Jarmo folk started taking on the mantle of civilization, they never knew it was already too late.”




    His voice enchants me into further speech. “Too late for…”




    “Too late to keep earth like Eden. Heaven on earth, as it were. Because it wasn’t the snake that cast Adam and Eve out from the garden, it was civilization.”




    More students snicker then, but Vale’s face remains impassive.




    I persist (Where is this extroversion coming from? It’s not my usual style at all.): “So, they didn’t build pyramids, or…or dig canals, or do anything, rather than just…than just—”




    “Just be?” Professor Vale finishes my sentence, looking at me. Silence gains substance in the classroom like a living thing. My heart is going like a rabbit’s, and my hands are sweating with barely suppressed panic.




    “Just to be can be an end in itself,” he says softly. “And speaking of endings, you’ll be glad to know that this last session tonight is a gimme—we’re not going to have a final quiz after all. You’ll get points for just showing up.” Sudden cheers and fist-bumping erupt in the room. “Not so fast. Final exam is still next Tuesday. Same time, same place.”




    As if watching Superman transform into mild-mannered Clark Kent, I watch Professor Vale’s face resume its former blandness. Professor Vale’s body may still be there, but the man of passion I’d glimpsed earlier has gone back into his shell.




    As students scramble to leave, Vale unplugs his laptop, grabs the resource books, and shoves everything into his battered book bag. He seems to be pointedly ignoring my part of the room. He waves a casual hand.




    “So long, everyone, till Tuesday.”




    And then, just like that, he’s out the door, up the stairs, and gone.




    Meanwhile, my passion—this strange, persistent yearning for a time long vanished—still flutters against my ribs like a caged bird seeking escape.




    [image: ]




    And now here I am in the convenience store, just a short while later, blood pouring from my wounded head. As my caged-bird soul seeks literally to separate from my body.




    Poised between death and life, I drift inexorably toward the Tunnel of Eternity.




    Oh, thank God! And right now I do. Literally.




    The Tunnel is real, and it’s there. And I can see light at the far-distant end of it.




    Amid the swirl of gray bubbles, I start drifting in a current toward the light.




    Then, without warning, I approach a wide spot in the Tunnel where smaller, alternate tunnels veer off in different directions. What? No near-death account I’ve ever read featured detours like this.




    While light still beckons irresistibly from the Tunnel’s main branch, I’m abruptly pulled off by a current and shunted off on a kind of side channel.




    There’s no light at the end of this tunnel. Only a soft, dark-gray mist. Its sides are indistinct, blurring past me so quickly I can’t make out what’s what, or where I am exactly. And then I’m slowly descending, gently sinking deeper and deeper into a growing darkness. Down, and down, and down. Until I’m immersed in what feels like warm water.




    I don’t think about whether I have a body or not. Whether I’m breathing or not.




    There’s no beginning and no end to anything.




    I merely Be.


  




  

    Chapter 3




    Between Lives




    Which is more difficult,


    to awaken one who sleeps or


    to awaken one who, awake,


    dreams that he is awake?


    ~Søren Kierkegaard~


    1813–1855




    Harry




    IN THE DARKNESS, sirens blare their warning. Instead of waxing and waning with the Doppler effect (the only way I’ve ever heard them sound), the noise seems to come from inside my head. The siren is probably on the hood of the vehicle like on those medical or cop rescue shows.




    But I’ve never been inside an ambulance before…till now.




    I’m lying on a long, narrow bench seat in the fast-moving vehicle, flanked by two serious-faced young EMTs. Someone is driving this tub like a wild man. I never knew there were so many chuckholes in the road. And we’re hitting every one in super-quick succession.




    On a separate stretcher, one of my students from Paleoanthropology 110, Stella Denton, lies motionless next to me, bloody and waxen.




    The third shooting victim—the convenience store clerk—is in a separate ambulance, or so I deduce from a few terse words shared among the EMTs. No need for rushing in the case of the clerk. He’s dead.




    Dead. Even thinking that word feels like a slap across my face by a vicious hand. Not just one of many plot points like on a TV show. But dead like really gone. I don’t know why, but I’m always surprised that death is so blithe and heartless. Just like that.




    And it could have been me. Or her.




    The police showed up almost instantly. Don’t know who phoned it in. One of the customers probably.




    It did feel like a TV show then. Police clicking endless pictures everywhere. They took statements from all the living, including me. They even draped the yellow crime scene tape that I’ve seen in the movies.




    I was hyper awake and aware now, quivering with excess adrenaline. My gunshot wound looked fake—ridiculous, impossible. It didn’t even really hurt yet, except for an odd dry-ice feeling slowly spreading throughout my body.




    The two shooters had battered the cash register until it finally opened, grabbed a paltry handful of bills, then fled the scene. They’ll be on the security cameras, though—easy to identify eventually, what with the acne face of one and hyper-real thick lips of the other.




    In the ambulance, I try to lift up my head to reinspect my own gore, but EMT One quickly says, “Down, boy!” and firmly presses my head back onto a small, flat pillow.




    Meanwhile, we’re shrieking down the road like a bat out of hell. EMT Two straps a tourniquet above the bullet entry hole in my leg. I yell in surprise, “Fuckin’ A!” It hurts like I imagine acid rain might feel.




    “Hang in there, buddy,” EMT Two attempts to reassure me. “You’re doing fine, gonna be okay. We’re almost at HCMC. Just a few minutes more.”




    That’s got to be Hennepin County Medical Center, our mega-metro medical center where they take gunshot wounds, knifings, and other less dramatic trauma. I have to say, I’ve never been in such illustrious company before.




    “What about her?” I ask, looking at Miss Denton’s deathly stillness and the pale green cast to her skin. Although mostly shrouded now by blood-soaked bandages and gauze, part of her face and neck is still visible; I can still see her prominent front teeth as we shoot by under the traffic lights.




    As if he can read my thoughts, EMT One inserts a breathing device into her mouth and down her trachea; he adjusts the dials on a green cylinder of oxygen, attaches some type of breathing bag and begins to squeeze it rhythmically. He slowly moves the tube up and down till he seems satisfied the lungs are inflating from the side holes of the device.




    Both EMTS are tending to Miss Denton now. Apparently my bloody situation is sufficiently under control. She still isn’t moving—my God, how could she?




    “What about her?” I ask again. And I sound shaky-querulous even to myself as I try to quell my rising panic. “She gonna make it?”




    The EMTs suddenly look evasive. Noncommittal. “Time will tell,” one finally says quietly. His worried face makes a weak attempt at a reassuring smile. “At least she’s made it this far.”




    Suddenly everyone but Miss Denton braces as we scream around a tight corner. I think I can see a red-lighted sign, Emergency Entrance, approaching in the distance. Or maybe I’m just fabricating what I want so desperately to see.




    Miss Denton’s left hand slips off the stretcher, unnoticed in the commotion. Surreptitiously, I gently take it with my right hand. Nobody seems to mind. One EMT sees what I’m doing and smiles encouragingly.




    Her hand is medium-sized, not particularly delicate or willowy. But it looks vulnerable, helpless even—if a hand, in and of itself, can be helpless.




    She’s just one of my students, one of so very many, someone I don’t really know. Just another face in a sea of faces. But tonight, I felt a strange connection with her and…damn. Suddenly I felt like I knew her, really knew her, right down to her core. How? Why? And I knew that I wanted her, too. In every way a man can want a woman. Shit—the way I blasted out of class tonight, afraid of making a fool of myself if I stuck around. The first, and only, girl I’ve ever felt this knowingness about. And now, I probably never can again. Never will.




    This knowledge makes me feel simultaneously desolate and disgusted with myself, even above the gore of the wound in my leg.




    You don’t deserve to have balls, you know that? You pathetic excuse for a guy. I’ll bet that’s what people say: poor old Bucky Beaver. Oh yeah, I know kids call me that sometimes behind my back—he can’t ever catch a break.




    EMT Two applies an IV drip to my arm, probably something mixed with saline for shock like they do on TV, and loosens the tourniquet around my thigh to allow blood to flow for a bit, and then tightens it again.




    EMT One hooks Miss Denton’s breathing device to what looks like an automatic ventilator and adjusts the settings, while also applying pad after pad of gauze to the soaked, scarlet bandage at the bullet’s exit point. He discards them, one after another, as they turn scarlet. She’s still bleeding profusely.




    How can she not be dead already? And what will she be like if she manages to survive? I hear a faint beep beeping of a cardiac monitor but can’t see it. Miss Denton’s heart-sounds seem faint and erratic to me, with a long time between beats, then two or three clumped together.




    But hell, what do I know about life and death matters like this? Precious little. I’m only an anthropology teacher. The lowliest of part-time Assistant Professors, not yet even a middle-grade Associate Professor, let alone a glorified Full Professor.




    Isn’t this just the shits. The voice in my head brings a rueful twist to my lips, part regret and part inward growl. Mediocre at my job, mediocre in my life…and now a girl I might actually have actually gotten to first base with is shot in the brain. It would almost be funny if it weren’t a tragic nightmare.




    Everybody loses this time, Bucky.




    Suddenly I feel tears on my cheeks and hear a guttural sob. Shit, that’s coming from me. My inner critic orders me, Shut up, loser!




    I can’t help it. All this truly is a tale told by an idiot. Shakespeare was right. We’re experiencing the sound and fury together right now, here and now, and in the end, it will all mean nothing.




    “Almost there now. Easy, now, don’t try to get up.”




    City lights still stream by, neon signs and street lights a horizontal blur. A vision of fire ants, chewing their way to my femur, leaves me suddenly cold. My teeth begin to chatter. Shit, shit…




    One of the EMTs checks Stella more closely and mutters, “Mort, this one’s circling the drain. I need a couple bottles of saline or five-percent albumin if you’ve got ’em.”




    He jabs a big needle into Stella’s IV port and starts the solution.




    I squeeze Miss Denton’s hand as we finally pull up to the Emergency Room door.


  




  

    Chapter 4




    Entering Jarmo




    He was part of my dream, of course


    But then I was part of his dream, too.


    ~Lewis Carroll~


    1832–1898




    Stella




    GRAY. EVERYTHING IS SOFTLY MUTED and the color of gunmetal. (Again with the gun imagery. I note the irony even here, wherever here may be.)




    The indistinct sides of the tunnel blur past me as what feel like bubbles—of course, they can’t be bubbles, can they?—carry me off to who knows where.




    I don’t care. I feel no more substantive than fluff on a dandelion seed.




    Then I start sinking down, and down, and down. All That Is becomes darker and darker, then inky black. I suddenly find myself in warm…water.




    It envelops me. (I don’t have a body, how can I feel water?)




    My toes touch rounded gravel. (How can I step when I no longer have feet?)




    Water gurgles, loudly and uncomfortably, against my eardrums. (Ears?)




    Suddenly I gasp and try to breathe, choking and gagging on mouthfuls of water. Where the hell am I? A second attempt to breathe makes things much worse. Which way is up? (Is there such a thing as up anymore?)




    I thrash my limbs (yes, I apparently have limbs again) in the dark water, swallowing water, surprisingly fresh but almost hot.




    The darkness seems a bit lighter directly above me, and I move toward it. My arms break the surface, but I’ve little oxygen left to make another strong push. I flail about, gurgling and gagging.




    Two pairs of arms grab my hands, pulling me partially out of the water. I’m on my knees on gravel, but at least my torso and rear end are out of the water.




    I continue to sputter, gag, and heave for a while, my hands resting on my thighs.




    Yes, I have thighs. I have a body again. But it doesn’t feel familiar. I feel—elongated somehow. I feel…so different.




    The two sets of arms that pulled me out—and the individuals belonging to those arms—retreat back as if afraid. Right now they’re just two black, bunched-up shapes against a slightly less-dark background.




    God. Shit. Wow.




    I don’t know what to think. Crap. Oh, crap…oh, wow. I’m woozy with fear and joy, confusion and terror. Shock and Awe has nothing on this.




    I look up. A billion stars in an indigo sky arc overhead, while a pale pink dawn gathers momentum behind nearby mountain peaks. Light brightens everything now, more with every moment.




    Now revealed by the approaching dawn, the two dark shapes are women. One very young, the other very old. The two stare at me in utter amazement—as if I were a unicorn, a starship pilot, or Bigfoot. For the moment, they’re speechless with shock.




    I look around me to better ascertain where in the hell I am. I’m kneeling—uncomfortably, truth be told—on some very hard gravel near the shore of what looks to be a large pond with an irregular perimeter. The water is so warm, soothing even, but not mucky, thank goodness. Large rocks rim the shore—put there by humans, I immediately sense; Nature wouldn’t make such an arrangement. The pool’s perimeter is dotted with clumps of cattails. Cautiously I look about. A rushing stream flows into the pool at one end, apparently moderating the water temperature, then egressing away and down the hill at the other end.




    Finally, I no longer sputter or gasp. My breathing slows. A little.




    I flatten my hands against my thighs and take a long, cleansing breath. In, out, and sigh…




    My hands are slim, long, and tanned. My hands are not mine.




    I look up at the women. They look like regular human beings, thank goodness. The gathering brightness of the dawn light shows me they have dark hair and tanned complexions. Like characters in pictures from my late grandma’s bedside New Testament.




    Although both women are naked, their shoulders are covered by loosely-woven shawls of some kind. Beside them on a boulder is another pile of fabric wrappings or skins or both.




    Behind the women, a glorious dawn dims the stars as day breaks.




    I attempt to rise to a standing position, but I can’t. Guess I’m still wobbly and woozy with unbelief at finding myself here.




    Only a moment ago, I was facing a gunman under sickly fluorescent lights in a convenience store. And now I’m…I’m…what?




    Well, somebody has got to start talking around here. It might as well be me.




    “Um, I seem to be…that is, I’m not sure how…” I’m not exactly covering myself with glory here. “I need a little help here. Would you mind pulling me up?”




    Who knows what language they speak, if any. Maybe in this dream there is no language.




    I don’t know where in the world I am—or if I’m even in the world at all. Maybe I’m in an alternative reality that I’m making up as I go along.




    I reach up one hand in supplication as I muster a nonthreatening smile.




    “Oh! We didn’t know you could talk!” the younger woman cries in astonishment. And in perfect American English. At least it sounds like English to me, but who knows—it must be telepathy or instant messaging or something. I remind myself that, hey, I’m dreaming. And anything can happen in a dream.




    The older woman—she’s almost scary-ancient—suddenly giggles and clasps her hands against her chest.




    Both women come forward then. Cautiously. As if I’m still not to be trusted. Or believed. Not entirely.




    Even so, they lean down to slip their arms around me, lifting me to a standing position and tugging me out of the water by my armpits.




    “Thank you, thank you,” I murmur in relief as I stagger onto dry land between boulders that line the pond.




    Looking down, way down, at this new body I’m in, I see that I’m tall—and I’m naked, too. But the women seem unconcerned about that, especially since they’re mostly naked as well.




    Already the sun is higher. Not a cloud is in sight. Everything’s bathed in a golden glow.




    I observe my slim, concave abdomen (well, it must be mine, since I’m inhabiting it—or at least borrowing it) and dark triangle of kinky brunet hair below. My other body—the one I woke up in this morning, a million miles and a million years away—is straight-up-and-down with pale, freckled skin and red pubic hair.




    But now, all is different. My arms and legs are long, slim, and light brown. I reach up to feel the hair on my head—I see that it’s long, brown, and wavy as it falls over my shoulders, wet from the pool. When dry, it will probably cascade even past my nipples, a pair of rosy-brown twins set in two perfect breasts. Oh shit, oh wow…




    I must look, and I definitely feel, like the Blue Girl in the movie Avatar, only with no tail and with soft beige skin instead of blue.




    “Are you a water spirit?” the elderly woman asks, still suspicious. The young woman stares at me curiously as she bites her lower lip.




    “No, I’m just a—” What in the hell am I? “I’m a…girl—I mean, a woman. Like you.”




    “But where did you come from?” the young woman blurts. “I know you’re not from around here. I know every single one of us. As far as you can walk in every direction for many days. How did you happen to come here to our hot pool and fall in?”




    Best to get things sorted out right off the bat. “I…got lost in the dark.”




    But I sound like a dork, even to myself. Both women look highly dubious and properly cautious about my mysterious antecedents.




    “Well, that is, not exactly.” I shift my story to meet their expectations. What the hell—this is a dream (it has to be), and I can do what I want.




    “I’ve come from a…long way away.” I repress the urge to add “from a galaxy far, far away.”




    “You’re not an obsidian trader?” they ask. Whatever that might be.




    Shaking my head, I murmur, “No.”




    “You’re not one of the People of the East?”




    Again, I indicate in the negative. I hope that’s the right answer.




    Both women continue to look deeply suspicious. Even fearful. The young one crosses her arms over her chest. They’re probably not sure if I’m really human or not. Any more than I’d be if Han Solo suddenly appeared while I was taking a bath.




    I’d best do a more detailed explanation of things—and fast.




    “You see, I…” Okay, I’ve made a start. Now how am I going to finish this sentence? “I was running away. From my…husband-to-be. Who beat me.”




    Holy crap, I’m spinning fantasies faster than I can flesh them out. But I’ve got to reassure these women that I’m not to be feared. Indeed—just the opposite. It’s I who need their help and direction in this new world.




    “He was so cruel; he…hurt me. I just couldn’t marry him. So, in a moment when no one was watching, I…escaped. Far, far away into the mountains.”




    It seems to satisfy them. For a while. Then the ancient crone persists.




    “But are you from the East, then? Beyond those mountains? We know little of those people, only what we hear from the obsidian traders. And that is, they’re evil.”




    “No, I’m not from the East, and I’m not evil.” I lower my eyes, then gaze at them with what I hope is a supplicating look. “I’m from even further away than that. I’m from where the…sun comes up.”




    I hope they don’t ask me to elaborate. They don’t. I must stay consistent with my details, lest I’m called upon to dredge them up later by somebody else.




    I’m at a loss as to what to say or do next. I decide to look down at my hands with what I hope appears to be the weariness of a battered fiancée on the run.




    The young woman looks more approachable but still dubious. “So, you mean to tell us that you escaped over those enormous mountains…”




    I nod, warily.




    The young woman continues. “All this way, on your own? Alone, with no visible weapons.” She looks around but of course sees nothing like a weapon on my person.




    “I lost them. Along the way,” I hurry to add. “You know, misadventures.” After a pause, I add, “It was a very long, hard journey.”




    They continue to eye me suspiciously, and the young one looks at me sideways. “All alone, out among lions, and hyenas, and auroch bulls?”




    “I can’t talk about it right now.” Casting my eyes down, I put on what I hope is a fragile, tremulous expression.




    How persistent these Dream People are! And how annoying.




    In lucid dreams like this one, I’d always thought I could direct the action, so to speak, if I were ever lucky enough to have such a dream—which I never have until now. But these people, dreamish or otherwise, seem not so easily taken in.




    “Well, all I can say is—” The crone’s face is suddenly split by a broad grin. Several important teeth are missing. “—you’re a better woman than I am! Well done, and welcome, and good riddance to any man who’d lay a hand on you!”




    She flings her arms around me—the saggy batwings under her forearms brown and swinging—in a heartfelt hug. The young woman appears to capitulate (oh, what the hell, I’ll bite) and joins our group hug with a tight squeeze around us both.




    As we all come up for air, the crone tells me, “Surely the Great Mother has you in her special care. She must have a plan for you!”




    “Grandmama, look!” The young woman exclaims suddenly. “Her eyes—they’re blue! Just like Father’s. I thought his were the only blue eyes in the world.”




    Both women suddenly look at one another. Passing between them critical information I can only guess about. Then they giggle.




    “A sign from the Mother. And what a sign! What shall we call you? What is your name, strange woman?”




    “Um, Stella. That’s my name. My name means star. I’m the star from…afar.” (Alliterative and dorky—but I like it. Stella the Star. That’s what I want them to call me for as long as I’m here in this dream.)




    “I’m Maidie, the chieftain’s daughter, soon to wed Timon, and this is Grandmama who lives with us. She has no other name but Grandmama—or, if she ever did, we’ve forgotten it now!”




    Both of them laugh, although I don’t think it’s particularly funny. The very idea—someone actually forgetting your name after living with them for years.




    “Come on then, Stella the Star.” Young Maidie takes my right hand while Grandmama reaches out and slips her hand into my left. “Let’s go home.”




    Since they’re unconcerned about their partial state of dress, I try to be also. I float on the surface of this dream with a bemused smile on my face.




    Then I realize they must have come out at dawn for a dip in the hot springs. “You didn’t get to take your bath yet. You mustn’t let me keep you from it.”




    I’m starting to tremble a little. Whether from fear, awe, or the cold of the new morning, I can’t say.




    “Look at her, Grandmama. She’s freezing!” The two women snatch up two woolen shawls from the small heap of coverings they’ve evidently left on a boulder by the pond. They proceed to dress me as if I were a baby or a doll. Maidie ties one shawl around my shoulders, while the old woman ties the second shawl around my waist like a sarong.




    From the same pile, the young girl takes two long cured hides and two leather tie-belts. She passes one set over to Grandmama. Both tie them around their middles, leaving breasts only loosely covered by the shawls.




    “We can take a bath later. You are more important—and exciting—than a bath!”




    Maidie and the crone exchange a secret grin and the lift of eyebrows.




    Confidentially, Maidie says to Grandmama, “She’ll be perfect for you know who.”




    Grandmama laughs and nods her head vigorously. “Oh yes, yes! And high time, too.”




    Perfect for what? Perfect for who? What is this place anyway, and what am I even doing here?




    Everything comes hurtling back at me then: the idyllic images of prehistoric Jarmo, Professor Vale’s wistful smile and single dimple, the shooter’s bullet ricocheting into my brain, the strange branch off the afterlife tunnel.




    I’m not in heaven. Not in hell. Not even in purgatory.




    Which tunnel branch did I travel to come to such a place?




    “Come home with us. We’ll take care of you. You must be famished, especially after such a dangerous journey.”




    Maidie and Grandmama lead me up a dirt trail leading toward the crest of a hill. I follow, wondering what this create-your-own-adventure has in store for me next.




    “So…where is it exactly that we’re going?” I venture to ask.




    All stars have vanished now; the sky is angel-blue, clear, and vast. The sun—piercingly bright, vital, golden—climbs higher over the mountains. A vast, verdant river valley opens up into the distance off to my left, while we climb toward a hilltop village.




    Square, mud-brick houses crown the hill like a dusky diadem.




    Jarmo.




    It can only be Jarmo.




    The Jarmo of thousands and thousands of years ago.




    I experience the disorienting feeling that I’m in a huge, living diorama in a museum in another galaxy.




    Only…the disoriented sensation somehow feels good. Exciting. Real.




    We walk the winding trail up the hill toward the village. I’m relieved that the trail is hard-packed dirt with a few rocks, not sharp gravel. In my new, barely covered body, I’m definitely what you’d call a tenderfoot.




    “Jarmo,” Maidie announces, as if in introduction, as we approach the crest of the hill. “Home, where we live. In the Old Language, Jarmo means home. Father lives there, too. He’s the chieftain. And he’s definitely going to want to meet you!”
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