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BEFORE

In 1893—on the run from Scotland Yard—Jack the Ripper stole H.G. Wells' time machine and journeyed to 1979 San Francisco.  Outraged, Wells followed, determined to bring the Ripper back to justice in Victorian England.  Along the way, he met Amy Catherine Robbins, a modern American woman, and they became time-crossed lovers.  In a showdown, Wells used his scientific genius to send the Ripper to infinity without the machine, leaving him stuck out of time.  Then Wells and Amy journeyed back to 1893.  Two years later, they were married, convinced that they would live happily ever after.  Thirteen years passed, and in another universe.. 
AFTER
4:53 AM SUNDAY, JUNE 24, 2010


Flash.  


The West Pavilion of the J. Paul Getty Museum exploded silently from within, obliterating the darkness, rendering the night instantly translucent like an over-exposed negative.  A millisec​ond later, the flash receded, and everything was as it was before.  But it wasn’t.


Temporarily blinded, Teresa Cruz jumped up from the small desk in the lobby, was blinking for her vision to come back when her walkie-talkie crackled.


“What’s happening over there?” said Peterson in the security room.  

“I lost all my monitors!” 


She jerked her radio up from her belt.  ”I dunno….  Lightning, maybe?”


“Check it out, will you?”


“Copy.”


If it had been lightning, it would have been lightning with no meteoro​logi​cal disturbances, lightning with clear skies.  Lightning with no thunder.  It wasn’t lightning.  What was it, then?  Teresa did a three-sixty, taking in the exhibition post​ers, the signs, the lit​erature racks, the “H. G. WELLS – A MAN BE​FORE HIS TIME” banner span​ning the back wall of the lobby.  She swallowed hard.  The flash had come from one of the galleries, from inside, yet even the night outside had lit up.  She tried to convince herself that it had been an electrical short, but knew in her heart it wasn’t.  There was no burning smell, no smoke, and the nightlights were still on.  She straightened her blue blazer and charcoal gray slacks, was aware of her heart pounding.  


“I’m Jonesin’ for a gun, Peterson,” she said into her walkie.   “They ought to let us carry guns.”


“You need backup, sweetie?” he said sarcastically.


“Forget it.” 


Angry, she snapped off her radio.  Peterson had always been on her case, saying she was “too gut​less” to be a se​curity officer and that manage​ment had only hired her because she was a female Hispanic.  I don’t need him or his abuse.  Yet she paused, looked outside and was afraid.  Her eyes lin​gered over the foun​tains and pools, the rectangular museum court​yard that stretched to the ro​tunda splashed yellow by recessed lights, then the other pavil​ions framing the courtyard, their travertine stone faces ghostly-white under the soft moon.  Then she frowned, shook off her fear, squared her diminu​tive shoul​ders and strode to the galleries: those large, taste​ful rooms delineated by archways so that one gallery framed another as if they them​selves were works of art.  In the first room, she stepped around dis​play cases of memorabilia, faded manu​scripts and original edi​tions of books, then moved past stark black-and-white photo​graphs that documented the tur​bu​lent life of H.G. Wells.  None of it registered, so drawn was she to a strange light emanating from the center gallery where they had installed his time machine. 


Roped off, the time machine sat alone in the room, an intense bluish glow fading from its engine compartment leaving it silhouetted against the gray gallery walls.  The tapered, steel-plated cabin rose eight feet above the engine and resembled a primitive space capsule.  When she’d first seen the machine, Teresa had found it squat, ugly and askew, reminding her of those mono​lithic stone sculptures carved by her Mayan ancestors.  Of course, The Utopia had never been known to work, the brochures all said.  Regardless, she was frozen in the archway like a lower primate caught in the head​lights of an onrush​ing car, held spellbound by the time machine’s inexplica​ble glow of en​ergy. 


And then—behind its small windows oxidized from age—something moved.  The cabin door opened.  A figure stepped out, ig​nored the ladder, sprang lightly to the gallery floor, landing in a crouch and looking around warily, its chest heaving. 


Disbelieving, Teresa shook her head slowly.  She couldn’t stop staring, couldn’t deny what she was seeing.  Not only had something alive emerged from the time ma​chine, but in the darkness, that something glowed a toxic reddish-green.  Distracted, the figure turned back, reached up on tiptoes and took a prism-shaped device from in​side the cabin, shoved it into a slot beneath the door.


Suddenly, the figure noticed itself and saw what Teresa had seen.  Emit​ting shocked little cries, it held its arms away from its body and tried 

to back away from itself—its aura—then desperately tried to rub the colors off, but the glow came from within as if an x-ray.  


Teresa had seen enough for a lifetime and backpedaled out of the gallery.  The figure spun around, saw her moving, came for her at a fast trot.  Cowering in the arch​way, Teresa brought her radio up to her mouth.  As she keyed it to call Pe​terson, the figure ripped it from her hands and hurled it across the room.  Teresa ducked in​stinc​tively.  The walkie hit the wall and shat​tered.  Astonished, frozen, she watched the figure detour around her and disappear in the lobby, heard the door close behind it.  


Suddenly angry—more with herself than with this creature—Teresa balled her fists, reminded herself that she was a security officer, and a damned good one at that.  She sprinted after the figure, pushed against the glass doors of the en​tranceway, burst outside. 




*


*


* 


Running up the courtyard, little feet whisking on stone, the figure saw that under the moonlight the toxic glow had faded from its skin—its normal flesh color returned.  Perhaps the glow was merely a harmless 4th Dimen​sional residue, it thought.  Then it realized that it was wearing rags and needed clothes or whatever the human condition cloaked itself with these days.  Except that was the least of its problems.  Something was wrong—terribly wrong.  The figure couldn’t run as fast as it remembered from the streets of London and then San Francisco.  Its stride was shorter, its breath not as quick and easy, its hair too long and fal​ling in its face.  And these things kept slapping up and down—what were these things?  Distressed, the figure was about to stop and examine itself when it heard foot​falls and turned.  The security guard—that pathetic, little bitch with “Teresa Cruz” on her name​plate—was in hot pur​suit.  Normally, it would confront this Teresa Cruz, but in this here-and-now noth​ing was normal, nothing at all.  Fearing the worst, not knowing where or even what it was, the figure ran faster, ran gasping for breath, finally veered toward the rotunda.  It went inside, looked around wildly, didn’t ap​pre​ciate the grace​ful sweep of glass and stone.  It gravitated to the dark​ness where it hud​dled, a wounded beast, under the curved staircase.  As it worked to catch its breath, it wondered if it had eluded the security guard or if others were on the way.  Then, in the ab​sence of light, it saw that glow creeping back in its skin.  It recoiled, 

tried to brush the glow off again, but then Teresa Cruz was coming in the rotunda.  The figure bolted from under the stairs, not so much run​ning from Teresa as from it​self.  It raced for an alcove, read “Men’s Restroom,” rushed inside the well-lit space and went to the mirror.  


The figure shrieked with horror, had to hold onto the sink to remain up​right.  It wasn’t the glow it saw, for that had disappeared with the light—it was something else entirely.  “Good God, no,” the figure moaned, “Please, God, no!”  The figure shut its eyes tightly, willed itself to see a different re​flection—the familiar dark, for​bidding countenance with thin lips, long nose and beady, hooded eyes that it loved and remembered—but when it looked again, the image was inevitably the same.  


The figure saw a dark-haired woman with wide-set almond eyes, full lips, cute upturned nose, and smooth ivory skin—a woman comfortable with a worldly, bemused smile no matter where or when—a woman in the shred​ded remains of a late-70s leisure suit.  Even with the agonized expression she was wearing at this moment, even in rags, the woman was un​deniably and classically beautiful.  


Instinctively, she felt between her legs.


Nothing was there.  


“Nooo!”  


Sobbing, she covered her face, turned away from the mirror, sagged against the sink, numb with questions.  She had been a man before, a for​midable, dark shadow of a man.  This is a joke, a cosmic mistake of some kind, this is unacceptable.  I hate women, I unequivocally hate them, I—.  She straight​ened up and noticed her body re​flected in the brushed aluminum 

wall adja​cent to the stalls.  Like her im​age in the mir​ror, it was perfect—so per​fect, in fact, that she was remind​ed of her sis​ter, Penelope, teasing and posing before their first indelible moment of passion behind the care​taker’s house.  Hyperventilat​ing, the woman clutched the sink for support again, then turned back to the mirror, recalling that she had forgotten the special key—she had left the damned key in the time machine.  She was about to scream at her exquisite reflec​tion that she had to get the key and go back to a time where she would recognize herself when Teresa Cruz banged into the rest​room.  


“What in the hell do you think—.”


Growling, a blur of movement, the woman grabbed and propelled Teresa forward, slammed her head​first into the mirror.  


“Don’t you know who I am?!”


Stunned, Teresa staggered back, but the woman jerked her forward.  Wind-milling her arms and kicking, Teresa tried to free herself from the iron grip, but was no match for the woman’s strength.


“Don’t you know who I am?”  


The woman slammed Teresa into the mirror again, then grabbed her by the hair, forced Teresa to look into her eyes.


“Don’t you recognize me?!”


Teresa tried to say something to save herself, but the woman rammed her into the glass twice more in quick succession, splitting her lip and break-ing her nose.  Blood sprayed on the mirror, the sink, the floor. 


“Don’t you know who I am!”  


Again, she slammed Teresa into the mirror, this time with such force the glass cracked.  Teresa went limp.


“An eternity ago that bloody little fool your museum is celebrating sent me to the end of time!” the woman shouted.  She pile-drove an uncon​scious Teresa into the mirror until it finally shattered and shards of glass rained on the metal sinks and tile floor.  “For an eternity, yours truly has been—.  Has been—.”  


Has been what?  Where?  Her chest heaving, she stopped, let go of Teresa, watched her crumple to the floor.  Her last conscious memory was of that fateful day in 1979 when H.G. Wells pulled the decli​nometer from the time machine and every​thing exploded into an oblivion echoing with one last agonized scream.  Mine.  She had no clue how many years had—or hadn’t—passed since then.  


Had been what?  Where?




*


*


* 


She hadn’t known that on the event horizon of the black hole once called Earth were trillions of entities: other-universe forms that resembled protozoa in a variety of shapes, colors and designs.  She hadn’t known that one in particular possessed the seed of her resurrection—at least in part—and that this one elongated entity was thin enough to move easily in the dense, yet vast gravita​tional field.  It looked like a scaled pennate diatom, was both unspeakably ugly and beauti​ful in its symmetry, and pos​sessed “x” and “y” chromosomes that spiraled within its frustules, those in​dicators some three billion years old in the universes.  More im​portantly, the entity had instincts, and when the time machine materi​alized in the endless sea of forms, this thing slipped eel-like between the door and the cabin and fes​tooned itself to the chair, at long last insu​lated from the silent, profound blackness that stank of burnt plastic.


Had it been three hours ago or four?


She hadn’t known that there was no time in that cesspool of nothing​ness, that residue of life squandered, so the question mattered not.  Then the entity had sensed movement.  Con​sciousness.  Life.  Even pur​pose.  In​ex​plicably, a mind had been reborn in the time ma​chine’s chair, then senses.  Instinct had given way to reason and, alas, feelings.  


Except she had been a “he” then.  


And then machine had tumbled end-over-end in an endless, colossal limbo.  He had no clue that in this black hole once called Earth he and the machine had already been crushed by gravitational force to specks floating in a molecule-sized solar system.  He had no clue how that had changed him from an unspeakably ugly and beautiful entity—or if it had at all.  That he and the machine remained whole at all was due to the indifference, the dark energy that ruled the uni​verses.


The Current Year Indi​cator had read 2353.  If that were the end of time, then in the year of our Lord, 2353, the human race had finally blown itself up.  Moreover, the fact that the machine had trav​eled on its own to infinity meant that some​where in time Wells had made a grave error.  


The “he” was aware of the chair in the cabin, the crum​bling switches and cracked di​als, was aware of his existence again and wondered what sub​lime Om​nipotence was behind his re​birth.  Then his form had brushed some-thing.  He had assumed it was one of those sludge-crabs Wells wrote about that sup​posedly existed at the end of time.  If true, he was famished and would eat it but no, instead of a crab it was the prism-shaped device spar​kling from within—that nasty, elongated decli​nometer.  Some fool had pulled it and not put it back in its proper place, so indeed, there it was, resting on something dark like a pillow.  Had he smiled then?  Of course.  Instead of sustenance, the mistake had been his salvation, for if the decli​nometer had been in place, the time machine would not have trav​eled to in​finity.  


Entities outside the craft had fallen away, dissolved, and the black​ness became a temporal gray mist.  His memory had come back, and he vaguely recalled the dia​grams in Wells’s laboratory from that fateful night in 1893—that unless one over​rode the Rotation Reversal Lock, the time machine automati​cally returned to its home hour after a ninety-second delay.  But only if the decli​nometer was in place.  Without that “rudder,” the machine could only travel to when it had come from, and the Time-Sphere Destina​tion Indi​cator read: year, 2010; month, June; day, 24, time 12:01 AM.  


The machine gathered speed, spun into a sea of quantum foam, was vaporized and hurtled along the 4th Dimension.  Years later, as traveler and machine took on substance and form, as their mass ex​panded, the “he” had sa​vored the ride, confident of a smooth transmogri​fication.  


Trucido ergo sum had been his first coherent thought.  He imagined Wells as a bloody, evis​cer​ated corpse, and—though he was no devo​tee of Shakespeare—he mused: all’s well that ends badly.    


Then something had gone horri​bly, horribly wrong.  




*


*


* 


She stole a glimpse of her lovely face in the mirror, turned her back on herself again, still numb with unanswered questions.  She didn’t know about reformulation errors.  She didn’t know that no one had ever come back from infinity be​fore, and that given the length of real time trav​eled, the quantum foam had al​tered his chromo​somes.  In genetic terms, a pitifully weak “y” chromosome from his foppish father had been mysteriously trampled by a full-blown “x” chromosome from an yet-to-be-identified source.  A classic Turner syndrome.  No, she hadn’t known that on Sunday, June 24, 2010, shaped by the mysteries of dark energy and emerging from the tem​poral mist of the 4th Dimension, Jack the Ripper would be reconsti​tuted as a woman. 


Teresa moaned.  The woman who ha attacked her stepped back and observed critically, as if taking in a unfinished canvas.  Teresa moaned again.  Moved by an instinct not lost in her metamorphosis, the woman straddled the little security guard and started strangling her.  Teresa twisted, bucked.  Surprised her victim still had the will to resist—angry her hands weren’t big and strong enough to end it quickly—the woman picked up a shard from the bro​ken mirror and slashed Teresa’s throat.


Sighing, the woman straightened up, appreciating the blood pooling around Teresa like spilt paint.  She closed her eyes, and in her mind’s eye saw a red rose opening in the sun.  Then she frowned.  This Teresa was no East End alley slut.  Money had not changed hands, there had been no penetra​tion, no thrusting, no sweet slime—where was the pleasure in this?  The woman smiled a pretty, disarming little-girl smile as the answer came.  Necessity has always been the mother of invention, so as long as we find our​selves in this dubious year of 2010—as long as we must kill—why not take pleasure in the pure simplicity of the act not fouled by an ejacula​tory re​lease?  


Somewhere a thermostat clicked, interrupting her thoughts, and a breeze wafted in through the restroom vents.  Chilled, the woman hugged herself, reminded of her rags, her gooseflesh, her nipples embarrass​ingly hard.  She took Teresa’s keys and cautiously ventured out the door.


She hurried across the alcove, rode the elevator down to the service floor, pleased that pushing but​tons had replaced the accordion gates and straps of 19th Century lifts.  We must be in a new, modern art museum, not one of those decrepit salons or cathedrals of Europe.  True, the place was featuring the dubious ac​complish​ments of H.G. Wells, but surely they must have paintings by Goya, works like David’s “The Death of Marat.” 

In the em​ployee women’s lounge, the woman located Teresa Cruz’s locker, looked askance at her wardrobe.  Where on God’s earth are we that people wear clothes like this?  Having no choice, she dressed, then regarded her​self in the mirror.  


The faded blue jeans were tight, yet strangely comfortable, but what drew the woman’s eyes was her midriff showing, then her ample breasts, provocative in a gray T-shirt two sizes too small.  She wondered if other women looked like this or if Teresa Cruz was a prostitute in her leisure hours.  Preoccu​pied with her image, the woman didn’t focus on the yellow happy face on her T-shirt, and the inane, “Have a nice day” printed below.  Instead, she tucked her glossy-black hair up inside Teresa’s cap, blue with a silly red heart on it, figuring that would give her a shred of re​spectability.  She slipped her feet in Teresa’s sandals, then rode the elevator back up to the courtyard level intending to get the special key from the time machine.  When she reached the men’s restroom, she hesitated, vaguely dissat​isfied.


Jack would’ve never left a woman murdered so anonymous, so mun​dane.  We would’ve sung to the world that we’d been out and about, we’d have left something for the boys of Scotland Yard.  After all, are we not in 

a mu​seum?  Do not artists sign their work?  


In the restroom, she locked the door, then pulled Teresa’s corpse to the stalls and propped it up on one side.  With a shard from the mirror, she me​ticulously cut away the little guard’s uniform shirt, then began a surgical pro​cedure first learned in anat​omy class and later practiced on Penny, her sister.  The woman longed for the gold pocket watch with Penny’s likeness inside the lid, lost in 1979.  She missed its music box playing an innocent French lull​aby.  Nevertheless, she hadn’t lost her touch, and with a few quick, practiced in​ci​sions, excised Teresa’s kidney.  Smiling, she rinsed it off in the sink and put it in the pocket of her jeans, then washed her hands as if fin​ishing up in a surgery.  Her smile grew larger when she saw that as before she had avoided getting blood​stains on her clothes.  If nothing else, being a comely lass hadn’t affected her expertise.  And all with a shard of glass, too.


She unlocked the door, looked both ways and headed across the rotunda toward the courtyard and West Pavilion, formulating a plan.  She’d stay in 2010 long enough to track down and cut up Wells.  Then—with the special key—she’d have carte blanche to choose her victims re​gardless of history.  Perchance she’d travel back to mid-19th Century Turkey and, say, disem​bowel that do-gooder Florence Nightingale who was tending to the flotsam and jetsam of the Crimean War.  She smiled.  Perhaps a trip into the past will make me a man again, and I can rape her as well.

Halfway across the rotunda, she heard footsteps and glanced up.  A security guard was coming down the circular stair​case.  The woman tensed, ducked in the shadows, walked faster.


“Hey!”


The woman spun around, started running back the way she had come.  


“Hey!” 


Panicked, the woman looked for escape, finally saw an emergency exit beyond the men’s restroom.  Without breaking stride, she hit the bar on the door and burst out on an expanse of stone.  


The alarms went off.  


The awful noise reverberated off the buildings, the stone, resounded in her ears.  She vaulted over a wall, fell into a hedgerow, rolled, fell again and 

landed on a manicured lawn.  Unmindful of her scratched and bleeding arms, she got up and ran for the safety of an arid hillside ragged with smog-dusted scrub.

11:42 AM SUNDAY, JUNE 24, 1906


H.G. Wells and a soft-spoken constable from Sandgate talked at the front door, the constable raising his voice over the muffled roar of the surf from below the cliffs.  The police had been looking, had made inquiries, yet had turned up nothing, and there was no evidence of foul play.  The consta​ble promised they’d go on searching, then said good day and God speed, his words lost in the wind.  Upset and worried, H.G. watched him avoid a hodge-podge of croquet wickets on the lawn, mount his bicycle and start back to town.


“What did he say, sir?” asked the housekeeper, wringing her hands in the foyer, though she had heard every word.


“Nothing we didn’t already know, Mrs. Vickers.”


His wife was missing.


No one had seen her since dinner the night before. They’d been having another festive weekend at Spade House.  Joseph Conrad, George Bernard and Charlotte Shaw, the Henry Jameses, the Webbs, the Blands, and a host of others were down from London to welcome H.G. home from his first tour of America.  They’d had the usual literary banter during the croquet games, the usual political arguments at tea, the usual speculative theories at dinner.  The only cause for raised eyebrows had been W.K. Chichester arriving late from a pub and demanding to know if Wells had witnessed the earthquake in San Francisco.  No, H.G. had replied, he had been in Chicago.  After Chiches​ter’s recitation of a ruined city on fire, H.G. had tuned out the seis​molo​gist’s grandiose claims of having predicted the quake, turned a deaf ear to his prattle about using revolutionary sci​en​tific methods to predict even bigger earth​quakes in the future.  H.G. was tired of sci​ence.  He was more inter​ested in charades; he was more interested in seconds of bread pud​ding and co​gnac.  He was most interested in finding his lover-shadow—that other con​scious​ness, that perfect woman who mirrored every​thing he held good and true, who matched him sexually and intellectually, that soul mate he thought he had found in Amy.  Alas, no.  His lover-shadow had vanished shortly after they were married.


Ironically, Amy’s charade had been the highlight of the evening.  Full of fun, a picture of loveli​ness, she had taken center stage in the parlor, was urging clues from the guests, making them laugh and grumble, holding them spellbound as they attempted to guess the name of a modern novel.  At that mo​ment, H.G. had felt a surge of pride and love for her—like years ago when they’d been unabashed lovers.


After the guests had run the gamut of obvi​ous titles, Amy had folded her hands over her chest and affected a swoon.  “Heart!” cried Charlotte Shaw.  Amy had nodded encouragement, then in a moment of inspiration had run to the switch and turned off the light.  A puzzled silence.  Then an inebriated Joseph Conrad had boomed, “Heart of Darkness!”, and the room exploded with laughter and ap​plause.  By the time H.G. felt his way through the literal darkness to the switch and turned the light back on, Amy had dis​appeared, but no one thought any​thing of it.  In fact, Conrad was still hee-hawing with laughter prompting George Bernard Shaw to say that if Joseph were any more potted, he’d be a parlor palm. 


Soon after they’d all said goodnight, H.G. had started worry​ing seri​ously about his wife.  It wasn’t like her to miss saying goodnight to her guests; she was such a gracious hostess.  Thinking she’d gone for a moon​lit stroll like they used to when they were lovers, he went looking for her, but she wasn’t in the gar​dens or on the beach.  Then when he didn’t find her in the nurs​ery putting the boys to bed he figured that she’d gone to the city with Dorothy—yet why wouldn’t she have said something?  When it was such a late hour?  


The telephone rang.  H.G. rushed to the alcove between the kitchen and parlor, but Mrs. Vickers got there first and lifted the receiver off its cra​dle on the wall.  “061 Sandgate,” she said.  He eavesdropped while she ex​changed pleasantries with Mrs. Ford Maddox Ford.  As soon as he heard the drift of the con​versation—that none of the Fords had seen Amy since last night either—he went to his study like a child to his room, sat backwards in his desk chair and gazed out at the channel, the distant coastline of Picardy and Normandy lost in the haze.  Combing his luxuriant mus​tache with his fin​gers, he didn’t know what to think.  Or do.  He felt trapped in this, their treasure house by the sea​shore.  Six years ago, he’d had it built for her, making sure the carpenters built it pleasant and spacious, and installed all the mod​ern conveniences.  


“Perhaps she went to Mass, Mr. Wells.”


He turned and scowled at Mrs. Vickers who had come into the room behind him, a specter of false morality.  “She left last night.”


“St. Matthews has services at eleven,” she replied as if she hadn’t heard.  


“The day my wife goes to church,” H.G. declared in his thin, reedy voice, “Is the day Queen Victoria resurrects herself as a giant paperweight to sit upon men’s minds for another half century!”


“Is that so?” Mrs. Vickers replied.  “Well, maybe you don’t know your wife as well as you might think, Mr. Wells.”


“Balderdash!”  


He left his own study to get away from her stultifying presence, went outside for the fresh sea air that always restored his spirits.  He knew Amy better than he knew himself.  They’d been time-crossed lovers, hadn’t they?  She’d come back to the 19th Century with him, and two years later they had married, vowing that there would never be any falsehood between them.  As long as they were staying in Victorian England, they pledged to turn conven​tional morality upside down and expose its hypocrisy.  Together they would be an explosion of moral light.  H.G. and his fragile girl from the future who adored boating in Regent’s Park, cycling through smoky Lon​don for story ideas, wine and cookies before making love in front of the fire.  His Venus Urania.  Most definitely his lover-shadow. 


And then on a rather ordinary day, after overhearing him tell the children for the umpteenth time “to ask their mummy,” she decided that he should call her “Jane.”  He was shocked, yet didn’t refuse, expect my God, why on earth would she want to be “Jane”?  He supposed his success had something to do with it, then shook his head, unwilling to blame himself.  No one had told her to put her own life on hold for him.  No one had insisted that she be​come secretary, typist, house mistress, exchequer, shopper, gardener, not to mention, “Mummy.”  He had always been willing to settle for her love and nothing more.  She knew that, yet some​where in their eleven-year marriage, she had changed regardless.  True, she’d been ill on occasion, but so had he, and after settling in at Spade House, they’d both been disgustingly healthy.  It hadn’t mattered.  She had withdrawn from him, never giving him a reason except to say they must “get on” with life and work.  


She’d never said why, so he could only guess that it was his wan​der​lust, his need for trysts.  The French called them “passades”—sex without love or guilt—which in lighter moments he likened to having a pint in a strange pub after a trying day.  Ex​cept he had never been able to not feel guilty, for he truly loved and respected his Amy, and refused to lie to her.  Ulti​mately, to save their mar​riage and her own self-respect, she had proposed a modus vivendi: in all matters they would remain steadfast partners.  Ex​cept for sex.  Should either of them have the urge to stray, they were free to do so and free to talk about it.  So liberated, he had agreed enthusiastically.


He hadn’t seen his lover-shadow since.  


H.G. picked a daffodil from Amy’s lush, abundant garden, absently put it in his lapel and started back to the house.  Obviously, the modus vivendi hadn’t worked.  Obviously, Amy was fed up with a hus​band who attracted women like moths to a flame.  Obviously, she was unhappy with a mar​riage that had unwittingly become a social experiment.  Moreover, she probably wasn’t thrilled to have a house with brand-new 19th Century appliances—antiques by her standards—though she never let on.  Sighing unhap​pily, he thrust his hands in his pock​ets.  The conclusion was inescapable.  Amy had left him.  


I hereby swear never to call or even think of her as Jane again.  She was Amy when we met; she was Amy when we were lovers; she will be Amy when I see her again or I will insist that she call me Herb, and we will go raise sheep in Suffolk.  


Mrs. Vickers was in the kitchen helping the cook prepare lunch for the remaining weekend guests who had bicycled off to Sandgate on a lark and would be back soon.  Exasperated with H.G.’s presence, she told him that since he had driven his wife away, he’d better see to the boys in the nurs​ery before they did something unspeak​able as well.  


“I’ve become a nanny now, have I?”  He left the kitchen with​out wait​ing for her retort.  Suddenly angry, he wondered why Amy would leave him when they had guests and, above all, without warning.  Why now in these, their halcyon days of fame, fortune and notoriety?  How many wives could boast of a husband who had published ten best-selling books and was be​coming a prodigious thinker?  And what about the boys?


They were playing quietly in the nursery upstairs, angelic in matching sailor suits, dividing the floor into countries without borders so their wooden trains didn’t have to stop.  He loved them intensely and was fiercely proud of their instincts.  Almost five, Gip was dark and ebullient with limpid blue eyes like him; at two, Frank was blond and more absorbed, like his mother.  They looked up and grinned when they saw him, then went back to their trains and didn’t speak until he sat down between them and began pushing a car and making “choo-choo” sounds.  


“Where’s Mummy?” asked Gip.


“She had some errands to run,” H.G. lied smoothly.  


“On a Sunday?”


Surprised, H.G. couldn’t think of what to say.


“She’s not having a passade, too, is she, Daddy?” 




*


*


* 


Shaken, H.G. dressed in his pure-wool tweed suit—the mark of a true progressive, so they said—and he, too, left without saying goodbye to his guests.  He opened the doors to the new shed he insisted was a ga​rage, though everyone else, especially Mrs. Vickers, called it a carriage house.  He paused, looked fondly at the Humber tandem he’d had made specially for them.  They had crisscrossed the countryside on that bike, pedaling hard, stopping for tea or a pint, then pedaling easy, Amy laugh​ing and saying that downhill was better—it was like making love after a quarrel.  He frowned sadly at the memories, the thought of Amy being the first to flee Spade House, the first to run from their do​mestic claustrophobia when she had always been the moral stockade to which he always returned.  No, he wouldn’t be taking the Humber today—no bobbing up and down on the bike like a boy, the seat behind him empty and forlorn.  


Instead, he pulled a tarpaulin off the 1905 Triumph motorbike he had purchased just before his trip to America in April.  He dutifully checked the oil and petrol, donned goggles and leather helmet, then pushed the bike out to the road and started it, the engine popping, making a tiny, turn-of-the-century roar.  He took off for the Sandgate station and the one o’clock train, helping the single-cylinder engine accelerate to forty by pedal​ing hard, then relaxed, loving the wind that pulled at his suit and whistled past his ears. 


He bought a ticket for London, sat alone in the parlor car and gazed out at the country​side, realizing the futility of his trip.  He had no idea where 

to find her, espe​cially if she’d gone to the city to be with a man.  Suddenly, he raised his eyebrows, realizing that she didn’t neces​sarily have to be engaged in a passade.  Maybe she’d fled merely to be by herself.  She had always spoken wistfully of having her own place, of being free to ex​plore “Cath​erine,” her secret persona, that part of her which desired to write poetry and contem​plate beauty.  Maybe—at long last—she’d taken a flat and decided to be​come Catherine.  If so, it’s a damned sight better than Amy, he thought.   Still, he wouldn’t have any idea where to look for her.  She han​dled their finances now.  She could lease a flat or a villa and he’d never know if it were in London or France.  Passade or no, his only chance of finding her was to start with her friends.  


He got off the train at Charing Cross, zigzagged through quiet Sunday afternoon streets to the faded, peeling lodging house off Harley Street where Dorothy Richardson lived in attic rooms.  A would-be novelist still working as a secretary, Dorothy had befriended Amy in the Mornington Crescent days, had nurtured the friendship through the years, but was always looking over Amy’s shoulder.  At him.  Though she was quite sensual, he was put off by predatory females and so far had avoided her.  De​spite his chronic promis​cuity, he drew the line at Amy’s friends.  He recalled last night when Amy had been alone with W. K. Chichester.  Dorothy pointed it out to him and suggested that they go for the proverbial walk on the beach to which he replied, “She’s merely practicing charades, Dorothy.  Let’s not become one.”  


He stopped abruptly on the lodging house steps.  Had Dorothy said something to Amy after that?  Had she, thinking it might get her somewhere, concocted some desper​ate, imagi​nary tale about going to bed with her best friend’s husband?  He strode through the door, ignored the lodgers in the drawing room and ran up the four flights of stairs to her door. Out of breath, he knocked, waited, knocked insistently, waited, was about to knock a third time when the landlady called up the stairs.  


“She’s gone out, sir.”  


“I don’t suppose you’d know when she’ll be back,” he said coming down the stairs.


“No, sir.”  


“Was there another lady with her by chance?”  


“No, sir.”  


“A rather petite gentlewoman with hazel eyes and blonde hair arranged in a bun?”


“No, sir.”


H.G. left the lodging house without a clue.  Going back to Sandgate wasn’t the answer, but he had to keep moving or he’d go mad.  He flagged down a hansom and told the cabby to take him to 7 Mornington Place—the house in Mornington Crescent near Regent’s Park where it had all started.  He’d built his time machine there and had been telling old friends from the university days of its existence when Dr. Leslie John Ste​phenson aka Jack the Ripper had stolen it and gone to the future.  H.G., full of piss, vine​gar and indignation, had followed, landing in San Francisco because by 1979 The Utopia had been discovered in his bricked-up basement labo​ratory and was on a world tour.  He’d chased Jack the Ripper through that fair city and had almost been killed out of his own time.  Needless to say, he failed to bring Leslie John Stephenson back for a 19th Century reckon​ing, but did succeed in send​ing the monster to infinity, a retribution all its own.  Ulti​mately, his sojourn had been worth it.  He had met Amy Cath​erine Robbins in 1979; she—and true love—had come home with him.  A few years later, Queen Victo​ria was dead, and it was the dawn of the Edwardian Age.  Long live La Belle Époque, Art Nouveau, and the notion that anything was possible.  So blessed, H.G. and Amy played hard at love, not to men​tion, literature and new ideas.  He smiled nostalgically.  Those had been their true halcyon days.  


At 7 Mornington Place, he got out of the hansom, paid the cabby and stood at the iron gate.  He gazed fondly at the tall, narrow brick house, its trim freshly painted forest-green.  Here, Amy had helped him write The Time Ma​chine, insisting that he make it credible so the reader would become mesmerized.  Along the way, he had immersed her in his time-travel theo​ries, and she had proven a quick study.  Ultimately, the book they sent to W.E. Henley was detailed and accurate enough to sell extremely well.  Thereby—thanks in part to Amy—“scientific romances” had been born.  His gaze rose to the bed​room window upstairs.  They used to kiss in that window and then he’d hold her from behind so they could look out at the night and see the stars as one.  How perfect, how magical she had felt in his arms.  Alas, she had been Amy then.  


They’d moved to Woking when Mrs. Nelson, the housekeeper, passed on, but H.G. kept the lease on the house.  In 1900 after he had Spade House built for Amy, in a fit of nostalgia he purchased 7 Mornington Place out​right, though he didn’t need the space and hadn’t used his basement lab in years.  He blushed guiltily: Amy had assumed that he kept the old house as a shrine to their mar​riage, but as the years passed and their love cooled, it had be​come a rendezvous for his pas​sades, he realized ruefully.  


He unlocked the front door and let himself inside.  He stood in the hall by the cupboard inhaling the old smells, letting the silence settle over him, then stepped into the drawing room he’d always insisted was a library and swept his eyes over the worn, eclectic furniture, the books he’d left behind.  Noth​ing had changed.  The room reminded him of a museum, yet he knew some​one had been here recently.  He sensed it.


“Amy?” he called.  “Are you here, Amy?”  


He listened.  Nothing.  Not even a sound from the pendulum clock on the fire​place mantle.  He automatically wound and set it—already a quarter-past three, his pocket watch read—then took comfort in the rhythm of its ticking, his fingers drumming counter​point on the mantle.  His brow fur​rowed.  The more he dwelled on the silence, the more certain he became that she’d been here.  He went into the kitchen hoping to see a lukewarm teapot and marmalade on crusts of toast.  Amy always left the crusts, but, no, the counters were spotless and the dishes in their cupboard.  He turned.  


The door to the back stairs yawned open.  Had he left it that way his last time here?  Never.  An open door was like an unfinished thought, espe​cially the door to his laboratory.  He crossed the room in three giant strides and looked down the stairs, his jaw working furiously.  The basement door was also ajar, an incandescent yellow glow shining through, but that wasn’t what he saw first.  Like a rose dropped for remembrance sake, a paisley-pink enve​lope lay face up on the third step down.  Heart pounding, he picked it up, tore it open.  

Dearest Bertie—  



This is the hardest thing I’ve ever done, for I dearly love you and Gip and Frank, and I always will.  But you know those nights when I wake up sobbing and don’t know why?  Well, I finally figured out it’s because I never said goodbye to my mother or Daddy.  (I never said a world of things to Daddy.)  I never told them how much I love them, and I can’t stand them thinking I’m dead somewhere and not knowing how I feel about them!  Yes, I know its been thirteen years, but you under​stand, don’t you? You see, I never got to tell them about you, Bertie.  They never had a chance to say we were okay, to give us their bless​ings.  That might sound rather absurd and traditional to you, but love and respect and kindness for all people is important to me.   



And all those insufferable times there’s been a wall between us, and we can’t get the magic back, and you are at a loss because life is going so swim​mingly well for us?  I figured that out, too.  I think that for sake of our marriage, we need to separate for awhile…let the warm and tender memories gather them​selves so that we will desire more of them.  As you would say, we need to escape our “domestic claustropho​bia.”  I know that I will miss you terribly, but if I don’t go home, I won’t miss you at all, and that is worse.  I’m sorry, I cannot allow our love to die without doing something.  I hope you’re not too ter​ribly angry, Bertie, but I refuse to grow old in a marriage that has gone cold. 



Furthermore, what about the earthquakes? I could never live with myself if I didn’t try to save my family. Honestly, I don’t think we can rationalize or ignore that seismologist after he predicted the San Francisco earthquake last April.  You probably don’t believe that an even bigger one is going to hit San Francisco in 2010, but I can’t take that chance.  My family lives there!  



Yes, my dear, I am coming back to you, the boys and Spade House, but just in case something happens, I’ll never forget you, my ‘Bits and Bins.’  








All My Love,








Amy

P.S. Be good to the boys.  

He felt weak, sagged against the wall, slid down until he was half-sitting on a stair.  Great Scott, she’s nipped my time machine!  

