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Introduction

My WwiFE, PEGGY, LIKES TO READ JANE AUSTEN AND WATCH
French subtitled films. I like to read Stephen King and go to see
the latest Die Hard movie. But we both enjoy time travel stories.
Many people who hold science fiction in disdain love a good tale
about somebody traveling back in time—either to repair the fu-
ture, to observe the past, or to become a part of the past.

Why are time travel stories so universally loved? The answer
isn’t all that complicated: It’s a human trait to dream of what ifs.
What if you were in Dallas in 1963? What if you knew the outcome
of each Kentucky Derby for the next ten years? What if you could
revisit an old flame and this time do things right? And what if you
could see what actually happened when Rome fell? What would
it be like to live one hundred years from now? Oh the things we
could do.

From A Connecticut Yankee in King Arthur’s Court to Back to the
Future to Time and Again and The Alienist to Star Trek: The Journey
Home to Twelve Monkeys—time travel stories have fascinated us ever
since the notion was conceived. Time travel is one of the most
popular genres in fiction It is one of the few science fiction
themes that have crossed over to mainstream fiction.

How to travel back in time—that is, of course, the most impor-
tant question. Authors have solved the problem of time travel
through various inventive means: sheer intellect, a rift in space, a
long-lost tunnel, tapping into neutrinos, or a fantastically compli-
cated machine are some of the mechanisms that time travelers
use. For some readers, the how of moving backward and forward
through time is the enthralling part of the story; for others it is
what the characters do with their fortune—or misfortune that is
interesting. For others still, time travel stories are interesting for
what they reveal about notions of the future at the time the stories
were written.

In compiling Time Machines it would have been easy to stick
with stories written in the past five years, for there is a plethora
of time travel stories. The more recent the story, the more so-
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phisticated the use of contemporary physics. Black holes and su-
perstring theory, are two of the more contemporary cosmological
discoveries that have made time travel easier. But older stories are
equally inventive, because imagination knows no bounds.

Like you, I've been a fan of time travel stories since I was a kid.
I started reading them when I was about 10, and some, including
Mark Clifton’s Star, Bright, Rod Serling’s The Odyssey of Flight 33,
Jack Lewis” Who's Cribbing?, and Isaac Asimov’s What If, were so
wonderful that I remember them vividly thirty years later. But it’s
one thing to remember a story written three decades ago—it’s
another to actually find a short story three decades old. I'm
pleased to say that I was able to find all these time travel stories—
and more.

When you consider the science of it all, is time travel actually
possible? I think so—but only in one direction. Forward. It’s a
well-known physical law that time slows down as you move faster.
Not Corvette faster, but much, much faster than that. There are
numerous practical problems associated with achieving these
speeds, including the vast amount of energy needed, and the fact
that accelerating to those speeds would smoosh the ship’s occu-
pants along the way. But the theory of time says, “Fine, you can
travel into the future.”

Nobody knows what the future will look like. Will there be an-
other world-wide war? Will we cure cancer? Will nations live in
harmony? Will any of us be able to solve age-old mysteries by
actually witnessing them? Will we ever be able to travel backward
or forward in time? Perhaps. But does it really matter? After all,
even if we can’t ever travel in time, we have these stories. And
they are good enough.

Bill Adler, Jr.

Washington, DC
www.adlerbooks.com









Anthony Boucher

A Shape in Time

From Microcosmic Tales, 1970

Agent L-3H works for the Marriage Prevention Bureau, which sends opera-
tives back in time to thwart unions that once had a deleterious effect on
history. Controlling time is a powerful and effective tool. Marriage Prevention
Bureau agents work by seducing their targets away from their true loves. But
for the first time, Agent L-3H fails her mission. Why? How could she fail?
No man before has been able to resist her seductions, especially when she
removes her clothes. Still, on this trip Agent L-3H does prevent the marriage,
through fright rather than seduction—and prevents two singular genes from
combining. Down the time stream evolution unfolds differently, and humans
in L-3H’s time were no longer like the time she was visiting.
Seduction is as much a matter of genetics as it is technique, after all.
B. A.

TEMPORAL AGENT L-3H IS ALWAYS DELECTABLE IN ANY SHAPE;
that’s why the bureau employs her on marriage-prevention assign-
ments.

But this time, as she reported to my desk, she was also dejected.
“I'm a failure, Chief,” she said. ‘‘He ran away—from me. The first
man in twenty-five centuries . ..”

“Don’t take it so seriously,” I said. She was more than just
another agent to me; I was the man who’d discovered her talents.
“We may be able to figure out what went wrong and approach it
on another time line.”

“But I'm no good.”” Her body went scrawny and sagging. Some-
times I wonder how people expressed their emotions before mu-
tation gave us somatic control.

“Now, there,” I said, expanding my flesh to radiate confidence,
“just tell me what happened. We know from the dial readings
that the Machine got you to London in 1880—"

“To prevent the marriage of Edwin Sullivan to Angelina Gil-
bert,”” she grimaced. ““Time knows why.”

1



2 Anthony Boucher

I sighed. I was always patient with her. ‘‘Because that marriage
joined two sets of genes which, in the course of three generations,
would produce—"’

Suddenly she gave me one of her old grins, with the left eye-
brow up. ‘“‘I've never understood the time results of an assignment
yet, and don’t try to teach me now. Marriage prevention’s fun
enough on its own. And I thought it was going to be extra good
this time. Edwin’s beard was red and this long, and I haven’t had
a beard in five trips. But something went—The worst of it is, it
went wrong when I was naked.”

I was incredulous and said so.

“I don’t think even you really understand this, Chief. Because
you are a man,”’ her half smile complimented me by putting the
italics of memory under ‘“‘man,” ‘“and men never have under-
stood it. But the fact is that what men want naked, in any century,
in any country, is what they’re used to seeing clothed, if you follow
me. Oh, there are always some women who have to pad them-
selves out or pull themselves in, but the really popular ones are
built to fit their clothes. Look at what they used to call ‘feelthy
peectures’; anytime, anyplace, the girls that are supposed to be
exciting have the same silhouette naked as the fashion demands
clothed. Improbable though it seems.”

“L!I” I gasped. She had suddenly changed so completely that
there was hardly more than one clue that I was not looking at a
boy.

““See?”’” she said. “That’s the way I had to make myself when
you sent me to the 1920s. And the assignment worked; this was
what men wanted. And then, when you sent me to 1957 ...”

I ducked out of the way as two monstrous mammae shot out at
me. ‘I hadn’t quite realized . ..”” I began to confess.

““... Or the time I had that job in sixteenth century Germany.”’

“Now you look pregnant!”

“They all did. Maybe they were. Or when I was in Greece, all
waist and hips . . . But all of these worked. I prevented marriages
and improved the genetic time flow. Only with Edwin . .."

She was back in her own delectable shape, and I was able to
give her a look of encouraging affection.

“I’'ll skip the buildup,” she said. ‘I managed to meet Edwin,
and I gave him this...”” I nodded; how well I remembered this
and its effects. “*‘He began calling on me and taking me to thea-
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ters, and I knew it needed just one more step for him to forget
all about that silly pink-and-white Angelina.”

“Go on,” I urged.

‘““He took a step, all right. He invited me to dinner in a private
room at a discreet restaurant—all red plush and mirrors and a
screen in front of the couch. And he ordered oysters and truffles
and all that superstitious ritual. The beard was even better than
I'd hoped: crisp and teasing ticklish and ...” She looked at me
speculatively, and I regretted that we’d bred out facial follicles
beyond even somatic control. ‘“When he started to undress me—
and how much trouble that was in 1880!—he was delighted with
this.”

She had changed from the waist up, and I had to admit that
this was possibly more accurate than these. They were as large as
the startling 1957 version, but molded together as almost one
solid pectoral mass.

“Then he took off my skirts and . . .”” L-3H was as near to tears
as I had ever known her, “Then he ... ran. Right out of the res-
taurant. I would’ve had to pay the check if I hadn’t telekinned
the Machine to bring me back now. And I'll bet he ran to that
Angelina and made arrangements to start mixing genes and I've
ruined everything for you.”

I looked at her new form below the waist. It was indeed extraor-
dinary and hardly to my taste, but it seemed correct. I checked
the pictures again in the Sullivan dosier. Yes, absolutely.

I consoled her and absolved her. ““My dear L, you are—Time
help me!—perfectly and exactly a desirable woman of 1880. The
failure must be due to some slip on the part of the chronopsychist
who researched Edwin. You're still a credit to the bureau, agent
L-3H!—and now let’s celebrate. No, don’t change back. Leave it
that way. I'm curious as to the effects of—what was the word they
used for it in 1880?—of a woman’s bustle.”



Jack Lewis

Who's Cribbing?

From Better Publications, 1953

A budding young science fiction writer has one problem: Everything he writes
has already been written before. When he finally realizes what’s happening—

that somebody from the past is plagiarizing his work—and tries to get this
idea published, it, too, has been cribbed.

B. A.

April 2, 1952

Mr. Jack Lewis
90-26 219 St.
Queens Village 28, NY

Dear Mr. Lewis:

We are returning your manuscript, ‘“The Ninth Dimen-
sion.”” At first glance, I had figured it a story well worthy of
publication. Why wouldn’t I? So did the editors of Cosmic Tale
back in 1934 when the story was first published.

As you no doubt know, it was the great Todd Thromberry
who wrote the story you tried to pass off on us as an original.
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Let me give you a word of caution concerning the penalties
resulting from plagiarism:
It’s not worth it. Believe me.

Sincerely,

Doyle P. Gates
Science Fiction Editor
Deep Space Magazine

April 5, 1952

Mr. Doyle P. Gates, Editor
Deep Space Magazine
New York 3, NY

Dear Mr. Gates:

I do not know, nor am I aware of the existence of any
Todd Thromberry. The story you rejected was submitted in
good faith, and I resent the inference that I plagiarized it.

“The Ninth Dimension’’ was written by me not more than
a month ago, and if there is any similarity between it and the
story written by this Thromberry person, it is purely coinci-
dental.

However, it has set me thinking. Some time ago, I submit-
ted another story to Stardust Scientificion and received a pen-
ciled notation on the rejection slip stating that the story was,
“too Thromberrish.”’

Who the hell is Todd Thromberry? I don’t remember
reading anything written by him in the ten years I've been
interested in science fiction.

Sincerely,
Jack Lewis



Jack Lewis
April 11, 1952

Mr. Jack Lewis
90-26 219 St.
Queens Village 28, NY

Dear Mr. Lewis:

Re: Your letter of April 5.

While the editors of this magazine are not in the habit of
making open accusations and are well aware of the fact in
the writing business there will always be some overlapping of
plot ideas, it is very hard for us to believe that you are not
familiar with the works of Todd Thromberry.

While Mr. Thromberry is no longer among us, his works,
like so many other writers’, only became widely recognized
after his death in 1941. Perhaps it was his work in the field
of electronics that supplied him with the bottomless pit of
new ideas so apparent in all his works. Nevertheless, even at
this stage of science fiction’s development it is apparent that
he had a style that many of our so-called contemporary writ-
ers might do well to copy. By “copy,” I do not mean rewrite
word for word one or more of his works, as you have done.
For while you state this has been accidental, surely you must
realize that the chance of this phenomenon actually occur-
ring is about a million times as great as the occurrence of
four royal flushes in one deal.

Sorry, but we’re not that naive.

Sincerely yours,

Doyle P. Gates
Science Fiction Editor
Deep Space Magazine
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April 13, 1952

Mr. Doyle P. Gates, Editor
Deep Space Magazine
New York 3, NY

Sir:

Your accusations are typical of the rag you publish.
Please cancel my subscription immediately.

Sincerely,
Jack Lewis

April 14, 1952

Science Fiction Society
114 S. Front Ave
Chicago 28, IL

Gentlemen:

I am interested in reading some of the works of the late
Todd Thromberry.

I would like to get some of the publications that feature
his stories.

Respectfully,
Jack Lewis

April 22, 1952
Mr. Jack Lewis
90-26 219 St.
Queens Village 28, NY
Dear Mr. Lewis:
So would we. All I can suggest is that you contact the pub-

lishers if any are still in business, or haunt your second-hand
bookstores.
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If you succeed in getting any of these magazines, please
let us know. We’ll pay you a handsome premium on them.

Yours,

Ray Albert

President

Science Fiction Society

April 24, 1952

Mr. Sampson J. Gross, Editor
Strange Worlds Magazine
St. Louis 66, MO

Dear Mr. Gross:

I am enclosing the manuscript of a story I have just com-
pleted. As you see on the title page, I call it “Wreckers of
Ten Million Galaxies.”” Because of the great amount of re-
search that went into it, I must set the minimum price on
this one at not less than two cents a word.

Hoping you will see fit to use it for publication in your
magazine, I remain,

Respectfully,
Jack Lewis

May 19, 1952
Mr. Jack Lewis
90-26 219 St.
Queens Village 28, NY
Dear Mr. Lewis:
I'm sorry, but at the present time we won’t be able to use

“Wreckers of Ten Million Galaxies.”” It’s a great yarn though,
and if at some future date we decide to use it we will make
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out the reprint check directly to the estate of Todd Throm-
berry.
That boy sure could write.

Cordially,

Sampson . Gross
Editor

Strange Worlds Magazine

May 23, 1952

Mr. Doyle P. Gates, Editor
Deep Space Magazine
New York 3, NY

Dear Mr. Gates:

While I said that I would never have any dealings with you
or your magazine again, a situation has arisen which is most
puzzling.

It seems that all my stories are being returned to me by
reason of the fact that except for the byline, they are exact
duplicates of the works of this Todd Thromberry person.

In your last letter you aptly described the odds of one ac-
cidental occurrence of this phenomenon in the case of one
story. What would you consider the approximate odds on no
less than half a dozen of my writings?

I agree with you—astronomical!

Yet in the interest of all mankind, how can I get the idea
across to you that every word I have submitted was actually
written by me! I have never copied any material from Todd
Thromberry, nor have I ever seen any of his writings. In fact,
as I told you in one of my letters, up until a short while ago
I was totally unaware of his very existence.

An idea has occurred to me however. It’s a truly weird
theory, and one that I probably wouldn’t even suggest to
anyone but a science fiction editor. But suppose—just sup-
pose—that this Thromberry person, what with his experi-
ments in electronics and everything, had in some way
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managed to crack through this time-space barrier mentioned
so often in your magazine. And suppose—egotistical as it
sounds—he had singled out my work as being the type of
material he had always wanted to write.

Do you begin to follow me? Or is the idea of a person
from a different time cycle looking over my shoulder while I
write too fantastic to accept?

Please write and tell me what you think of my theory?

Respectfully,
Jack Lewis
May 25, 1952

Mr. Jack Lewis

90-26 219 St.

Queens Village 28, NY

Dear Mr. Lewis:

We think you should consult a psychiatrist.
Sincerely,

Doyle P. Gates
Science Fiction Editor
Deep Space Magazine

June 3, 1952

Mr. Sam Mines

Science Fiction Editor
Standard Magazines Inc.
New York 12, NY

Dear Mr. Mines:

While the enclosed is not really a manuscript at all, I am
submitting this series of letters, carbon copies, and corre-
spondence, in the hope that you might give some credulity
to this seemingly unbelievable happening.

The enclosed letters are all in proper order and should be
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self-explanatory. Perhaps if you publish them, some of your
readers might have some idea how this phenomena could be
explained.

I call the entire piece, “Who’s Cribbing?”’

Respectfully,
Jack Lewis

June 10, 1952

Mr. Jack Lewis
90-26 219 St.
Queens Village 28, NY

Dear Mr. Lewis:

Your idea of a series of letters to put across a science-fiction
idea is an intriguing one, but I'm afraid it doesn’t quite come
off.

It was in the August 1940 issue of Macabre Adventures that
Mr. Thromberry first used this very idea. Ironically enough,
the story title also was, ““Who’s Cribbing?”’

Feel free to contact us again when you have something
more original.

Yours,

Samual Mines

Science Fiction Editor
Standard Magazines Inc.

11



Mack Reynolds

The Business, As Usual

Fantasy House, 1952

In this story, souvenir hunters from the 20th Century visit the 30th Century
in the hope of bringing back precious goods. They discover that time has its
own way of taking care of tourists from other centuries.

Br A.

3

““LISTEN,” THE TIME TRAVELER SAID TO THE FIRST PEDESTRIAN
who came by, “I'm from the Twentieth Century. I've only got
fifteen minutes and then I'll go back. I guess it’s too much to
expect you to understand me, eh?”’

“Certainly, I understand you.”

“Hey! You talk English fine. How come?”

“We call it Amer-English. I happen to be a student of dead
languages.”

“Swell! But listen, I only got a few minutes. Let’s get going.”’

“Get going?”’

“Yeah, yeah. Look, don’t you get it? I'm a time traveler. They
picked me to send to the future. I'm important.”

“Ummm. But you must realize that we have time travelers turn-
ing up continuously these days.”

“Listen, that rocks me, but I just don’t have time to go into it,
see? Let’s get to the point.”

“Very well, what have you got?”

“What d’ya mean, what've I got?”

12
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The other sighed. “Don’t you think you should attempt to ac-
quire some evidence that you have been in the future? I can warn
you now, the paradoxes involved in time travel prevent you from
taking back any knowledge which might alter the past. On your re-
turn, your mind will be blank in regard to what happened here.”

The time traveler blinked. ““Oh?”

“Definitely. However, I shall be glad to make a trade with you.”

“Listen, I get the feeling I came into this conversation half a
dozen sentences too late. What d’ya mean, a trade?”’

“I am willing to barter something of your century for some-
thing of mine, although, frankly, there is little in your period that
is of other than historical interest to us.”” The pedestrian’s eyes
held a gleam now. He cleared his throat. “However, I have here
an atomic pocket knife. I hesitate to even tell you of the advan-
tages it has over the knives of your period.”

“Okay. I got only ten minutes left, but I can see you’re right.
I've got to get something to prove that I was here.”’

“My knife would do it,”” the pedestrian nodded.

“Yeah, yeah. Listen, I'm a little confused, like. They picked me
for this job last minute—didn’t want to risk any of the professor
guys, see? That’s the screwiest knife I ever saw, let me have it for
my evidence.”’

“Just a moment, friend. Why should I give you my knife? What
can you offer in exchange?”’

“But I'm from the Twentieth Century.”

“Ummm. And I'm from the Thirtieth.”

The time traveler looked at him for a long moment. Finally,
“Listen, pal, I don’t have a lot of time. Now, for instance, my
watch—"’

“Ummm. And what else?”’

“Well, my money, here.”

“Of interest only to a numismatist.”

“Listen, I gotta have some evidence I been in the Thirtieth
Century!”

“Of course. But business is business as the proverb goes.”

“I wish the hell I had a gun.”

“I have no use for a gun in this age,” the other said primly.

“No, but I have,” the time traveler muttered. ‘‘Look, fella, my
time is running out by the second. What d’ya want? You see what
I got, clothes, my wallet, a little money, a key ring, a pair of
shoes.”
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“I’'m willing to trade, but your possessions are of small value.
Now some art object—an original Al Capp or something.”

The time traveler was plaintive. “‘Do I look like I'd be carrying
around art objects? Listen, I'll give you everything I got but my
pants for that screwy knife.”

“Oh, you want to keep your pants, eh? What’re you trying to
do, Anglo me down?—or does your period antedate the term?”’

“Anglo . .. what? I don’t get it.”’

“Well, I'm quite an etymologist—""

“That’s too bad, but—"’

“Not at all, a fascinating hobby,”” the pedestrian said. ‘““Now as
to the phrase, ‘Anglo me down,’” the term ‘Anglo’ first came into
popular use during the 1850-1950 period. It designated persons
from the eastern United States, English descent principally, who
came into New Mexico and Arizona shortly after the area was
liberated—I believe that was the term used at the time—from
Mexico. The Spanish and the Indians came to know the Eastern-
ers as Anglos.”

The time traveler said desperately, ““Listen, pal, we get further
and further from—"’

“Tracing back the derivation of the phrase takes us along two
more side trails. It goes back to the fact that these Anglos became
the wealthiest businessmen of the Twentieth Century—so much
so that they soon dominated the world with their dollars.”

“Okay, okay. I know all about that. Personally I never had
enough dollars to dominate anybody, but—"’

“Very well, the point is that the Anglos became the financial
wizards of the world, the most clever dealers, the sharpest bar-
gainers, the most competent businessmen.”

The time traveler shot a quick despairing look at his watch.
“Only three—"

“The third factor is one taken from still further in the past. At
one time there was a racial minority, which many of the Anglos
held in disregard, called the jJoos. For many years the term had
been used, to Joo you down—meaning to make the price lower.
As the Anglos assumed their monetary dominance, the term
evolved from Joo you down to Anglo you down; and this it has
come down to our own day, although neither Anglo nor Joo still
exists as a separate people.”

The time traveler stared at him. “*‘And I won’t be able to take
the memory of this story back with me, eh? And me a guy named
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Levy.” He darted another look at his watch and groaned.
“Quick!”” he said, “‘Let’s make this trade; everything I got for that
atomic knife!”

The deal was consummated. The citizen of the Thirtieth Cen-
tury stood back, his loot in his arms, and watched as the citizen
of the Twentieth, nude but with the knife grasped tightly and
happily in hand, faded slowly from view.

The knife poised momentarily in empty air, then dropped to
the ground as the time traveler completely disappeared.

The other stooped, retrieved it, and stuck it back in his pocket.
‘“Even more naive than usual,”” he muttered. ‘‘Must have been
one of the very first. I suppose they’ll never reconcile themselves
to paradoxes. Obviously, you can carry things forward in time,
since that’s the natural flow of the dimension; but you just can’t
carry anything, not even memory, backward against the current.”

He resumed his journey homeward.

Marget, hands on hips, met him at the door. ‘“Where in Kert
have you been?”’ she snapped.

“You mustn’t swear, darling,” he said. ‘I met another time
traveler on the way home.”

“You didn’t—"

“Certainly, why not? If I didn’t somebody else would.”

“But you’ve already got the closet overflowing with—"’

“Now Marget, don’t look at it that way. One of these days some
museum or collector—"’

She grunted skeptically and turned back into the house.



Jack Finney

The Third Level

From The Third Level, Rinehart & Company, 1957

Everyone thinks that there are only two levels of Grand Central Station. But
Charley knows that there’s a third level. And if you can find it, by taking
the right twists and turns down corridors and stairs, you will discover that
the third level transports you to 1894.

B. A.

THE PRESIDENTS OF THE NEW YORK CENTRAL AND THE NEW YORK
New Haven and Hartford railroads will swear on a stack of time-
tables that there are only two. But I say there are three, because
I've been on the third level of Grand Central Station. Yes, I've
taken the obvious step: I talked to a psychiatrist friend of mine,
among others. I told him about the third level at Grand Central
Station, and he said it was a waking-dream wish fulfillment. He
said I was unhappy. That made my wife kind of mad, but he ex-
plained that he meant the modern world is full of insecurity, fear,
war, worry and all the rest of it, and that I just want to escape.
Well, who doesn’t? Everybody I know wants to escape, but they
don’t wander down into any third level at Grand Central Station.

But that’s the reason, he said, and my friends all agreed. Every-
thing points to it, they claimed. My stamp collecting, for example;
that’s a “‘temporary refuge from reality.”” Well, maybe, but my
grandfather didn’t need any refuge from reality; things were
pretty nice and peaceful in his day, from all I hear, and he started
my collection. It’s a nice collection, too, blocks of four practically
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every U.S. issue, first-day covers, and so on. President Roosevelt
collected stamps, too, you know.

Anyway, here’s what happened at Grand Central. One night
last summer I worked late at the office. I was in a hurry to get
uptown to my apartment so I decided to take the subway from
Grand Central because it’s faster than the bus.

Now, I don’t know why this should have happened to me. I'm
just an ordinary guy named Charley, thirty-one years old, and 1
was wearing a tan gabardine suit and a straw hat with a fancy band;
I passed a dozen men who looked just like me. And I wasn’t trying
to escape from anything; I just wanted to get home to Louisa, my
wife.

I turned into Grand Central from Vanderbilt Avenue, and went
down the steps to the first level, where you take trains like the
Twentieth Century. Then I walked down another flight to the
second level, where the suburban trains leave from, ducked into
an arched doorway heading for the subway—and got lost. That’s
easy to do. I've been in and out of Grand Central hundreds of
times, but I’m always bumping into new doorways and stairs and
corridors. Once I got into a tunnel about a mile long and came
out in the lobby of the Roosevelt Hotel. Another time I came up
in an office building on Forty-sixth Street, three blocks away.

Sometimes I think Grand Central is growing like a tree, pushing
out new corridors and staircases like roots. There’s probably a
long tunnel that nobody knows about feeling its way under the
city right now, on its way to Times Square, and maybe another to
Central Park. And maybe—because for so many people through
the years Grand Central has been an exit, a way of escape—maybe
that’s how the tunnel I gotinto . . . But I never told my psychiatrist
friend about that idea.

The corridor I was in began angling left and slanting downward
and I thought that was wrong, but I kept on walking. All I could
hear was the empty sound of my own footsteps and I didn’t pass
a soul. Then I heard that sort of hollow roar ahead that means
open space and people talking. The tunnel turned sharp left; it
went down a short flight of stairs and came out on the third level
at Grand Central Station. For just a moment I thought I was back
on the second level, but I saw the room was smaller, there were
fewer ticket windows and train gates, and the information booth
in the center was wood and old-looking. And the man in the
booth wore a green eyeshade and long black sleeve protectors.
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The lights were dim and sort of flickering. Then I saw why; they
were open-flame gaslights.

There were brass spittoons on the floor, and across the station
a glint of light caught my eye; a man was pulling a gold watch
from his vest pocket. He snapped open the cover, glanced at his
watch, and frowned. He wore a derby hat, a black four-button suit
with tiny lapels, and he had a big, black, handle-bar mustache.
Then I looked around and saw that everyone in the station was
dressed like eighteen-ninety-something; I never saw so many
beards, sideburns and fancy mustaches in my life. A woman
walked in through the train gate; she wore a dress with leg-of-
mutton sleeves and skirts to the top of her high-buttoned shoes.
Back of her, out on the tracks, I caught a glimpse of a locomotive,
a very small Currier & Ives locomotive with a funnel-shaped stack.
And then I knew.

To make sure, I walked over to a newsboy and glanced at the
stack of papers at his feet. It was The World; and The World hasn’t
been published for years. The lead story said something about
President Cleveland. I've found that page since, in the Public Li-
brary files, and it was printed June 11, 1894.

I turned toward the ticket windows knowing that here—on the
third level at Grand Central—I could buy tickets that would take
Louisa and me anywhere in the United States we wanted to go.
In the year 1894. And I wanted two tickets to Galesburg, Illinois.

Have you ever been there? It’s a wonderful old town still, with
big old frame houses, huge lawns and tremendous trees whose
branches meet overhead and roof the streets. And in 1894, sum-
mer evenings were twice as long, and people sat out on their
lawns, the men smoking cigars, and talking quietly, the women
waving palm-leaf fans, with the fireflies all around, in a peaceful
world. To be back there with the First World War still twenty years
off, and World War II, over forty years in the future . .. I wanted
two tickets for that.

The clerk figured the fare—he glanced at my fancy hat band,
but he figured the fare—and I had enough for two coach tickets,
one way. But when I counted out the money and looked up, the
clerk was staring at me. He nodded at the bills. ““That ain’t money,
mister,” he said, “‘and if you're trying to skin me you won’t get
very far,”” and he glanced at the cash drawer beside him. Of
course the money in his drawer was old-style bills, half again as
big as the money we use nowadays, and different-looking. I turned
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away and got out fast. There’s nothing nice about jail, even in
1894.

And that was that. I left the same way I came, I suppose. Next
day, during lunch hour, I drew three hundred dollars out of the
bank, nearly all we had, and bought old-style currency (that really
worried my psychiatrist friend). You can buy old money at almost
any coin dealer’s, but you have to pay a premium. My three hun-
dred dollars bought less than two hundred in old-style bills, but I
didn’t care; eggs were thirteen cents a dozen in 1894.

But I never again found the corridor that leads to the third
level at Grand Central Station, although I’ve tried often enough.

Louisa was pretty worried when I told her all this, and she
didn’t want me to look for the third level anymore, and after a
while I stopped. I went back to my stamps. But now we’re both
looking, every weekend, because now we have proof that the third
level is still there. My friend Sam Weiner disappeared! Nobody
knew where, but I sort of suspected because Sam’s a city boy, and
I used to tell him about Galesburg—I went to school there—and
he always said he liked the sound of the place. And that’s where
he is, all right. In 1894.

Because one night, fussing with my stamp collection, I found—
well, do you know what a first-day cover is? When a new stamp is
issued, stamp collectors buy some and use them to mail envelopes
to themselves on the first day of sale; and the postmark proves
the date. The envelope is called a first-day cover. They're never
opened; you just put blank paper in the envelope.

That night, among my oldest first-day covers, I found one that
shouldn’t have been there. But there it was. It was there because
someone had mailed it to my grandfather at his home in Gales-
burg; that’s what the address on the envelope said. And it had
been there since July 18, 1894—the postmark showed that—yet I
didn’t remember it at all. The stamp was a six-cent, dull brown,
with a picture of President Garfield. Naturally, when the envelope
came to Granddad in the mail, it went right into his collection
and stayed there—till I took it out and opened it.

The paper inside wasn’t blank. It read:
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94 Willard Street
Galesburg, Illinois
July 18, 1894

Charley:

I got to wishing that you were right. Then I got to believing
you were right. And Charley, it’s true; I found the third level!
I've been here two weeks, and right now, down the street at
Daly’s, someone is playing a piano, and they’re all out on the
front porch singing, “‘Seeing Nellie Home.”” And I'm invited
over for lemonade. Come on back, Charley and Louisa. Keep
looking till you find the third level! It’s worth it, believe me!

The note is signed Sam.

At the stamp and coin store where I go, I found out that Sam
bought eight hundred dollars worth of old-style currency. That
ought to set him up in a nice little hay, feed and grain business;
he always said that’s what he really wished he could do, and he
certainly can’t go back to his old business. Not in Galesburg, Il-
linois, in 1894. His old business? Why, Sam was my psychiatrist.
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A Touch of Petulance

From The Toynbee Convertor, 1988

You will murder your wife. You will murder her because she has become nagging,
annoying, unpleasant, and just generally impossible to live with. Although you
love her dearly now and you have only been married a year, in twenty years you
will feel just the opposite, difficult as that is to believe. You know this because the
man on the train tells you: He is from the future. He is you.

And what do you do about it? To help prevent the awful future, do you
tell your wife every day that you love her? Do you leave her this momeni—
just walk out the door? Ignore your future self and let fate take its course?
Or do you kill her now and save yourself from years of misery? But perhaps
the real question is: While you trust your present-day self, can you trust your

future-self to have the same interests as you do now?
B. A.

ON AN OTHERWISE ORDINARY EVENING IN MAY, A WEEK BEFORE
his twenty-ninth birthday, Jonathan Hughes met his fate, com-
muting from another time, another year, another life.

His fate was unrecognizable at first, of course, and boarded the
train at the same hour, in Pennsylvania Station, and sat with
Hughes for the dinnertime journey across Long Island. It was the
newspaper held by this fate disguised as an older man that caused
Jonathan Hughes to stare and finally say:

“Sir, pardon me, your New York Times seems different from
mine. The typeface on your front page seems more modern. Is
that a later edition?”

“No!” the older man stopped, swallowed hard, and at last man-
aged to say, ‘‘Yes. A very late edition.”

Hughes glanced around. ‘“‘Excuse me, but—all the other edi-
tions look the same. Is yours a trial copy for a future change?”’

“Future?”” The older man’s mouth barely moved. His entire
body seemed to wither in his clothes, as if he had lost weight with
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a single exhalation. “‘Indeed,” he whispered. “Future change.
God, what a joke.”
Jonathan Hughes blinked at the newspaper’s dateline:
May 2, 1999.
“Now, see here—’"" he protested, and then his eyes moved
down to find a small story, minus picture, in the upper-left-hand
corner of the front page:

WOMAN MURDERED
POLICE SEEK HUSBAND
Body of Mrs. Alice Hughes found shot to death—

The train thundered over a bridge. Outside the window, a bil-
lion trees rose up, flourished their green branches in convulsions
of wind, then fell as if chopped to earth.

The train rolled into a station as if nothing at all in the world
had happened.

In the silence, the young man’s eyes returned to the text:

Jonathan Hughes, certified public accountant,
of 112 Plandome Avenue, Plandome—

“My God!” he cried. “‘Get away!”

But he himself rose and ran a few steps back before the older
man could move. The train jolted and threw him into an empty
seat where he stared wildly out at a river of green light that rushed
past the windows.

Christ, he thought, who would do such a thing? Who'd try to
hurt us—us? What kind of joke? To mock a new marriage with a
fine wife? Damn! And again, trembling, Damn, oh, damn!

The train rounded a curve and all but threw him to his feet.
Like a man drunk with traveling, gravity, and simple rage, he
swung about and lurched back to confront the old man, bent now
into his newspaper, gone to earth, hiding in print. Hughes
brushed the paper out of the way, and clutched the old man’s
shoulder. The old man, startled, glanced up, tears running from
his eyes. They were both held in a long moment of thunderous
traveling. Hughes felt his soul rise to leave his body.

“Who are you?”’

Someone must have shouted that.

The train rocked as if it might derail.
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The old man stood up as if shot in the heart, blindly crammed
something into Jonathan Hughes’s hand, and blundered away
down the aisle and into the next car.

The younger man opened his fist and turned a card over and
read a few words that moved him heavily down to sit and read
the words again:

JONATHAN HUGHES, CPA
679-4990. Plandome.

“No!”” someone shouted.

Me, thought the young man. Why, that old man is. .. me.
There was a conspiracy, no, several conspiracies. Someone had
contrived a joke about murder and played it on him. The train
roared on with five hundred commuters who all rode, swaying like
a team of drunken intellectuals behind masking books and papers,
while the old man, as if pursued by demons, fled off away from car
to car. By the time Jonathan Hughes had rampaged his blood and
completely thrown his sanity off balance, the old man had plunged,
as if falling, to the farthest end of the commuter’s special.

The two men met again in the last car, which was almost empty.
Jonathan Hughes came and stood over the old man, who refused
to look up. He was crying so hard now that conversation would
have been impossible.

Who, thought the young man, who is he crying for? Stop,
please, stop.

The old man, as if commanded, sat up, wiped his eyes, blew his
nose, and began to speak in a frail voice that drew Jonathan
Hughes near and finally caused him to sit and listen to the whis-
pers:

“We were born—"’

“We?”’ cried the young man.

“We,” whispered the old man, looking out at the gathering
dusk that traveled like smokes and burnings past the window, ‘‘we,
yes, we, the two of us, we were born in Quincy in nineteen fifty.
August twenty-second—"’

Yes, thought Hughes.

““—and lived at Forty-nine Washington Street and went to Cen-
tral School and walked to that school all through first grade with
Isabel Perry—"
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Isabel, thought the young man.

“We ...” murmured the old man. “Our” whispered the old
man. “Us.”” And went on and on with it.

“Our woodshop teacher, Mr. Bisbee. History teacher, Miss
Monks. We broke our right ankle, age ten, iceskating. Almost
drowned, age eleven; Father saved us. Fell in love, age twelve, Impi
Johnson—"

Seventh grade, lovely lady, long since dead, Jesus God, thought
the young man, growing old.

And that’s what happened. In the next minute, two minutes,
three, the old man talked and talked and gradually became
younger with talking so that his cheeks glowed and his eyes bright-
ened, while the young man, weighted with old knowledge given,
sank lower in his seat and grew pale so that both almost met in
mid-talking, mid-listening and became twins in passing. There was
a moment when Jonathan Hughes knew for an absolute insane
certainty that if he dared to glance up he would see identical twins
in the mirrored window of a night-rushing world.

He did not look up.

The old man finished, his frame erect now, his head somehow
driven high by talking out, the long lost revelations.

“That’s the past,” he said.

I should hit him, thought Hughes. Accuse him. Shout at him.
Why aren’t I hitting, accusing, shouting?

Because . . .

The old man sensed the question and said, ‘““You know I'm who
I say I am. I know everything there is to know about us. Now—
the futurez?”

“Mine?”’

“Ours,’” said the old man.

Jonathan Hughes nodded, staring at the newspaper clutched
in the old man’s right hand. The old man folded it and put it
away.

“Your business will slowly become less than good. For what rea-
sons, who can say? A child will be born and die. A mistress will
be taken and lost. A wife will become less than good. And at last,
oh believe it, yes, do, very slowly, you will come to—how shall I
say it—hate her living presence. There, I see I've upset you. I'll
shut up.”

They rode in silence for a long while, and the old man grew
old again, and the young man along with him. When he had aged
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just the proper amount, the young man nodded the talk to con-
tinue, not looking at the other who now said:

“Impossible, yes, you’ve been married only a year, a great year,
the best. Hard to think that a single drop of ink could color a
white pitcher of clear fresh water. But color it could and color it
did. And at last the entire world changed, not just our wife, not
just the beautiful woman, the fine dream.”

“You—"" Jonathan Hughes started and stopped. ‘“You—=Kkilled
her?”’

“We did. Both of us. But if I have my way, if I can convince
you, neither of us will, she will live, and you will grow old to
become a happier, finer me. I pray for that. I weep for that.
There’s still time. Across the years, I intend to shake you up,
change your blood, shape your mind. God, if people knew what
murder is. So silly. So stupid, so ugly. But there is hope, for I have
somehow got here, touched you, and begun to change. That will
save our souls. Now, listen. You do admit, do you not, that we are
one and the same, that the twins of time ride this train this hour
this night?”’

The train whistled ahead of them, clearing the track for an
encumbrance of years.

The young man nodded the most infinitely microscopic of
nods. The old man needed no more.

“I ran away. I ran to you. That’s all I can say. She’s been dead
only a day, and I ran. Where to go? Nowhere to die, save Time.
No one to plead with, no judge, no jury, no proper witnesses
save—you. Only you can wash the blood away, do you see? You
drew me, then. Your youngness, your innocence, your good hours,
your fine life still untouched, was the machine that seized me
down the track. All of my sanity lies in you. If you turn away, great
God, I'm lost, no, we are lost. We’ll share a grave and never rise
and be buried forever in misery. Shall I tell you what you must
do?”’

The young man rose.

“Plandome,”” a voice cried. ‘‘Plandome.”’

And they went out on the platform with the old man running
after, the young man blundering into walls, into people, feeling
as if his limbs might fly apart.

“Wait!” cried the old man. ““Oh, please!”

The young man kept moving.

“Don’t you see, we're in this together, we must think of it to-
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gether, solve it together, so you won’t become me and I won’t
have to come impossibly in search of you, oh, it’s all mad, insane,
I know, I know, but listen!”’

The young man stopped at the edge of the platform where cars
were pulling in, with joyful cries or muted greeting, brief honk-
ings, gunnings of motors, lights vanishing away. The old man
grasped the young man’s elbow.

“Good God, your wife, mine, will be here in a moment, there’s
so much to tell, you can’t know what I know, there’s twenty years
of unfound information lost between which we must trade and
understand. Are you listening? God, you don’t believe!”

Jonathan Hughes was watching the street. A long way off a final
car was approaching. He said: ““What happened in the attic at my
grandmother’s house in the summer of nineteen-fifty-eight? No
one knows but me. Well?”’

The old man’s shoulders slumped. He breathed more easily,
and as if reciting from a prompt-board said, ‘““We hid ourselves
there for two days, alone. No one ever knew where we hid. Every-
one thought we had run away to drown in the lake or fall in the
river. But all the time, crying, not feeling wanted, we hid above
and . . . listened to the wind and wanted to die.”

The young man turned at last to stare fixedly at his older self,
tears in his eyes. ‘“You love me, then?”’

“I had better,”” said the old man. “I'm all you have.”

The car was pulling up at the station. A young woman smiled
and waved behind the glass.

“Quick,” said the old man, quietly. “Let me come home,
watch, show you, teach you, find where things went wrong, correct
them now, maybe hand you a fine life forever, let me—"’

The car horn sounded, the car stopped, the young woman
leaned out.

“Hello, lovely man!”’ she cried.

Jonathan Hughes exploded a laugh and burst into a manic run.
“Lovely lady, hi—"

“Wait.”

He stopped and turned to look at the old man with the news-
paper, trembling there on the station platform. The old man
raised one hand, questionably.

“Haven’t you forgotten something?”’

Silence. At last: ““You,”” said Jonathan Hughes. *“You.’

]
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The car rounded a turn in the night. The woman, the old man,
the young swayed with the motion.

“What did you say your name was?”’ the young woman said,
above the rush and run of the country and road.

“He didn’t say,” said Jonathan Hughes, quickly.

“Weldon,” said the old man, blinking.

“Why,” said Alice Hughes, ‘““That’s my maiden name.”

The old man gasped inaudibly, but recovered. *“Well, is it? How
curious!”

“I wonder if we’re related? You—"

“He was my teacher at Central High,” said Jonathan Hughes,
quickly.

“And still am,”’” said the old man. ‘“And still am.”

And they were home.

He could not stop staring. All through dinner, the old man
simply sat with his hands empty half the time and stared at the
lovely woman across the table from him. Jonathan Hughes fidg-
eted, talked much too loudly to cover the silences, and ate
sparsely. The old man continued to stare as if a miracle was hap-
pening every ten seconds. He watched Alice’s mouth as if it were
giving forth fountains of diamonds. He watched her eyes as if all
the hidden wisdoms of the world were there and now found for
the first time. By the look of his face, the old man, stunned, had
forgotten why he was there.

“Have I a crumb on my chin?”’ cried Alice Hughes, suddenly.
“Why is everyone watching me?”’

Whereupon the old man burst into tears that shocked everyone.
He could not seem to stop, until at last Alice came around the
table to touch his shoulder.

“Forgive me,”” he said. “‘It’s just that you’re so lovely. Please sit
down. Forgive.”

They finished off dessert and with a great display of tossing
down his fork and wiping his mouth with his napkin, Jonathan
Hughes cried, ‘“‘That was fabulous. Dear wife, I love you!”’ He
kissed her on the cheek, thought better of it, and rekissed her,
on the mouth. “You see?”” He glanced at the old man. ‘I very
much love my wife.”

The old man nodded quietly and said, ‘‘Yes, yes, I remember.”

“You remember?”’ said Alice, staring.

“A toast!” said Jonathan Hughes, quickly. “To a fine wife, a
grand future!”’
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His wife laughed. She raised her glass.

“Mr. Weldon,”’ she said, after a moment. ‘‘You're not drink-
ing?...”

It was strange seeing the old man at the door to the living room.

“Watch this,” he said, and closed his eyes. He began to move
certainly and surely about the room, eyes shut. ““Over here is the
pipestand, over here the books. On the fourth shelf down a copy
of Eisley’s The Star Thrower. One shelf up H. G. Wells’s Time Ma-
chine, most appropriate, and over here the special chair, and me
in it.”’

He sat. He opened his eyes.

Watching from the door, Jonathan Hughes said, ‘““You’re not
going to cry again, are you?”’

“No. No more crying.”

There were sounds of washing up from the kitchen. The lovely
woman out there hummed under her breath. Both men turned
to look out of the room toward that humming.

“Someday,” said Jonathan Hughes, “‘I will hate her? Someday,
I will kill her?”’

“It doesn’t seem possible, does it? I've watched her for an hour
and found nothing, no hint, no clue, not the merest period, sem-
icolon or exclamation point of blemish, bump or hair out of place
with her. I've watched you, too, to see if you were at fault, we were
at fault, in all this.”

““And?”’ The young man poured sherry for both of them, and
handed over a glass.

“You drink too much is about the sum. Watch it.”

Hughes put his drink down without sipping it. ‘“What else?”

“I suppose I should give you a list, make you keep it, look at it
every day. Advice from the old crazy to the young fool.”

“Whatever you say, I'll remember.”

“Will you? For how long? A month, a year, then, like everything
else, it’ll go. You’ll be busy living. You’ll be slowly turning into . . .
me. She will slowly be turning into someone worth putting out of
the world. Tell her you love her.”

“Every day.”

“Promise! It’s that important! Maybe that’s where I failed my-
self, failed us. Every day, without fail!”” The old man leaned for-
ward, his face taking fire with his words. ““Every day! Every day!”

Alice stood in the doorway, faintly alarmed.
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“‘Anything wrong?”’

“No, no,” Jonathan Hughes smiled. ‘“We were trying to decide
which of us likes you best.”

She laughed, shrugged, and went away.

“I think,” said Jonathan Hughes, and stopped and closed his
eyes, forcing himself to say it, “‘it’s time for you to go.”

“Yes, time.”” But the old man did not move. His voice was very
tired, exhausted, sad. ‘“I've been sitting here feeling defeated. I
can’t find anything wrong. I can’t find the flaw. I can’t advise you,
my God, it’s so stupid, I shouldn’t have come to upset you, worry
you, disturb your life, when I have nothing to offer but vague
suggestions, inane cryings of doom. I sat here a moment ago and
thought: I'll kill her now, get rid of her now, take the blame now,
as an old man, so the young man there, you, can go into the
future and be free of her. Isn’t that silly? I wonder if it will work?
It’s that old time-travel paradox, isn’t it? Would I foul up the time
flow, the world, the universe, what? Don’t worry, no, no, don’t
look that way. No murder now. The old man having done nothing
whatever, having been no help, will now open the door and run
away to his madness.”

He arose and shut his eyes again.

“Let me see if I can find my way out of my own house, in the
dark.”

He moved, the young man moved with him to find the closet
by the front door and open it and take out the old man’s overcoat
and slowly shrug him into it.

“You have helped,” said Jonathan Hughes. ‘“You have told me
to tell her I love her.”

“Yes, I did do that, didn’t I?”’

They turned to the door.

“Is there hope for us?”’ the old man asked, suddenly, fiercely.

“Yes. I'll make sure of it,”” said Jonathan Hughes.

“Good, oh, good. I almost believe!”

The old man put one hand out and blindly opened the front
door.

“I won’t say goodbye to her. I couldn’t stand looking at that
lovely face. Tell her the old fool’s gone. Where? Up the road to
wait for you. You'll arrive someday.”’

“To become you? Not a chance,” said the young man.

“Keep saying that. And—my God—here—"" The old man fum-
bled in his pocket and drew forth a small object wrapped in crum-
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pled newspaper. “You’d better keep this. I can’t be trusted, even
now. I might do something wild. Here. Here.”

He thrust the object into the young man’s hands. “Goodbye.
Doesn’t that mean: God be with you? Yes. Goodbye.”

The old man hurried down the walk into the night. A wind
shook the trees. A long way off, a train moved in darkness, arriving
or departing, no one could tell.

Jonathan Hughes stood in the doorway for a long while, trying
to see if there really was someone out there vanishing in the dark.

“Darling,”” his wife called.

He began to unwrap the small object.

She was in the parlor door behind him now, but her voice
sounded as remote as the fading footsteps along the dark street.

“Don’t stand there letting the draft in,”” she said.

He stiffened as he finished unwrapping the object. It lay in his
hand, a small revolver.

Far away, the train sounded a final cry, which failed in the wind.

““‘Shut the door,” said his wife.

His face was cold. He closed his eyes.

Her voice. Wasn’t there just the tiniest touch of petulance
there?

He turned slowly, off balance. His shoulder brushed the door.
It drifted. Then:

The wind, all by itself, slammed the door with a bang.
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The History of Temporal Express

From Dark Forces, 1997

Time travel is not always about the glamorous exploration of places past.
What about the mundane, day to day activities? What can you do if your
boss is breathing down your neck on Wednesday about a report that was
supposed to be on his desk Monday morning? A time machine can also get
you out of a tight spot when it “Absolutely, positively has to be there yester-

day.
B. A.

The History of Temporal Express

by Wayne S. Freeze

Miss Goemmer’s 12th Grade History Class
Senior Research Report, 2015

THIS YEAR’S SENIOR RESEARCH REPORT WAS TO RESEARCH A MOD-
ern business or government organization and write a paper that
discussed the key events in its history. The report must be at least
2,000 words long and must include a minimum of four different
sources of information. I selected Temporal Express for my report
since many of its key events occurred during my lifetime.

It is all but impossible to discuss modern business without talk-
ing about Temporal Express. Its motto, ‘““When it absolutely, pos-
itively must be there yesterday’” has changed the face of today’s
world. Although formed in the early twenty-first century, its ori-
gins actually date back to the late 1990s. Formed by a group of
researchers at Maryland State University who were pushing the
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then known limits of high energy physics, TempEx (as it is more
commonly known) has brought with it a whole new era of pros-

perity.

The Discovery

Temporal Express was founded in 2001 by Dr. Christopher Ja-
meson, Dr. Samantha Ashburn, and Dr. Terry Katz. These same
individuals are credited with building the first practical time trans-
porter. The fundamental breakthrough that allowed them to
build the time transporter occurred in 1998 while they were trying
to build a device that would transport objects instantly from one
location to another.

Their initial experiments were wholly unsuccessful. Objects
placed on the transport platform disappeared as expected, but
did not reappear on the receiving platform. This led to a vigorous
debate as to where the objects actually went. On 1 April 1998, Dr.
Jameson found one of the test objects on the receiving platform—
a child’s wooden block with the letter T on the side. Thinking
that either Dr. Ashburn or Dr. Katz was playing an April Fool’s
joke on him, Jameson placed the block back on the shelf and
forgot about it. He didn’t notice that there was an identical block
sitting right next to it.

Later in the week, the researchers decided to try transporting
an object from the receiving platform back to the original trans-
porter pad. While this was supposed to work according to their
theories, they hadn’t tried it before. When Dr. Katz went to get a
test block, he found two blocks with the letter T on the shelf.
Wondering why there were two blocks with the same letter, he
grabbed the original one and placed it on the receiver pad.

When this block disappeared, Dr. Katz laughed and said that
they were in luck and got the second block from the shelf. Dr.
Jameson looked at it closely and instantly recognized the paint
smudge that was identical to the block he had found on the re-
ceiver platform earlier in the week. Dr. Ashburn shook his head
and said ‘“Wouldn’t it be funny if the blocks were actually going
backward in time?”’

The more they thought about it, the more Dr. Ashburn’s ex-
planation seemed to make sense. Further experiments proved
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that Dr. Ashburn was correct—the blocks actually did go back in
time. They had actually built a time transporter!

The Evolution

To say that the researchers made a unique discovery was an un-
derstatement. However when Dr. Jameson, Dr. Ashburn, and Dr.
Katz released their initial findings to their peers, no one believed
them. They were treated as objects of ridicule. Eventually they
took their case to the general public.

On the now famous episode of ‘‘Sixty Minutes,”” they were able
to convince Dan Rather that their machine actually worked. They
were able to send Dan’s watch back in time sixty minutes while
he and five different cameras recorded the event. Dan Rather
actually picked up his future watch and compared it to the one
on his wrist. It was identical. He then held on to the future watch
and placed the one on his wrist on the time transporter’s pad,
and exactly sixty minutes after the first watch was sent, he pressed
the button to send his watch back into the past.

The subsequent publicity overwhelmed the researchers with re-
quests for time travel projects. The most common requests were
for pictures and artifacts from ancient history. An original copy
of King Lear by Shakespeare, a scroll from Moses, and a piece of
the cross from the Crucifixion of Christ were among the most
popular.

Unfortunately these requests were impossible to fulfill. Early in
their time transporter research, the doctors quickly identified
three main limitations to their new device. The first limitation is
that the time transporter can transport objects only to another
version of itself. The second is the more massive the object, the
more power it requires to transport it. Thus sending one two
pound object requires significantly more power than sending two
one pound objects. The third limitation is that sending an object
back in time two days requires more than twice the power re-
quired to send an object back one day.

In addition to these three limitations, the researchers found
another problem. It appeared to be possible to change the future.
Dr. Ashburn received a message from herself in the future that
suggested that she buy a lottery ticket with a particular set of
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numbers which would win a large sum of money. But on that
evening’s drawing, Dr. Ashburn didn’t win anything. Subsequent
experiments showed that sending the winning number back into
the past worked only when someone didn’t act on that informa-
tion. The Theory of Useless Information was coined by Dr. Katz
to describe this phenomenon.

Once the three limitations plus the Theory of Useless Infor-
mation became known to the general public, interest in the time
transport device waned. It looked like the time transporter was
destined to become a research oddity that would never become
practical.

The Idea

The researchers continued working on the time transporter, but
with little hope of success. Then one day Dr. Ashburn wanted to
join her fellow scientists for lunch, but didn’t have enough
money. Payday was only a day away, and as with most absent
minded professors, Dr. Ashburn was always forgetting her money.
Just before she was going to tell the others to go without her, she
noticed an envelope on the time transporter. In the envelope was
a twenty dollar bill and a note in her own handwriting that said
“pay me back later.”

While at lunch, the three professors discussed a minor technical
problem with the machine. Dr. Jameson said that one of the dis-
plays on his computer had stopped working. If he had the parts,
he could fix it in five minutes, but it would take two days to get
the parts from the vendor.

Dr. Katz said that what he needed was a time machlne that
could send the part back to when the display died, and then he
uttered the now famous line, ‘““When it absolutely, positively must
be there yesterday.” Everyone laughed for a moment and then
Dr. Ashburn thought about it for a minute and shared her tale
from earlier in the day. From this lunch sprouted the seeds of the
most famous company in the world today.

The Beginning
Today, Temporal Express is a world-wide organization with its

home offices in the City of Time also known as Columbia, Mary-
land. Columbia is located halfway between Washington, D.C. and
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Baltimore, Maryland. This location was close to Maryland State
University where the trio worked as professors. The location also
proved important in later years since it provided easy access to
the legislators who created the laws that made it possible for
TempEx to be very profitable.

But Temporal Express did not start out as an immediate suc-
cess. Its early years were extremely rough. While Dr. Katz and Dr.
Ashburn remained with the University, Dr. Jameson tried to raise
money to build a second machine. Failing to do that, Dr. Jameson
was at least able to raise sufficient money to buy the rights to the
existing time transporter from the University. The University had
begun to find the entire project an embarrassment and wished to
distance itself from all the negative publicity. After getting sole
possession of the temporal transporter and its related technology,
the threesome then relocated the machine to Dr. Ashburn’s ga-
rage. From there they began to offer their services..

At first most potential customers were skeptical of the service.
The service was both expensive, (costing over ten thousand dol-
lars for a one pound package delivered the previous day) and
extremely restrictive due to the time transporter limitations and
the Theory of Useless Information. However when a multi-million
dollar machine was destroyed at a local manufacturing plant be-
cause a small, relatively inexpensive part failed, TempEx was able
to save the day. They delivered the part just before the machine
broke down, and the manufacturer’s staff was able to replace the
part before disaster struck.

Their second customer was a major airline who managed to
avoid a huge aircraft disaster by replacing a small circuit board in
the control system of their new Boeing 787 aircraft. If the board
hadn’t been replaced before the aircraft took off, it was almost
certain that all twelve hundred passengers would have died.

These stories are simply the first in a series of disasters pre-
vented by the timely delivery of a package by TempEx. Over the
next twelve months, TempEx was able to move out of the garage
into a large office complex. Two years later, TempEx completed
a hostile takeover of Federal Express, followed shortly by DHL
and Airborne Express. Thus the corporate motto, ‘‘Any time, any
place.” Other companies acquired over the years that followed
include: Chrysler Corporation, General Electric, and Hewlett
Packard. Temporal Express had reached the big time!

After all of the skepticism surrounding the initial announce-
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ment, Dr. Jameson, Dr. Ashburn, and Dr. Katz deliberately sup-
pressed their theories about time travel which left their
competitors without sufficient information to build their own time
transporters. As TempEx grew, there were many attempts by their
competitors to build their own temporal transporters. The most
aggressive of their competitors was the United Parcel Service
(UPS). In the early twenty-first century, UPS had achieved a near
monopoly on the package delivery service in the United States.
Having bought the U.S. Postal Service from the federal govern-
ment in 2003, it had very little competition left and it had suffi-
cient funds to try to duplicate the temporal transporter.

When UPS was unable to develop the temporal transporter on
their own, they decided to sue TempEx for the information on
the grounds that the time transporter technology was developed
with public funds and thus should be open to everyone. TempEx
was successful in proving that their device was built using grant
money from several different corporations such as Hewlett Pack-
ard, Chrysler Corporation, and General Electric.

Following this decision, TempEx turned their attention to
Washington and Congress. They were able to convince Congress
that transporting objects though time was a risky business and
should only be attempted by organizations with sufficient expe-
rience. Since TempEx was the only organization with an opera-
tional time transporter, they were immediately granted a license
by Congress. A review board was established to determine if an
organization has sufficient expertise to experiment with time
transportation. Since the members of the review board were re-
quired by law to have temporal experience, no other organiza-
tions were permitted to develop that technology. For all practical
purposes, TempEx now had a monopoly on time transportation.

The Service

Temporal Express has positioned itself for growth well into the
twenty-second century. Currently it is the second largest corpo-
ration in America, only ten trillion dollars behind Microsoft. It is
larger than the rest of the Fortune 100 combined. Its research
and development budget is larger then the gross national product
of many countries.

Today, Temporal Express is an international organization that
can deliver and pick up packages anywhere on Earth as well as
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the moon and Mars. According to a recent Wall Street Journal
(www.WS]J.com) article, TempEx is planning to expand their serv-
ices into the asteroid belt in the next 12 to 18 months.

Originally TempEx was organized as a star network, with a cen-
tral hub in which all of the packages flowed through and where
the temporal transporters were located. This is the same organi-
zation that proved successful for Federal Express. However, de-
mand for TempEx’s services overloaded the central facility. Now
TempEx has several smaller hubs located at key points around
the globe and one on the moon.

For normal previous day delivery in the United States, TempEx
will pickup and deliver a one pound package for only $10,000.
Two day delivery costs $35,000, and one week delivery is available
by special quote. While not very popular, one week delivery is
believed to have been used several times in the past at a cost of
over $1 million dollars per delivery.

The largest package ever handled by TempEx was a twenty-six
pound oxygen recycling module that was needed by the Lunar
Authority to replace a similar unit that was damaged by a mete-
orite. With the primary unit already offline for major repairs, over
half the colony’s population would have died due to lack of oxy-
gen before a replacement unit could make the 12 hour flight
from Earth.

The Future

While the original founders of Temporal Express do not partici-
pate in the day to day operations of the company, they are active
professors at Future University (the new name for Maryland State
University after it was purchased by TempEx). They teach doc-
toral seminars in temporal theory at Future University and advise
the University president, Dr. Therese Jillion, on policy and direc-
tion.

Through Future University, TempEx is actively pursuing tech-
nologies that will improve the range and efficiency of their cur-
rent time transporter. Also TempEx is investing a large part of
their research budget in an attempt to combine their time trans-
porter technology with conventional spaceship technology to
build the first practical starship. It is expected that this starship
will be ready to launch within the next five years.

It is clear that from the beginning, Dr. Christopher Jameson,
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Dr. Samantha Ashburn, and Dr. Terry Katz, believed that Tem-
poral Express would be successful. Even though the early years
were rough, all three professors stuck with their idea and nursed
it into the corporation it is today.

Sources

“Future University: A Status Report to the Shareholders.” Jaybird,
J. B., Temporal Express Press, 2013.

“Temporal Express Annual Report.” Temporal Express Press,
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Chrissam Press, 2011.

Grade: A—

Your facts were very good and so was the presentation. While
you used five references, you should have included references for
the Wall Street Journal article and the ‘60 Minutes’’ television ep-
isode since you referred to them in your report. Overall a very
good job.

—Miss Bonnie J. Goemmer
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Star, Bright

From The Mathematical Magpie, Simon & Schuster, 1962

“At three years of age a little girl shouldn’t have enough functioning intel-
ligence to cut out and paste together a Moebius strip.” So begins ** Star,
Bright,’ in which a lttle girl, Star, who is abnormally bright, learns how to
bend space in her mind and use those thoughts to transport herself through
time. Raising any child is hard enough—but when that little girl can travel
through time at will, the task becomes even more challenging—not to mention
fascinating and frightening.
B. A.

Friday, June 11th

AT THREE YEARS OF AGE A LITTLE GIRL SHOULDN'T HAVE
enough functioning intelligence to cut out and paste together a
Moebius strip.

Or, if she did it by accident, she surely shouldn’t have enough
reasoning ability to pick up one of her crayons and carefully trace
the continuous line to prove it has only one surface.

And if by some strange coincidence she did, and it was still just
an accident, how can I account for this generally active daughter
of mine—and I do mean active—sitting for a solid half hour with
her chin cupped in her hand, staring off into space, thinking with
such concentration that it was almost painful to watch?

I was in my reading chair, going over some work. Star was sitting
on the floor, in the circle of my light, with her blunt-nosed scissors
and her scraps of paper.

Her long silence made me glance down at her as she was taping
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the two ends of the paper together. At that point I thought it was
an accident that she had given a half twist to the paper strip
before joining the circle. I smiled to myself as she picked it up in
her chubby fingers.

“A little child forms the enigma of the ages,” I mused.

But instead of throwing the strip aside, or tearing it apart as
any other child would do, she carefully turned it over and
around—studying it from all sides.

Then she picked up one of her crayons and began tracing the
line. She did it as though she were substantiating a conclusion
already reached!

It was a bitter confirmation for me. I had been refusing to face
it for a long time, but I could ignore it no longer.

Star was a High 1.Q.

For half an hour I watched her while she sat on the floor, one
knee bent under her, her chin in her hand, unmoving. Her eyes
were wide with wonderment, looking into the potentialities of the
phenomenon she had found.

It had been a tough struggle, taking care of her since my wife’s
death. Now this added problem. If only she could have been nor-
mally dull, like other children!

I had made up my mind while I watched her. If a child is af-
flicted, then let’s face it, she’s afflicted. A parent must teach her
to compensate. At least she could be prepared for the bitterness
I’d known. She could learn early to take it in stride.

I could use the measurements available, get the degree of in-
telligence, and in that way grasp the extent of my problem. A
twenty-point jump in 1.Q. creates an entirely different set of
problems. The 140 child lives in a world nothing at all like that
of the 100 child and a world which the 120 child can but vaguely
sense. The problems which vex and challenge the 160 pass over
the 140 as a bird flies over a field mouse. I must not make the
mistake of posing the problems of one if she is the other. I must
know. In the meantime I must treat it casually.

“That’s called the Moebius strip, Star,” I interrupted her
thoughts.

She came out of her reveries with a start. I didn’t like the quick
way her eyes sought mine—almost furtively, as though she had
been caught doing something bad.

“Somebody already make it?”’ she disappointedly asked.

She knew what she had discovered! Something inside me
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spilled over with grief, and something else caught at me with
dread.

I kept my voice casual. *‘A man by the name of Moebius. A long
time ago. I'll tell you about him sometime when you’re older.”

“Now. While I'm little,”’” she commanded with a frown. ‘“‘And
don’t tell. Read me.”

What did she mean by that? Oh, she must be simply paraphras-
ing me at those times in the past when I've wanted the facts and
not garbled generalizations. It could only be that!

““Okay, young lady.”” I lifted an eyebrow and glared at her in
mock ferociousness, which usually sent her into gales of laughter.
“I'll slow you down!”

She remained completely sober.

I turned to the subject in a physics book. It’s not in simple
language, by any means, and I read it as I could speak. My thought
was to make her admit she didn’t understand it, so I could trans-
late it into basic language.

Her reaction?

“You read too slow, Daddy,” she complained. She was child-
ishly irritable about it. ‘“You say a word. Then I think a long time.
Then you say another word.”

I knew what she meant. I remember, when I was a child, my
thoughts used to dart in and out among the slowly droning words
of any adult. Whole patterns and universes would appear and dis-
appear in those brief moments.

“So?”’ T asked.

“So,”” she mocked me impishly. ‘““You teach me to read. Then
I can think quick as I want.”

“Quickly,” I corrected in a weak voice. “The word is ‘quickly,’
an adverb.”

She looked at me impatiently, as if she saw through this allegedly
adult device to show up a younger’s ignorance. I felt like the dope!

September 1st

A great deal has happened in the past few months. I have tried
a number of times to bring the conversation around to discuss
Star’s affliction with her. But she is amazingly adroit at heading
me off, as though she already knows what I am trying to say and
isn’t concerned. Perhaps, in spite of her brilliance, she’s too
young to realize the hostility of the world toward intelligence.
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Some of the visiting neighbors have been amused to see her sit
on the floor with an encyclopedia as big as she is, rapidly turning
the pages. Only Star and I know she is reading the pages as rapidly
as she can turn them. I've brushed away the neighbors’ comments
with, ““She likes to look at the pictures.”

They talk to her in baby talk—and she answers in baby talk!
How does she know enough to do that?

I have spent the months making an exhaustive record of her
I.Q. measurements, aptitude speeds, reactions, tables, all the rec-
ommended paraphernalia for measuring something we know
nothing about.

The tables are screwy, or Star is beyond all measurement.

All right, Pete Holmes, how are you going to pose those prob-
lems and combat them for her, when you have no conception of
what they might be? But I must have a conception. I've got to be
able to comprehend at least a little of what she may face. I simply
couldn’t stand by and do nothing.

Easy, though. Nobody knows better than you the futility of try-
ing to compete out of your class. How many students, workers,
and employers have tried to compete with you? You've watched
them and pitied them, comparing them to a donkey trying to run
the Kentucky Derby.

How does it feel to be in the place of the donkey for a change?
You've always blamed them for not realizing they shouldn’t try to
compete.

But this is your own daughter! I must understand!

October 1st

Star is now four years old, and according to state law her mind
has now developed enough so that she may attend nursery school.
Again, I have tried to prepare her for what she might face. She
listed through about two sentences and changed the subject. I
can’t tell about Star. Does she already know the answers? Or does
she not even realize there is a problem?

I was in a sweat of worry when I took her to her first day at
school yesterday morning. Last night I was sitting in my chair,
reading. After she had put her dolls away, she went to the book-
shelves and brought down a book of fairy tales.

This is another peculiarity of hers. She has an unmeasurably
quick perception, yet she has all of the normal reactions of a little
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girl. She likes her dolls, fairy stories, playing grown up. No, she’s
not a monster.

She brought the book of fairy tales over to me.

“Daddy, read me a story,”” she asked quite seriously.

I looked at her in amazement. ‘‘Since when? Go read your own
story.”’

She lifted an eyebrow in imitation of my own characteristic ges-
ture.

“Children of my age do not read,”” she instructed pedantically.
“I can’t learn to read until I am in the first grade. It is very hard
to do and I am much too little.”

She had found the answer to her affliction—conformity! She
had already learned to conceal her intelligence. So many of us
break our hearts before we learn that.

But you don’t have to conceal it from me Star! Not from me!

Oh well, I could go along with the gag, if that was what she
wanted.

“Did you like nursery school?”’ I asked the standard question.

“Oh yes,” she exclaimed enthusiastically. *‘It was fun.”

“And what did you learn today, little girl?”’

She played it straight back to me. “Not much. I tried to cut
out paper dolls, but the scissors kept slipping.”” Was there an elfin
deviltry back of her sober expression?

“Now look,” I cautioned, ‘‘don’t overdo it. That’s as bad as
being too quick. The idea is that everybody has to be just about
standard average. That’s the only thing we will tolerate. It is ex-
pected that a little girl of four should know how to cut out paper
dolls properly.”

“Oh?” she questioned, and looked thoughtful. ‘I guess that’s
the hard part, isn’t it, Daddy—to know how much you ought to
know?”’ ‘

“Yes, that’s the hard part,”’I agreed fervently.

“But it’s all right,” she reassured me. ““One of the Stupids
showed me how to cut them out, so now that little girl likes me.
She just took charge of me then and told the other kids they
should like me too, so of course they did because she’s a leader.
I think I did right, after all.”

“Oh, no!”’ I breathed to myself. She knew how to manipulate
other people already. Then my thoughts whirled around another
concept. It was the first time she had verbally classified normal
people as ““Stupids,” but it had slipped out so easily that I knew
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she’d been thinking to herself for a long time. Then my whirling
thoughts hit a third implication.

“Yes, maybe it was the right thing,” I conceded. ‘“Where the
little girl was concerned, that is. But don’t forget you were being
observed by a grown-up teacher in the room. And she’s smarter.”

“You mean she’s older, Daddy,”” Star corrected me.

“Smarter, too, maybe. You can’t tell.”

“I can.” She sighed. “‘She’s just older.”

I think it was growing fear which made me defensive.

“That’s good,” I said emphatically. ‘““That’s very good. You can
learn a lot from her then. It takes an awful lot of study to learn
how to be stupid.”

My own troublesome business life came to mind and I thought
to myself, ‘I sometimes think I'll never learn it.”

I swear I didn’t say it aloud. But Star patted me consolingly and
answered as though I'd spoken.

‘““That’s because you're only fairly bright, Daddy. You're a
Tween, and that’s harder than being really bright.”

“A Tween? What’s a Tween?”’ I was bumbling to hide my con-
fusion.

“That’s what I mean, Daddy,” she answered in exasperation.
“You don’t grasp quickly. An In Between, of course. The other
people are Stupids, I'm a Bright, and you’re a Tween. I made
those names up when I was little.”

Good God! Besides being unmeasurably bright, she’s a tele-
path!

All right Pete, there you are. On reasoning processes you might
stand a chance—but not in telepathy!

“Star,”” I said on impulse, ‘“‘can you read people’s minds?”’

“Of course, Daddy,” she answered, as if I'd asked a foolishly
obvious question.

“Can you teach me?”’

She looked at me impishly. ‘“You’re already learning it a little.
But you’re so slow! You see, you didn’t even know you were learn-
ing.”’

Her voice took on a wistful note, a tone of loneliness.

“I wish—"" she said and paused.

“What do you wish?”’ 1

“You see what I mean, Daddy? You try, but you're so slow.”

All the same, I knew. I knew she was already longing for a
companion whose mind could match her own.
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A father is prepared to lose his daughter eventually, Star, but
not so soon.
Not so soon . ..

June again

Some new people have moved in next door. Star says their
name is Howell—Bill and Ruth Howell. They have a son, Robert,
who looks maybe a year older than Star, who will soon be five.

Star seems to have taken up with Robert right away. He is a
well-mannered boy and good company for Star.

I’'m worried, though. Star had something to do with their mov-
ing in next door. I'm convinced of that. I'm also convinced, even
from the little I've seen of him, that Robert is a Bright and a
telepath.

Could it be that, failing to find quick accord with my mind, Star
has reached out and out until she made contact with a telepath
companion?

No, that’s too fantastic. Even if it were so, how could she shape
circumstances so she could bring Robert to live next door to her?
The Howells came from another city. It just happened that the
people who lived next door moved out and the house was put up
for sale.

Just happened? How frequently do we find such abnormal
Brights? What are the chances of one just happening to move in
next door to another?

I know he is a telepath because, as I write this, I sense him
reading it.

I even catch his thought. *“Oh, pardon me, Mr. Holmes. I didn’t
intend to peek. Really, I didn’t.”

Did I imagine that? Or is Star building a skill in my mind?

“Itisn’t nice to look into another person’s mind unless you're
asked, Robert,”” 1 thought back, rather severely. It was purely an
experiment.

“I know it, Mr. Holmes. I apologize.”” He is in bed in his house,
across the driveway.

“No, Daddy, he really didn’t mean to.”” And Star is in her bed
in this house.

It is impossible to write how I feel. There comes a time when
words are empty husks. But mixed with my expectant dread is a
thread of gratitude for having been taught to be even stumblingly
telepathic.
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Saturday, August 11th

I've thought of a gag. I haven’t seen Jim Pietre in a month of
Sundays, not since he was awarded a research fellowship with the
museum. It will be good to pull him out of his hole, and this little
piece of advertising junk Star dropped should be just the thing.

Strange about the gadget. The Awful Secret Talisman of the
Mystic Junior G-Men, no doubt. Still, it doesn’t have anything
about crackles and pops printed on it. Merely an odd-looking
coin, not even true round, bronze by the look of it. Crude. They
must stamp them out by the million without ever changing a die.

But it is just the thing to send to Jim to get a rise out of him.
He always could appreciate a good practical joke. Wonder how
he’d feel to know he was only a Tween.

Monday, August 13th

Sitting here at my study desk, I've been staring into space for
an hour. I don’t know what to think.

It was about noon today when Jim Pietre called the office on
the phone.

“Now, look, Pete,” he started out. “What kind of gag are you
pulling?”’

I chortled to myself and pulled the dead pan on him.

“What do you mean, boy?”’ I asked back into the phone. “Gag?
What kind of gag? What are you talking about?”’

“A coin. A coin.” He was impatient. ‘“You remember you sent
me a coin in the mail?”’

“Oh yeah, that.”’” I pretended to remember. ‘‘Look, you’re an
important research analyst on metals—too damned important to
keep in touch with your old friends—so I thought I'd make a bid
for your attention thataway.”’

“All right, give,”” he said in a low voice. “Where did you get
it?”” He was serious.

“Come off it, Jim. Are you practicing to be a stuffed shirt? I
admit it’s a rib. Something Star dropped the other day. A man-
ufacturer’s idea of kid advertising, no doubt.”

“I’'m in dead earnest, Peter,”” he answered. ‘‘It’s no advertising
gadget.”

“It means something?”’

In college Jim could take a practical joke and make six out of it.
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“I don’t know what it means. Where did Star get it?”’
being pretty crisp about it.

“Oh, I don’t know,”” I said. I was getting a little fed up; the
joke wasn’t going according to plan. “‘Never asked her. You know
how kids clutter up the place with their things. No father even
tries to keep track of all the junk that can be bought with three
box tops and a dime.”

“This was not bought with three box tops and a dime.” He
spaced his words evenly. ‘“This was not bought anywhere, for any
price. In fact, if you want to be logical about it, this coin doesn’t
exist at all.”

I laughed out loud. This was more like the old Jim.

““Okay, so you've turned the gag back on me. Let’s call it quits.
How about coming over to supper some night soon?”’

“I’'m coming over, my friend.”” He remained grim as he said
it. “And I'm coming over tonight. As soon as you will be home.
It’s no gag I'm pulling. Can you get that through your stubborn
head? You say you got it from Star, and of course I believe you.
But it’s no toy. It’s the real thing.”” Then, as if in profound puz-
zlement, “‘Only it isn’t.”

A feeling of dread was settling upon me. Once you cried ““Un-
cle’” to Jim, he always let up.

“Suppose you tell me what you mean,”” I answered soberly.

“That’s more like it, Pete. Here’s what we know about the coin
so far. It is apparently pre-Egyptian. It’s hand-cast. It’s made out
of one of the lost bronzes. We fix it at around four thousand years
old.”

“That ought to be easy to solve,” I argued. ‘‘Probably some
coin collector is screaming all over the place for it. No doubt lost
it and Star found it. Must be lots of old coins like that in museums
and in private collections.”

I was rationalizing more for my own benefit than for Jim. He
would know all those things without mentioning them. He waited
until I had finished.

“Step two,”” he went on. “We’ve got one of the top coin men
in the world here at the museum. As soon as I saw what the metal
was, I took it to him. Now hold on to your chair, Pete. He says
there is no coin like it in the world, either in a museum or private
collection.

“You museum boys get beside yourselves at times. Come down
to earth. Sometime, somewhere, some collector picked it up in

He was
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some exotic place and kept it quiet. I don’t have to tell you how
some collectors are—sitting in a dark room, gloating over some
worthless bauble, not telling a soul about it—"’

“All right, wise guy,”” he interrupted. ““Step three. That coin is
at least four thousand years old, and it’s also brand-new! Let’s hear
you explain that away.”

“New?”’ I asked weakly. “‘I don’t get it.”’

“Old coins show wear. The edges get rounded with handling.
The surface oxidizes. The molecular structure changes, crystalli-
zes. This coin shows no wear, no oxidation, no molecular
change. This coin might have been struck yesterday. Where did
Star get it?”’

“Hold it a minute,” I pleaded.

I began to think back. Saturday morning. Star and Robert had
been playing a game. Come to think of it, that was a peculiar
game. Mighty peculiar.

Star would run into the house and stand in front of the ency-
clopedia shelf. I could hear Robert counting loudly at the base
tree outside in the backyard. She would stare at the encyclopedia
for a moment.

Once I heard her mumble, ‘“That’s a good place.”

Or maybe she merely thought it and I caught the thought. I'm
doing quite a bit of that of late.

Then she would run outside again. A moment later Robert
would run in and stand in front of the same shelf. Then he also
would run outside again. There would be silence for several
minutes. The silence would rupture with a burst of laughing and
shouting. Soon Star would come in again.

“How does he find me?”’ I heard her think once. “I can’t rea-
son it, and I can’t ESP it out of him.”

It was during one of their silences when Ruth called over to
me.

“Hey, Pete! Do you know where the kids are? Time for their
milk and cookies.”

The Howells are awfully good to Star, bless ’em. I got up and
went over to the window.

“I don’t know, Ruth,” I called back. ‘“They were in and out
only a few minutes ago.”

“Well, I'm worried,” she said. She came through the kitchen
door and stood on the back steps. “They know better than to
cross the street by themselves. They're too young for that. So I
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guess they’re over at Marily’s. When they come back, tell 'em to
come and get it.”’

“Okay, Ruth,” I answered.

She opened the screen door again and went back into her
kitchen. I left the window and returned to my work.

A little later both the kids came running into the house. I man-
aged to capture them long enough to tell them about the cookies
and milk.

““Beat you there!”” Robert shouted to Star.

There was a scuffle and they ran out the front door. I noticed
then that Star had dropped the coin and I picked it up and sent
it to Jim Pietre.

“Hello, Jim,” I said into the phone. ‘‘Are you still there?”’

“Yep, still waiting for an answer,”” he said.

“Jim, I think you’d better come over to the house right away.
I'll leave my office now and meet you there. Can you get away?”’

“Can I get away?”’ he exclaimed. “‘Boss says to trace this coin
down and do nothing else. See you in fifteen minutes.”’

He hung up. Thoughtfully I replaced the receiver and went out
to my car. I was pulling into my block from one arterial when I
saw Jim’s car pulling in from a block away. I stopped at the curb
and waited for him. I didn’t see the kids anywhere out front.

Jim climbed out of his car, and I never saw such an eager look
of anticipation on a man’s face before. I didn’t realize I was show-
ing my dread, but when he saw my face he became serious.

“What is it, Pete? What on earth is it?’’ he almost whispered.

“I don’t know. At least I'm not sure. Come on inside the
house.”

We let ourselves in the front, and I took Jim into the study. It
has a large window opening on the back garden, and the scene
was very clear.

At first it was an innocent scene—so innocent and peaceful.
Just three children in the backyard playing hide-and-seek. Marily,
a neighbor’s child, was stepping up to the base tree.

“Now look, you kids,” she was saying. ‘“You hide where I can
find you or I won’t play.”

“But where can we go, Marily?”” Robert was arguing loudly.
Like all little boys, he seems to carry on his conversations at the
top of his lungs. ‘“There’s no garage, and there’s those trees and
bushes. You have to look everywhere, Marily.”
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““And there’s going to be other buildings and trees and bushes
there afterward,” Star called out with glee. ‘“You gotta look be-
hind them too.”

“Yeah!”” Robert took up the teasing refrain. ‘‘And there’s been
lots and lots of buildings and trees there before—especially trees.
You gotta look behind them too.”

Marily tossed her head petulantly. “I don’t know what you’re
talking about, and I don’t care. Just hide where I can find you,
that’s all.”

She hid her face at the tree and started counting. If I had been
alone, I would have been sure my eyesight had failed me or that
I was the victim of hallucinations. But Jim was standing there and
saw it too.

Marily started counting, yet the other two didn’t run away. Star
reached out and took Robert’s hand and they merely stood there.
For an instant they seemed to shimmer and—they disappeared with-
out moving a step!

Marily finished her counting and ran around to the few possi-
ble hiding places in the yard. When she couldn’t find them, she
started to blubber and pushed through the hedge to Ruth’s back
door.

“They runned away from me again,”’ she whined through the
screen at Ruth.

Jim and I stood staring out the window. I glanced at him. His
face was set and pale, but probably no worse than my own.

We saw the instant shimmer again. Star, and then immediately
Robert, materialized from the air and ran up to the tree, shouting,
““Safe! Safe!”

Marily let out a bawl and ran home to her mother.

I called Star and Robert into the house. They came, still hold-
ing hands, and little shamefaced but defiant.

How to begin? What in hell could I say?

“It’s not exactly fair,” I told them. ““Marily can’t follow you
there.”” I was shooting in the dark, but I had at least a glimmering
to go by.

Star turned pale enough for the freckles on her little nose to
stand out under her tan. Robert blushed and turned to her
fiercely.

“I told you so, Star. I told you so! I said it wasn’t sporting,”” he
accused. He turned to me. ‘““Marily can’t play a good hide-and-
seek anyway. She’s only a Stupid.”
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“Let’s forget that for a minute, Robert,” I turned to her. “*Star,
just where do you go?”’

“Oh, it’s nothing, Daddy.”” She spoke defensively, belittling the
whole thing. ““We just go a little ways when we play with her. She
ought to be able to find us a little ways.”’

“That’s evading the issue. Where do you go—and how do you go?”’

Jim stepped forward and showed her the bronze coin I'd sent
him.

“You see, Star,”” he said quietly. “We’ve found this.”

I shouldn’t have to tell you my game.”” She was almost in tears.
“You’re both just Tweens. You couldn’t understand.” Then,
struck by contrition, she turned to me. “‘Daddy, I've tried and
tried to ESP you. Truly I did. But you don’t ESP worth anything.”
She slipped her hand through Robert’s arm. “‘Robert does it very
nicely,” she said primly, as though she were complimenting him
on using his fork the right way. “He must be better than I am,
because I don’t know how he finds me.”

“T’ll tell you how I do it, Star,”” Robert exclaimed eagerly. It
was as if he were trying to make amends now that grownups had
caught on. ‘““You don’t use any imagination. I never saw anybody
with so little imagination!”

“I do, too, have imagination,” she countered loudly. I
thought up the game, didn’t I? I told you how to do it, didn’t I?”’

“Yeah, yeah!”” he shouted back. *“But you always have to look
at a book to ESP what’s in it, so you leave an ESP smudge. I just
go to the encyclopedia and ESP where you did—and I go to that
place—and there you are. It’s simple.”

Star’s mouth dropped open in consternation.

“I never thought of that,” she said.

Jim and I stood there, letting the meaning of what they were
saying penetrate slowly into our incredulous minds.

“Anyway,”” Robert was saying, ‘“‘you haven’t any imagination.”
He sank down cross-legged on the floor. ‘“You can’t teleport your-
self to any place that’s never been.”

She went over to squat down beside him. “‘I can too! What
about the moon people? They haven’t been yet.”

He looked at her with childish disgust.

“Oh, Star, they have so been. You know that.”” He spread his
hands out as though he were a baseball referee. ‘“That time hasn’t
been yet for your daddy here, for instance, but it’s already been
for somebody like—well, say, like those from Arcturus.”
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“Well, neither have you teleported yourself to some place that
never was.”’” Star was arguing back. ‘‘So there.”

Waving Jim to one chair, I sank down shakily into another. At
least the arms of the chair felt solid beneath my hands.

“Now, look, kids,”” I interrupted their evasive tactics. ‘‘Let’s
start at the beginning. I gather you’ve figured out a way to travel
to places in the past or future.”

“Well, of course, Daddy.” Star shrugged the statement aside
nonchalantly. “We just TP ourselves by ESP anywhere we want to
go. It doesn’t do any harm.”

And these were the children who were too little to cross the
street!

I have been through times of shock before. This was the same—
somehow the mind becomes too stunned to react beyond a point.
One simply plows through the rest the best he can, almost nor-
mally.

“Okay, okay,”” I said, and was surprised to hear the same tone
I would have used over an argument about the biggest piece of
cake. “‘I don’t know whether it’s harmful or not. I’ll have to think
it over. Right now just tell me how you do it.”’

“It would be much easier if I could ESP it to you,” Star said
doubtfully.

“Well, pretend I'm a Stupid and tell me in words.”

“You remember the Moebius strip?”” she asked very slowly and
carefully, starting with the first and most basic point in almost the
way one explains to an ordinary child.

Yes, I remembered it. And I remembered how long ago it was
that she had discovered it. Over a year, and her busy, brilliant
mind had been exploring its possibilities ever since. And I thought
she had forgotten it!

“That’s where you join the ends of a strip of paper together
with a half twist to make one surface,” she went on, as though
jogging my undependable, slow memory.

“Yes,”” I answered. “We all know the Moebius strip.”’

Jim looked startled. I had never told him about the incident.

“Next you take a sheet and you give it a half twist and join the
edge to itself all over to make a funny kind of holder.”

“Klein’s bottle,” Jim supplied.

She looked at him in relief.

“Oh, you know about that,”” she said. ‘“That makes it easier.
Well, then, the next step—you take a cube.” Her face clouded
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with doubt again, as she explained, ‘““You can’t do this with your
hands. You’ve gotta ESP it done, because it’s an imaginary cube
anyway.”’

She looked at us questioningly. I nodded for her to continue.

“And you ESP the twisted cube all together the same way you
did Klein’s bottle. Now if you do that big enough, all around you,
so you're sort of half-twisted in the middle, then you can TP your-
self anywhere you want to go. And that’s all there is to it,”” she
finished hurriedly.

“Where have you gone?”’ I asked her quietly.

The technique of doing it would take some thinking. I knew
enough about physics to know that was the way the dimensions
were built up. The line, the plane, the cube—Euclidian physics.
The Moebius strip, the Klein bottle, the unnamed twisted cube—
Einsteinian physics. Yes, it was possible.

“Oh, we’ve gone all over,” Star answered vaguely. ““The Ro-
mans and the Egyptians—places like that.”

“You picked up a coin in one of those places?’’ Jim asked.

He was doing a good job of keeping his voice casual. I knew
the excitement he must be feeling, the vision of the wealth of
knowledge which must be opening before his eyes.

“I found it, Daddy,” Star answered Jim’s question. She was
about to cry. ‘I found it in the dirt, and Robert was about to
catch me. I forgot I had it when I went away from there so fast.”
She looked at me pleadingly. ‘I didn’t mean to steal it, Daddy. I
never stole anything, anywhere. And I was going to take it back
and put it right where I found it. Truly I was. But I dropped it
again, and then I ESP’d that you had it. I guess I was awful
naughty.”

I brushed my hand across my forehead.

“Let’s skip the question of good and bad for a minute,” I said,
my head throbbing. ‘““What about this business of going into the
future?”’

Robert spoke up, his eyes shining. ““There isn’t any future, Mr.
Holmes. That’s what I keep telling Star, but she can’t reason—
she’s just a girl. It’ll all pass. Everything is always past.”

Jim stared at him, as though thunderstruck, and opened his
mouth in protest. I shook my head warningly.

“Suppose you tell me about that, Robert,” I said.

“Well,” he began on a rising note, frowning, ‘‘it’s kinda hard
to explain at that. Star’s a Bright and even she doesn’t understand
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it exactly. But, you see, I'm older.”” He looked at her with supe-
riority. Then, with a change of mood, he defended her. “But
when she gets as old as I am, she’ll understand it okay.”

He patted her shoulder consolingly. He was all of six years old.

“You go back into the past. Back past Egypt and Atlantis. That’s
recent,”’ he said with scorn. ‘““And on back, and on back, and all
of a sudden it’s future.”

“That isn’t the way / did it.”’ Star tossed her head contrarily.
“I reasoned the future. I reasoned what would come next, and I
went there, and then I reasoned again. And on and on. I can,
too, reason.”’

“It’s the same future,”” Robert told us dogmatically. ‘It has to
be, because that’s all that ever happened.”” He turned to Star.
“The reason you could never find any Garden of Eden is because
there wasn’t any Adam and Eve.” Then to me, ““And man didn’t
come from the apes, either. Man started himself.”

Jim almost strangled as he leaned forward, his face red and his
eyes bulging.

“How?”” he choked out.

Robert sent his gaze into the far distance.

“Well,” he said, ‘“‘a long time from now—you know what I
mean, as a Stupid would think of Time-From-Now—men got into
a mess. Quite a mess . . .

“There were some people in that time who figured out the
same kind of traveling that Star and I do. So when the world was
about to blow up and form a new star, a lot of them teleported
themselves back to when the earth was young, and they started
over again.”’

Jim just stared at Robert, unable to speak.

“I don’t get it,”” I said.

“Not everybody could do it,”” Robert explained patiently. “‘Just
a few Brights. But they enclosed a lot of other people and took
them along.” He became a little vague at this point. ‘I guess later
on the Brights lost interest in the Stupids or something. Anyway,
the Stupids sank down lower and lower and became like animals.”
He held his nose briefly. ‘*“They smelled worse. They worshipped
the Brights as gods.”

Robert looked at me and shrugged.

“I don’t know all that happened. I've only been there a few
times. It’s not very interesting. Anyway,”” he finished, “‘the Brights
finally disappeared.”
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“I'd sure like to know where they went,”” Star sighed. It was a
lonely sigh. I helplessly took her hand and gave my attention back
to Robert.

“I still don’t quite understand,” I said.

He grabbed up some scissors, a piece of cellophane tape, a
sheet of paper. Quickly, he cut a strip, gave it a half twist and
taped it together. Then rapidly, on the Moebius strip, he wrote:
““Cave Men, This Men, That Men, Mu Men, Atlantis Men, Egyp-
tians, History Men, Is Now Men, Atom Men, Moon Men, Planet
Men, Star Men.”’

“There,” he said. ““That’s all the room there is on the strip.
I've written clear around it. Right after Star Men comes Cave Men.
It’s all one thing, joined together. It isn’t future, and it isn’t past,
either. It just plain is. Don’t you see?”’

“I'd sure like to know how the Brights got off the strip,”” Star
said wistfully.

I had all I could take.

“Look, kids,” I pleaded. “I don’t know whether this game’s
dangerous or not. Maybe you’ll wind up in a lion’s mouth or
something.”

“Oh no, Daddy!”” Star shrilled in glee. “We’d just TP ourselves
right out of there.”

“But fast,” Robert chortled in agreement.

“Anyway, I’ve got to think it over,” I said stubbornly. “‘I’m only
a Tween, but Star, I'm your daddy and you’re just a little girl, so
you have to mind me.”

“I always mind you,”” she said virtuously.

“You do, eh?”’ I asked. ‘““What about going off the block? Vis-
iting the Greeks and Star Men isn’t my idea of staying on the
block.”

“But you didn’t say that, Daddy. You said not to cross the street.
And I never did cross the street. Did we, Robert? Did we?”’

“We didn’t cross a single street, Mr. Holmes,”” he insisted.

“My God!” said Jim, and he went on trying to light a cigarette.

“All right, all right! No more leaving this time, then,” I warned.

“Wait!”” It was a cry of anguish from Jim. He broke the cigarette
in sudden frustration and threw it in an ash tray. ‘“The museum,
Pete,” he pleaded. ““Think what it would mean. Pictures, speci-
mens, voice recordings. And not only from historical places, but
Star Men, Pete. Star Men! Wouldn’t it be all right for them to go
places they know are safer I wouldn’t ask them to take risks, but—""
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“No, Jim,” I said regretfully. “‘It’s your museum, but this is my
daughter.”

“Sure,” he breathed. ‘I guess I'd feel the same way.”

I turned back to the youngsters.

““Star, Robert,”’I said to them both, “I want you to promise that
you will not leave this time until I let you. Now I couldn’t punish you
if you broke your promise, because I couldn’t follow you. But I want
your promise on your word of honor you won’t leave this time.”’

“We promise.” They each held up a hand, as if swearing in
court. “‘No leaving this time.”

I let the kids go back outside into the yard. Jim and I looked
at one another for a long while, breathing hard enough to have
been running.

“I’'m sorry,” I said at last.

“I know,” he answered. “So am I. But I don’t blame you. I
simply forgot, for a moment, how much a daughter can mean to
a man.”” He was silent and then added, with the humorous quirk
back at the corner of his lips, “‘I can just see myself reporting this
interview to the museum.”

“You don’t intend to, do you?”’ I asked, alarmed.

“And get myself canned or laughed at? I'm not that stupid.”

September 10th

Am I actually getting it? I had a flash for an instant. I was con-
centrating on Caesar’s triumphant march into Rome. For the
briefest of instants there it was! I was standing on the roadway,
watching. But most peculiar, it was still a picture; I was the only
thing moving. And then, just as abruptly, I lost it.

Was it only a hallucination? Something brought about by in-
tense concentration and wishful thinking?

Now let’s see. You visualize a cube. Then you ESP it a half twist
and seal the edges together. You seal that surface all around
you. ..

Sometimes I think I have it. Sometimes I despair. If only I were
a Bright instead of a Tween!

October 23rd

I don’t see how I managed to make so much work of teleport-
ing myself. It’s the simplest thing in the world, no effort at all.
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Why, a child could do it! That sounds like a gag, considering that
it was two children who showed me how, but I mean the whole
thing is easy enough for almost any kid to learn. The problem is
understanding the steps...no, not understanding, because I
can’t say I do, but working out the steps in the process.

There’s no danger, either. No wonder it felt like a still picture
at first, for the speeding up is incredible. That bullet I got in the
way of, for instance—I was able to go and meet it and walk along
beside it while it traveled through the air. To the men who were
dueling I must have been no more than an instantaneous streak
of movement.

That’s why the youngsters laughed at the suggestion of danger.
Even if they materialized right in the middle of an atomic blast,
it is so slow by comparison that they could TP right out again
before they got hurt. The blast can’t travel any faster than the
speed of light, you see, while there is no limit to the speed of
thought.

But I still haven’t given them permission to teleport themselves
out of this time yet. I want to go over the ages pretty carefully
before I do; I'm not taking any chances, even though I don’t see
how they could wind up in any trouble. Still, Robert claimed the
Brights went from the future back into the beginning, which
means they could be going through time and overtake any of the
three of us, and one of them might be hostile . . .

I feel like a louse, not taking Jim’s cameras, specimen boxes,
and recorders along. But there’s time for that. Plenty of time,
once I get the feel of history without being encumbered by all
that stuff to carry.

Speaking of time and history—what a rotten job historians have
done! For instance:

George III of England was neither crazy nor a moron. He
wasn’t a particularly nice guy, I'll admit—I don’t see how anybody
could be with the amount of flattery I saw—but he was the victim
of empire expansion and the ferment of the Industrial Revolu-
tion. So were all the other European rulers at the time, though
he certainly did better than Louis of France. At least George kept
his job and his head.

On the other hand, John Wilkes Booth was definitely psychotic.
He could have been cured if they’d had our methods of psycho-
therapy then, and Lincoln, of course, wouldn’t have been assas-
sinated. It was almost a compulsion to prevent the killing, but I
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didn’t dare . .. God knows what effect it would have had on his-
tory. Strange thing, Lincoln looked less surprised than anybody
else when he was shot—sad, yes, and hurt emotionally, at least as
much as physically, yet you’d swear he was expecting it.

Cheops was plenty worried about the number of slaves who died
while the pyramid was being built. They weren’t easy to replace.
He gave them four hours off in the hottest part of the day, and I
don’t think any slaves in the country were fed or housed better.

I never found any signs of Atlantis or Lemuria, just tales of
lands far off—a few hundred miles was a big distance then, re-
member—that had sunk beneath the sea. With the Ancients ex-
aggerated notion of geography a big island was the same as a
continent. Some islands did disappear, naturally, drowning a few
thousand villages and herdsmen. That must have been the source
of the legends.

Columbus was a stubborn cuss. He was thinking of turning back
when the sailors mutinied, which made him obstinate. I still can’t
see what was eating Genghis Khan and Alexander the Great—it
would have been a big help to learn the languages, because their
big campaigns started off more like vacation or exploration trips.
Helen of Troy was attractive enough, considering, but she was just
an excuse to fight.

There were several attempts to federate the Indian tribes before
the white man and the Five Nations, but going after wives and
slaves ruined the movement every time. I think they could have
kept America if they had been united and, it goes without saying,
knew the deal they were going to get. At any rate, they might have
traded for weapons and tools and industrialized the country some-
what in the way the Japanese did. I admit that’s only speculation,
but this would certainly have been a different world if they’d suc-
ceeded!

One day I’ll put it all in a comprehensive and corrected history
of mankind, complete with photographs, and then let the “‘experts’”
argue themselves into nervous breakdowns over it.

I didn’t get very far into the future. Nowhere near the Star Men
or, for that matter, back to the beginning that Robert told us
about. It’s a matter of reasoning out the path and I'm not a
Bright. I’ll take Robert and Star along as guides, when and if.

What I did see of the future wasn’t so good, but it wasn’t so
bad either. The real mess obviously doesn’t happen until the Star
Men show up very far ahead in history, if Robert is right, and 1
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think he is. I can’t guess what the trouble will be, but it must be
something ghastly if they won’t be able to get out of it even with
the enormously advanced technology they’ll have. Or maybe
that’s the answer. It’s almost true of us now.

Friday, November 14th

The Howells have gone for a weekend trip and left Robert in
my care. He’s a good kid and no trouble. He and Star have kept
their promise, but they're up to something else. I can sense it,
and that feeling of expectant dread is back with me.

They’ve been secretive of late. I catch them concentrating in-
tensely, sighing with vexation, and then breaking out into unex-
plained giggles.

“Remember your promise,”’ I warned Star while Robert was in
the room.

“We’re not going to break it, Daddy,” she answered seriously.

They both chorused, ‘““No more leaving this time.”

But they both broke into giggles!

I’ll have to watch them. What good it would do, I don’t know.
They’re up to something, yet how can I stop them? Shut them in
their rooms? Tan their hides?

I wonder what someone else would recommend.

Sunday night

The kids are gone!

I've been waiting an hour for them. I know they wouldn’t stay
away so long if they could get back. There must be something
they’ve run into. Bright as they are, they’re still only children.

I have some clues. They promised me they wouldn’t go out of
this present time. With all her mischievousness, Star has never
broken a promise to me—as her typically feminine mind inter-
prets it, that is. So I know they are in our own time.

On several occasions Star has brought it up, wondering where
the Old Ones, the Bright Ones, have gone—how they got off the
Moebius strip.

That’s a clue. How can I get off the Moebius strip and remain
in the present?

A cube won’t do it. There we have a mere journey along the
single surface. We have a line; we have a plane; we have a cube.
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And then we have a supercube—a tesseract. That is the logical
progression of mathematics. The Bright Ones must have pursued
that line of reasoning.

Now I've got to do the same, but without the advantage of being
a Bright. Still, it’s not the same as expecting a normally intelligent
person to produce a work of genius. (Genius by our standards, of
course, which I suppose Robert and Star would classify as Tween.)
Anyone with a pretty fair 1.Q). and proper education and training
can follow a genius’ logic, provided the steps are there and es-
pecially if it has a practical application. What he can’t do is initiate
and complete that structure of logic. I don’t have to—that was
done for me by a pair of Brights, and I “‘simply’’ have to apply
their findings.

Now let’s see if I can.

Be reducing the present-past-future of a man to a Moebius strip,
we have sheared away a dimension. It is a two-dimensional strip,
because it has no depth. (Naturally it would be impossible for a
Moebius strip to have depth; it only has one surface.)

Reducing it to two dimensions makes it possible to travel any-
where you want to go on it via the third dimension. And you’re in
the third dimension when you enfold yourself in the twisted cube.

Let’s go a step higher, into one more dimension. In short, the
tesseract. To get the equivalent of a Moebius strip with depth you
have to go into the fourth dimension, which, it seems to me, is
the only way the Bright Ones could get off this closed cycle of
past-present-future-past. They must have reasoned that one more
notch up the dimensions was all they needed. It is equally obvious
that Star and Robert have followed the same line of reasoning;
they wouldn’t break their promise not to leave the present—and
getting off the Moebius strip into another present world, is a sort
of devious way, to keep that promise.

I'm putting all this speculation down for you, Jim Pietre, know-
ing first that you're a Tween like myself and, second, that you’re
sure to have been doing a lot of thinking about what happened
after I sent you the coin Star dropped. I'm hoping you can explain
all this to Bill and Ruth Howell—or enough, in any case, to let
them understand the truth about their son, Robert, and my
daughter, Star, and where the children may have gone.

I'm leaving these notes where you will find them, when you
and Bill and Ruth search the house and grounds for us. If you
read this, it will be because I have failed in my search for the
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youngsters. There is also the possibility that I'll find them and
that we won’t be able to get back onto this Moebius strip. Perhaps
time has different value there or doesn’t exist at all. What it’s like
off the strip is anybody’s guess.

Bill and Ruth: I wish I could give you hope that I will bring .
Robert back to you. But all I can do is wish. It may be no more
than wishing upon a star—my Star.

I'm trying now to take six cubes and fold them in on one an-
other so that every angle is a right angle.

It’s not easy, but I can do it, using every bit of concentration
I've learned from the kids. All right, I have six cubes and I have
every angle a right angle.

Now if, in the folding, I ESP the tesseract a half twist around
myself and—
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The Last Two Days
of Larry Joseph’s Life—
In This Time, Anyway

1988

Exactly what connects us to time? Why do we move through time in one
direction only—forward? If time is like a river, what prevents different in-
dividuals from moving through time at different rates, just as several different
twigs might move through the same river at different speeds? Sometimes twigs
get caught in whirls of water, and even move backward, up the river, for a
short distance. The answer, of course, is that time isn’t really like a river at
all. Or is it? In ““The Last Two Days of Larry Joseph’s Life—In This
Time, Anyway,”” we find all that may be needed to travel in time, is a lack
of interest in the time in which you are currently existing—and that time’s

lack of interest in you.
B. A.

First Day

“HEY LARRY, YOU COMING?"’

“Coming? Coming where?”’

Lucy put her hands on her hips. She cocked her head to the
left, as if emptying an ear of water. Lucy pointed to the invitation,
a rag-tag Xeroxed sheet attached to the refrigerator door with a
fake sushi-styled magnet, walked over to the paper and tapped it
three times with her finger. “The party, Larry. The party.” Lucy
opened the fridge and scanned its contents. With equal unawar-
eness she closed it. ““What do you say? It should be fun.”’

She scanned Larry’s clothes for a second and wondered who
gave Larry his basic lessons in laundry. Certainly not his mother.
Great pants—or at least they were—curry-colored with crisp
pleats, cotton cool enough to give legs some comfort during
Washington, D.C.’s summertime sauna, even finely cut. But why
did Larry put them in the dryer? Jeez, everyone knows what hap-
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pens when you put cotton clothing in the dryer with no intention
of ironing it. Oh well, it doesn’t seem to bother Larry, so it
shouldn’t bother me. Lucy smiled. ““You’re coming, right?”’

“I'm not sure. I don’t know anybody there.”

“What are you going to do instead?”’

Larry’s face retained the same expression it had held for the
past few minutes. Lucy wondered if his face changed at all. Was
the mold set? Would it break, crumble into dust if she tried to
recast it, to change some of its essential features? There are ways
to coax people to change, she admitted to herself. But the steps
are difficult and dangerous, especially living in such close quar-
ters, the three of us in this house; too risky for me and for Jim if
my suggestions go awry. But what am I thinking? A person’s not
clay, not paper, not computer parts (though she had more than
a couple of doubts about some of the people in college who had
asked her out). A person’s a person, and Larry has a debilitating
shyness—a problem—and perhaps I can help him overcome it.
Parties help.

“Maybe read,” Larry responded.

“No, you have to come. I don’t know anybody there, either.
They’re Jim’s friends. But it doesn’t matter whether you know
anybody—I’m sure we’ll meet some people.” Standard reasoning,
she knew. “‘Besides,”” Lucy said, as she let a smile leak out of the
corner of her mouth, “who will I have to talk with if Jim doesn’t
arrive till late?”’” Lucy scanned her clothes in the hallway mirror
as she talked with Larry. Her eyes went from her shoes to her
waist, and all the way up. She lost her concentration for a moment
as Larry seemed to fade momentarily—or was it a light bulb that
needed replacing?

“Well . ..” Larry’s spine arched a few more degrees forward in
gravity's favor; gravity seemed to claim responsibility for his pos-
ture.

“You’ll have a good time! You might even find a date.” But
Larry, you've got to try, you've got to try, Lucy said to herself.

“All right. All right.”

“Great! We should take off in about an hour.” Lucy tapped on
the crystal of Larry’s Seiko watch. She and her other housemate,
Jim, had gotten it for Larry for his birthday, in the hope of coax-
ing Larry to learn how to be on time. “Mind if I shower first?”’

“Go ahead. I don’t need to shower.”

Lucy stepped back and recalled one absolute truth: In Wash-
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ington, in August, the location on earth most similar to the sur-
face of the planet Venus, everyone needs to shower. Shower and
drink diet soda. Only cab drivers and Larry went for days without
showering, Lucy thought. Larry would be a whole lot better off if
he showered. ‘“‘Okay, I'll try to be swift,” Lucy said. “You’ll be
ready in thirty minutes, okay?’’ As she turned to bolt up the stairs,
she caught a glimpse of the late afternoon sunlight streaming
through Larry. Or so it seemed. Must be hotter than I thought,
Lucy said to herself.

“Your car or cab?”’ Lucy asked as she emptied some cash and a
single credit card from her wallet, placing these potential essen-
tials in her back pocket. She anxiously tugged the door knob.
“On second thought, we’d better drive. I thought you were going
to be ready in half an hour. It took you nearly an hour. And you
didn’t really have anything to do to get ready.”

“Sorry, Lucy.” Larry’s cheeks stretched apart in an apology. ““I
didn’t mean to be late. My watch said that only half an hour had
passed. I swear it was 7pm on the dot when you asked me, and
now it’s only 7:30pm.”’ Larry pointed to his watch. ““Engmaghrr,”
Larry said as he lifted his shoulders and swayed them side to side.

“What?”’

Larry replied, ‘I said it’s only 7:30pm.”

“Larry, you grunted.”

“I don’t think so.”

“Well, it’s 8pm anyway.”” Lucy checked her watch, then, reflex-
ively, her clothes in the mirror. “But that’s okay, I guess. The
party’s not going to get rolling until after 9 o’clock. But maybe
you should take that watch to a jeweler. Your birthday was only
two months ago—it should be keeping perfect time.”

Larry looked at his watch and shrugged. He wiped the sweat
on his forehead leaving fresh newsprint from his fingers. “T’ll
drive,” Larry said. “‘Grungga,” he muttered to himself.

Did he just grunt again? Lucy thought. Is this going to be an-
other habit we’re going to have to put up with?

“Fine, I think Jim’s taking the Metro over anyway. If you get
lucky at the party, Jim and I can always take a taxi back.” She
grinned at the idea. Lucy glanced at her shirt, tracing a path along
the pants which hugged her waist. Yes, I look good—sexy—Lucy
thought. Too bad I have to wait until I'm at the party for some-
body to appreciate the work I've put into making myself a splash.




The Last Two Days 65

“Damn. I left my keys upstairs.”

“Hey Larry, tuck your shirt in!”’ she shouted. Buy a new shirt,
she thought.

“Okay, thanks.”

The drive over was uneventful, which, Lucy acknowledged, is
usually the best outcome for any automobile ride. Just a little
lethargic, like a tour bus meandering by the nation’s monuments.
Lucy usually didn’t mind driving with Larry, but wished that she
didn’t always have to ask him to roll his window down. Larry
seemed to enjoy not having air conditioning, but Lucy hated to
arrive at a party all sweaty.

Lucy quickly surveyed the apartment before looking for Jim.
She located him by the food table on the far side of somebody’s
living room. His iridescent fish shirt was unbuttoned two buttons.
Jim’s shoulders stood square, and his dark, black hair seemed to
sway gently. Lucy could smell faint wisps of Kouros cologne as she
approached. ‘“‘Hi Jim. How’s the party?”’

“Party’s not bad. Great stuff to eat and the drinks are plentiful.
Here, try one of these,” he said, the sentence’s last few words
captured by the cheese puff that Jim had stuffed into his mouth.
“Here,” he said again, his fingers carrying a puff directly into
Lucy’s mouth. “Ymmm. Here, Larry, try one.”

Larry did. ““Good. Enghmm. Ugaraha.”

Lucy rubbed her ear, as if that would make what Larry said
clearer. Lucy faced Jim. Larry stood a couple of feet to her right.
“Jim, who are your friends, the ones giving this party?”” Lucy
wanted to know. She thought (imagined?) she might have seen
Larry nod.

“Deirdre and Debbie. They share this apartment. Over there.
I'll introduce you.”

“Later. I don’t need to meet women at the moment. I'll mingle
for a bit and then scoot back and you can introduce me.” Lucy
waved her brown hair from side to side and pushed her chest
forward slightly. Perhaps unconsciously, but Jim noticed. So did
two guys on the other side of the room. “‘Do you mind?”’

“Of course not,” Jim said. ‘““We inhabit the same house, but
that doesn’t mean we have to move like a chain gang.”” With that
Lucy wiggled off in the direction of the prime party spot, the
kitchen.

“Over here, Larry,” Jim said. “I'll introduce you to Deirdre
and Debbie.”
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“Okay,” Larry said.

Jim looked at Larry and noticed no quirky eye movements, the
kind he could never restrain when on his way to meet attractive
opposites. Jim introduced Larry as his brilliant housemate, the
star of the General Accounting Office’s science division, witty in-
dividual, and a nice guy in his own right. Besides D&D, there were
two other women and two men in this bunch, so Jim felt fine
leaving Larry on his own. Jim noticed that Larry seemed a little
pale, almost translucent. Maybe Larry’s a little under the weather,
and that’s why he’s not in the swing of things. No, Larry’s always
kind of drowsy, but never this visibly washed out. Well, I've done
all I can; at least he’ll have something to do.

He caught Lucy between flirts. ‘““Having a good time?”’

“Uh huh. And you?”

“So-so. I'm not in an overly prowling mood.”

“Sure you’re not.”

“Well at least Larry seems to be enjoying himself.”” Pause. ‘I
hope so.”

“Yeah. What a shame. All he needs to do is clean up his act
and he’d be attractive to women. Trim his beard, cut his hair, lose
ten pounds and voila! A new man!”’

““And new clothes,” Jim added.

“And brush his teeth. Can you imagine-——somebody who
doesn’t brush his teeth every day. It’s like the toothbrush hasn’t
been invented for him.”

“No. I wouldn’t believe it if I didn’t witness it with my own
eyes. And nose. No wonder he has trouble getting dates. He pre-
tends he’s maintenance free.”

“It would help if he were on time now and then. A girl doesn’t
want to be kept waiting, you know,”” Lucy said. ‘‘You think he’d
get that watch fixed, if that’s really the problem.”

Jim added, ‘It was a nice gift, if I must say so for ourselves.
Weird sales person, though. Kind of slow and very uninterested
in the customer. He didn’t care whether we bought the watch or
not. And I remember, he did stink. Kind of like Larry.”

Lucy thought for a second. She scooped her celery into the
dip. ““He could do it—he could shape himself up. Even being on
time. It wouldn’t take a whole lot of effort or imagination.”” The
celery made a particularly loud crunch.

““Yeah, but will he? How’s the dip?”

“It’s good. I don’t know. But if he doesn’t change he’s going
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to evaporate. I mean, nobody notices him, so he might as well not
be here at all.”

Jim looked in Larry’s direction. “Kind of looks a little peaked
now, don’t you think? Maybe Larry’s coming down with some-
thing. But perhaps he’s enjoying himself, surrounded by those
friendly women.”’

“Do you really think so?”’

“No.”

Jim looked into Lucy’s eyes. ““We have to do something. Living
with Larry is like living with a phantom. It’s as if he’s not 100
percent here and it is driving me crazy.”

“I know,” Lucy said. ““Me, too. Like when he performs his
morning ritual—that loud grunt. Kind of like a yawn, but it
sounds almost animal-like. Yeah, sort of like what you might hear
at the zoo.”

““Come on Lucy, that’s cruel.”

‘“Maybe. But you probably agree with me.”’

Jim nodded.

Lucy continued. ““And the newspapers. Why can’t he bring in
The Post when he leaves. I know he doesn’t read the paper, but
just to toss it inside, would that be too difficult? And I've never
known any guy not to be interested in the sports page.”” Jim
thought for a moment. ‘I guess I shouldn’t complain. Otherwise,
Larry’s a pretty good housemate. I mean we never have to worry
about him keeping us up at night.”” Jim checked his chin to see
if there were any dip remnants remaining on it. He took a nacho
chip and skated the dip. ““This is good dip.”

“So we’re agreed,” Lucy continued.

“Agreed?”’

“Yes. We do something about Larry before he turns our house
into an insane asylum.”

Jim concurred. “But I have one question.”

“What?”’

“That’s the question. What do we do? You know we can’t say
to his face, ‘Larry, you're a slob, your hygiene is abysmal, and you
grunt. Do something or see a therapist.” If he doesn’t take our
words kindly, life will be miserable at 2280 Oakdon Street.”” Jim
pressed his hand against his leg and added, ‘‘More miserable than
it is now.”’

“Yes. I've thought about that. So what do we do?”’

“We tell him anyway.”” But she knew they never would.
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Larry drove home. Lucy and Jim joked about his car being a
turtle. Larry didn’t seem to mind.

Last Day

“Coffee?”

“Uh huh. Thanks. What time is it?”’

“It’s ten thirty.”

“Oh,” Jim replied.

“I told you that you shouldn’t have had that scotch before go-
ing to sleep.”

“You should have told me louder.”

“Where’s Larry?”’

Lucy opened the refrigerator door, examined the shelf and
turned to Jim, ““What kind of coffee do you want? He’s still sleep-
ing.”

“Larry knows we’re heading off to Ikea to get furniture for the
house. We’ll give him another half hour, then wake him,” Jim
said. ““That watch we gave him for his birthday isn’t doing Larry
any good. It’s quartz, it’s kinetic—never needs a new battery—
and yet he’s perpetually late.”

“Fine. Pass me the Style section if you're not reading it, will
you?”’ Lucy said.

Back home.

Larry parked himself on the living room couch. Jim noticed
that the couch didn’t creak when Larry sat down in it. Maybe we
don’t need to replace that couch after all, Jim thought.

“Nice ax,” Jim said, pointing to the stone-shaped tool next to
Larry. “‘Did you get that at the Smithsonian store?”’

“I don’t remember,”” Larry replied. ‘I thought it was yours or
Lucy’s. I guess I must have.”

“Well, don’t bonk anybody over the head with it. I'm heading
upstairs for a nap—7T’ll see you later.”

“Okay,”” Larry responded, his body limp across the couch.

Jim bolted up the stairs. He took a sharp left toward his room,
hesitated and then knocked on Lucy’s door. She responded to
the knock immediately.

“Yes? No. Don’t come in. Who’s there?”’

“Jim.”

“Jim and who?”’
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“Just Jim.”

Lucy softened her voice. *‘Okay, come in.”” Jim walked in. Lucy
said, “‘Close the door.”

“What'’s all the secre . ..” Jim eyed the canvas that sat on Lucy’s
easel in her cramped bedroom/art studio. Good painting of our
living room, Jim thought, though it looked misty. Some of the
geometry struck Jim as wrong. Everything was in proper propor-
tion, except Larry and the television set. Lucy had drawn the TV
larger than the one they owned (ahh, Jim thought, if only it were
true) and Larry smaller and somewhat paler than a human could
be. The drawing was good—Lucy’s work always was—but it was
unsettling. Only partly colored—the TV mostly, though Lucy
touched almost everything else in her painting with hints of pas-
tel: The couch, drapes, coffee table with its magazine collection,
the carpet, Mickey Mouse clock, everything had at least a little
color. Except Larry. Larry was light gray. This drawing was more
surreal than most of Lucy’s art. As he looked more closely at it,
what struck Jim as most paradoxical—realistic to his eye, but un-
realistic to his brain—what he liked most in Lucy’s interpretation,
was that the television set was drawn too precisely, too heavily,
with details that Jim had never noticed in the two years he
watched their tube. Thick and fine lines defined the TV, charac-
ters on the screen seemed clearer and more lifelike than they
would be during regular viewing. But Larry was just basic shape:
His stomach outlined by a tattered shirt that almost floated
around him, his beard fuzzy—Ilike the signals their TV received
from distant Baltimore stations. (He was almost a ghost in Lucy’s
drawing, present only by the light from the television that mostly,
but not entirely, shined around him.) There were no details vis-
ible, such as curved lips or dangling ear lobes, that would make
one say, ‘‘Hey, that’s Larry.”” But Jim noticed that details weren’t
necessary for him to recognize their housemate. Jim whistled.
“Good.”

“Thanks.”

“I see why you didn’t shout ‘Come in!” when I knocked.”

Lucy nodded. “Do you like it?”’

“Yes, it’s one of your best. I can’t believe that you just whipped
it together. It’s eerie. Larry looks like he’s fading in and out. But
you’d better finish it and get it out of this house.”

“Thanks, I was inspired. And I will keep it hidden. I will. Any-
way, it’s almost finished. Want to know what I call this?”’ Jim did.
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’ 39

“I call it, ‘Disappearing Act.

From this more oblique angle, Jim’s conclusion was the same:
Terrific drawing, depressed subject. “‘Lucy, we have to say some-
thing to Larry.” Lucy glanced toward Jim. Jim continued. ‘“‘Not
about your painting. I mean, he’s drifting through the doldrums.
Larry becomes more withdrawn all the time. His ego is practically
gone. You can’t get a single word out of him about what he’s
doing, what he’s thinking—nothing about what interests or ex-
cites him. We have to unshell him, give him some confidence.”

“Yeah, we’ve been saying we have to talk with Larry for months
and we’re just too chicken. You know he left the screen door open
again—it’s a bug habitat, this house.” Perhaps it wasn’t forget-
fulness, Lucy thought, but rather he just likes all those bugs.
“Somebody has to tell him either to fix himself up or see a ther-
apist.”’

“Let’s do it. Maybe he’ll hate us, but just maybe he will seek
professional help and his life and ours’ll be hundreds of times
better.”” She considered pausing for Jim’s answer, but decided to
continue. ‘‘Chen’s sound good?”’

““Chinese food is okay with me. I'll ask Larry if he wants to go.”

Jim opened the door a crack and stuck his head out, testing
whether he could stretch his neck far enough to reach the stair
case landing. He could not. He took three steps in that direction.
“HEY, LARRY,” Jim shouted.

“WHAT?”

“WE'RE GOING TO CHEN’S FOR DINNER. WANT TO
COME?”

“Okay.”

“LEAVE IN HALF AN HOUR. OKAY?”

“Okay,” Larry replied.

““Come on, Larry,”” Lucy yelled. “‘It’s nearly 6:30—your half hour
expired fifteen minutes ago.”

“I'm sorry,”” Larry said, in a breathless voice, having nearly tum-
bled down the last three steps. ‘“‘My watch says 6:10. It isn’t my
fault.”

“Tell you what. I'll take the watch in to get it fixed for you.”

“Gee, thanks, Lucy.”

“‘“Maybe over the weekend. Now let’s get moving.”

Jim balanced the screen door as Lucy walked and Larry bar-
reled down the front steps. “‘Nice shirt,”” Jim offered.
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“Thanks, my mom gave it to me,” Larry said.

At least it fits and . . . it’s clean, his roommates thought, collec-
tively. But such hairy arms Larry really should wear long sleeve
shirts no matter what the weather.

During the fifteen minute journey to Chen’s, Jim and Lucy
argued about the relative merits of various Pepperidge Farm cook-
ies. Larry stayed silent, except for an occasional—and loud—
grunt. Guess he doesn’t like cookies anymore, Lucy thought.

At the restaurant Jim decided first. “I'm up for kung pao
chicken.”

“Sounds good,”” Lucy said. “‘I'll order spicy beef with broccoli.”

“Great,” Jim added. “How about some steamed dumplings to
start?”’

“That’s tasty to me,”” Lucy chimed. She turned to Larry on her
right. ““What are you going to get? We’ve got chicken and beef,
which leaves shrimp, pork, veggies . .. But I think whole fish with
the eye staring up is out.”

Larry absorbed the menu for a few more seconds. He looked
to the wall, perhaps expecting to find a suggestion there, and then
back at the menu. With the back of his hand he rubbed his nose
and then said, ‘“Whatever.”

“How about Szechuan prawns,” Jim offered.

Larry said, ““Well maybe. But now that you ask, the juicy beef
surprise would be good. I feel in the mood for beef.”

“But we’ve already got a beef dish,”” Lucy said. “Let’s go with
Jim’s idea for prawns.”

“All right,” Larry said.

“So how’s work?”” Jim asked.

“It’s okay,”” Larry said.

“Any exciting new projects?”’ Jim wanted to know.

“Nope.”

Lucy joined the conversation. ‘“What happened to that Norway
trip you were expected to take?’’ She poured everyone some tea.
“It fell through. About two months ago. Budget problems.”

Lucy puffed her cheeks. “I'm sorry to hear that. You must have
been dismayed.”

“No big deal, really. I had lots of work to do anyway,” Larry
said.

Lucy thought changing the subject would help. ‘““Whatever be-
came of that blind date you had?”’

Larry looked puzzled. ““‘Date?”” he said. ‘‘Yes. Uhgha. About a
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year ago. Last summer. We had fun I guess, but just never got
together again.”

“You should have called back,” Lucy insisted.

Larry shrugged.

“Why not?”’ Lucy asked.

Larry shrugged again. ““Dunno.” He brought the tea cup to his
mouth.

“Larry, that’s still super hot,”” Jim said, attempting to parry the
cup away from Larry’s mouth. But Larry wasn’t bothered and
drank the whole cup.

“Lucy,” Jim said abruptly, hiding behind his chopsticks.
“You're going to kill me. Andy called this afternoon. I forgot to
tell you.” Jim cringed as Lucy’s eyes bulged toward him. “Oops.
He called. There. Now I told you.”

“You’re right, I am going to kill you.”” She hurled a shrimp

toward Jim, hitting the middle of his shirt and bouncing into his
water glass. “‘Gee, I feel better already. Maybe I won’t have to kill
you after all.”
While Lucy sought to decipher the check, Jim looked at his watch
and said, ““The Marine Orchestra is playing on the Capitol steps,
starting in twenty minutes. What do you say we grab a cab and
see them.”

“Great idea. Vamanos!”’ Lucy said.

A few minutes into the ride Lucy noticed that Larry’s leg was
invading her scarce space, his bushy arm hairs rubbing against
her arm, so she slid slightly toward Jim. Better, Lucy thought.

Because they arrived at the concert as it was starting, a prime
lawn location was not an option. Jim and Lucy offered a few words
of complaint, but were resigned to suffer for their tardiness. They
leaned back on the grass and enjoyed Stravinsky’s ‘“The Rite of
Spring,”” which, Lucy commented, wasn’t being played half badly.
A distant lightning storm gave the Capitol building a spectacular
backdrop. During the breaks between pieces, Jim and Lucy made
friends with the four people occupying the blanket next to them,
and who were generous with their wine. The shared wine put the
six in an even more pleasant mood. As the Marine band began
their finale, Lucy poured another glass of Bordeaux, perhaps bur-
gundy—it’s so hard to tell in the dark with screw tops, she
thought—into a paper cup her new friends had provided. From
time to time, thunder would add an accompanying drum sound
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to the orchestra. “Hope it doesn’t rain,”” Jim whispered into
Lucy’s ear.

““Have faith, Jimbo.”

“Wo! Did you see that lightning?!”” At the same instant six thou-
sand people exhaled. “That was close! I'd rather have the rain
than another bolt of lightning so close by.”” In the next instant
six thousand people resumed their silence as the band played on.

In the dim light that spilled over the top of the U.S. Capitol
building she saw Larry begin to fade.

“Jim,” Lucy said. She pushed Jim’s shoulder to penetrate his
wine-induced fog. ‘“‘Jim, look, Larry’s disappearing.”” Jim sat up
and looked in Larry’s direction.

“Jesus. You’re right. Parts of him are becoming transparent. I
can see the grass beneath his legs. And do you see that!? There’s
some kind of animal picture I can see through him. A painting
in bleached pastels. There are some spears in the picture, too.”

“Yes, I see it. It’s like a buffalo. Now his arms and torso are
going.”

Jim sat up straighter. ““Not a buffalo—an elephant. It’s a draw-
ing on a wall of some kind. And the cave. Do you see the cave?
Jeez, he’s really vanishing. Look, the cave is glowing now—there’s
a campfire inside.”

Lucy put both hands over her mouth. “Jim! Larry’s almost no
longer here. We should do something. Quickly, think—how do
we stop this? Oh my God, we have to do something!”” She stared
at the space that Larry was rapidly no longer occupying.

Jim watched the diffused light replace Larry’s shape. ‘Do what,
Lucy?” Jim bowed his head to the weak impression in the grass
that marked Larry’s spot. ““He’s gone. But look, that’s odd.”

“What’s odd?”’” Lucy asked.

“Larry’s watch is still here.”” He picked up Larry’s watch. “It
says . . . 8:40pm.” Jim glanced at Larry’s watch, then Lucy’s. *‘Ex-
actly on time. Larry’s watch is exactly correct. Never was before.”

One of their newly acquired friends on the adjacent blanket
uttered a harsh, ‘‘Shh!”’

“Oh, sorry,” Lucy said.

“Sorry,” Jim said, turning his head back to watch the band.
“Could you pass the wine?”’ Jim whispered.



Edgar Allan Poe

Three Sundays in a Week

1850

Time travel isn’t always a matter of extremes—a journey from the present to
worlds that existed hundreds, or even thousands, of years ago. Sometimes
delight can be found in smaller discoveries. As Poe illustrates in *‘ THREE
SUNDAYS IN A WEEK,” the recognition of physics at work in the natural
world can seem at times like a litile miracle. ‘

B. A.

“YOU HARD-HEADED, DUNDER-HEADED, OBSTINATE, RUSTY,
crusty, musty, fusty, old savage!” said I, in fancy, one afternoon,
to my grand uncle Rumgudgeon—shaking my fist at him in imag-
ination.

Only in imagination. The fact is, some trivial discrepancy did
exist, just then, between what I said and what I had not the cour-
age to say—between what I did and what I had half a mind to do.

The old porpoise, as I opened the drawing-room door, was sit-
ting with his feet upon the mantel-piece, and a bumper of port
in his paw, making strenuous efforts to accomplish the ditty.

Remplis ton verre vide!
Vide ton verre plein!

“My dear uncle,” said I, closing the door gently, and approach-
ing him with the blandest of smiles, “‘you are always so very kind
and considerate, and have evinced your benevolence in so many—
so very many—ways that—that I feel I have only to suggest this
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little point to you once more to make sure of your full acquies-
cence.”’

“Hem!”’ said he, ‘‘good boy! go on!”

“I am sure, my dearest uncle, (you confounded old rascal!),
that you have no design really, seriously, to oppose my union with
Kate. This is merely a joke of yours, I know—ha! ha! ha!—how
very pleasant you are at times.”

““Hal! ha! ha!” said he, “‘curse you! yes

“To be sure—of course! I knew you were jesting. Now, uncle,
all that Kate and myself wish at present, is that you would oblige
us with your advice as—as regards the time—you know, uncle—
in short, when will it be most convenient for yourself, that the
wedding shall—shall come off, you know?”’

“Come off, you scoundrel!—what do you mean by that>—Bet-
ter wait till it goes on.”

‘“Ha! ha! hal—he! he! he!—hi! hi! hil—ho! ho! ho!—hu! hu!
hu!—that’s good!—oh that’s capital—such a wit! But all we want
just now, you know, uncle, is that you would indicate the time
precisely.”

“Ah!l—Precisely?”’

“Yes, uncle—that is, if it would be quite agreeable to yourself.”

“Wouldn’t it answer, Bobby, if I were to leave it at random—
some time within a year or so, for example?—must I say pre-
cisely?”’

“If you please, uncle—precisely.”

“Well, then, Bobby, my boy—you’re a fine fellow, aren’t you?—
since you will have the exact time I'll—why I'll oblige you for
once.”

“Dear uncle!”

“Hush, sir!” [drowning my voice]—*‘I’ll oblige you for once.
You shall have my consent—and the plum, we mustn’t forget the
plum—Ilet me see! when shall it be? Today’s Sunday isn’t it? Well,
then, you shall be married precisely—precisely, now mind!—
when three Sundays come together in a week! Do you hear me,
sir! What are you gaping at? I say, you shall have Kate and her
plum when three Sundays come together in a week—but not till
then—you young scapegrace—not till then, if T die for it. You
know me—I'm a man of my word—now be off!”” Here he swal-
lowed his bumper of port, while I rushed from the room in de-
spair.

A very “fine old English gentleman,” was my grand-uncle Rum-
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gudgeon, but unlike him of the song, he had his weak points. He
was a little, pursy, pompous, passionate semicircular somebody,
with a red nose, a thick skull, a long purse, and a strong sense of
his own consequence. With the best heart in the world, he con-
trived, through a predominant whim of contradiction, to earn for
himself, among those who only knew him superficially, the char-
acter of a curmudgeon. Like many excellent people, he seemed
possessed with a spirit of tantalization, which might easily, at a
casual glance, have been mistaken for malevolence. To every re-
quest, a positive “No!” was his immediate answer, but in the
end—in the long, long end—there were exceedingly few requests
which he refused. Against all attacks upon his purse he made the
most sturdy defense; but the amount extorted from him, at last,
was generally in direct ratio with the length of the siege and the
stubbornness of the resistance. In charity no one gave more lib-
erally or with a worse grace.

For the fine arts, and especially for the belles-lettres, he enter-
tained a profound contempt. With this he had been inspired by
Casimir Perier, whose pert little query ““A quoi un poete est il bon?”’
he was in the habit of quoting, with a very droll pronunciation,
as the ne plus ultra of logical wit. Thus my own inkling for the
Muses had excited his entire displeasure. He assured me one day,
when I asked him for a new copy of Horace, that the translation
of “Poeta nascitur non fit” was ‘‘a nasty poet for nothing fit’—a
remark which I took in high dudgeon. His repugnance to ‘“‘the
humanities’ had, also, much increased of late, by an accidental
bias in favor of what he supposed to be natural science. Somebody
had accosted him in the street, mistaking him for no less a per-
sonage than Doctor Dubble L. Dee, the lecturer upon quack phys-
ics. This set him off at a tangent; and just at the epoch of this
story—for story it is getting to be after all—my grand-uncle
Rumgudgeon was accessible and pacific only upon points which
happened to chime in with the caprioles of the hobby he was
riding. For the rest, he laughed with his arms and legs, and his
politics were stubborn and easily understood. He thought, with
Horsley, that “‘the people have nothing to do with the laws but
to obey them.”

I had lived with the old gentleman all my life. My parents, in
dying, had bequeathed me to him as a rich legacy. I believe the
old villain loved me as his own child—nearly if not quite as well
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as he loved Kate—but it was a dog’s existence that he led me,
after all. From my first year until my fifth, he obliged me with
very regular floggings. From five to fifteen, he threatened me,
hourly, with the House of Correction. From fifteen to twenty, not
a day passed in which he did not promise to cut me off with a
shilling. I was a sad dog, it is true—but then it was a part of my
nature—a point of my faith. In Kate, however, I had a firm friend,
and I knew it. She was a good girl, and told me very sweetly that
I might have her (plum and all) whenever I could badger my
grand-uncle Rumgudgeon, into the necessary consent. Poor girl!—
she was barely fifteen, and without this consent, her little amount
in the funds was not come-at-able until five immeasurable sum-
mers had ‘“‘dragged their slow length along.”” What, then, to do?
At fifteen, or even at twenty-one, (for I had now passed my fifth
olympiad), five years in prospect are very much the same as five
hundred. In vain we besieged the old gentleman with importu-
nities. Here was a piece de resistance, (as Messieurs Ude and Careme
would say), which suited his perverse fancy to a T. It would have
stiffed the indignation of Job himself, to see how much like an
old mouser he behaved to us two poor wretched little mice. In
his heart he wished for nothing more ardently than our union.
He had made up his mind to this all along. In fact, he would have
given ten thousand pounds from his own pocket, (Kate’s plum
was her own), if he could have invented any thing like an excuse
for complying with our very natural wishes. But then we had been
so imprudent as to broach the subject ourselves. Not to oppose it
under such circumstances, I sincerely believe, was not in his
power.

I have said already that he had his weak points; but in speaking
of these, I must not be understood as referring to his obstinacy:
which was one of his strong points—*‘assurement ce n’ etait pas sa
Joible”” When I mention his weakness I have allusion to a bizarre
old-womanish superstition which beset him. He was great in
dreams, portents, et id genus omne of rigmarole. He was excessively
punctilious, too, upon small points of honor, and, after his own
fashion, was a man of his word, beyond doubt. This was, in fact,
one of his hobbies. The spirit of his vows he made no scruple of
setting at naught, but the letter was a bond inviolable. Now it was
this latter peculiarity in his disposition, of which Kate’s ingenuity
enabled us one fine day, not long after our interview in the din-
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ing-room, to take a very unexpected advantage, and, having thus,
in the fashion of all modern bards and orators, exhausted in pro-
legomena, all the time at my command, and nearly all the room
at my disposal, I will sum up in a few words what constitutes the
whole pith of the story.

It happened then—so the Fates ordered it—that among the
naval acquaintances of my betrothed, were two gentlemen who
had just set foot upon the shores of England, after a year’s ab-
sence, each, in foreign travel. In company with these gentlemen,
my cousin and I, preconcertedly paid uncle Rumgudgeon a visit
on the afternoon of Sunday, October the tenth,—just three weeks
after the memorable decision which had so cruelly defeated our
hopes. For about half an hour the conversation ran upon ordinary
topics, but at last, we contrived, quite naturally, to give it the fol-
lowing turn:

CAPT. PRATT. *“Well I have been absent just one year.—Just
one year today, as I live—let me see! Yes!—this is October the
tenth. You remember, Mr. Rumgudgeon, I called, this day last
year to bid you good-bye. And by the way, it does seem something
like a coincidence, does it not—that our friend, Captain Smith-
erton, here, has been absent exactly a year also—a year today!”

SMITHERTON. “‘Yes! just one year to a fraction. You will re-
member, Mr. Rumgudgeon, that I called with Capt. Pratol on this
very day, last year, to pay my parting respects.”

UNCLE. ‘“Yes, yes, yes—I remember it very well—very queer
indeed! Both of you gone just one year. A very strange coinci-
dence, indeed! Just what Doctor Dubble L. Dee would denomi-
nate an extraordinary concurrence of events. Doctor Dub—"

KATE. [Interrupting.] ‘““To be sure, papa, it is something
strange; but then Captain Pratt and Captain Smitherton didn’t go
altogether the same route, and that makes a difference, you
know.”

UNCLE. “I don’t know any such thing, you huzzy! How should
I? I think it only makes the matter more remarkable, Doctor Dub-
ble L. Dee—""

KATE. ““Why, papa, Captain Pratt went round Cape Horn, and
Captain Smitherton doubled the Cape of Good Hope.”

UNCLE. ‘“‘Precisely!—the one went east and the other went
west, you jade, and they both have gone quite round the world.
By the by, Doctor Dubble L. Dee—"

MYSELF. [Hurriedly.] “‘Captain Pratt, you must come and
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spend the evening with us tomorrow—you and Smitherton—you
can tell us all about your voyage, and we’ll have a game of whist
and—"’

PRATT. “Wist, my dear fellow—you forget. Tomorrow will be
Sunday. Some other evening—"

KATE. “‘Oh, no. fie!—Robert’s not quite so bad as that. Today’s
Sunday.”

PRATT. “‘I beg both your pardons—but I can’t be so much
mistaken. I know tomorrow’s Sunday, because—"’

SMITHERTON. [Much surprised.] “What are you all thinking
about? Wasn’t yesterday, Sunday, I should like to know?”’

ALL. “Yesterday indeed! you are out!”

UNCLE. *“Today’s Sunday, I say—don’t I know?”’

PRATT. ““Oh no!—tomorrow’s Sunday.”

SMITHERTON. “You are all mad—every one of you. I am as
positive that yesterday was Sunday as I am that I sit upon this
chair.”

KATE. [Jumping up eagerly.] ‘I see it—I see it all. Papa, this
is a judgment upon you, about—about you know what. Let me
alone, and I'll explain it all in a minute. It’s a very simple thing,
indeed. Captain Smitherton says that yesterday was Sunday: so it
was; he is right. Cousin Bobby, and uncle and I say that today is
Sunday: so it is; we are right. Captain Pratt maintains that tomor-
row will be Sunday: so it will; he is right, too. The fact is, we are
all right, and thus three Sundays have come together in a week.”

SMITHERTON. [After a pause.] ““‘By the by, Pratt, Kate has us
completely. What fools we two are! Mr. Rumgudgeon, the matter
stands thus: the earth, you know, is twenty-four thousand miles in
circumference. Now this globe of the earth turns upon its own
axis—revolves—spins round—these twenty-four thousand miles
of extent, going from west to east, in precisely twenty-four hours.
Do you understand Mr. Rumgudgeonr—"’

UNCLE. “To be sure—to be sure—Doctor Dub—"

SMITHERTON. [Drowning his voice.] “Well, sir; that is at the
rate of one thousand miles per hour. Now, suppose that I sail
from this position a thousand miles east. Of course I anticipate
the rising of the sun here at London by just one hour. I see the
sun rise one hour before you do. Proceeding, in the same direc-
tion, yet another thousand miles, I anticipate the rising by two
hours—another thousand, and I anticipate it by three hours, and
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so on, until I go entirely round the globe, and back to this spot,
when, having gone twenty-four thousand miles east, I anticipate
the rising of the London sun by no less than twenty-four hours;
that is to say, I am a day in advance of your time. Understand,
eh?”

UNCLE. “But Dubble L. Dee—"

SMITHERTON. [Speaking very loud.] ‘“‘Captain Pratt, on the
contrary, when he had sailed a thousand miles west of this posi-
tion, was an hour, and when he had sailed twenty-four thousand
miles west, was twenty-four hours, or one day, behind the time at
London. Thus, with me, yesterday was Sunday—thus, with you,
today is Sunday—and thus, with Pratt, tomorrow will be Sunday.
And what is more, Mr. Rumgudgeon, it is positively clear that we
are all right; for there can be no philosophical reason assigned
why the idea of one of us should have preference over that of the
other.”

UNCLE. “My eyes!—well, Kate—well, Bobby!—this is a judg-
ment upon me, as you say. But I am a man of my word—mark
that! you shall have her, boy, (plum and all), when you please.
Done up, by Jove! Three Sundays all in a row! I'll go, and take
Dubble L. Dee’s opinion upon that.”




Molly Brown

Bad Timing

From Interzone 54, Issue 1, November 1, 1991

Your true love travels through space and time, and luckily for you he’s tall,
blond, handsome, if not a bit awkward in certain social skills, and temporal
mechanics. But then not everyone’s a natural at handling the intricacies of
a time machine, as Alan Strong finds out as he dauntlessly seeks the woman
he’s destined to marry. He’s got to get it right eventually—and soon. After
waiting a lifetime, his love’s patience is wearing thin with her soul mate’s
bad timing.

B. A.

“Time travel is an inexact science. And its study is fraught with paradoxes.”
—Samuel Colson, b. 2301 d. 2197.

ALAN RUSHED THROUGH THE ARCHWAY WITHOUT EVEN GLANCING
at the inscription across the top. It was Monday morning and he
was late again. He often thought about the idea that time was a
point in space, and he didn’t like it. That meant that at this par-
ticular point in space it was always Monday morning and he was
always late for a job he hated. And it always had been. And it
always would be. Unless somebody tampered with it, which was
strictly forbidden.

“Oh my Holy Matrix,” Joe Twofingers exclaimed as Alan raced
past him to register his palmprint before losing an extra thirty
minutes pay. ‘“You wouldn’t believe what I found in the fiction
section!”

Alan slapped down his hand. The recorder’s metallic voice re-
sponded with, “Employee number 057, Archives Department,
Alan Strong. Thirty minutes and seven point two seconds late.
One hour’s credit deducted.”

Alan shrugged and turned back towards Joe. ‘‘Since I'm not
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getting paid, I guess I'll put my feet up and have a cup of liquid
caffeine. So tell me what you found.”

“Well, I was tidying up the files—fiction section is a mess as
you know—and I came across this magazine. And I thought,
‘what’s this doing here?’ It’s something from the twentieth cen-
tury called Woman’s Secrets, and it’s all knitting patterns, reci-
pes, and gooey little romance stories: ‘He grabbed her roughly,
bruising her soft pale skin, and pulled her to his rock hard
chest’ and so on. I figured it was in there by mistake and nearly
threw it out. But then I saw this story called ‘The Love That
Conquered Time’ and I realized that must be what they're
keeping it for. So I had a look at it, and it was...” He made a
face and stuck a finger down his throat. “‘But I really think you
ought to read it.”

“Why?"

“Because you're in it.”

“You’re a funny guy, Joe. You almost had me going for a min-
ute.”’

“I'm serious! Have a look at the drebbing thing. It’s by some
woman called Cecily Walker, it’s in that funny old vernacular they
used to use, and it’s positively dire. But the guy in the story is
definitely you.”

Alan didn’t believe him for a minute. Joe was a joker, and al-
ways had been. Alan would never forget the time Joe laced his
drink with a combination aphrodisiac-hallucinogen at a party and
he’d made a total fool of himself with the section leader’s over-
coat. He closed his eyes and shuddered as Joe handed him the
magazine.

Like all the early relics made of paper, the magazine had been
dipped in preservative and the individual pages coated with a
clear protective covering which gave them a horrible chemical
smell and a tendency to stick together. After a little difficulty, Alan
found the page he wanted. He rolled his eyes at the painted il-
lustration of a couple locked in a passionate but chaste embrace,
and dutifully began to read.

It was all about a beautiful but lonely and unfulfilled woman
who still lives in the house where she was born. One day there is
a knock at the door, and she opens it to a mysterious stranger:
tall, handsome, and extremely charismatic.

Alan chuckled to himself.

A few paragraphs later, over a candlelit dinner, the man tells
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the woman that he comes from the future, where time travel has
become a reality, and he works at the Colson Time Studies Insti-
tute in the Department of Archives.

Alan stopped laughing.

The man tells her that only certain people are allowed to time
travel, and they are not allowed to interfere in any way, only ob-
serve. He confesses that he is not a qualified traveler—he broke
into the lab one night and stole a machine. The woman asks him
why and he tells her, “You're the only reason, Claudia. I did it
for you. I read a story that you wrote and I knew it was about me
and that it was about you. I searched in the Archives and I found
your picture and then I knew that I loved you and that I had
always loved you and that I always would.”

“But I never wrote a story, Alan.”’

“You will, Claudia. You will.”

The Alan in the story goes on to describe the Project, and the
Archives, in detail. The woman asks him how people live in the
twenty-fourth century, and he tells her about the gadgets in his
apartment.

The hairs at the back of Alan’s neck rose at the mention of his
Neuro-Pleasatron. He’d never told anybody that he’d bought one,
not even Joe.

After that, there’s a lot of grabbing and pulling to his rock hard
chest, melting sighs and kisses, and finally a wedding and a “‘hap-
pily ever after” existing at one point in space where it always has
and always will.

Alan turned the magazine over and looked at the date on the
cover. March 14, 1973.

He wiped the sweat off his forehead and shook himself. He
looked up and saw that Joe was standing over him.

“You wouldn’t really do that, would you,” Joe said. ‘‘Because

you know I’d have to stop you.”
Cecily Walker stood in front of her bedroom mirror and turned
from right to left. She rolled the waistband over one more time,
making sure both sides were even. Great; the skirt looked like a
real mini. Now all she had to do was get out of the house without
her mother seeing her.

She was in the record shop wondering if she really should
spend her whole allowance on the new Monkees album, but she
really liked Peter Tork, he was so cute, when Tommy Johnson
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walked in with Roger Hanley. ““Hey, Cess-pit! Whaddya do, lose
the bottom half of your dress?”’

The boys at her school were just so creepy. She left the shop
and turned down the main road, heading toward her friend
Candy’s house. She never noticed the tall blond man that stood
across the street, or heard him call her name.

When Joe went on his lunch break, Alan turned to the wall above
his desk and said, ‘‘File required: Authors, fiction, twentieth cen-
tury, initial ‘W’.”’

“Checking,” the wall said. ‘‘File located.”

“Biography required: Walker, Cecily.”

““Checking. Biography located. Display? Yes or no.”

“Yes.”

A section of wall the size of a small television screen lit up at
eye-level, directly in front of Alan. He leaned forward and read:
Walker, Cecily. b. Danville, Illinois, U.S.A. 1948 d. 2037. Published
works: ““The Love That Conquered Time,” March, 1973. Accuracy
rating: fair.

““Any other published works?”’

““Checking. None found.”

Alan looked down at the magazine in his lap.

“I don’t understand,”” Claudia said, looking pleadingly into his
deep blue eyes. Eyes the color of the sea on a cloudless morning,
and eyes that contained an ocean’s depth of feeling for her, and
her alone. ““How is it possible to travel through time?”’

“I’ll try to make this simple,” he told her, pulling her close.
She took a deep breath, inhaling his manly aroma, and rested her
head on his shoulder with a sigh. “Imagine that the universe is
like a string. And every point on that string is a moment in space
and time. But instead of stretching out in a straight line, it’s all
coiled and tangled and it overlaps in layers. Then all you have to
do is move from point to point.”

Alan wrinkled his forehead in consternation. *‘File?”’

“Yes. Waiting.”

“Information required: further data on Walker, Cecily. Edu-
cation, family background.”

“Checking. Found. Display? Yes or...”

“Yes!”

Walker, Cecily. Education: Graduate Lincoln High, Danville,
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1967. Family background: Father Walker, Matthew. Mechanic, au-
tomobile. d. 1969. Mother no data.

Alan shook his head. Minimal education, no scientific back-
ground. How could she know so much? “Information required:
photographic likeness of subject. If available, display.”

He blinked and there she was, smiling at him across his desk.
She was oddly dressed, in a multi-colored tee-shirt that ended
above her waist and dark blue trousers that were cut so low they
exposed her navel and seemed to balloon out below her knees
into giant flaps of loose-hanging material. But she had long dark
hair that fell across her shoulders and down to her waist, crimson
lips and the most incredible eyes he had ever seen—huge and
green. She was beautiful. He looked at the caption: Walker, Ce-
cily. Author: Fiction related to time travel theory. Photographic
likeness circa 1970.

“File,”” he said, ‘““Further data required: personal details, ie.
marriage. Display.”

Walker, Cecily M. Strong, Alan.

“Date?”’

No data.

“‘Biographical details of husband, Strong, Alan?”’

None found.

“Redisplay photographic likeness. Enlarge.”” He stared at the

wall for several minutes. ‘‘Print,”” he said.
Only half a block to go, the woman thought, struggling with two
bags of groceries. The sun was high in the sky and the smell of
Mrs. Henderson’s roses, three doors down, filled the air with a
lovely perfume. But she wasn’t in the mood to appreciate it. All
the sun made her feel was hot, and all the smell of flowers made
her feel was ill. It had been a difficult pregnancy, but thank good-
ness it was nearly over now.

She wondered who the man was, standing on her front porch.
He might be the new mechanic at her husband’s garage, judging
by his orange cover-alls. Nice-looking, she thought, wishing that
she didn’t look like there was a bowling ball underneath her
dress.

“Excuse me,” the man said, reaching out to help her with her
bags. “‘I'm looking for Cecily Walker.”

“My name’s Walker,” the woman told him. “‘But I don’t know
any Cecily.”
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“Cecily,” she repeated when the man had gone. What a pretty
name.

Alan decided to work late that night. Joe left at the usual time
and told him he’d see him tomorrow.

‘““Yeah, tomorrow,”’ Alan said.

He waited until Joe was gone, and then he took the printed
photo of Cecily Walker out of his desk drawer and sat for a long
time, staring at it. What did he know about this woman? Only that
she’d written one published story, badly, and that she was the
most gorgeous creature he had ever seen. Of course, what he was
feeling was ridiculous. She’d been dead more than three hundred
years.

But there were ways of getting around that.

Alan couldn’t believe what he was actually considering. It was
lunacy. He’d be caught, and he’d lose his job. But then he real-
ized that he could never have read about it if he hadn’t already
done it and got away with it. He decided to have another look at
the story.

It wasn’t there. Under Fiction: Paper Relics: 20th Century, sub-
section Magazines, American, there was shelf after shelf full of
Amazing Stories, Astounding, Analog, Weird Tales and Isaac Asimov’s
Science Fiction Magazine, but not one single copy of Woman'’s Secrets.

Well, he thought, if the magazine isn’t there, I guess I never
made it after all. Maybe it’s better that way. Then he thought, but
if I never made it, how can I be looking for the story? I shouldn’t
even know about it. And then he had another thought.

““File,” he said. “‘Information required: magazines on loan.”

“Display?”’

“No, just tell me.”

“Woman’s Secrets, date 1973. Astounding, date . ..”

“Skip the rest. Who’s got Woman's Secrets?”

““Checking. Signed out to Project Control through Joe Two-
fingers.”

Project Control was on to him! If he didn’t act quickly, it would
be too late.

It was amazingly easy to get into the lab. He just walked in. The
machines were all lined up against one wall, and there was no
one around to stop him. He walked up to the nearest machine
and sat down on it. The earliest model developed by Samuel Col-
son had looked like an English telephone box (he’d been a big
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Doctor Who fan), but it was hardly inconspicuous and extremely
heavy, so refinements were made until the latest models were
lightweight, collapsible, and made to look exactly like (and dou-
ble up as) a folding bicycle. The control board was hidden from
general view, inside a wicker basket.

None of the instruments were labeled. Alan tentatively pushed
one button. Nothing happened. He pushed another. Still noth-
ing.

grI’JIe jumped off and looked for an instruction book. There had
to be one somewhere. He was ransacking a desk when the door
opened.

“I thought I'd find you here, Alan.”

“Joe! I...uh...wasjust...”

“I know what you’re doing, and I can’t let you go through with
it. It’s against every rule of the Institute and you know it. If you
interfere with the past, who knows what harm you might do?”’

“But Joe, you know me. I wouldn’t do any harm. I won’t do
anything to affect history, I swear it. I just want to see her, that’s
all. Besides, it’s already happened, or you couldn’t have read that
magazine. And that’s another thing! You’re the one who showed
it to me! I never would have known about her if it hadn’t been
for you. So if 'm going now, it’s down to you.”

“Alan, I'm sorry, but my job is on the line here, too, you know.
So don’t give me any trouble and come along quietly.”

Joe moved towards him, holding a pair of handcuffs. Attempted
theft of Institute property was a felony punishable by five years’
imprisonment without pay. Alan picked up the nearest bike and
brought it down over the top of Joe’s head. The machine lay in
pieces and Joe lay unconscious. Alan bent down and felt his pulse.
He would be okay. “Sorry, Joe. I had to do it. File!”

¥es. 't

“Information required: instruction manual for usage of . . .”’ he
checked the number on the handlebars, ‘“‘Colson Model 44B
Time Traveler.”

“Checking. Found. Display?”’

“No. Just print. And fast.”

The printer was only on page five when Alan heard running
footsteps. Five pages would have to do.

Dear Cher, My name is Cecily Walker and all my friends tell me
I look just like you. Well, a little bit. Anyway, the reason that I'm
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writing to you is this: I'm starting my senior year in high school,
and I've never had a steady boyfriend. I've gone out with a couple
of boys, but they only want one thing, and I guess you know what
that is. I keep thinking there’s gotta be somebody out there who's
the right one for me, but I just haven’t met him. Was it love at
first sight for you and Sonny?
Alan sat on a London park bench with his printout and tried to
figure out what he’d done wrong. Under Location: Setting, it just
said ““‘See page 29.” Great, he thought. And he had no idea what
year it was. Every time he tried to ask someone, they’d give him
a funny look and walk away in a hurry. He folded up the bike
and took a walk. It wasn’t long before he found a newsstand and
saw the date: July 19, 1998. At least he had the right century.

Back in the park, he sat astride the machine with the printout
in one hand, frowning and wondering what might happen if he
twisted a particular dial from right to left.

“Can’t get your bike to start, mate?”’ someone shouted from
nearby. “‘Just click your heels three times and think of home.”

“Thanks, I'll try that,” Alan shouted back. Then he vanished.
“I am a pirate from yonder ship,” the man with the eye patch
told her, ‘‘and well used to treasure. But I tell thee, lass, I’'ve never
seen the like of you.”

Cecily groaned and ripped the page in half. She bit her lip and
started again.

“I have traveled many galaxies, Madeleine,” the alien bleeped.
“But you are a life-form beyond compare.”

“No, don’t. Please don’t,”” Madeleine pleaded as the alien
reached out to pull her towards its rock-hard chest.

Her mother appeared in the doorway. ‘“Whatcha doin’ hon?”’

She dropped the pen and flipped the writing pad face down.
“My homework.”
The next thing Alan knew he was in the middle of a cornfield.
He hitched a lift with a truck driver who asked a lot of questions,
ranging from ‘‘You work in a gas station, do you?”’ to ‘“What are
you, foreign or something?’’ and ‘““What do you call that thing?”’
On being told “‘that thing’’ was a folding bicycle, the man mut-
tered something about whatever would they think of next, and
now his kid would be wanting one.
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There were several Walker’s listed in the Danville phone book.
When he finally found the right house, Cecily was in the middle
of her third birthday party.

He pedaled around a corner, checked his printout, and set the
controls on ‘“‘Fast Forward.”” He folded the machine and hid it
behind a bush before walking back to the house. It was big and
painted green, just like in the story. There was an apple tree in
the garden, just like in the story. The porch swing moved ever so
slightly, rocked by an early summer breeze. He could hear crickets
chirping and birds singing. Everything was just the way it had been
in the story, so he walked up the path, nervously clearing his
throat and pushing back a stray lock of hair, just the way Cecily
Walker had described him in Woman's Secrets, before finally taking
a deep breath and knocking on the door. There was movement
inside the house—the clack of high heeled shoes across a wooden
floor, the rustle of a cotton dress.

bl esel

Alan stared at her, open-mouthed. ““You’ve cut your hair,” he
told her.

“What?”’

“Your hair. It used to hang down to your waist, now it’s up to
your shoulders.”

“Do I know you?”’

“You will,” he told her. He’d said that in the story.

She was supposed to take one look at him and realize with a
fluttering heart that this was the man she’d dreamed of all her
life. Instead, she looked at his orange jumpsuit and slapped her
hand to her forehead in enlightenment. ‘“You’re from the garage!
Of course, Mack said he’d be sending the new guy.”” She looked
past him into the street. ““So where’s your tow truck?”’

“My what?”’ There was nothing in ‘““The Love That Conquered
Time” about a tow truck. The woman stared at him, looking con-
fused. Alan stared back, equally confused. He started to wonder
if he’d made a mistake. But then he saw those eyes, bigger and
greener than he’d ever thought possible. ‘““Matrix,”” he said out
loud.

“What?”

“I'm sorry. It’s just that meeting you is so bullasic.”

“Mister, I don’t understand one word you’re saying.”” Cecily
knew she should tell the man to go away. He was obviously de-
ranged; she should call the police. But something held her back,
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a flicker of recognition, the dim stirrings of a memory. Where
had she seen this man before?

“I'm sorry,” Alan said again. ““My American isn’t very good. I
come from English-speaking Europe, you see.”

“English-speaking Europe?’’ Cecily repeated. ‘“‘You mean En-
gland?”’

“Not exactly. Can I come inside? I'll explain everything.”’

She let him come in after warning him that her neighbors
would come running in with shotguns if they heard her scream,
and that she had a black belt in Kung Fu. Alan nodded and fol-
lowed her inside, wondering where Kung Fu was, and why she’d
left her belt there.

He was ushered into the living room and told to have a seat.
He sat down on the red velveteen-upholstered sofa and stared in
awe at such historical artifacts as a black and white television with
rabbit-ear antennae, floral-printed wallpaper, a phone you had to
dial, and shelf after shelf of unpreserved books. She picked up a
wooden chair and carried it to the far side of the room before
sitting down. *‘Okay,”” she said. *“Talk.”

Alan felt it would have been better to talk over a candlelit din-
ner in a restaurant, like they did in the story, but he went ahead
and told her everything, quoting parts of the story verbatim, such
as the passage where she described him as the perfect lover she’d
been longing for all her life.

When he was finished, she managed a frozen smile. “‘So you’ve
come all the way from the future just to visit little ole me. Isn’t
that nice.”

Oh Matrix, Alan thought. She’s humoring me. She’s convinced
I'm insane and probably dangerous as well. “I know this must
sound crazy to you,” he said.

“Not at all,”” she told him, gripping the arms of her chair. He
could see the blood draining out of her fingers.

“Please don’t be afraid. I'd never harm you.”” He sighed and
put a hand to his forehead. ‘It was all so different in the story.”

“But I never wrote any story. Well, I started one once, but I
never got beyond the second page.”

“But you will. You see, it doesn’t get published until 1973.”

“You do know this is 1979, don’t you?”’

“WHAT?”

“Looks like your timing’s off,”” she said. She watched him sink
his head into his hands with an exaggerated groan. She rested
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her chin on one hand and regarded him silently. He didn’t seem
so frightening now. Crazy, yes, but not frightening. She might
even find him quite attractive, if only things were different. He
looked up at her and smiled. It was a crooked, little boy’s smile
that made his eyes sparkle. For a moment, she almost let herself
imagine waking up to that smile . . . She pulled herself up in her
chair, her back rigid.

“Look,” he said. ““So I'm a few years behind schedule. The
main thing is I found you. And so what if the story comes out a
bit later, it’s nothing we can’t handle. It’s only a minor problem.
A little case of bad timing.”

“Excuse me,”” Cecily said. “‘But I think that in this case, timing
is everything. If any of this made the least bit of sense, which it
doesn’t, you would’ve turned up before now. You said yourself
the story was published in 1973—if it was based on fact, you'd
need to arrive here much earlier.”

“I did get here earlier, but I was too early.”

Cecily’s eyes widened involuntarily. ““What do you mean?”’

“I mean I was here before. I met you. I spoke to you.”

“When?”’

“You wouldn’t remember. You were three years old, and your
parents threw a party for you out in the garden. Of course I re-
alized my mistake instantly, but I bluffed it out by telling your
mother that I'd just dropped by to apologize because my kid was
sick and couldn’t come—it was a pretty safe bet that someone
wouldn’t have shown—and she said, ‘Oh you must be little
Sammy’s father’ and asked me in. I was going to leave immedi-
ately, but your father handed me a beer and started talking about
something called baseball. Of course I didn’t have a present for
you...”

“But you gave me a rose and told my mother to press it into a
book so that I'd have it forever.”

“You remember.”’

““Wait there. Don’t move.”” She leapt from her chair and ran
upstairs. There was a lot of noise from above—paper rattling,
doors opening and closing, things being thrown about. She re-
turned clutching several books to her chest, her face flushed
and streaked with dust. She flopped down on the floor and
spread them out in front of her. When Alan got up to join her,
she told him to stay where he was or she’d scream. He sat back
down.
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She opened the first book, and then Alan saw that they weren’t
books at all; they were photo albums. He watched in silence as
she flipped through the pages and then tossed it aside. She tossed
three of them away before she found what she was looking for.
She stared open-mouthed at the brittle yellow page and then she
looked up at Alan. ‘I don’t understand this,” she said, turning

her eyes back to the album and a faded black and white photo-

graph stuck to the paper with thick, flaking paste. Someone had
written in ink across the top: Cecily’s 3rd birthday, August 2nd,
1951. There was her father, who’d been dead for ten years, young
and smiling, holding out a bottle to another young man, tall and
blond and dressed like a gas station attendant. “‘I don’t under-
stand this at all.”” She pushed the album across the floor towards
Alan. ““You haven’t changed one bit. You're even wearing the
same clothes.”

“Did you keep the rose?”’

She walked over to a wooden cabinet and pulled out a slim
hardback with the title, ““My First Reader.”” She opened it and
showed him the dried, flattened flower. “You're telling me the
truth, aren’t you?’’ she said. “This is all true. You risked every-
thing to find me because we were meant to be together, and
nothing, not even time itself, could keep us apart.”

Alan nodded. There was a speech just like that in ““The Love
That Conquered Time.”

“‘Bastard,”” she said.

Alan jumped. He didn’t remember that part. ‘“‘Pardon me?"

“Bastard,”” she said again. ‘“You bastard!”’

“I...Idon’t understand.”

She got up and started to pace the room. ‘““So you're the one,
huh? You’re ‘Mister Right,” Mister Happily Ever After, caring,
compassionate and great in bed. And you decide to turn up now.
Well, isn’t that just great.”

“Is something the matter?”’ Alan asked her.

“Is something the matter?’’ she repeated. “‘He asks me if some-
thing’s the matter! I'll tell you what’s the matter. I got married
four weeks ago, you son of a bitch!”’

“You’re married?”’

“That’s what I said, isn’t it?”’

“But you can’t be married. We were supposed to find perfect
happiness together at a particular point in space that has always
existed and always will. This ruins everything.”
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“All those years . . . all those years. I went through hell in high
school, you know. I was the only girl in my class who didn’t have
a date for the prom. So where were you then, huh? While I was
sitting alone at home, crying my goddamn eyes out? How about
all those Saturday nights I spent washing my hair? And even worse,
those nights I worked at Hastings’ Bar serving drinks to salesmen
pretending they don’t have wives. Why couldn’t you have been
around then, when I needed you?”’

“Well, I've only got the first five pages of the manual . ..”” He
walked over to her and put his hands on her shoulders. She didn’t
move away. He gently pulled her closer to him. She didn’t resist.
“Look,” he said, “I'm sorry. I'm a real zarkhead. I've made a
mess of everything. You’re happily married, you never wrote the
story . . . I'll just go back where I came from, and none of this will
have ever happened.”

“Who said I was happy?”’

“But you just got married.”

She pushed him away. ‘I got married because I'm thirty years
old and figured I'd never have another chance. People do that,
you know. They reach a certain age and they figure it’s now or
never . . . Damn you! If only you’d come when you were supposed
to!”’

“You’re thirty? Matrix, in half an hour you’ve gone from a tod-
dler to someone older than me.”” He saw the expression on her
face, and mumbled an apology.

“Look,” she said. ““You’re gonna have to go. My husband’ll be
back any minute.”

“I know I have to leave. But the trouble is, that drebbing story
was true! I took one look at your photo, and I knew that I loved
you and I always had. Always. That’s the way time works, you see.
And even if this whole thing vanishes as the result of some para-
dox, I swear to you I won’t forget. Somewhere there’s a point in
space that belongs to us. I know it.”” He turned to go. ‘‘Good-bye
Cecily.”

“Alan, wait! That point in space—I want to go there. Isn’t there
anything we can do? I mean, you've got a time machine, after
all.”

What an idiot, he thought. The solution’s been staring me in
the face and I've been too blind to see it. ‘““The machine!”” He
ran down the front porch steps and turned around to see her
standing in the doorway. ‘‘I'll see you later,” he told her. He knew
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it was a ridiculous thing to say the minute he’d said it. What he
meant was, “‘T’ll see you earlier.”

Five men sat together inside a tent made of animal hide. The
land of their fathers was under threat, and they met in council to
discuss the problem. The one called Swiftly Running Stream ad-
vocated war, but Foot of the Crow was more cautious. ‘“The pale-
face is too great in number, and his weapons give him an unfair
advantage.”” Flying Bird suggested that they smoke before speak-
ing further.

Black EIk took the pipe into his mouth. He closed his eyes for
a moment and declared that the Great Spirit would give them a
sign if they were meant to go to war. As soon as he said the word,
“war,” a paleface materialized among them. They all saw him.
The white man’s body was covered in a strange bright garment
such as they had never seen, and he rode a fleshless horse with
silver bones. The vision vanished as suddenly as it had appeared,
leaving them with this message to ponder: Oops.

There was no one home, so he waited on the porch. It was a
beautiful day, with a gentle breeze that carried the scent of roses:
certainly better than that smoke-filled teepee.

A woman appeared in the distance. He wondered if that was
her. But then he saw that it couldn’t be, the woman’s walk was
strange and her body was misshapen. She’s pregnant, he realized.
It was a common thing in the days of over-population, but he
couldn’t remember the last time he’d seen a pregnant woman
back home—it must have been years. She looked at him ques-
tioningly as she waddled up the steps balancing two paper bags.
Alan thought the woman looked familiar; he knew that face. He
reached out to help her.

“Excuse me,” he said. “‘I'm looking for Cecily Walker.”

“My name’s Walker,”” the woman told him. “‘But I don’t know
any Cecily.”

Matrix, what a moron, Alan thought, wanting to kick himself.
Of course he knew the woman; it was Cecily’s mother, and if she
was pregnant, it had to be 1948. *“My mistake,” he told her. “It’s
been a long day.”

The smell of roses had vanished, along with the leaves on the
trees. There was snow on the ground and a strong northeasterly
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wind. Alan set the thermostat on his jumpsuit accordingly and
jumped off the bike.

“So it’s you again,” Cecily said ironically. “‘Another case of
perfect timing.”” She was twenty pounds heavier and there were
lines around her mouth and her eyes. She wore a heavy wool
cardigan sweater over an oversized tee-shirt, jeans, and a pair of
fuzzy slippers. She looked him up and down. “You don’t age at
all, do you?”’

‘““Please can I come in? It’s freezing.”

“Yeah, yeah. Come in. You like a cup of coffee?”

“You mean liquid caffeine? That'd be great.”

He followed her into the living room and his mouth dropped
open. The red sofa was gone, replaced by something that looked
like a giant banana. The television was four times bigger and had
lost the rabbit-ears. The floral wallpaper had been replaced by
plain white walls not very different from those of his apartment.
“Sit,”’ she told him. She left the room for a moment and returned
with two mugs, one of which she slammed down in front of him,
causing a miniature brown tidal wave to splash across his legs.

“Cecily, are you upset about something?”’

“That’s a good one! He comes back after fifteen years and asks
me if I'm upset.”

“Fifteen years!”” Alan sputtered.

“That’s right. It’s 1994, you bozo.”

“Oh darling, and you’ve been waiting all this time . ..”

“Like hell I have,” she interrupted. ‘“When I met you, back in
1979, I realized that I couldn’t stay in that sham of a marriage for
another minute. So I must have set some kind of a record for
quickie marriage and divorce, by Danville standards, anyway. So 1
was a thirty-year-old divorcee whose marriage had fallen apart in
less than two months, and I was back to washing my hair alone
on Saturday nights. And people talked. Lord, how they talked.
But I didn’t care, because I'd finally met my soul mate and every-
thing was going to be all right. He told me he’d fix it. He’d be
back. So I waited. I waited for a year. Then I waited two years.
Then I waited three. After ten, I got tired of waiting. And if you
think I'm going through another divorce, you're crazy.”

“You mean you’re married again?”’

““What else was I supposed to do? A man wants you when you’re
forty, you jump at it. As far as I knew, you were gone forever.”

“TI've never been away, Cecily. I've been here all along, but
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never at the right time. It’s that drebbing machine; I can’t figure
out the controls.”

““Maybe Arnie can have a look at it when he gets in, he’s pretty
good at that sort of thing—what am I saying?”’

“Tell me, did you ever write the story?”’

“What’s to write about? Anyway, what difference does it make?
Woman’s Secrets went bankrupt years ago.”

“Matrix! If you never wrote the story, then I shouldn’t even
know about you. So how can I be here? Dammit, it’s a paradox.
And I wasn’t supposed to cause any of those. Plus, I think I may
have started an Indian war. Have you noticed any change in local
history?”’

“Huh?”’

“Never mind. Look, I have an idea. When exactly did you get
divorced?”’

“I don’t know, late ’79. October, November, something like
that.”’

“All right, that’s what I'll aim for. November, 1979. Be waiting
for me.”

“How?”’

“Good point. Okay, just take my word for it, you and me are
going to be sitting in this room right here, right now, with one
big difference: we’ll have been married for fifteen years, okay?”’

“But what about Arnie?”’

“Arnie won’t know the difference. You’ll never have married
him in the first place.” He kissed her on the cheek. “I’ll be back
in a minute. Well, in 1979. You know what I mean.”” He headed
for the door.

“Hold on,” she said. ‘“You're like the guy who goes out for a
pack of cigarettes and doesn’t come back for thirty years.”

“What guy?”’

“Never mind. I wanna make sure you don’t turn up anywhere
else. Bring the machine in here.”

“Is that it?”’ she said one minute later.

“That’s it.”’

“But it looks like a goddamn bicycle.”

“Where do you want me to put it?”’

She led him upstairs. ‘“Here,”” she said. Alan unfolded the bike
next to the bed. I don’t want you getting away from me next
time,”” she told him.

“I don’t have to get away from you now.”
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“You do. I'm married and I'm at least fifteen years older than
you.”’

“Your age doesn’t matter to me,” Alan told her. “When I first
fell in love with you, you’d been dead three hundred years.”

“You really know how to flatter a girl, don’t you? Anyway, don’t
aim for ’79. I don’t understand paradoxes, but I know I don’t like
them. If we’re ever gonna get this thing straightened out, you
must arrive before 1973, when the story is meant to be published.
Try for *71 or ’72. Now that I think about it, those were a strange
couple of years for me. Nothing seemed real to me then. Nothing
seemed worth bothering about, nothing mattered; I always felt
like I was waiting for something. Day after day I waited, though I
never knew what for.”

She stepped back and watched him slowly turn a dial until he
vanished. Then she remembered something.

How could she have ever forgotten such a thing? She was eleven
and she was combing her hair in front of her bedroom mirror.
She screamed. When both her parents burst into the room and
demanded to know what was wrong, she told them she’d seen a
man on a bicycle. They nearly sent her to a child psychiatrist.

Damn that Alan, she thought. He’s screwed up again.

The same room, different decor, different time of day. Alan
blinked several times; his eyes had difficulty adjusting to the dark-
ness. He could barely make out the shape on the bed, but he
could see all he needed to. The shape was alone, and it was adult
size. He leaned close to her ear. “Cecily,” he whispered. “It’s
me.”’ He touched her shoulder and shook her slightly. He felt for
a pulse.

He switched on the bedside lamp. He gazed down at a withered
face framed by silver hair, and sighed. ““Sorry, love,” he said. He
covered her head with a sheet, and sighed again.

He sat down on the bike and unfolded the printout. He’d get
it right eventually.
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Night

From Astounding Science Fiction, October 1935

The pilot of a 1935 experimental aircraft flies to a safe altitude of 45,000
feet, where he starts testing the antigravity coils, designed to enable aircraft
to leave the Earth’s gravity. Instead, the coils function as anti-time devices,
and hurl the pilot and his craft into the far distant future: A future where
the Earth, the Sun, and most other stars have long since died, where energy
in the universe is dwindling, and where it is only a matter of a few thousand
billion years more before the universe itself collapses and dies. In this distant
Jfuture, the pilot encounters the only life left in the universe: Thinking, self-

replicating machines that help him return to his own era.
B. A.

CONDON WAS STARING THROUGH THE GLASSES WITH A FACE IN-
tense and drawn, all his attention utterly concentrated on that
one almost invisible speck infinitely far up in the blue sky, and
saying over and over again in the most horribly absent-minded
way, ‘“‘My Lord—my Lord—"’

Suddenly he shivered and looked down at me, sheer agony in
his face. ““He’s never coming down. Don, he’s never coming
down—"

I knew it, too—knew it solidly as I knew the knowledge was
impossible. But I smiled and said, ““Oh, I wouldn’t say that. If
anything, I'd fear his coming down. What goes up comes
down.”

Major Condon trembled all over. His mouth worked horribly
for a moment before he could speak. “Talbot—I'm scared—I'm
horribly scared. You know—you’re his assistant—you know he’s
trying to defeat gravity. Men aren’t meant to—it’s wrong—
wrong—"’

His eyes were glued on those binoculars again, with the same
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terrible tensity, and now he was saying over and over in that ab-
sent-minded way, ‘‘wrong—wrong—wrong—"’

Simultaneously he stiffened, and stopped. The dozen or so
other men standing on that lonely little emergency field stiffened;
then the major crumpled to the ground. I've never before seen
a man faint, let alone an army officer with a DS medal. I didn’t
stop to help him, because I knew something had happened. 1
grabbed the glasses.

Far, far up in the sky was that little orange speck—far, where
there is almost no air, and he had been forced to wear a strato-
sphere suit with a little alcohol heater. The broad, orange wings
were overlaid now with a faint-glowing, pearl-gray light. And it was
falling. Slowly, at first, circling aimlessly downward. Then it
dipped, rose, and somehow went into a tail spin.

It was horrible. I know I must have breathed, but it didn’t seem
so. It took minutes for it to fall those miles, despite the speed.
Eventually it whipped out of that tail spin—through sheer speed,
whipped out and into a power dive. It was a ghastly, flying coffin,
hurtling at more than half a thousand miles an hour when it
reached the Earth, some fifteen miles away.

The ground trembled, and the air shook with the crash of it.
We were in the cars and roaring across the ground long before
it hit. I was in Bob’s car, with Jeff, his laboratory technician—
Bob’s little roadster he’d never need again. The engine picked
up quickly, and we were going seventy before we left the field,
jumped a shallow ditch and hit the road—the deserted, concrete
road that led off towards where he must be. The engine roared
as Jeff clamped down on the accelerator. Dimly, I heard the ma-
jor’s big car coming along behind us.

Jeff drove like a maniac, but I didn’t notice. I knew the thing
had done ninety-five but I think we must have done more. The
wind whipped tears in my eyes so I couldn’t be sure whether I
saw mounting smoke and flame or not. With diesel fuel there
shouldn’t be—but that plane had been doing things it shouldn’t.
It had been trying out Carter’s antigravity coil.

We shot up the flat, straight road across wide, level country,
the wind moaning a requiem about the car. Far ahead I saw the
side road that must lead off towards where Bob should be, and
lurched to the braking of the car, the whine and sing of violently
shrieking tyres, then to the skidding corner. It was a sand road;
we slithered down it and for all the lightness and power, we
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slowed to sixty-five, clinging to the seat as the soft sand gripped
and clung.

Violently Jeff twisted into a branching cow path, and somehow
the springs took it. We braked to a stop a quarter of a mile from
the plane.

It was in a fenced field of pasture and wood lot. We leaped the
fence, and raced towards it: Jeff got there first, just as the major’s
car shrieked to a stop behind ours.

The major was cold and pale when he reached us. “‘Dead,”” he
stated.

And I was very much colder and probably several times as pale.
“I don’t know!”” I moaned. “He isn’t there!”

“Not there!”” The major almost screamed it. ‘“‘He must be—he
has to be. He has no parachute—wouldn’t take one. They say he
didn’t jump—"

I pointed to the plane, and wiped a little cold sweat from my
forehead. I felt clammy all over, and my spine prickled. The solid
steel of the huge diesel engine was driven through the stump of
a tree, down into the ground perhaps eight or nine feet, and the
dirt and rock had splashed under that blow like wet mud.

The wings were on the other side of the field, flattened, twisted
straws of dural alloy. The fuselage of the ship was a perfect sil-
houette—a longitudinal projection that had flattened in on itself,
each separate section stopping only as it hit the ground.

The great torus coil with its strangely twined wrappings of hair-
fine bismuth wire was intact! And bent over it, twisted, utterly
wrecked by the impact, was the main-wing stringer—the great du-
ral-alloy beam that supported most of the ship’s weight in the air.
It was battered, crushed on those hair-fine, fragile bismuth wires—
and not one of them was twisted or displaced or so much as
skinned. The back frame of the ponderous diesel engine—the
heavy supercharger was the anvil of that combination—was
cracked and splintered. And not one wire of the hellish bismuth
coil was strained or skinned or displaced.

And the red pulp that should have been there—the red pulp
that had been a man—wasn’t. It simply wasn’t there at all. He
hadn’t left the plane. In the clear, cloudless air, we could see that.
He was gone.

We examined it, of course. A farmer came, and another, and
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looked, and talked. Then several farmers came in old, dilapidated
cars with their wives and families, and watched.

We set the owner of the property on watch and went away—
went back to the city for workmen and a truck with a derrick.
Dusk was falling. It would be morning before we could do any-
thing, so we went away.

Five of us—the major of the army air force, Jeff Rodney, the
two Douglass Co. men whose names I never remembered and I—
sat in my—our—room. Bob’s and Jeff’s and mine. We'd been
sitting there for hours trying to talk, trying to think, trying to
remember every little detail, and trying to forget every ghastly
detail. We couldn’t remember the detail that explained it, nor
forget the details that rode and harried us.

And the telephone rang. I started. Then slowly got up and an-
swered. A strange voice, flat and rather unpleasant, said, ““Mr.
Talbot?”’

“Yes.”

It was Sam Gantry, the farmer we’d left on watch. “There’s a
man here.”

“Yes? What does he want?”’

“I dunno. I dunno where he came from. He’s either dead or
out cold. Gotta funny kind of aviator suit on, with a glass face on
it. He looks all blue, so I guess he’s dead.”

“Lord! Bob! Did you take that helmet off?”’ I roared.

“No, sir, no—no, sir. We just left him the way he was.”

“His tanks have run out. Listen. Take a hammer, a wrench,
anything, and break that glass faceplate! Quick! We’ll be there.”

Jeff was moving. The major was, too, and the others. I made a
grab for the half-empty bottle of Scotch, started out, and ducked
back into the closet. With the oxygen bottle under my arm I
jumped into the crowded little roadster just as Jeff started it mov-
ing. He turned on the horn, and left it that way.

We dodged, twisted, jumped, and stopped with jerks in traffic,
then leaped into smooth, roaring speed out towards the farmer’s
field. The turns were familiar now; we scarcely slowed for them,
slewing around them. This time Jeff charged through the wire
fence. A headlight popped; there was a shrill scream of wire, the
wicked zing of wire scratching across the bonnet and mudguards,
and we were bouncing across the field.
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There were two lanterns on the ground; three men carried others;
more men squatted down beside a still figure garbed in a fantastic
bulging, airproof stratosphere suit. They looked at us, open-
mouthed as we skidded to a halt, moving aside as the major
leaped out and dashed over with the Scotch. I followed close be-
hind with the oxygen bottle.

Bob’s faceplate was shattered, his face blue, his lips blue and
flecked with froth. A long gash across his cheek from the shat-
tered glass bled slowly. The major lifted his head without a word,
and glass tinkled inside the helmet as he tried to force a little
whisky down his throat.

“Wait!” I called. ““Major, give him artificial respiration, and this
will bring him around quicker—better.”” The major nodded, and
rose, rubbing his arm with a peculiar expression.

“That’s cold!”” he said, as he flipped Bob over, and straddled
his back. I held the oxygen bottle under Bob’s nose as the major
swung back in his arc, and let the raw, cold oxygen gas flow into
his nostrils.

In ten seconds Bob coughed, gurgled, coughed violently, and
took a deep shuddering breath. His face turned pink almost in-
stantly under that lungful of oxygen, and I noticed with some
surprise that he seemed to exhale almost nothing, his body ab-
sorbing the oxygen rapidly.

He coughed again; then, ‘I could breathe a heck of a sight
better if you'd get off my back,” he said. The major jumped up,
and Bob turned over and sat up. He waved me aside, and spat.
“I’'m—all right,”” he said softly.

“Lord, man, what happened?” demanded the major.

Bob sat silent for a minute. His eyes had the strangest look—a
hungry look—as he gazed about him. He looked at the trees be-
yond and at the silent, watching men in the light of the lanterns;
then up, up to where a myriad of stars gleamed and danced and
flickered in the clear sky.

“I'm back,” he said softly. Then suddenly he shivered, and
looked horribly afraid. “But—I’ll have to be—then—too.”

He looked at the major for a minute, and smiled faintly. And
at the two Douglass Co. men. ““Your plane was all right. I started
up on the wings, as arranged, went way up, till I thought surely I
was at a safe height, where the air wasn’t too dense and the field
surely wouldn’t reach to Earth—Lord!—reach to the Earth! I
didn’t guess how far that field extended. It touched Earth—twice.
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“I was at forty-five thousand when I decided it was safe, and cut
the engine. It died, and the stillness shocked me. It was so quiet.
So quiet.

“I turned on the coil circuit, and the dynamotor began to hum
as the tubes warmed up. And then—the field hit me. It paralyzed
me in an instant. [ never had a chance to break the circuit, though
I knew instantly something was wrong—terribly wrong. But the
very first thing it did was to paralyze me, and I had to sit there
and watch the instruments climb to positions and meanings they
were never meant for.

“I realized I alone was being affected by that coil—I alone,
sitting directly over it. I stared at the meters and they began to
fade, began to seem transparent, unreal. And as they faded into
blankness I saw the clear sky beyond them; then for a hundredth
of a second, like some effect of persistence of vision, I thought I
saw the plane falling, twisting down at incredible speed, and the
light faded as the Sun seemed to rocket suddenly across the sky
and vanish.

“I don’t know how long I was in that paralyzed condition,
where there was only blankness—neither dark nor light, nor time
nor any form—but I breathed many times. Finally, form crawled
and writhed into the blankness, and seemed to solidify beneath
me as, abruptly, the blankness gave way to a dull red light. T was
falling.

“I thought instantly of the forty-five thousand feet that lay be-

tween me and the solid Earth, and stiffened automatically in ter-
ror. And in the same instant I landed in a deep blanket of white
snow, stained by the red light that lighted the world.
“Cold. Cold—it tore into me like the fang of a savage animal.
What cold! The cold of ultimate death. It ripped through that
thick, insulated suit and slashed at me viciously, as though there
were no insulation there. I shivered so violently I could scarcely
turn up the alcohol valves. You know I carried alcohol tanks and
catalyst grids for heating, because the only electric fields I wanted
were those of the apparatus. Even used a diesel instead of gas
engine.

“I thank the Lord for that then. I realized that whatever had
happened I was in a spot indescribably cold and desolate. And in
the same instant, realized that the sky was black. Blacker than the
blackest night, and yet before me the snow field stretched to in-
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finity, tainted by the blood-red light, and my shadow crawled in
darker red at my feet.

“I turned around. As far as the eye could see in three directions
the land swept off in very low, very slightly rolling hills, almost
plains—red plains of snow dyed with the dripping light of sunset,
I thought.

“In the fourth direction, a wall—a wall that put the Great Wall
of China to shame—Iloomed up half a mile—a blood-red wall that
had the luster of metal. It stretched across the horizon, and
looked a scant hundred yards away, for the air was utterly clear.
I turned up my alcohol burners a bit more and felt a little better.

“Something jerked my head around like a giant hand—a sud-
den thought. I stared at the Sun and gulped. It was four times—
six times—the size of the Sun I knew. And it wasn’t setting. It was
forty-five degrees from the horizon. It was red. Blood red. And
there wasn’t the slightest bit of radiant heat reaching my face
from it. That Sun was cold.

“I'd just automatically assumed I was still on Earth, whatever
else might have happened, but now I knew I couldn’t be. It must
be another planet of another sun—a frozen planet—for that snow
was frozen air. I knew it absolutely. A frozen planet of a dead sun.

“And then I changed even that. I looked up at the black sky
above me, and in all the vast black bowl of the heavens, not three-
score stars were visible. Dim, red stars, with one single sun that
stood out for its brilliance—a yellowish-red sun perhaps a tenth
as bright as our sun, but a monster here. It was another—a
dead—space. For if that snow was frozen air, the only atmosphere
must have been neon and helium. There wasn’t any hazy air to
stop the light of the stars, and that dim, red sun didn’t obscure
them with its light. The stars were gone.

“In that glimpse, my mind began working by itself; I was scared.

“Scared? I was so scared I was afraid 1 was going to be sick.
Because right then I knew I was never coming back. When I felt
that cold, I'd wondered when my oxygen bottles would give out,
if I'd get back before they did. Now it was not a worry. It was
simply the limiting factor on an already-determined thing, the
setting on the time bomb. I had just so much more time before
I died right there.

“My mind was working out things, working them out all by
itself, and giving answers I didn’t want, didn’t want to know about.
For some reason it persisted in considering this was Earth, and
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the conviction became more and more fixed. It was right. That
was Earth. And it was old Sol. Old—old Sol. It was the time axis
that coil distorted—not gravity at all. My mind worked that out
with a logic as cold as that planet.

“If it was time it had distorted, and this was Earth, then it had
distorted time beyond imagining to an extent as meaningless to
our minds as the distance a hundred million light years is. It was
simply vast—incalculable. The Sun was dead. The Earth was dead.
And Earth was already, in our time, two billion of years old, and
in all that geological time, the Sun had not changed measurably.
Then how long was it since my time? The Sun was dead. The very
stars were dead. It must have been, I thought even then, billions
on billions of years. And I grossly underestimated it.

“The world was old—old—old. The very rocks and ground ra-
diated a crushing aura of incredible age. It was old, older than—
but what is there? Older than the hills? Hills? Gosh, they’d been
born and died and been born and worn away again, a million, a
score of a million times! Old as the stars? No, that wouldn’t do.
The stars were dead—then.

“I looked up again at the metal wall, and set out for it, and the
aura of age washed up at me, and dragged at me, and tried to
stop this motion when all motion should have ceased. And the
thin, unutterably cold wind whined in dead protest at me, and
pulled at me with the ghost hands of the million million million
that had been born and lived and died in the countless ages be-
fore I was born.

“I wondered as I went. I didn’t think clearly, for the dead aura
of the dead planet pulled at me. Age. The stars were dying, dead.
They were huddled there in space, like decrepit old men, hud-
dling for warmth. The galaxy was shrunk. So tiny, it wasn’t a thou-
sand light years across, the stars were separated by miles where
there had been light years. The magnificent, proudly sprawling
universe I had known, that flung itself across a million million
light years, that flung radiant energy through space by the mil-
lions of millions of tons was—gone.

“It was dying—a dying miser that hoarded its last broken dregs
of energy in a tiny cramped space. It was broken and shattered.
A thousand billion years before the cosmic constant had been
dropped from that broken universe. The cosmic constant that
flung giant galaxies whirling apart with ever greater speed had no
place here. It had hurled the universe in broken fragments, till
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each spattered bit felt the chill of loneliness, and wrapped space
about itself, to become a universe in itself while the flaming gal-
axies vanished.

““That had happened so long ago that the writing it had left in
the fabric of space itself had worn away. Only the gravity constant
remained, the hoarding constant, that drew things together, and
slowly the galaxy collapsed, shrunken and old, a withered
mummy.

“The very atoms were dead. The light was cold; even the red
light made things look older, colder. There was no youth in the
universe. I didn’t belong, and the faint protesting rustle of the
infinitely cold wind about me moved the snow in muted, futile
protest, resenting my intrusion from a time when things were
young. It whinnied at me feebly, and chilled the youth of me.

“I plodded on and on, and always the metal wall retreated, like
one of those desert mirages. I was too stupefied by the age of the
thing to wonder; I just walked on.

“I was getting nearer, though. The wall was real; it was fixed. As
I drew slowly nearer, the polished sheen of the wall died and the
last dregs of hope died. I'd thought there might be someone still
living behind that wall. Beings who could build such a thing might
be able to live even here. But I couldn’t stop then; I just went on.
The wall was broken and cracked. It wasn’t a wall I'd seen; it was a
series of broken walls, knitted by distance to a smooth front.

“There was no weather to age them, only the faintest stirring
of faint, dead winds—winds of neon and helium, inert and un-
corroding—as dead and inert as the universe. The city had been
dead a score of billions of years. That city was dead for a time ten
times longer than the age of our planet today. But nothing de-
stroyed. Earth was dead—too dead to suffer the racking pains of
life. The air was dead, too dead to scrape away metal.

“But the universe itself was dead. There was no cosmic radia-
tion then to finally level the walls by atomic disintegration. There
had been a wall—a single metal wall. Something—perhaps a last
wandering meteor—had chanced on it in a time incalculably re-
mote, and broken it. I entered through the great gap. Snow cov-
ered the city—soft, white snow. The great red sun stood still just
where it was. Earth’s restless rotation had long since been stilled—
long, long since.
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“There were dead gardens above, and I wandered up to them.
That was really what convinced me it was a human city, on Earth.
There were frozen, huddled heaps that might once have been
men. Little fellows with fear forever frozen on their faces huddled
helplessly over something that must once have been a heating
device. Dead perhaps, since the last storm old Earth had known,
tens of billions of years before.

“I went down. There were vastnesses in that city. It was huge.
It stretched forever, it seemed, on and on, in its deadness. Ma-
chines, machines everywhere. And the machines were dead, too.
I went down, down where I thought a bit of light and heat might
linger. I didn’t know then how long death had been there; those
corpses looked so fresh, preserved by the eternal cold.

“It grew dark down below, and only through rents and breaks
did that bloody light seep in. Down and down, till I was below the
level of the dead surface. The white snow persisted, and then I
came to the cause of that final, sudden death. I could understand
then. More and more I had puzzled, for those machines I'd seen
I knew were far and beyond anything we ever conceived—ma-
chines of perfection, self-repairing, and self-energizing, self-
perpetuating. They could make duplicates of themselves, and
duplicate other, needed machines; they were intended to be eter-
nal, everlasting.

“But the designers couldn’t cope with some things that were
beyond even their majestic imaginations—the imaginations that
conceived these cities that had lived beyond—a million times be-
yond—what they had dreamed. They must have conceived some
vague future. But not a future when the Earth died, and the Sun
died, and even the universe itself died.

“Cold had killed them. They had heating arrangements, de-
vices intended to maintain forever the normal temperature de-
spite the wildest variations of the weather. But in every electrical
machine, resistances, balance resistances, and induction coils, bal-
ance condensers, and other inductances. And cold, stark, spatial
cold, through ages, threw them off. Despite the heaters, cold crept
in colder—cold that made their resistance balances and their in-
duction coils superconductors! That destroyed the city, Supercon-
duction—Iike the elimination of friction, on which all things must
rest. It is a drag and a thing engineers fight forever. Resistance
and friction must finally be the rest and the base of all things, the
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force that holds the great bed bolts firm and the brakes that stop
the machines when needed.

“Electrical resistance died in the cold and wonderful machines
stopped for the replacement of defective parts. And when they
were replaced, they, too, were defective. For what months must
that constant stop—replacement—start—stop—replacement
have gone on before, at last defeated forever, those vast machines
must bow in surrender to the inevitable? Cold has defeated them
by defeating and removing the greatest obstacle of the engineers
that built them resistance.

“They must have struggled forever—as we would say—through
a hundred billion years against the encroaching harshness of na-
ture, forever replacing worn, defective parts. At last, defeated for-
ever, the great power plants, fed by dying atoms, had been forced
into eternal idleness and cold. Cold conquered them at last.

“They didn’t blow up. Nowhere did I see a wrecked machine;

always they had stopped automatically when the defective resis-
tances made it impossible to continue. The stored energy that was
meant to re-start those machines after repairs had been made had
long since leaked out. Never again could they move, I knew.
“I wondered how long they had been, how long they had gone
on and on, long after the human need of them had vanished. For
that vast city contained only a very few humans at the end. What
untold ages of Jonely functioning perfection had stretched behind
those at-last-defeated mechanisms?

“I wandered out, to see perhaps more, before the necessary
end came to me, too. Through the city of death. Everywhere little
self-contained machines, cleaning machines that had kept that
perfect city orderly and neat stood helpless and crushed by eter-
nity and cold. They must have continued functioning for years
after the great central power stations failed, for each contained
its own store of energy, needing only occasional recharge from
the central stations.

“I could see where breaks had occurred in the city, and, clus-
tered about those breaks were motionless repair machines, their
mechanisms in positions of work, the debris cleared away and
carefully stacked on motionless trucks. The new beams and plates
were partly attached, partly fixed and left, as the last dregs of their
energy was fruitlessly expended in the last, dying attempts of that
great body to repair itself. The death wounds lay unmended.
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“I started back up. Up to the top of the city. It was a long climb,

. an infinite, weary climb, up half a mile of winding ramps, past

v

deserted, dead homes; past, here and there, shops and restau-
rants; past motionless little automative passenger cars.

“Up and up, to the crowning gardens that lay stiff and brittle
and frozen. The breaking of the roof must have caused a sudden
chill, for their leaves lay green in sheaths of white, frozen air.
Brittle glass, green and perfect to the touch. Flowers, blooming
in wonderful perfection showed still; they didn’t seem dead, but
it didn’t seem they could be otherwise under the blanket of cold.

“Did you ever sit up with a corpse?”” Bob looked up at us—
through us. ““I had to once, in my little home town where they
always did that. I sat with a few neighbors while the man died
before my eyes. I knew he must die when I came there. He died—
I sat there all night while the neighbors filed out, one by one,
and the quiet settled. The quiet of the dead.

“I had to again. I was sitting with a corpse then. The corpse of
a dead world in a dead universe, and the quiet didn’t have to
settle there; it had settled a billion years ago, and only my coming
had stirred those feeble, protesting ghosts of eon-dead hopes of
that planet to softly whining protest—protest the wind tried to
sob to me, the dead wind of the dead gases. I'll never be able to
call them inert gases again. I know. I know they are dead gases,
the dead gases of dead world.

“And above, through the cracked crystal of the roof, the dying
suns looked down on the dead city. I couldn’t stay there. I went
down. Down under layer after layer of buildings, buildings of
gleaming metal that reflected the dim, blood light of the Sun
outside in carmine stains. I went down and down, down to the
machines again. But even there hopelessness seemed more in-
tense. Again I saw that agonizing struggle of the eternally faithful
machines trying to repair themselves once more to serve the mas-
ters who were dead a million million years. I could see it again in
the frozen exhausted postures of the repair machines, stilled for-
ever in their hopeless endeavors, the last poor dregs of energy
spilled in fruitless conflict with time.

“It mattered little. Time itself was dying now, dying with the
city and the planet and the universe he had killed.

“But those machines had tried so hard to serve again—and
failed. Now they could never try again. Even they—the deathless
machines—were dead.
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“I went out again, away from those machines, out into the il-
limitable corridors, on the edge of the city. I could not penetrate
far before the darkness became as absolute as the cold. I passed
the shops where goods, untouched by time in this cold still beck-
oned those strange humans, but humans for all that; beckoned
the masters of the machines that were no more. I vaguely entered
one to see what manner of things they used in that time.

“I nearly screamed at the motion of the thing in there, heard
dimly through my suit the strangely softened sounds it made in
the thin air. [ watched it stagger twice—and topple. I cannot guess
what manner of storage cells they had—save they were marvelous
beyond imagination. That stored energy that somehow I had re-
leased by entering was some last dreg that had remained through
a time as old as our planet now. Its voice was stilled forever. But
it drove me out—on.

“It had died while I watched. But somehow it made me more
curious. I wondered again, less oppressed by utter death. Still,
some untapped energy remained in this place, stored unimagin-
ably. I looked more keenly, watched more closely. And when I
saw a screen in one office, I wondered. It was a screen. I could
see readily it was a television of some type. Exploratively, I touched
a stud. Sound! A humming, soft sound!

“To my mind leaped a picture of a system of these. There must

be—interconnected—a vast central office somewhere with vaster
accumulator cells, so huge, so tremendous in their power once,
that even the little microfraction that remained was great. A stor-
age system untouchable to the repair machines—the helpless,
hopeless power machines.
“In an instant I was alive again with hope. There was a strange
series of studs and dials, unknown devices. I pulled back on the
stud I had pressed, and stood trembling, wondering. Was there
hope?

“Then the thought died. What hope? The city was dead. Not
merely that. It had been dead, dead for untold time. Then the
whole planet was dead. With whom might I connect? There were
none on the whole planet, so what mattered it that there was a
communication system.

“I looked at the thing more blankly. Had there been—how
could I interpret its multitudinous devices? There was a thing on
one side that made me think of a telephone dial for some reason.
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A pointer over a metal sheet engraved with nine symbols in a
circle under the arrow of the pointer. Now the pointer was over
what was either the first or the last of these.

“Clumsily, in these gloves, I fingered one of the little symbol
buttons inlaid in the metal. There was an unexpected click, a light
glowed on the screen, a lighted image! It was a simple projec-
tion—but what a projection! A three-dimensional sphere floated,
turned slowly before my eyes, turning majestically. And I nearly
fell as understanding flooded me abruptly. The pointer was a se-
lector! The studs beneath the pointer I understood! Nine of them.
One after the other I pressed, and nine spheres—each different—
swam before me.

“And right there I stopped and did some hard thinking. Nine
spheres. Nine planets. Earth was shown first—a strange planet to
me, but one I knew from the relative size and the position of the
pointer must be Earth—then, in order, the other eight.

“Now—might there be life? Yes. In those nine worlds there
might be, somewhere.

“Where? Mercury—nearest the Sun? No, the Sun was too dead,
too cold, even for warmth there. And Mercury was too small. I
knew, even as I thought, that I'd have one good chance because
whatever means they had for communication wouldn’t work with-
out tremendous power. If those incredible storage cells had the
power for even one shot, they had no more. Somehow I guessed
that this apparatus might incorporate no resistance whatever.
Here would be only very high frequency alternating current, and
only condensers and inductances would be used in it. Supercool-
ing didn’t bother them any. It improved them. Not like the im-
mense direct-current power machinery.

“But where to try? Jupiter? That was big. And then I saw what
the solution must be. Cold had ruined these machines, thrown
them off by making them too-perfect conductors. Because they
weren’t designed to defend themselves against spatial cold. But
the machines—if there were any—on Pluto for instance, must
originally have been designed for just such conditions! There it
had always been cold. There it always would be cold.

“I'looked at that thing with an intensity that should have driven
my bare eyesight to Pluto. It was a hope. My only hope. But—how
to signal Pluto? They could not understand! If there were any
‘they.’

“So 1 had to guess—and hope. Somehow, I knew, there must
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be some means of calling the intelligent attendant, that the user
might get aid. There was a bank of little studs—twelve of them—
with twelve symbols, each different, in the center of the panel,
grouped in four rows of three. I guessed. Duodecimal system.

“Talk of the problems of interplanetary communication! Was
there ever such a one? The problem of an anachronism in the
city of the dead on a dead planet, seeking life somewhere, some-
how.

“There were two studs, off by themselves, separate from the
twelve—one green, one red. Again I guessed. Each of these had
a complex series of symbols on it, so I turned the pointer on the
right to Pluto, wavered, and turned it to Neptune. Pluto was fur-
ther. Neptune had been cold enough; the machines would still
be working there, and it would be, perhaps, less of a strain on
the dregs of energy that might remain.

“I depressed the green symbol hoping I had guessed truly, that
red still meant danger, trouble and wrongness to men when that
was built—that it meant release and cancellation for a wrongly
pressed key. That left green to be an operative call signal.

“Nothing happened. The green key alone was not enough. I
looked again, pressed the green key and that stud I had first
pressed.

“The thing hummed again. But it was a deeper note, now, an
entirely different sound, and there was a frenzied clicking inside.
Then the green stud kicked back at me. The Neptune key under
the pointer glowed softly; the screen began to shimmer with a
grayish light. And, abruptly, the humming groaned as though at
a terrific overload; the screen turned dull; the little signal light
under Neptune’s key grew dim. The signal was being sent—
hurled out.

“Minute after minute I stood there, staring. The screen grew
very slowly, very gently, duller, duller. The energy was fading. The
last stored driblet was being hurled away—away into space. ‘Oh,’
I groaned. ‘It’s hopeless—hopeless to—’

“I'd realized the thing would take hours to get to that distant
planet, traveling at the speed of light, even if it had been correctly
aligned. But the machinery that should have done that through
the years probably had long since failed for lack of power.

“But I stood there till the groaning motors ceased altogether,
and the screen was as dark as I'd found it, the signal light black.
I released the stud then, and backed away, dazed by the utter

1
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collapse of an insane hope. Experimentally, I pressed the Nep-
tune symbol again. So little power was left now, that only the
faintest wash of murky light projected the Neptune image, little
energy as that would have consumed.

“I went out. Bitter. Hopeless. Earth’s last picture was long, long
since painted—and mine had been the hand that spent Earth’s
last poor resource. To its utter exhaustion, the eternal city had
strived to serve the race that created it, and I, from the dawn of
time had, at the end of time, drained its last poor atom of life.
The thing was a thing done.

“Slowly I went back to the roof and the dying suns. Up the miles
of winding ramp that climbed a half mile straight up. 1T went
slowly—only life knows haste—and 1 was of the dead.

“I found a bench up there—a carved bench of metal in the
midst of a riot of colorful, frozen towers. I sat down, and looked
out across the frozen city to the frozen world beyond, and the
freezing red Sun.

“I do not know how long I sat there. And then something whis-

pered in my mind: ‘We sought you at the television machine.’” I
leaped from the bench and stared wildly about me.
“It was floating in the air—a shining dirigible of metal, ruby-red
in that light, twenty feet long, perhaps ten in diameter, bright,
warm orange light gleamed from its ports. I stared at it in amaze-
ment.

*“ ‘It—it worked!’ I gasped.

“ “The beam carried barely enough energy to energize the am-
plifiers when it reached Neptune, however,” replied the creature
in the machine.

“I couldn’t see him—I knew I wasn’t hearing him, but some-
how that didn’t surprise me.

“ “Your oxygen has almost entirely given out, and I believe your
mind is suffering from lack of oxygen. I would suggest you enter
the lock; there is air in here.’

“I don’t know how he knew, but the gauges confirmed his state-
ment. The oxygen was pretty nearly gone. I had perhaps another
hour’s supply if I opened the valves wide—but it was a most un-
comfortably near thing, even so.

“I got in. I was beaming, joyous. There was life. This universe
was not so dead as I had supposed. Not on Earth, perhaps, but
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only because they did not choose! They had space ships! Eagerly
I climbed in, a strange thrill running through my body as I crossed
the threshold of the lock. The door closed behind me with a soft
shush on its soft gaskets, locked, and a pump whined somewhere
for a moment; then the inner door opened. I stepped in—and
instantly turned off my alcohol burners. There was heat—heat
and light and air!

“In a moment I had the outer lacings loose, and the inner

zipper down. Thirty seconds later I stepped out of the suit, and
took a deep breath. The air was clean and sweet and warm, invig-
orating, fresh-smelling, as though it had blown over miles of
green, Sun-warmed fields. It smelled alive, and young.
“Then I looked for the man who had come for me. There was
none. In the nose of the ship, by the controls, floated a four-foot
globe of metal, softly glowing with a warm, golden light. The light
pulsed slowly or swiftly with the rhythm of his thoughts, and I
knew that this was the one who had spoken to me.

“ “You had expected a human?’ he thought to me. ‘There are
no more. There have been none for a time I cannot express in
your mind. Ah, yes, you have a mathematical means of expression,
but no understanding of that time, so it is useless. But the last of
humanity was allowed to end before the Sun changed from the
original G-O stage—a very, very long time ago.’

“I looked at him and wondered. Where was he from? Who—
what—what manner of thing? Was it an armor encased living crea-
ture or another of the perfect machines?

“I felt him watching my mind operate, pulsing softly in his
golden light. And suddenly I thought to look out of the ports.
The dim red suns were wheeling across those ports at an unbe-
lievable rate. Earth was long since gone. As I looked, a dim, in-
credibly dim, red disk suddenly appeared, expanded—and I
looked in awe at Neptune.

“The planet was scarcely visible when we were already within a
dozen millions of miles. It was a jeweled world. Cities—the great,
perfect cities—still glowed. They glowed in soft, golden light
above, and below, the harsher, brighter blue of mercury vapor
lighted them.

““He was speaking again. ‘We are machines—the ultimate de-
velopment of man’s machines. Man was almost gone when we
came.’




Night 115

“ ‘With what we have learned in the uncounted dusty mega-
years since, we might have been able to save him. We could not
then. It was better, wiser, that man end than that he sink down
so low as he must, eventually. Evolution is the rise under pressure.
Devolution is the gradual sinking that comes when there is no
pressure—and there is no end to it. Life vanished from this sys-
tem—a dusty infinity I cannot sort in my memory—my type
memory, truly, for I have complete all the memories of those that
went before me that I replace. But my memory cannot stretch
back to that time you think of—a time when the constellations—

““ ‘It is useless to try. Those memories are buried under others,
and those still buried under the weight of a billion centuries.

“‘We enter’'—he named a city; I cannot reproduce that
name—‘now. You must return to Earth, though, in some seven
and a quarter of your days, for the magnetic axis stretches back
in collapsing field strains. I will be able to inject you into it, I
believe.’

“So I entered that city, the living city of machines, that had
been when time and the universe were young.

“I did not know then that, when all this universe had dissolved
away, when the last sun was black and cold, scattered dust in a
fragment of a scattered universe, this planet with its machine cities
would go on—a last speck of warm light in a long-dead universe.
I did not know then.

“ You still wonder that we let man die out?’ asked the machine.
‘It was best. In another brief million years he would have lost his
high estate. It was best.’

“‘Now we go on. We cannot end, as he did. It is automatic
with us.’

“I felt it then, somehow. The blind, purposeless continuance
of the machine cities I could understand. They had no intelli-
gence, only functions. These machines—these living, thinking,
reasoning investigators—had only one function, too. Their func-
tion was slightly different—they were designed to be eternally cu-
rious, eternally investigating. And their striving was the more
purposeless of the two, for theirs could reach no end. The cities
fought eternally only the blind destructiveness of nature; wear,
decay, erosion.

“But their struggle had an opponent forever, so long as they
existed. The intelligent—no, not quite intelligent, but something
else—curious machines were without opponents. They had to be
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curious. They had to go on investigating. And they had been go-
ing on in just this way for such incomprehensible ages that there
was no longer anything to be curious about. Whoever, whatever
designed them gave them function and forgot purpose. Their
only curiosity was the wonder if there might, somewhere, be one
more thing to learn.

“That—and the problem they did not want to solve, but must
try to solve, because of the blind functioning of their very struc-
ture.

“Those eternal cities were limited. The machines saw now that

limit, and saw the hope of final surcease in it. They worked on
the energy of the atom. But the masses of the suns were yet tre-
mendous. They were dead for want of energy. The masses of the
planets were still enormous. But they, too, were dead for want of
energy.
“The machines there on Neptune gave me food and drink—
strange, synthetic foods and drinks. There had been none on all
the planet. They, perforce, started a machine, unused in a billion
years and more, that I might eat. Perhaps they were glad to do
so. It brought the end appreciably nearer, that vast consumption
of mine.

“They used so very, very little, for they were so perfectly effi-
cient. The only possible fuel in all the universe is one—hydrogen.
From hydrogen, the lightest of elements, the heaviest can be built
up, and energy released. They knew how to destroy matter utterly
to energy, and could do it.

“But while the energy release of hydrogen compounding to the
heavy elements is controllable, the destruction of matter to energy
is a self-regenerative process. Started once, it spreads while matter
lies within its direct, contiguous reach. It is wild, uncontrollable.
It is impossible to utilize the full energy of matter.

“The suns had found that. They had burned their hydrogen
until it was a remnant so small the action could not go on.

“On all Earth there was not an atom of hydrogen—nor was
there on any planet, save Neptune. And there the store was not
great. | used an appreciable fraction while I was there. That is
their last hope. They can see the end, now.

“I stayed those few days, and the machines came and went.
Always investigating, always curious. But there is in all that uni-
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verse nothing to investigate save the one problem they are sure
they cannot solve.

“The machine took me back to Earth, set up something near
me that glowed with a peculiar, steady, gray light. It would fix the
magnetic axis on me, on my location, within a few hours. He
could not stay near when the axis touched again. He went back
to Neptune, but a few millions of miles distant, in this shrunken
mummy of the solar system.

“I stood alone on the roof of the city, in the frozen garden
with its deceptive look of life.

“And I thought of that night I had spent, sitting up with the
dead man. I had come and watched him die. And I sat up with
him in the quiet. I had wanted someone, anyone to talk to.

“I did then. Overpoweringly it came to me I was sitting up in
the night of the universe, in the night and quiet of the universe,
with a dead planet’s body, with the dead, ashen hopes of count-
less, nameless generations of men and women. The universe was
dead, and I sat up alone—alone in the dead hush.

“Out beyond, a last flicker of life was dying on the planet Nep-
tune—a last, false flicker of aimless life, but not life. Life was dead.
The world was dead.

“I knew there would never be another sound here. For all the
little remainder of time. For this was the dark and the night of
time and the universe. It was inevitable, the inevitable end that
had been simply more distant in my day—in the long, long-gone
time when the stars were mighty lighthouses of a mighty space,
not the dying, flickering candles at the head of a dead planet.

“It had been inevitable then; the candles must burn out for all
their brave show. But now I could see them guttering low, the
last, fruitless dregs of energy expiring as the machines below had
spent their last dregs of energy in that hopeless, utterly faithful
gesture—to attempt the repair of the city already dead.

“The universe had been dead a billion years. It had been. This,
I saw, was the last radiation of the heat of life from an already-
dead body—the feel of life and warmth, imitation of life by a
corpse. Those suns had long and long since ceased to generate
energy. They were dead, and their corpses were giving off the last,
lingering life heat before they cooled.

“I ran. I think I ran—down away from the flickering, red suns
in the sky. Down to the shrouding blackness of the dead city be-
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low, where neither light, nor heat, nor life, nor imitation of life
bothered me.

“The utter blackness quieted me somewhat. So I turned off my
oxygen valves, because I wanted to die sane, even here, and I knew
I’d never come back.

“The impossible happened! I came to with that raw oxygen in
my face. I don’t know how I came—only that here is warmth and
life.

‘““Somewhere, on the far side of that bismuth coil, inevitable
still, is the dead planet and the flickering, guttering candles that
light the death watch I must keep at the end of time.”




Jack McDevitt

Time Travelers Never Die

From Standard Candles, Tachyon Publications, 1996

If you invented a time machine, you might be inclined to keep il secrel,
as Dr. Shelborne did. All the things you could do—talk with Socrates,
have dinner with Leonardo da Vinci, observe Sparta’s victories, and, of
course, do very well in the stock market. But what if one of the things you
did was to look up your own biography (who could resist) only to discover
that you died in the present. Would you go back lto the present to meet your
fate? And what if your decision not to go back changed time forever in such
a way that the future ceased to exist? Would you sacrifice your life (you're
dead already) to preserve the universe? But the paradox can get even tighter:
What if you decide to end your life in ancient times—then you'll have
two graves. To make things right, you can be dead in only one time. Is it too
late to fix things because history records you dying in 79 A.D. and 1996
AD.?

B. A.

Thursday, November 24. Shortly before noon.

WE BURIED HIM ON A COLD, GRAY MORNING, THREATENING SNOW.
The mourners were few, easily constraining their grief for a man
who had traditionally kept his acquaintances at a distance. I
watched the preacher, white-haired, feeble, himself near the end,
and I wondered what he was thinking as the wind rattled the
pages of his prayer book.

Ashes to ashes—

I stood with hands thrust into my coat pockets, near tears. Look:
I’'m not ashamed to admit it. Shel was odd, vindictive, unpredict-
able, selfish. He didn’t have a lot of friends. Didn’t deserve a lot
of friends. But I loved him. I've never known anyone like him.

—In sure and certain hope—

I wasn’t all that confident about the Resurrection, but I knew
that Adrian Shelborne would indeed walk the earth again. Even
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if only briefly. I knew, for example, that he and I would stand on
an Arizona hilltop on a fresh spring morning late in the twenty-
first century, and watch silver vehicles rise into the sky on the first
leg of the voyage to Centaurus. And we would be present at the
assassination of Elaine Culpepper, a name unknown now, but
which would in time be inextricably linked with the collapse of
the North American Republic. Time travelers never really die, he
was fond of saying. We've been too far downstream. You and I
will live for a very long time.

The preacher finished, closed his book, and raised his hand to
bless the polished orchid-colored coffin. The wind blew, and the
air was heavy with the approaching storm. The mourners, anxious
to be away, bent their heads and walked past, laying lilies on the
coffin. When it was done, they lingered briefly, murmuring to
each other. Helen Suchenko stood off to one side, looking lost.
Lover with no formal standing. Known to the family but not par-
ticularly liked, mostly because they disapproved of Shel himself.
She dabbed jerkily at her eyes and kept her gaze riveted on the
gray stone which carried his name and dates.

She was fair-haired, with eyes the color of sea water, and a quiet,
introspective manner that might easily have misled those who did
not know her well.

“I can’t believe it,”” she said.

I had introduced him to Helen, fool that I am. She and I had
been members of the Devil’s Disciples, a group of George Bernard
Shaw devotees. She was an MD, just out of medical school when
she first showed up for a field trip to see Arms and the Man. It was
love at first sight, but I was slow to show my feelings. And while I
was debating how best to make my approach, Shel walked off with
her. He even asked whether I was interested, and I, sensing I had
already lost, salvaged my pride and told him of course not. After
that it was over.

He never knew. He used to talk about her a lot when we were
upstream. How he was going to share the great secret with her,
and take her to Victorian London. Or St. Petersburg before the
first war. But it never happened. It was always something he was
going to do later.

She was trembling. He really was gone. And I now had a clear
field with her. That indecent thought kept surfacing. I was rea-
sonably sure she had always been drawn to me, too, just as she
was to Shel, and I suspected that I might have carried the day
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with her had I pressed my case. But honor was mixed up in it
somewhere, and I'd kept my distance.

Her cheeks were wet.

“T’ll miss him too,”” I said.

“I loved him, Dave.”’

“I know.”

He had died when his townhouse burned down almost two
weeks before. He’d been asleep upstairs and had never got out
of bed. The explanation seemed to be that the fire had sucked
the oxygen out of the house and suffocated him before he ever
realized what was happening. Okay, I didn’t believe it either, but
that was what we were hearing.

“It’ll be all right,” I said.

She tried to laugh, but the sound had an edge to it. “'Our last
conversation was so goofy. I wish I'd known—"" Tears leaked out
of her eyes. She stopped, tried to catch her breath. *‘I would have
liked,”” she said, when she’d regained a degree of control, “to
have been able to say goodbye.”

“I know.”” I began to guide her toward my Porsche. ““Why don’t
you let me take you home?”’

“Thank you,”” she said, backing off. “‘I’ll be okay.”” Her car was
parked near a stone angel.

Edmond Halverson, head of the art department at the univer-
sity, drew abreast of us, nodded to me, tipped his hat to her, and
whispered his regrets. We mumbled something and he walked on.

She swallowed, and smiled. ‘“When you get a chance, Dave, give
me a call.”

I watched her get into her car and drive away. She had known
so much about Adrian Shelborne. And so little.

He had traveled in time, and of all persons now alive, only I
knew. He had brought me in, he’d said, because he needed my
language skills. But I believe it was more than that. He wanted
someone to share the victory with, someone to help him cele-
brate. Over the years, he’d mastered classical Greek, and Castilian,
and Renaissance Italian. And he’d gone on, acquiring enough
Latin, Russian, French, and German to get by on his own. But we
continued to travel together. And it became the hardest thing in
my life to refrain from telling people I had once talked aerody-
namics with Leonardo.

I watched his brother Jerry duck his head to get into his limo.
Interested only in sports and women, Shel had said of him. And
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making money. If I'd told him about the Watch, he’d said, and offered
to take him along, he'd have asked to see a Super Bowl.

Shel had discovered the principles of time travel while looking
into quantum gravity. He’d explained any number of times how
the Watches worked, but I never understood any of it. Not then,
and not now. ‘‘But why all the secrecy?”” I'd asked him. “Why not
take credit? It’s the discovery of the ages.” We’d laughed at the
new shade of meaning to the old phrase.

“Because it’s dangerous,” he’d said, peering over the top of
his glasses, not at me, but at something in the distance. ‘“Time
travel should not be possible in a rational universe.”” He’d shaken
his head, and his unruly black hair had fallen into his eyes. He
was only thirty-eight at the time of his funeral. ‘I saw from the
first why it was theoretically possible,”” he’d said. ‘“‘But I thought
I was missing something, some detail that would intervene to pre-
vent the actual construction of a device. And yet there it is.”” And
he’d glanced down at the watch strapped to his left wrist. He
worried about Causality, the simple flow of cause and effect. ‘A
time machine breaks it all down,”’ he said. ‘It makes me wonder
what kind of universe we live in.”

I thought we should forget the philosophy and tell the world.
Let other people worry about the details. When I pressed him,
he’d talked about teams from the Mossad going back to drag
Hitler out of 1935, or Middle Eastern terrorists hunting down
Thomas Jefferson. “It leads to utter chaos,” he’d said. “‘Either
time travel should be prohibited, like exceeding the speed of
light, or the intelligence to achieve it should be prohibited.”

We used to retreat sometimes to a tower on a rocky reef some-
where downstream. No one lives there, and there is only ocean
in all directions. I don’t know how he found it, or who built it,
or what that world is like. Nor do I believe he did. We enjoyed
the mystery of the place. The moon is bigger, and the tides are
loud. We’d hauled a generator out there, and a refrigerator, and
a lot of furniture. We used to sit in front of a wall-length trans-
parent panel, sipping beer, watching the ocean, and talking about
God, history, and women.

They were good days.

Eventually, he had said, I will bring Helen here.

The wind blew, the mourners dwindled and were gone, and
the coffin waited on broad straps for the workmen who would
lower it into the ground.
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Damn. I would miss him.

Gone now. He and his Watches. And temporal logic apparently
none the worse.

Oh, I still had a working unit in my desk, but I knew I would
not use it again. I did not have his passion for time travel. Leave
well enough alone. That’s always been my motto.

On the way home, I turned on the radio. It was an ordinary
day. Peace talks were breaking down in Africa. Another congress-
man was accused of diverting campaign funds. Assaults against
spouses were still rising. And in Los Angeles there was a curious
conclusion to an expressway pileup: two people, a man and a
woman, had broken into a wrecked vehicle and kidnapped the
driver, who was believed to be either dead or seriously injured.
They had apparently run off with him.

Only in California.

Shel had been compulsively secretive. Not only about time travel,
but about everything. The mask was always up and you never really
knew what he was feeling. He used to drive Helen crazy when we
went out to dinner because she had to wait until the server arrived
to find out what he was going to order. When he was at the uni-
versity, his department could never get a detailed syllabus out of
him. And I was present when his own accountant complained that
he was holding back information.

He used to be fond of saying knowledge is power, and I think
that was what made him feel successful, that he knew things other
people didn’t. Something must have happened to him when he
was a kid to leave him so in need of artificial support. It was
probably the same characteristic that had turned him into the all-
time great camp follower. I don’t know what the proper use for
a time machine should be. We used it to make money. But mostly
we used it to argue theology with Thomas Aquinas, to talk with
Isaac Newton about gravity, to watch Thomas Huxley take on
Bishop Wilberforce. For us, it had been almost an entertainment
medium. It seemed to me that we should have done more with it.

Don’t ask me what. Maybe track down Michelangelo’s lost
statue of Hermes. Shel had shown interest in the project, and we
had even stopped by his workshop to admire the piece shortly
before its completion. The artist was about twenty years old at the
time. And the Hermes was magnificent. I would have killed to own
1L,
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Actually, I had all kinds of souvenirs: coins that a young Julius
Caesar had lost to Shel over draughts, a program from the open-
ing night of The Barber of Seville, a quill once used by Benjamin
Franklin. And photos: We had whole albums full of Alexander
and Marcus Aurelius and the sails of the Santa Maria coming over
the horizon. But they all looked like scenes from old movies. Ex-
cept that the actors didn’t look as good as you’d expect. When I
pressed Shel for a point to all this activity, he said, what more
could there be than an evening before the fire with Al Einstein?
(We had got to a fairly intimate relationship with him, during the
days when he was still working for the Swiss patent office.)

There were times when I knew he wanted to tell Helen what
we were doing, and bring her along. But some tripwire always
brought him up short, and he’d turn to me with that maddeningly
innocuous smile as if to say, you and I have a secret and we had
best keep it that way for now. Helen caught it, knew there was
something going on. But she was too smart to try to break it open.

We went out fairly regularly, the three of us, and my true love
of the month, whoever that might be. My date was seldom the
same twice because she always figured out that Helen had me
locked up. Helen knew that too, of course. But Shel didn’t. I don’t
think it ever occurred to him that his old friend would have con-
sidered for a moment moving in on the woman he professed (al-
though not too loudly) to love. There were moments when we’d
be left alone at the table, Helen and I, usually while Shel was
dancing with my date. And the air would grow thick with tension.
Neither of us ever said anything directly, but sometimes our gaze
touched, and her eyes grew very big and she’d get a kind of for-
lorn look.

Helen was a frustrated actress who still enjoyed the theater.
After about a year, she abandoned the Devil’s Disciples, explain-
ing that she simply did not have time for it anymore. But Shel
understood her passion and indulged it where he could. When-
ever there was a revival, we all went. Inevitably, while we watched
Shaw’s trapped characters careen toward their destinies, Shel
would find an opportunity to tell me he was going to take her
back to meet the great playwright.

I used to promise myself to stop socializing with her, to find an
excuse, because it hurt so much to sit in the awful glare of her
passion for him. But if I had done that, I wouldn’t have seen her
at all. At night, when the evening was over and we were breaking
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up, she always kissed me, sometimes lightly on the cheek, some-
times a quick hit-and-run full on the lips. And once or twice, when
she’d drunk a little too much and her control had slipped, she’d
put some serious effort into it.

2

Thursday, November 24. Noon.

The storm picked up while I drove home reminiscing, feeling
sorry for myself. I already missed his voice, his sardonic view of
the world, his amused cynicism. Together, we had seen power
misused and abused all through the centuries, up close, some-
times with calculation, more often out of ignorance. Our shared
experiences certainly unique in the history of the planet, had
forged a bond between us. The dissolution of that bond, I knew,
was going to be a long painful process.

He’d done all the research in his basement laboratory, had
built the first working model of his Temporal Occluding Trans-
port System (which, in a flash back to his bureaucratic days with
the National Science Foundation, he called TOTS) in a space
between his furnace and a wall filled with filing cabinets. The
prototype had been a big, near-room-sized chamber. But the bulk
of the device had dwindled as its capabilities increased. Eventu-
ally, it had shrunk to the size of a watch. It was powered by a cell
clipped to the belt or carried in a pocket. I still had one of the
power packs at the house.

I would have to decide what to do with our wardrobe. It was
located in a second floor bedroom that had served as an ante-
room to the ages. A big walk-in closet overflowed with costumes,
and shelves were jammed with books on culture and language for
every period that we’d visited, or intended to visit.

But if my time-traveling days were over, I had made enough
money from the enterprise that I would never have to work
again—if I chose not to. The money had come from having ac-
cess to next week’s newspapers. We’d debated the morality of
taking personal advantage of our capabilities, but I don’t think
the issue was ever in doubt. We won a small fortune at various
race tracks, and continued to prosper until two gentlemen
dropped by Shel’s place one afternoon and told him that they
were not sure what was behind his winning streak, but that if it
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continued, they would break his knees. They must have known
enough about us to understand it wouldn’t be necessary to re-
peat the message to me.

We considered switching into commodities. But neither of us
understood much about them, so we took our next plunge in the
stock market. “It’s got to be illegal,”” said Shel. And I'd laughed.
“How could it be?”’ I asked him. ““There are no laws against time
travel.”’

“Insider trading,”” he suggested.

Whatever. We justified our actions because gold was the com-
modity of choice upstream. It was research money, and we told
each other it was for the good of mankind, although neither of
us could quite explain how that was so. Gold was the one item
that opened all doors, no matter what age you were in, no matter
what road you traveled. If I learned anything during my years as
Shel’s interpreter and faithful Indian companion, it was that peo-
ple will do anything for gold.

While I took a vaguely smug view of human greed, I put enough
aside to buy a small estate in Exeter, and retired from the class-
room to a life of books and contemplation. And travel through
the dimensions.

Now that it was over, I expected to find it increasingly difficult
to keep the secret. I had learned too much. I wanted to tell people
what I'd done. Who I'd talked to. So we were sitting over doughnuts
and coffee on St. Helena, and I said to Napoleon—

There was a thin layer of snow on the ground when I got home.
Ray White, a retired tennis player who lives alone on the other
side of Carmichael Drive, was out walking. He waved me down to
tell me how sorry he was to hear about Shel’s death. I thanked
him and pulled into the driveway. A black car that I didn’t rec-
ognize was parked in front of the house. Two people, a man and
a woman, were sitting inside. They opened their doors and got
out as I drifted to a stop. I turned off the engine without putting
the car away.

The woman was taller, and more substantial, than the man. She
held out a set of credentials. “‘Dr. Dryden?”’ she asked. “‘I'm Sgt.
Lake, Carroll County Police.”” She smiled, an expressionless me-
chanical gesture lacking any warmth. ‘“This is Sgt. Howard. Could
we have a few minutes of your time?”’

Her voice was low key. She would have been attractive had she
been a trifle less official. She was in her late thirties, with cold

————
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dark eyes and a cynical expression that looked considerably older
than she was.

“Sure,” 1 said, wondering what it was about.

Sgt. Howard made no secret of the fact that he was bored. His
eyes glided over me, and he dismissed me as a lowlife whose only
conceivable interest to him might lie in my criminal past.

We stepped up onto the deck and went in through the sliding
glass panels. Lake sat down on the sofa, while Howard undid a
lumpy gray scarf, and took to wandering around the room, in-
specting books, prints, stereo, whatever. I offered coffee.

“No, thanks,” said Lake. Howard just looked as if I hadn’t
meant him. Lake crossed her legs. “‘I wanted first to offer my
condolences on the death of Dr. Shelborne. I understand he was
a close friend of yours?”’

“That’s correct,” I said. ““We’ve known each other for a long
time.”’

She nodded, produced a leather-bound notebook, opened it,
and wrote something down. ““Did you have a professional rela-
tionship?”’ she asked.

“No,” I said slowly. ““We were just friends.”

“I understand.” She paused. “‘Dr. Dryden,” she said, “I'm
sorry to tell you this: Dr. Shelborne was murdered.”

My first reaction was simply to disbelieve the statement. ‘“You're
not serious,’’ I said.

“I never joke, Doctor. We believe someone attacked the victim
in bed, struck him hard enough to fracture his skull, and set fire
to the house.”

Behind me, the floor creaked. Howard was moving around. ‘I
don’t believe it,”” 1 said.

Her eyes never left me. ““The fire happened between 2:15 and
2:30 A.M., on the twelfth. Friday night, Saturday morning. I won-
der if you’d mind telling me where you were at that time?”’

“At home in bed,” I said. There had been rumors that the fire
was deliberately set, but I hadn’t taken any of it seriously.
“Asleep,” I added unnecessarily. “I thought lightning hit the
place?”’

“No. There’s really no question that it was arson.”

“‘Hard to believe,”” 1 said.

“Why?"”

“Nobody would want to kill Shel. He had no enemies. At least,
none that I know of.”

’
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I was beginning to feel guilty. Authority figures always make me
feel guilty. ““You can’t think of anyone who’d want him dead?”

“No,” I said. But he had a lot of money. And there were rel-
atives.

She looked down at her notebook. ““Do you know if he kept
any jewelry in the house?”

“No. He didn’t wear jewelry. As far as I know, there was nothing
like that around.”

“How about cash?”’

“I don’t know.”’ I started thinking about the gold coins that we
always took with us when we went upstream. A stack of them had
been locked in a desk drawer. (I had some of them upstairs in
the wardrobe.) Could anyone have known about them? I consid-
ered mentioning them, but decided it would be prudent to keep
quiet, since I couldn’t explain how they were used. And it would
make no sense that I knew about a lot of gold coins in his desk
and had never asked about them. ““Do you think it was burglars?”’
I said.

Her eyes wandered to one of the bookcases. It was filled with
biographies and histories of the Renaissance. My favorite period.
The eyes were black pools that seemed to be waiting for some-
thing to happen. “That’s possible, I suppose.”” She canted her
head to read a title. It was Ledesma’s biography of Cervantes, in
the original Spanish. ‘‘Although burglars don’t usually burn the
house down.”” Howard had got tired poking around, so he circled
back and lowered himself into a chair. “‘Dr. Dryden,”” she contin-
ued, “‘is there anyone who can substantiate the fact that you were
here asleep on the morning of the twelfth?”

“No,” I said. ‘I was alone.” The question surprised me. ‘“You
don’t think 7 did it, do you?”’

“We don’t really think anybody did it, yet.”

Howard caught her attention and directed it toward the wall.
There was a photograph of the three of us, Shel and Helen and
me, gathered around a table at the Beach Club. A mustard-
colored umbrella shielded the table, and we were laughing and
holding tall, cool drinks. She studied it, and turned back to me.
“What exactly,” she said, ‘‘is your relationship with Dr. Such-
enko?”’

I swallowed and felt the color draining out of my face. I loved
her. I've loved her from the moment I met her. ‘*“We’re friends,” I said.

“Is that all?”’ I caught a hint of a smile. But nobody knew. I
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had kept my distance all this time. I'd told no one. Even Helen
didn’t know. Well, she knew, but neither of us had ever admitted
to it.

“Yes,”” I said. “That’s all.”

She glanced around the room. “‘Nice house.”

It was. I had treated myself pretty well, installing leather fur-
niture and thick pile carpets and a stow-away bar and some orig-
inal art. ‘‘Not bad for a teacher,” she added.

“I don’t teach anymore.”

She closed her book. ““‘So I understand.”

I knew what was in her mind. “I did pretty well on the stock
market,”’” T said. I must have sounded defensive.

““As did Dr. Shelborne.”

“Yes,”” I said. ‘“That’s so.”

““Same investments?”’

Yes, they were the same. With only slight variations, we’d par-
layed the same companies into our respective fortunes. “‘By and
large, yes,”” I said. ‘““We did our research together. An investment
club, you might say.”

Her eyes lingered on me a moment too long. She began to
button her jacket. ““Well, I think that’ll do, Dr. Dryden,’” she said.

I was still numb with the idea that someone might have mur-
dered Shelborne. He had never flaunted his money, had never
even moved out of that jerkwater townhouse over in River Park.
But someone had found out. And they’d robbed him. Possibly
he’d come home and they were already in the house. He might
even have been upstream. Damn, what a jolt that would have
been: return from an evening in Babylon and get attacked by
burglars.

I opened the sliding door for them. ““You will be in the area if
we need you?”’ Lake asked. I assured her I would be, and that I
would do whatever I could to help find Shel’s killer. I watched
them drive away and went back inside and locked the door. It
had been painful enough believing that Shel had died through
some arbitrary act of nature. But that a thug who had nothing
whatever to contribute to the species would dare to take his life
filled me with rage.

I poured a brandy and stared out the window. The snow was
coming harder now. I couldn’t believe anyone would think for a
moment that / could be capable of such an act. It chilled me.

In back somewhere, something moved. It might have been a
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branch scraping against the side of the house, but it sounded
inside.

Snow fell steadily against the windows.

It came again. A floor board, maybe. Not much more than a
whisper.

I took down a golf club, went out into the hallway, looked up
the staircase and along the upper level. Glanced toward the
kitchen.

Wood creaked.

Upstairs.

I started up, ascending as quietly as I could, and got about
halfway when a movement at the door to the middle bedroom
caught my attention. The wardrobe.

One of the curious phenomena associated with sudden and
unexpected death is our inability to accept it when it strikes those
close to us. We always imagine that the person we’ve lost is in the
kitchen, or in the next room, and that it requires only that we
call his name in the customary way to have him reappear in the
customary place. I felt that way about Shel. We had lunched with
Cervantes and ridden with Washington and lived a thousand
other miracles. And when it was over, we always came back
through the wardrobe and out onto the landing.

He came out now.

Shel stood up there, watching me.

I froze.

“Hello, Dave,”” he said.

I hung on to the banister, and the stairs felt slippery. ‘‘Shel,”
I said shakily, “‘is that you?”’

He smiled. The old, crooked grin that I had thought not to see
again. Some part of me that was too slow-witted to get flustered
started flicking through explanations. Someone else had died in
the fire. It was a dream. Shel had a twin.

“Yes,”” he said. “‘It’s me. Are you okay?”’

“Yeah.”

“I’'m sorry. I know this must be a shock.” He moved toward
me, along the top of the landing. I'm not sure what I was feeling.
There was a rush of emotions, of joy, of anger, even of fear. He
came down a few stairs, took my shoulders, and steadied me. His
hands were solid, his smile very real, and my heart sank. Helen’s
image rose before me.

“Il don’t understand,” I said.
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Adrian Shelborne was tall and graceful, blessed with the clean-
cut features of a romantic hero. His eyes were bright and sad. We
slid down into sitting positions. ‘“‘It’s been a strange morning,”’
he said.

“You're supposed to be dead.”

He took a deep breath. ‘I know. I do believe I am, David.”

Suddenly it was clear. ““You're downstream.”

“Yes,”” he said. “I'm downstream.” He drew his legs up in a
gesture that looked defensive. ““You sure you’re okay?”

“I've spent two weeks trying to get used to this. That you were
gone—"’

“It’s true.”” He spaced the words, not able to accept it himself.

“When you go back—"

“—The house will burn, and I will be in it.”

For a long time neither of us spoke. ““Don’t do it,”” I said at
last. ““‘Stay here.”

“I can’t stay here,’ he said. ‘““What does that do to the time
stream?”’

Damn the time stream. I was thinking how candlelight filled
Helen’s eyes, how she and Shel had walked to the car together at
the end of an evening, the press of her lips still vibrant against
my cheek.

““Maybe you’re right,”” I said.

“Of course I am. They just buried me, Dave. They found me
in my bed. Did you know I didn’t even get out of my bed?”’

“Yes,” I said. ‘I heard that.”

“I don’t believe it.”” He was pale, and I noticed his eyes were
red.

My first ride with him had been to Gettysburg to listen to Lin-
coln. Afterward, when I was still trying to come to terms with the
fact that I had really been there, he talked about having dinner
with Caesar and drinking with Voltaire.

He must have felt my company to be of value, because he in-
vited me to go a second time. I'd wondered where we were
headed, expecting historic significance, but we went only to 1978
New Haven. We were riding a large misshapen brown chamber
then, a thing that looked like a hot water tank. ‘I want you to
meet someone,” he said, as we emerged into streets filled with
odd-looking cars. Her name was Martha, and she had been Shel’s
fiancée. Six hours after our arrival she would fall asleep at the
wheel of her Ford. And Shel’s life would change forever. ‘‘She
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and I had dinner last night at The Mug,” he told me while we
waited for her to come out of the telephone company building
where she worked. ‘I never saw her again.”

It was 5:00 P.M., and the first rush out the door was beginning.

“What are you going to do?”’ I'd asked.

He was in a state of extreme nervous agitation. ‘‘Talk to her.”

I laughed. ““Are you serious? What are you going to tell her?”’

“I'll be careful,” he said. Don’t want to create a paradox. ‘I
just want to see her again.”

Alight rain had begun. People started pouring out through the
revolving doors. They looked up at the dark clouds, grimaced,
and scattered to cars and buses, holding newspapers over their
heads.

And then Martha came out.

I knew her immediately, because Shel stiffened and caught his
breath. She paused to exchange a few words with another young
woman. The rain intensified.

She was twenty years old and full of vitality and good humor.
There was something of the tomboy about her, just giving way to
a lush golden beauty. Her hair was shoulder-length and swung
easily with every move. (I thought I saw much of Helen in her, in
her eyes, in the set of her mouth, in her animation.) She was
standing back under the building overhang, protected from the
storm. She waved goodbye to the friend, and prepared to run for
her car. But her gaze fell on us, on Shel. Her brow furrowed and
she looked at us uncertainly.

Shel took a step forward.

I discovered I was holding his arm. Holding him back. A gust
of wind blew loose dust and paper through the air. “Don’t,” I
said.

“I know.’

She shook her head as if she recognized a mistake, and hurried
away. We watched her disappear around the corner out onto the
parking lot.

We had talked about that incident many times, what might have
happened had he intervened. We used to sit in the tower at the
end of time, and he’d talk about feeling guilty because he had
not prevented her death. ‘‘Maybe we can’t change anything. But
I feel as if I should have tried.”

Now, starting carefully downstairs, he seemed frail. Disoriented.
“They think you were murdered,” I said.

£
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“I know. I heard the conversation.”” In the living room he fell
into an armchair.

My stomach was churning and I knew I wasn’t thinking clearly.
“What happened? How did you find out about the funeral?”

He didn’t answer right away. *‘I was doing some research down-
stream,”” he said finally, ‘“‘in the Trenton Library. In the reference
section. I was looking at biographies, so I could plan future flights.
You know how I work.”

“Yes,”’ 1 said.

“And I did something I knew was a mistake. Knew it while I
was doing it. But I went ahead anyhow.”

“You looked up your own biography.”

“I couldn’t help it.”” He massaged his jaw. “It’s a terrible
thing,” he said, “‘to have the story of your entire life lying at your
elbow. Unopened. Dave, I walked away from it twice and came
back both times.”” He smiled weakly. “‘I will be remembered for
my work in quantum transversals.”

“This is what comes of traveling alone.” I was irritated. “I told
you we should never do that.”

“It’s done,”” he said. ‘‘Listen, if I hadn’t looked, I'd be dead
now.”’

I broke out a bottle of burgundy, filled two glasses and we drank
it off and I filled them again. ‘“What are you going to do?”’

He shook his head. “It’s waiting for me back there. 1 don’t know
what to do.” His breathing was loud. Snow was piling up on the
windows.

“The papers are predicting four inches,” 1 said.

He nodded, as if it mattered. “The biography also says I was
murdered. It didn’t say by whom.”

“It must have been burglars.”

“At least,” he said, “I'm warned. Maybe I should take a gun
back with me.”

“Maybe.”

“What happens if I change it?”’

“I don’t know,”’ I said.

“Well.” He took a deep breath and tried to smile. ‘““‘Anyway, I
thought you’d want to know I'm okay.”’ He snickered at that. His
own joke.

I kept thinking about Helen. ‘“Don’t go back at all,”’ I said.
“With or without a gun.”

“I'm not sure that’s an option.”’



134 Jack McDevitt

“It sure as hell is.”

“At some point,” he said, “‘for one reason or another, I went
home.” He was staring at the burgundy. He hadn’t touched the
second glass. “‘My God, Dave, I'm scared. I've never thought of
myself as a coward, but I'm afraid to face this.” -

I just sat.

“It’s knowing the way of it,”” he said. ‘““That’s what tears my
heart out.” I got up and looked at the storm.

““Stay here for now,” I said. ““There’s no hurry.”

He shook his head. “I just don’t think the decision’s in my
hands.”” For a long time, neither of us spoke. Finally, he seemed
to make up his mind. “I've got a few places to go. People to talk
to. Then, when I've done what I need to do, I'll think about all
this.”’

“Good.”

He picked up the glass, drained it, wiped his lips, and drifted
back against the sofa. ““Let me ask you something: are they sure
it’'s me?”’

“I understand the body was burned beyond recognition,” I
said.

“There’s something to think about. It could be anyone. And
even if it is me, it might be a Schrodinger situation. As long as
no one knows for certain, it might not matter.”

“The police probably know. I assume they checked your dental
records.”

His brows drew together. “‘I suppose they do that sort of thing
automatically. Do me a favor, though, and make sure they have a
proper identification.” He got up, wandered around the room,
touching things, the books, the bust of Churchill, the P.C. He
paused in front of the picture from the Beach Club. “‘I keep think-
ing how much it means to be alive. You know, Dave, I saw people
out there today I haven’t seen in years.”

The room became very still.

He played with his glass. It was an expensive piece, chiseled,
and he peered at its facets.

“I think you need to tell her,” I said gently.

His expression clouded. ‘I know.”” He drew the words out. “T’ll
talk to her. When the time is right.”

“Be careful,” I said. “‘She isn’t going to expect to see you.”
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3

Friday, November 25. Mid-morning.

The critical question was whether we had in fact buried Adrian
Shelborne, or whether there was a possibility of mistaken identity.
We talked through the night. But neither of us knew anything
about police procedure in such matters, so I said I would look
into it.

I started with Jerry Shelborne, who could hardly have been less
like his brother. There was a mild physical resemblance between
the two although Jerry had allowed the roast beef to pile up a
little too much. He was a corporate lawyer who believed Shel had
shuffled aimlessly through life, puttering away with notions that
had no reality in the everyday world in which real people live.
Even his brother’s sudden wealth had not changed his opinion.

“I shouldn’t speak ill of the dead,” he told me that morning.
“He was a decent man, had a lot of talent, but he never really
made his life count for anything.”” Jerry sat behind a polished teak
desk, guarded by an India rubber plant leaning toward a sun-filled
window. The furniture was dark-stained, leather-padded, highly
polished. Plaques covered the walls, appreciations from civic
groups, awards from major corporations, various licenses and tes-
taments. Photos of his two children were prominently displayed
on the desk, a boy in a Little League uniform, a girl nuzzling a
horse. His wife, who had left him years earlier, was missing.

“Actually,” I said, ““I thought he did pretty well.”’

“I don’t mean money,” he said. (I hadn’t been thinking of
money.) “‘But it seems to me a man has an obligation to live in
his community. To make a contribution to it.”” He leaned back
expansively and thrust a satisfied finger into a vest pocket. *“ “To
whom much is given,” " he said, * ‘much shall be expected.’ ”’

“I suppose,” I said. “Anyway, I wanted to extend my sympa-
thy.”

“Thank you.” Jerry rose, signaling that the interview was over.

We walked slowly toward the paneled door. ‘““You know,” I said,
“this experience has a little bit of déja vu about it.”’

He squinted at me. He didn’t like me, and wasn’t going to be
bothered concealing it. ““How do you mean?”’ I asked.

“There was a language preacher at Princeton, where I got my
doctorate. Same thing happened to him. He lived alone and one
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night a gas main let go and blew up the whole house. They buried
him, and then found out it wasn’t him at all. He’d gone on an
unannounced holiday to Vermont, and turned his place over to
a friend. They didn’t realize until several days after the funeral
when he came home. Unsettled everybody.”

Jerry shook his head, amused at the colossal stupidity loose in

the world. ““Unfortunately,” he said, ‘‘there’s not much chance
of that here. They tell me the dental records were dead on.”
I probably shouldn’t have tried to see how Helen was doing, be-
cause my own emotions were still churning. But I called her from
a drug store and she said yes, how about lunch? We met at an
Applebee’s in the Garden Square Mall.

She looked worn out. Her eyes were bloodshot, and she showed
a tendency to lose the thread of the conversation. She and Shel
had made no formal commitment, as far as I knew. But she had
certainly believed they had a future together. Come what may.
But Shel had been evasive. And there had been occasions when,
discouraged that she got so little of his time, she’d opened up to
me. I don’t know if anything else in my life had ever been quite
as painful as sitting with her, listening to her describe her frus-
tration, watching the occasional tear roll down her cheek. She
trusted me, absolutely.

“Are you all right?”’ she asked me.

“Yes,” I said. ‘““How about you?”’

The talk was full of regrets, things not said, acts undone. The
subject of the police suspicions came up, and we found it hard to
subscribe to the burglar theory. “What kind of intruder,” I asked,
“kills a sleeping man, and then sets his house on fire?”’

She was as soft and vulnerable that day as I've ever seen her.
Ironically, by all the laws of nature, Shel was dead. Was I still
bound to keep my distance? And the truth was that Shel did not
even care enough to ease her suffering. I wondered how she
would react if she knew Shel was probably sitting in my kitchen
at that moment, making a submarine sandwich.

I wanted to tell her. There was a possibility that, when she did
find out, she would hold it against me. I also wanted to keep Shel
dead. That was hard to admit to myself, but it was true. I wanted
nothing more than a clear channel with Helen Suchenko. But
when I watched her bite down the pain, when the sobs began,
when she excused herself with a shaky voice and hurried back to




Time Travelers Never Die 1 257

the ladies’ room, I could stand it no more. ‘“Helen,”’ I said, ‘‘are
you free this afternoon?”’

She sighed. “‘I wanted to go into the office today, but people
get nervous around weepy physicians. Yes, I'm more or less free.
But I'm not in the mood to go anywhere.”

““Can I persuade you to come out to my place?”’

She looked desperately fragile. ‘I don’t think so, Dave,” she
said. ‘I need some time.”

A long silence fell between us. ‘‘Please,” I said. “‘It’s impor-
tant.”’

More snow was coming. I watched it through the windshield, thick
gray clouds drifting toward us. Approaching cars had their head-
lights on.

Helen followed me in her small blue Ford. I watched her in
the mirror, playing back all possible scenarios on how to handle
this. Tell her first, I finally decided. Leave out the time travel stuff.
Use the story I'd told Jerry as an example of how misunderstand-
ings can occur. He’s not dead, Helen. She won’t believe it, of course.
But that’s when I get him and bring him into the room. Best not
to warn him. God knows how he would react. But get them to-
gether, present Shel with a fait accompli, and you will have done
your self-sacrificial duty, Dave. You dumb bastard.

I pulled through blowing snow into my driveway, opened the
garage, and went in. Helen rolled in beside me, and the doors
closed. ‘‘Glad to be out of that,”” she said, with a brave smile that
implied she had decided we needed something new to talk about.

The garage opened directly into the kitchen. I stopped before
going through the door and listened. There were no sounds on
the other side. ““Helen,” I said, ‘“‘I've got something to tell you.”

She pulled her coat around her. Her breath formed a mist.
“We aren’t going to go into it out here, I hope, are we?”’

“No,” I said, as if the notion were absurd, and opened the
door. The kitchen was empty. I heard no sounds anywhere in the
house.

“It’s about Shel,”” T said.

She stepped past me and switched on the kitchen lights. *I
know,”’ she said. ‘““What else could it be?”’

A white envelope lay on the table, with my name on it, printed
in his precise hand. I snatched it up, and she looked at me curi-
ously. “What is it?”’ she asked.
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“Just a list of things to do.”” I pushed it into my pocket. ‘‘How
about some coftfee?”

““Sure. Sounds good.”

“It’ll have to be instant,” I said, putting a pot of water on the
stove.

“Do you always do that?’’ she asked.

“Do what?”’

“Write yourself notes?”

“It’s my to-do list. It’s the first thing I do every morning.”

She got two cups down and I excused myself, slipped out, and
opened the envelope.

Dear Dave,

I don’t know how to write this. But I have to think about what’s
happened, and figure out what I need to do. I don’t want to jump
the gun if it’s not necessary. You understand.

I know this hasn't been easy for you. But I'm glad you were there.
Thanks

Shel

P.S. I've left most of my estate to the Leukemia Foundation. That
will generate a half-dozen lawsuits from my relatives. But if any of
those vultures show signs of winning, I'll come back personally and
deal with them.

I read it a half-dozen times. Then I crumpled it, tossed it, and
went back to the kitchen.

She was looking out the window at the falling snow. Usually,
my grounds were alive with blue jays and squirrels. But the critters
were all tucked away now. “It’s lovely,”” she said unexpectedly.
And then: “So what’s the surprise?”’

Startled, I tried laughing to gain time. ““Son of a gun,” I said.
“I went out to get it and came back without it.”” We strolled into
the living room, where she sat down on the sofa. I hurried upstairs
in search of an idea.

I think I mentioned that the wardrobe was also a small museum.
There were items of inestimable value, but only if you knew their
origin. We had scrolls from the library at Alexandria, a sextant
designed and built by Leonardo, a silver bracelet that had once
belonged to Calpurnia, a signed folio of Hamlet, a pocket watch
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that Leo Tolstoy had carried while writing War and Peace. There
were photos of Martin Luther and Albert Schweitzer and Attila
the Hun and Charles XII of Sweden. All more or less worthless.

I couldn’t bear to give away Calpurnia’s bracelet to someone
who would not understand its true value. I settled instead for a
gold medallion I'd bought from a merchant in Thebes during the
fifth century, B.C. It carried a handsomely wrought likeness of a
serpent. The Apollonian priest who was with me insisted that I
had acquired a steal. At one time, he said, it had belonged to
Aesculapius, the divine doctor, who had been so good he cured
the dead. He backed up his view by trying to buy it from me,
offering six times what I'd paid for it.

I carried it downstairs and gave it to Helen, telling her that
Shel had wanted me to be sure she got it in the event anything
happened to him. She glowed, and turned it over and over, un-
able to get enough of it. “It’s exquisite,”” she said. And the tears
came again.

If that thing had possessed any curative powers, 1 could have

used them at that moment.
Snow filled the world. The stand of oaks bordering the approach
to the house faded out. As did the stone wall along Carmichael
Drive, and the hedges on the west side of the property. Gradually
a heavy white curtain was drawn across the middle of the lawn.
“I think we’re going to get a foot before this is over,”” I told
Helen.

She stood by the curtains, enjoying a glass of Chablis. I'd started
the fire, and it crackled and popped comfortably. We added Mo-
zart, and I hoped the storm would continue.

“I think so too,” she said. A pair of headlights crept past, out
beyond the stone wall. “I feel sorry for anybody out in this.”

I stood beside her, and we talked inconsequentials. She had
recovered herself, and I began to realize that it was her proximity
to me, with all the baggage 1 brought to any meeting, that had
triggered the emotional display earlier. I was not happy Shel was
still in the field. But during that afternoon, I came to understand
that even if Shel were safely in his grave, I might still be the
embodiment of too many memories. The decent thing to do
would be to fade out of her life, just as Carmichael Drive and the
outer grounds were fading now. But I knew I could not bring
myself to do that.
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She talked about looking for a break in the weather so she
could go home. But luck held and the break did not come. The
snow piled up, and we stayed near the fire. I was alone at last with
Helen Suchenko, and it was perhaps the most painful few hours
of my life. Yet I would not have missed them, and I have replayed
them countless times since, savoring every movement. Every word.
I feel sorry for anybody out in this. I was out in it, and I believed I
would never find shelter.

We watched the reports on the Weather Channel. It was a heavy
system, moving down from Canada, low pressure and high pres-
sure fronts colliding, eight inches predicted, which, on top of
yesterday’s storm, was expected to shut down the entire east coast
from Boston to Baltimore.

She talked a lot about Shel that day. Periodically, she’d shake
her head as if she’d remembered something, and then dismiss it.
And she’d veer off onto some other subject, a movie she’d seen,
the latest political scandal, a medical advance that held hope for
a breakthrough in this or that. There were a couple of patients
she was worried about, and a few hypochondriacs whose lives were
centered on their imagined illnesses. I told her how much I
missed teaching, which wasn’t entirely true, but it’s the sort of
thing people expect you to say. What I really missed was a sense
of purpose, a reason to exist. I had that upstairs, in notes detailing
conversations with Rachmaninoff and Robert E. Lee and Oliver
Cromwell and Aristotle and H. G. Wells. Those conversations
would make the damnedest book the world had ever seen, reports
by the principal actors on their ingenuity, their dreams, their fol-
lies. But it would never get written.

We lost the cable at four o’clock, and with it the Weather Chan-
nel.

Gradually, the light faded out of the sky. I put on steaks and
Helen made up a salad. Our timing was perfect because the power
failed just as we put everything on the table. I lit a couple of
candles, and she sat in the flickering light and looked happy. If
the clouds had not dissipated, at least for these few hours they
had receded.

Afterward, we retreated into the living room. The music had
been silenced by the power outage, so we sat listening to the fire
and the whisper of snow against the house. Occasionally, I glanced
up at the door of the wardrobe, half-expecting it to open. I tried




Time Travelers Never Die 141

to plan what I would do if Shel suddenly appeared on the landing.
I was caught in the ultimate eternal triangle.

It did not happen. We talked into the early hours, until finally
she gave out and fell asleep. I moved her to the sofa and went
upstairs for blankets. The heating system, of course, was not work-
ing, nor was anything else in this all-electric house. The second
floor was already cooling off, but I had plenty of firewood.

I settled into a large armchair and drifted into sleep. Some-
where around two, I woke and lay for a time, listening to the
silence. The fire was low. I poked at it, and tossed on another log.
Helen stirred but did not waken.

The storm must have passed over. Usually, even during the
early morning hours, there are sounds: a passing car, the wind in
the trees, a dog barking somewhere. But the world was absolutely
still.

It was also absolutely dark. No stars. No lights of any kind.

I pointed a flashlight out the window. The night had closed in,
wrapped itself around the house so tightly that the beam seemed
to plunge into a black wall. I felt internal switches go to alert. It
looked like an effect out of a Dracula film.

I picked up the phone to call the 24-hour weather line. But it
was dead.

“What is it, Dave?”’ Helen’s voice was soft in the dark.

“You awake?”’ T asked.

“Sort of.”

“Come and take a look out the window.”’

She padded over. And caught her breath. ‘““Where’d that come
from?”

“I don’t know.”

We went outside. It was the thickest, darkest fog I'd ever seen.
We didn’t sleep well the rest of the night. At about six, Helen
made toast over the fire, and I broke out some fruit juice. The
lights were still off. More ominously, there was no sign of dawn.

I wondered about Ray White, my neighbor. Ray was a good guy,
but he lived alone in a big house, and I thought of him over there
wrapped in this goddamn black cloud with no power and maybe
no food. He wasn’t young, and I thought it would be a good idea
to go check on him.

“I’ll go with you,” Helen said.

I got an extra flashlight, and we let ourselves out through the
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sliding door. I locked up, and we poked around until we found
the pathway that leads down to the front gate. The flashlights
didn’t help much. There’s a hundred-year-old oak midway be-
tween the house and the stone wall. It’s only about ten feet off
the walk, but we could not see it. I heard something stirring in
its branches.

We picked our way to the front gate. I opened it, and we eased
out onto the sidewalk. ““The entrance to Ray’s house is across the
street, about twenty yards down,”” I said. “‘Stay close.”

We stepped off the curb. Her hand tightened in mine. ‘“‘Be
careful,”” she said. ““Somebody might be trying to drive.”

We started across, but the snow cover stopped right in the mid-
dle of the street. It was the damnedest thing. There was no snow
at all on the other side. There wasn’t even blacktop. The surface
had turned to rock. Where the hell was there rock on the other
side of Carmichael Drive? A patch of grass, yes, and some con-
crete. But not rock.

Something in my voice scared her. ““You sure you know where
we are?”’

‘“Yes,”” I said. “‘Of course.”

The rock was black. It almost looked like marble.

We found no curb. No sidewalk. None of the trees that lined
the far side of the street. No sign of the low wall that encloses
Ray White’s sprawling grounds and executive mansion.

We found nothing.

I tried calling White’s name. But no one answered.

““Are you sure we came out the right way?”’ Helen asked.

4

Saturday, November 26. Late morning.

I woke up in a room lit only by a low fire. ‘‘You okay?”’ Helen
asked. Her voice was thin.

I looked at the clock on the mantel. It was almost noon.

She came over and sat down beside me. “‘I've never seen
weather like this,”” she said.

I got up, collected snow, and melted it to make water. (It’s
amazing how much snow you have to melt to get a little water.)
I went into the bathroom, and, with the help of a flashlight,
brushed my teeth. I tried to draw the bathroom around me, as a
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kind of shield against what was happening outside the house. The
shower. The medicine cabinet. A couple of bars of soap. It was
familiar, my anchor to reality.

When I returned downstairs, Helen was putting the phone back
in the cradle. She shook her head no. It was still out. We opened
a can of meat, added some vegetables, and cooked them over the
fire. No matter what happened, we were in no personal danger.
That was good to know, but it did not ease my fears.

Helen said she wasn’t hungry, but she ate well anyhow. So did
L.

It had to do with Shel. I knew that beyond any doubt. We were
in the presence of the irrational. I wondered whether we had
already done irreparable damage, whether the old world had al-
ready receded beyond recall. I was terrified.

When we’d finished eating, I went upstairs to the wardrobe.

Shel would be easy to find.
He was standing where I knew he would be: on the slopes of
Thermopolae watching the troops come in. He looked good.
Tanned. Fit. Almost like a man on vacation. There were a few
lines around the eyes, and I knew that, for him, several years had
passed since the funeral.

“Shel,” I said. ““We need you.”

“I know,” he said gently. Below us, the Thespians were exam-
ining the ground on which they would fight. Out on the plain,
north of the pass, we could see the Persian army. They stretched
to the horizon. ““I will go back.”

“When?”

His eyes took on a haunted look. ‘“When I'm ready. When I'm
able. There’s no hurry, Dave. We both know that.”

“I'm not so sure,” I said. ‘““Something’s wrong. We can’t even
Jind the rest of New Jersey.”

“I'm trying to live my life,” he said. ‘‘Be patient with me. I have
a lot to do yet. But don’t worry. You can count on me.”’

“When?”’

“We have all the time in the world. Relax.”

“Okay, Shel. Help me relax. If you're going to take care of
everything, tell me what’s causing the weather conditions back
home? Why the power is out? Why I can’t find my way across the
street?”’

“I know about all that,”” he said.
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“And—>?"’

“Look. Maybe it has nothing to do with me.”

The Hellenic squadrons were still filing in, their bright mail
dusty from the journey north.

“I doubt it,”’ I said.

He nodded. ““As do 1. But I've promised to go back. What more
do you want?”’

“Maybe you should do it now.”

He glanced up at a promontory about a hundred feet over our
heads. “What is now to you and me, Dave? What does the word
mean?’”’ When 1 did not respond, he knelt down and broke off a
blade of grass. “Would you be willing to throw yourself from the
top of that rock?”’

“That has nothing to do with the business between us,”” I said.

“Not even if I pleaded with you to do so? If the world depended
on it?”’

I looked at him.

“What if i1t didn’t matter whether you did it today or tomorrow?
Or next month? Or forty years from now?”’

“We don’t have forty years.”’

“I'm not asking for forty of your years. I'm asking for forty of
mine. I'll do it, Dave. God help me, I'll do it. But on my own
schedule. Not yours.”

I turned away from him, and he thought I was going to travel
out. “Don’t,” he said. “Dave, try to understand. I'm scared of
this.”’

“I know,”’ I said.

“Good. I need you to know.”

We passed ourselves off as traveling law-givers. We moved
among the Hellenic troops, wishing them well, assuring them that
Hellas would never forget them. We first glimpsed Leonidas sit-
ting with his captains around a campfire.

People accustomed to modern security precautions would be
amazed at how easy it was to approach him. He accepted our good
wishes and observed that, considering our physical size, we would
both have made excellent soldiers had we chosen that line of
work. In fact, both Shel and I towered over him.

He had dark eyes and was only in his thirties. He brimmed with
confidence, as did his men. There was no sense here of a doomed
force.

He knew about the road that circled behind the pass, and he
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had already dispatched troops to cover it. The Phoecians, as I
recalled. Who would run at the first onset.

He invited us to share a meal. This was the third day of the
standoff, before any blood had yet been spilt. We talked with him
about Sparta’s system of balancing the executive by crowning two
kings. And whether democracy would really work in the long run.
He thought not. ““Athens cannot stay the course,”” he said. ““They
have no discipline, and their philosophers encourage them to put
themselves before their country. God help us if the poison ever
spreads to us.”’ Later, over wine, he asked where we were from,
explaining that he could not place the accent.

“America,”’ I said.

He shook his head. “‘It must be far to the north. Or very small.”

We each posed with Leonidas, and took pictures, explaining
that it was a ritual that would allow us to share his courage. Sparks
crackled up from the campfires, and the soldiers talked about
home and the future.

Later, I traded a gold coin to one of the Thespian archers for
an arrow. “‘I’'m not sure that’s a good idea,”” Shel said. ‘“He may
need the arrow before he’s done.”

I knew better. ““One arrow more or less will make no difference.
When the crunch comes, the Thespians will refuse to leave their
Spartan allies. They’ll die, too. All fifteen hundred of them.”

And history will remember only the Spartans.

We watched them, exercising and playing games in full view of
their Persian enemies. Shel turned to me, and his face was cold
and hard. ‘“You know, David,” he said, ‘‘you are a monster.”’

5

Saturday, November 26. Mid-afternoon.

%)

“This is not just heavy fog,’
Helen bit down on a grape.

I sat staring at the window, wondering what lay across Carmi-
chael Drive.

She was lovely in the candlelight. ‘““My guess is that a volcano
erupted somewhere,” she said. ‘I know that sounds crazy in
South Jersey, but it’s all I can think of.”” She was close to me.
Warm and vulnerable and open. I reached out and touched her
hair. Stroked it. She did not draw away. “‘I’'m glad I was here when
it happened, Dave. Whatever it is that’s happened.”

she said. *‘It’s midnight out there.”
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“So am I, I said.

She smiled appreciatively. And after a moment: ““So what do
you think?”’

I took a deep breath. ‘I think I know what it is.”

“I’'m listening.”

“Helen, there’s a lot about Shel you don’t know. To put it
mildly.”” Her eyes widened. ‘“Not other women,” I added hur-
riedly. ““Or anything like that.”

That’s not the kind of statement, I suppose, that gets any kind
of reaction. Helen just froze in place. ‘I mean it,” I said. “‘He
has a working time machine.” I was speaking of him in the pres-
ent tense. With Shel it gets sort of confused.

“I could almost believe it,”” she said after a moment.

I'd been debating whether to destroy my own unit. It would
have been the rational thing to do, and the day after Shel’s death
I'd even gone down to the river with it. But I hadn’t been able
to bring myself to throw it into the water. Next week, I'd thought.
There’s plenty of time. “Here,”” I said. ‘‘I’ll show you one.”” I took
it out of the desk and handed it to her. It looks like an oversized
watch. ““You just strap it on, connect it to the power pack, here.
Set the destination, and punch the stem.”

She looked at it curiously. ““What is it really, Dave? A notebook

“Hell with this,”” I said. I have to keep my weight down. Three
miles a day, every day. Other people walk around the block, or
go down to a park. I like Ambrose, Ohio, near the beginning of
the century. It’s a pleasant little town with tree-lined streets and
white picket fences, where straw hats are in vogue for the men,
and bright ribbons for the ladies. Down at the barber’s shop, the
talk is mostly about the canal they’re going to build through Pan-
ama.

I pulled Helen close, brought up Ambrose’s coordinates, and
told her to brace herself. ““The sensation’s a little odd at first. But
it only lasts a few seconds. And I'll be with you.”

The living room froze. She stiffened.

The walls and furniture faded to a green landscape with broad
lawns and shingled houses and gas street lamps.

When we came out of it, she backed into me. “What hap-
pened?”” she asked, looking wildly around.

“We’ve just gone upstream. Into the past. It’s 1905. Theodore
Roosevelt is President.”
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She didn’t say anything for a long time. Birds sang, and in the
distance we could hear the clean bang of church bells. We were
standing outside a general store. About a block away there was a
railroad siding.

The wind blew against us.

Her breathing had gone somewhat irregular. ““It’s okay,” I said.
“It just takes a little getting used to.”

It was late September. People were working in yards, talking
over back fences. “We’re really here, aren’t we?”’

‘“Yes,” I said. ‘““We are.”

“My God.” She took a long, deep breath. The air smelled of
burning leaves. I saw hurt come into her eyes. “Why didn’t he
ever say anything?”’

““He kept it a secret for twenty years, Helen. It was habitual with
him. He wanted to tell you, and he would have got around to it
in his own good time.”” I shrugged. ‘“‘Anyway, no one else knows.
And no one should. I'll deny this whole thing if anyone ever
asks.”

She nodded. ““Is this,” lifting a hand in the general direction
of the town, ‘“‘connected with the problem at home? Is that what
you're trying to say?”’

“I think so.”” Cabbage was cooking somewhere. I told her about
Shel, how he had died but was still alive. Her color changed and
she moved closer to me. When I'd finished, she only stared
straight ahead.

““He’s still alive,”’ she said at last.

In a way, he’ll always be alive. “Yes,”” I said. ‘““He’s still out
there.”” I explained about the funeral, and how he had reacted.

I could see her struggling to grasp the idea, and to control her
anger. “Why didn’t you tell me?”’

“I didn’t know how,” I said numbly.

“You can take us back, right?”’

“Home? Yes.”

“And where else?”’

“Anywhere. Well there are range limits, but nothing you’d care
about.”

A couple of kids with baseball gloves hurried past. “What you're
saying,”” she said, “‘is that Shel should go back and walk into that
fire. And if he doesn’t, the black fog will not go away. Right? Is
that what you’re saying?”’

“It’s what I think. Yes, Helen, that’s what he should do.”
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“But he’s said he would do that? Right? And by the crazy logic
of this business, it shouldn’t matter when.”’

“But something’s wrong. I think he never did go back. Never
will go back. And I think that’s the problem.”

“I don’t understand any of this,” she said.

“I know.” I watched a man with a handcart moving along the
street, selling pickles and relishes. “I don’t either. But there’s a
continuity. A track. Time flows along the track.” I squeezed her
hand. ““We’ve torn out a piece of it.”’

“And—>?"’

“I think the locomotive went into the river.”

She tried to digest that. ““Okay,” she said. “Grant the time
machine. Dave, what you’re asking him to do is unreasonable. I
wouldn’t go back either to get hit in the head and thrown into a
fire. Would you?”

I got up. “Helen, what you or I would do doesn’t matter much.
I know this sounds cold, but I think we have to find a way to get
Shel where he belongs.”

She stood up, and looked west out of town. The fields were
brown, dried out from the summer heat. ‘““You know where to
find him?”’

“¥esw'?

“Will you take me to him?”’

“Yes.”” And, after a pause: “Will you help me?”’

She stared at the quiet little buildings. White clapboard houses.
A carriage pulled by two horses just coming around a corner.
“Nineteen-five,”” she said. “‘Shaw’s just getting started.”

I didn’t push. I probably didn’t need her to plead with him.
Maybe just seeing her would jar something loose. And I knew
where I wanted to confront him. At the one event in all of human
history that might flay his conscience. “‘Let’s go home,” I said.
“We need to do some sewing.”

“Why?”"

“You’re going to need a costume.”’

She looked at me and her eyes were hooded. “Why don’t we
just shoot him?”” she said. “‘And drag him back?”

“It seems that what you are really asking, Simmias, is whether
death annihilates the soul?”” Socrates looked from one to another
of his friends.

The one who had put the question was, like most of the others,
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young and clear-eyed, but subdued in the shadow of the prison
house. “‘It is an important matter,” he said. “There is none of
more importance. But we were reluctant—"" He hesitated, his
voice caught, and he could go no farther.

“I understand,” said Socrates. ‘‘You fear this is an indelicate
moment to raise such an issue. But if you would discuss it with
me, we cannot very well postpone it, can we?”’

“No, Socrates,”” said a thin young man with red hair. ““Unfor-
tunately, we cannot.”” This, I knew, was Crito.

Despite Plato’s account, the final conversation between Socra-
tes and his disciples did not take place in his cell. It might well
have begun there, but they were in a wide, utilitarian meeting
room when Helen and I arrived. Several women were present.
Socrates, then seventy years old, sat at ease on a wooden chair,
while the rest of us gathered around him in a half-circle. To my
surprise and disappointment, I did not see Shel.

Socrates was, on first glance, a man of mundane appearance.
He was of average height, for the time. He was clean-shaven, and
he wore a dull red robe. Only his eyes were extraordinary, con-
veying the impression that they were lit from within. When they
fell curiously on me, as they did from time to time, I imagined
that he knew where I had come from, and why I was there.

Beside me, Helen writhed under the impact of conflicting emo-
tions.

She had been ecstatic at the chance to see Shel again, although
I knew she had not yet accepted the idea that he was alive. When
he did not arrive, she looked at me as if to say she had told me
so, and settled back to watch history unfold. She was, I thought,
initially disappointed, in that the event seemed to be nothing
more than a few people sitting around talking in an uncomfort-
able room in a prison. As if the scene should somehow be scored
and choreographed and played to muffled drums. She had read
Plato’s account before we left. I tried to translate for her, but we
gave it up. I was just getting in the way of the body language and
the voices, which, she said, had a meaning and drama all their
own.

“When?”’ she whispered, after we’d been there almost an hour.
“When does it happen?”’

“Sunset, I think,” I said.

She made a noise deep in her throat.

“Why do men fear death?”’ Socrates asked.
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“Because,”” said Crito, ‘‘they believe that it is the end of exis-
tence.”’

There were almost twenty people present. Most were young,
but there was a sprinkling of middle-aged and elderly persons.
The most venerable of these looked like Moses, a tall man with a
white beard and expressive white eyebrows and a fierce counte-
nance. He gazed intently at Socrates throughout, and periodically
nodded when the philosopher hammered home a particularly sa-
lient point.

“And do all men fear death?’’ asked Socrates.

“Most assuredly, Socrates,”” said a boy, who could have been
no more than eighteen.

Socrates addressed the boy. “Do even the brave fear death,
Cebes?”’ .

Cebes thought it over. “‘I have to think so, Socrates.”

“Why then do the valiant dare death? Is it perhaps because
they fear something else even more?”’

“The loss of their honor,” said Crito with conviction.

“Thus we are faced with the paradox that even the brave are
driven by fear. Can we find no one who can face death with equa-
nimity who is not driven by fear?”’

Moses was staring at Helen. I moved protectively closer to her.

“Of all men,”” said Crito, “‘only you seem to show no concern
at its approach.”

Socrates smiled. ““Of all men,” he said, “‘only a philosopher
can truly face down death. Because he knows quite certainly that
the soul will proceed to a better existence. Provided he has main-
tained a lifelong pursuit of knowledge and virtue, and has not
allowed his soul, which is his divine essence, to become entangled
in concerns of the body. For when this happens, the soul takes
on corporeal characteristics. And when death comes, it cannot
escape. This is why cemeteries are restless at night.”

“How can we be sure,” asked a man in a blue toga who had
not previously spoken, “‘that the soul, even if it succeeds in sur-
viving the trauma of death, is not scattered by the first strong
wind?”’

It was not intended as a serious question, but Socrates saw that
it affected the others. So he answered lightly, observing that it
would be prudent to die on a calm day, and then undertook a
serious response. He asked questions that elicited admissions that
the soul was not physical and therefore could not be a composite
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object. ‘I think we need not fear that it will come apart,”” he said,
with a touch of amusement.

One of the jailers lingered in the doorway throughout the long
discussion. He seemed worried, and at one point cautioned Soc-
rates against speaking so much, or getting excited. “If you get the
heat up,” he said, “‘the poison will not work well.”’

“We would not wish that,”” Socrates replied. But he saw the
pained expression on the jailer’s face, and I thought he imme-
diately regretted the remark.

Women arrived with lunch, and several stayed, so that the room
became more and more crowded. In fact, no doors were locked,
and no guards, other than the reluctant jailer, were in evidence.
Phaedo, who is the narrator of Plato’s account, was beside me.
He told me that the authorities had hoped profoundly that Soc-
rates would run off. ““They did everything they could to avoid
this,”” he said. ‘““There is even a rumor that last night they offered
him money and transportation if he would leave.”

Socrates saw us conversing, and he said, “‘Is there something
in my reasoning that disturbs you?”’

I'd lost the train of the discussion, but Phaedo said, ‘‘Yes, Soc-
rates. However, I hesitate to put my objection to you.”

Socrates turned a skeptical gaze on him. ““Truth is what it is.
Tell me what concerns you, Phaedo.”

He swallowed to make sure of his voice. ‘‘Then let me ask,”” he
said in a carefully neutral tone, ‘“‘whether you are being truly ob-
jective on this matter. The sun is not far from the horizon and,
although it grieves me to say it, were I in your position, I also
would argue in favor of immortality.”

“Were you in his position,”” said Crito, with a smile, ‘‘you would
have taken the first ship to Syracuse.” The company laughed,
Socrates as heartily as any, and the strain seemed relieved for the
moment.

“You are of course correct in asking, Phaedo. Am I seeking
truth? Or trying to convince myself? I can only respond that, if
my arguments are valid, then that is good. If they are false, and
death does indeed mean annihilation, they nevertheless arm me
to withstand its approach. And that too is good.” He looked ut-
terly composed. ““If I'm wrong, it’s an error that won’t survive the
sunset.”’

Simmias was seated immediately to the right of Moses. I for
one am convinced,” he said. ‘“Your arguments do not admit of
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refutation. And it is a comfort to me to believe that we have it in
our power to draw this company together again in some place of
the gods’ choosing.”

“Yes,”” said Crito. “‘I agree. And, Socrates, we are fortunate to
have you here to explain it to us.”

““Anyone who has thought about these issues, should be able
to reach, if not truth, at least a high degree of probability.”

Moses seemed weighed down with the infirmities of age, and
with the distress of the present calamity. Still, he continued to
glance periodically at Helen. Now, for the first time, he spoke: “I
very much fear, Socrates, that within a few hours there will be no
one left anywhere in Hellas, or anywhere else for that matter, who
will be able to make these matters plain.”

“That’s Shel’s voice,”” Helen gasped, straining forward to see
better. The light was not good, and he was turned away from us
now, his face hidden in the folds of his hood.

Then he turned and looked openly at us. He smiled sadly at
her. And his lips formed the English words hello, Helen.

She was getting to her feet.

At that moment, the jailer appeared with the poisoned cup,
and the sight of him, and the silver vessel, froze everyone in the
chamber. ‘I hope you understand, Socrates,”” he said, ‘‘this is not
my doing.”’

“I know that, Thereus,”” said Socrates. “‘I am not angry with
you.”’

“They always want to blame me,”” Thereus said.

Silence flowed through the chamber.

The jailer laid the cup on the table before him. “It is time,”
he said.

The rest of the company, following Helen’s example, got one
by one to their feet.

Socrates gave a coin to the jailer, squeezed his hand, thanked
him, and turned to look at his friends one last time. ‘“The world
is very bright,”” he said. “But much of it is illusion. If we stare at
it too long, in the way we look at the sun during an eclipse, it
blinds us. Look at it only with the mind.”” He picked up the hem-
lock. Several in the assemblage started forward, but were re-
strained by their companions. Someone in back sobbed.

“Stay,” a voice said sternly. ““You have respected him all your
life. Do so now.”

He lifted the cup to his lips, and his hand trembled. It was the
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only time the mask slipped. Then he drank the hemlock down
and laid the cup on the table. *‘I am sure Simmias is right,”” he
said. ‘“We shall gather again one day, as old friends should, in a
far different chamber.”

Shel clasped Helen a long time in his big arms. “It’s good to see
you again,”’ he said. Tears ran down his cheeks.

She shivered. ‘“What happened to you?”’ she asked.

A smile flickered across his lips. “‘I’ve been traveling a long
time.”” He stood silhouetted against the moon and the harbor.
Behind us, the waterfront buildings of the Piraeus were illumi-
nated by occasional lamps. He turned toward me. “David, you
seem to have become my dark angel.”

I was emotionally drained. “‘I’'m sorry you feel that way,” I said.

A gull wheeled overhead. “‘Socrates dies for a philosophical
nicety. And Shelborne continues to run when all the world is at
stake. Right?”’

“That’s right,”” I said.

Helen was still trembling. ‘I don’t understand,’” she whispered.

His lips twitched, and he ran his hand over the long white
whiskers. He looked haunted. “‘I haven’t seen you for forty years,”
he said. ““You have no idea how many times I’ve gone to sleep
dreaming of you. And you are even lovelier than I remember.”

I put a hand on her shoulder. Steadied her. ‘““He’s been out
here a long time.”

Her eyes blazed. ‘“What happened to my Shel? What did you
do with him?”’

““He’s been living his allotted years,” he said. ‘“‘Making them
count for as much as he can as long as he can. Before my con-
science here—"’ lifting his eyes and targeting me, ‘‘before my
conscience succeeds in driving me into my grave.”’

She couldn’t hold back any longer. Her tears flowed freely, and
the water lapped against the piers. In that moment, I hated him.

“I’ve tried to go back,” he said. “‘God help me, I've tried. But
I could not bring myself to lie in that bed.” Anger surfaced. I
could not tell where it was directed. ‘‘Did you know that my skull
was crushed?”’

We knew.

He looked very old. And broken. He didn’t seem to know what
to do with his hands. The robes had no pockets. But he needed
some kind of defensive gestures, so he folded his arms and turned
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to face the harbor. ‘I am not Socrates, Dave,’”’ he said. ‘I will not
drink from his cup.” His eyes locked on mine, and I could see
him come to a decision. He drew us together, within the field of
his Watch, and punched in a set of coordinates. “But I will settle
the issue for you.”

Helen shook her head no. No more surprises. And everything
began to slow down. The harbor winked out, a ship’s deck ma-
terialized underfoot, and the sky filled with fire.

We were on a Roman galley. The air was thick with powder and
cinders, and the sails were down. We were pitching and rolling.
The ocean broke across the deck, and men scrambled and swore
at their stations. Below us, long oars dipped rhythmically into the
waves. It was daylight, but we could not see more than twenty feet.

“How did you manage that?”’ I screamed at Shel over the hur-
ricane of noise. The Watches had never possessed the precision
to land people on a ship at sea.

“It’s been a lot of years,”” he said. ““Technology’s better than it
used to be.”

“Where are we?”’” demanded Helen, barely able to make herself
heard.

Shel was hanging onto a ladder. His clothes were drenched.
“A.D. 79,” he said. “‘Just west of Pompeii.”

His eyes were afire. His silver hair was already streaked with
black ash, and I began to suspect he had lost whatever anchor he
might have had to reality. Time had become perhaps too slippery
for him at last.

The ship rolled to starboard, and would have dumped Helen
into the sea had the old man not grabbed her, and hung on,
pushing me aside. “Isn’t this glorious?”’ he asked.

“Why are we here?”’ Helen demanded, wiping her eyes.

The sea and the wind roared, and the dust was blinding.

“I'will pick the time of my death,” he cried. ““And its manner.”

I was trying to scramble toward him, but I could do no more
than hang on.

“I am uniquely qualified—"

We went down into a trough, and I thought the sea was going
to bury us.

“—To make that choice,” he continued, ignoring the ocean.

“My death will be an appropriate finale to the symphony of my
lifer™
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A fireball roared overhead, and plowed into the water.

“Don’t do it,”’ I cried.

“Have no fear, David. I'm not ready yet. But when I am, this
will be the way of it.”” He smiled at me and touched the Watch.
“What better end for a time traveler than sailing with Pliny the
Elder?”” And he was gone.

“What was that all about?”’ called Helen. We dipped again and
salt water poured across the deck. ““Maybe we ought to get out of
here too.”

I agreed, and wrapped one arm around a stanchion, something
to hang onto while I set the Watch.

“Wait,”’ she said. ‘Do you know who Pliny the Elder is?”’

“A Roman philosopher.”

“I did a paper on him once. He was an essayist and moralist.
Fought a lot for the old values.”

‘“Helen, can we talk about it later?”’

“He was also a naval officer. He’s trying to rescue survivors.
Dave, if Shel meant what he said, he’ll be back.”

“I understand that.”

“He’ll be older. But he’ll be back.”

“We can’t do anything about that. I don’t think we want to wait
around here.”’

We were on the starboard side, near the beam. The sails were
down, and a few shadowy figures were moving through the vol-
canic haze. (I would have expected to hear the roar of the vol-
cano, of Vesuvius, but the only noise came from the sea and the
warm dry wind that blew across the deck.) ‘“‘Let’s try the other
side,”” I said.

He was there, on the port quarter, clinging to a line, while the
wind howled. Even more ancient this time, frail, weary, fright-
ened. Dressed differently than he had been, in slacks and a green
pullover that might have come out of the 1930s.

Cinders stung my eyes.

He saw us and waved. ‘“‘I've been looking for you.”” His gaze
lingered on Helen, and then drifted toward the sea. His eyes
seemed utterly devoid of reasoning. Nothing of the old Shelborne
seemed to be left.

“Don’t,” 1 cried.

She let go her handhold and tried to scramble across the pitch-
ing deck.

He was hanging onto a hawser, balanced near the rail.
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The ship pitched, went up the front of a wave and down the
back. He raised his hand in a farewell gesture, and the sea broke
across the deck. I was thrown hard against a gunwale. The night
was filled with water.

When it ended, Shel was gone. The rail was clear, and the line
to which he’d clung whipped back and forth.

Helen shouted and pointed. I saw him briefly, rising over a
swell, clutching a board and struggling to stay afloat, his white
hair trailing in the water. But another wave broke over him and
moments later the board popped to the surface, and drifted into
the haze.

Something in the ship gave way with a loud crack, and the
crewmen cried out. I pulled Helen close.

“Dead again,” she said.

Maybe this time for good. 1 pressed the stem.

6

Saturday, November 26. Mid-afternoon.

We returned to the wardrobe in separate, but equally desperate,
moods.

Helen could not connect the wild man on the galley with Shel,
or even the moody septuagenarian on the dock at the Piraeus.
Furthermore, she had not yet accepted either the reality or the
implications of time travel. Yet, on a primal level, she had seen
him. And for the second time during two weeks, she mourned
him.

And I? I’d lost all feeling. How could I reconcile two graves? |
collapsed into a chair and stared helplessly at the costumes, hang-
ing neatly, marked off by period. Damn them. I remembered the
planning and research that had gone into their creation. We had
felt so well organized in those days. Prepared for anything.

I let it go.

And then I noticed that I was seeing the costumes. There was
light in the room. It was gray, not bright, but it meant that the
black mist was gone. I threw the curtains back, the walkway, the
garage, were visible, huddled together in the storm. The wall still
circled the property. And beyond the wall, I could see most of
Carmichael Drive. Most of it. But Ray White’s house was gone. As
was the rest of the world over there. Carmichael Drive now skirted
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the edge of a precipice, its far side missing, broken off into a void.
Beyond, I could see only gray sky.

Terrified, we went from room to room. Everywhere, in all di-
rections, the picture was the same. On the east, where my prop-
erty was most extensive, even the wall was gone. A seldom-used
patio had been cut in half, and the stand of elms that used to
provide shade for it now lined the limits of the world.

We opened a bottle of brandy and drew all the blinds in the
house.

“Can’t we replay that last scene?”’ she asked. ““Go back and
rescue him? I mean, that’s the whole point of a time machine,
isn’t it? Nothing’s ever irrevocable. You make a mistake, you go
back and fix it.”’

I was tired and my head hurt and at that moment I hated
Adrian Shelborne with every fiber of my being. ‘“‘No,” I said. “‘It
would just make everything worse. We know what happened. We
can’t change that.”

“Dave,”” she said, ““how could we possibly make things worse?”’

That was a pretty good question.

She eased onto a sofa and closed her eyes. ““Time travel,”” she
said, “‘isn’t all it’s cracked up to be, is it?”’

Rain rattled against the windows. *“We need to find a way to
eliminate the paradox.”

“Okay,” she said. “What exactly is the paradox?”’

I thought it over. ‘‘Adrian Shelborne has two graves. One out
on Monument Hill. And the other in the Tyrrhenian Sea. We have
to arrange things so that there is only one.”

“Can we go back and stop the Friday night fire?”’

““Same problem as trying a rescue on the galley. The Friday
night fire has already happened, and if you prevent it, then what
was the funeral all about?”’ -

“It’s like a big knot,”” she said. ‘‘No matter where you try to
pull, everything just gets tighter.”

We were still wearing our Hellenic robes, which were torn and
soiled. And we both needed a shower, but there was no water. On
the other hand, we did have rain. And as much privacy as we could
ever want.

I got soap, towels, and wash cloths. She took the backyard,
which was more sheltered (as if that mattered), and I stood out
front. It was late November, but the weather had turned unsea-
sonably warm nevertheless. Hot water would have been nice, but
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I felt pretty good anyway after I'd dried off and changed into
clean clothes.

Then we sat, each in a kind of private cocoon, thinking about
options. Or things lost. The rain continued through the after-
noon. I watched rivulets form and wondered how much soil was
being washed over the edge. Where? Where would it be going?
When the weather cleared, I promised myself that I would walk
out and look down.

“Who’s buried in the grave on Monument Hill?”’ she asked.

“Shel.”

“How do we know? The body was burned beyond recognition.”

“They checked his dental records. We can’t change that.”

She was sitting on the sofa with her legs drawn up under her.
“We also can’t recover the body from the Tyrrhenian Sea. We
have to work on Monument Hill. What can we do about the dental
records?”’

I looked at her. ‘I don’t think I understand.”

“We have a time machine. Use your imagination.”

Chain-reaction collisions have become an increasingly danger-
ous occurrence on limited-access highways around the world.
Hundreds die every year, several thousand are injured, and prop-
erty damage usually runs well into the millions. On the day that
we buried Shel, there had been a pile-up in California. It had
happened a little after eight o’clock in the morning under con-
ditions of perfect visibility when a pickup rear-ended a station
wagon full of kids headed for breakfast and Universal Studios.

We materialized by the side of the road moments after the
chain reaction had ended. The highway and the shoulder were
littered with wrecked vehicles. Some people were out of their cars
trying to help; others were wandering dazed through the carnage.
The morning air was filled with screams and the smell of burning
oil.

“I'm not sure I can do this,” Helen said, spotting a woman
bleeding in an overturned Buick. She went over, got the door
open, and motioned me to assist. The woman was unconscious,
and her right arm was bent in an awkward manner.

“Helen,” I said. ‘“We have a bigger rescue to make.”

She shook her head. No. This first.

She stopped the bleeding and I got someone to stay with the
victim. We helped a few other people, pulled an elderly couple
out of a burning van, got one man with two broken legs off the
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road. (I was horrified. She and I had always maintained a strict
hands-off policy.) “We don’t have time for this,” I pleaded.

“I don’t have time for anything else,” she said.

Sirens were approaching. I let her go, concentrating on finding
what we’d come for.

He was alone in a blue Toyota that had rolled over onto its
roof. The front of the car was crumpled, a door was off, and the
driver looked dead. He was bleeding heavily from a head wound.
One tire was spinning slowly. I could find no pulse.

He was about the right size, tangled in a seat belt. When Helen
got there, she confirmed that he was dead. I used a jack knife to
cut him free. EMT’s had arrived and were spreading out among
the wrecked cars. Stretchers were appearing.

Helen could not keep her mind on what we were doing. ““Your
oath doesn’t count,” I said. ““Not here. Let it go.”

She looked at me out of empty eyes.

“Help me get him out,”” I said.

We wrapped him in plastic and laid him in the road. ‘““He does
look a little like Shel,”’ she said in a small voice.

“Enough to get by.”

Footsteps were approaching. Someone demanded to know what
we were doing.

“It’s okay,”” I said, “‘we’re doctors.”” I pushed the stem and we

were out of there.
His name was Victor Randall. His wallet carried pictures of an
attractive woman with cropped brown hair seated with him in a
front porch swing. And two kids. The kids were smiling up at the
camera, one boy, one girl, both around seven or eight. ‘““Maybe,”
Helen said, “‘when this is over, we can send them a note to explain
things.”

“We can’t do that,”’ I said.

“They’ll never know what happened to him.”

“That’s right. And there’s no way around it.”’

There was also about two hundred cash. Later, I would mail
that back to the family.

We carried him down to the garage and put him in the Porsche.
I adjusted the temporal sweep to maximum, so that when we went
the car would go with us.
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7

Thursday, November 10. Near midnight.

Mark S. Hightower had been Shel’s dentist for seven years. He
operated out of a medical building across the street from Friend-
ship Hospital, where Helen had interned, and where she still
served as a consultant.

I'd met Hightower once. He was short, barrel-chested, flat-
skulled, a man who looked more like a professional wrestler than
a dentist. But he was soft-spoken and, according to Shel, partic-
ularly good with kids.

We materialized on a lot down on Penrod Avenue, which was
in the commercial district. The area was always deserted at night.
Ten minutes later, we approached the hospital and pulled into
the parking lot at the Forest Elm Medical Center. Hightower was
located in back, well away from the street.

Victor was in the front seat, supported from behind by Helen.
He was wrapped in plastic. He’d stopped bleeding, and we had
cleaned him up as much as we could. ““Are you sure you know
how to do this?”’ I asked.

“Of course not, Dave,”” she said. “‘I’'m not a dentist. But the
equipment shouldn’t be hard to figure out. How do we get in-
side?”’

She looked dismayed. ‘I thought you could manage something
a little more sophisticated than that. Why can’t you just use that
thing on your wrist and put us right inside the building?”’

“Because it’s not very precise. We could be here all night.”” I
was thinking of Shel’s trick in moving us from the Piraeus to the
quarter-deck on Pliny’s galley. If I'd tried that, we’d have gone
into the ocean.

We put on gloves, and walked around the building, looking for
an open window. There was none, but we found a rear exit that
did not seem very sturdy. I wedged the tire iron between the door
and the jamb, worked it back and forth, and felt the lock give.
The door all but came off the hinges. I held my breath, waiting
for the screech of a burglar alarm. It didn’t come, and we were
past the first hurdle.

We went back to the Porsche, got Victor out of the back seat
and half-carried, half-dragged him around to the open door.
Once inside, we set him in a chair. Then we turned on penlights
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and looked around. A half-dozen rooms were designated for pa-
tients, opening off a corridor that looped around to the reception
area. | wandered from office to office, not really knowing what I
was looking for. But Helen did one quick turn through the pas-
sageway and pointed at a machine tucked away in a corner. ““This
is it,”” she said. The manufacturer’s label said it was an orthopan-
tomograph. ‘It does panoramic X-rays,”” Helen said.

“Panoramic? What'’s that?”’

“Full mouth. It should be all we’ll need.”

The idea was that the person being X-rayed placed his forehead
against a plastic rest, and his chin in a cup-shaped support. The
camera was located inside a cone which was mounted on a rotat-
ing arm. The arm and cone would traverse the head, and produce
a single panoramic image of the teeth. The only problem was that
the patient normally stood during the procedure.

“It’ll take six to eight minutes,” said Helen. “‘During that time
we have to keep him absolutely still. Think you can do it?”

“I can do it,”’ I said.

“Okay.” She checked to make sure there was a film cassette in
the machine. “Let’s get him.”

We carried Victor to the orthopantomograph. At Helen’s sug-
gestion, we’d brought along some cloth strips that we now used
to secure him to the device. It was an uncomfortable and clumsy
business, and he kept sliding away from us. Working in the dark
complicated the procedure, but after about twenty minutes we
had him in place.

“Okay,” she said. “He should be all right now. Don’t touch
him. Right?”’

I backed away.

“Something just occurred to me,” I said. ““Victor Randall al-
ready has the head wound.”

Her eyes closed momentarily. ‘““You're suggesting the arsonist
didn’t hit Shel in the head after all?”

“That’s what I think.”

She considered that piece of data. “This keeps getting
weirder,”” she said.

A mirror was mounted on the machine directly in front of the
patient’s face. Helen pressed a button and a light went on in the
center of the mirror. ““They would tell the patient to watch the
light,”” she said. ‘“That’s how they’re sure they’ve got it lined up.”

“How are we sure?”’



162 Jack McDevitt

“What’s the term? ‘Dead reckoning’?’”’ She punched another
button. A motor started, and the cone began to move.

Ten minutes later we took the cassette in back, carefully leaving
Victor in place until we were sure we had good pictures. The
developer was located in a windowless storage room. Helen re-
moved the film from the cassette and ran it through the machine.
When the finished picture came out, she handed it to me without
looking at it. ““‘What do you think?”’

The entire mouth, uppers and lowers, was clear. ‘‘Looks good,”’
I said.

She held it against the light. “‘Plenty of fillings on both sides.
Let’s see how it compares.”

The records were maintained in manila folders behind the re-
ception desk, where the counter hid her from anyone passing
outside.

The folder was filled with records of Shel’s visits. “He goes
every three months,”” she said. ““That’s not bad.”” (She also tended
to talk about him in the present tense.) The results of his most
recent checkup were clipped on the right side. In the middle of
the sheet was a panoramic picture, like the one we had just taken,
and several smaller photos of individual sections. “‘I think they
call these ‘wings’ ’ she said. ‘‘But when they bring a dentist in to
identify a body, they do it with these.” She held up the panoramic
and compared the two. “They don’t look much alike in detail.
And if they ever get around to comparing it with the wings, they’ll
notice something’s wrong. But we should have enough to get by.”

She removed Shel’s panoramic, and substituted the one we had
just taken. Then she replaced the folder. We wiped off the head-
rest and checked the floor to be sure we’d spilled no blood. ““One
more thing,”” said Helen. She inserted a fresh cassette into the
orthopantomograph. ‘“Okay. We’ve done what we came to do.
Let’s clear out.”

“Wait a minute,” I said. ““They’re going to know we broke in.
We need to do something to make this look like a burglary.” As
far as I could see, there wasn’t much worth stealing. Magazines.
Cheap landscape prints on the walls. ‘*‘How about a drill?”’ I asked.
“They look expensive.”

She squeezed my arm. ‘“What kind of burglar would steal a
drill?’ She went on another tour of the office. Moments later, I
heard glass breaking, and she came back with a couple of plastic
bottles filled with pills. “Valium,”” she said.
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8

Saturday, November 12. 1:15 A.M.

I had the coordinates for Shel’s workshop, so we were able to go
right in.

It was located in the basement of the townhouse, a small,
cramped, cluttered place that had a Cray computer front and
center, banks of displays, and an array of experimental equipment
I had never begun to understand. Moments after we’'d arrived,
his oil heater came on with a thump.

Helen grumbled that we would have to carry the body up to
the second floor. But I had done the best I could. The math had
always been Shel’s job, and the only place in the house I could
get to was the workshop. So we dragged Victor up two flights of
stairs to the master bedroom, dressed him in Shel’s pajamas,
turned back the sheets, and laid him in bed. We put his clothes
into a plastic bag.

We also had a brick in the bag. Shel kept his car keys in the
middle drawer of a desk on the first floor. We had debated just
leaving the clothes to burn, but I wanted to leave nothing to
chance. Despite what you might think about time travel, what we
were doing was forever. We could not come back and undo it,
because we were here, and we knew what the sequence of events
was, and you couldn’t change that without paying down the road.
If we knew anything for sure now, we knew that.

I had left the Porsche at home this time. So we had to borrow
Shel’s green Pontiac. It had a vanity plate reading SHEL, and a
lot of mileage. But he took good care of it. We drove down to the
river. At the two-lane bridge that crosses the Narrows, we pulled
off and waited until there was no traffic. Then we pulled onto the
bridge, went out to the middle, where we presumed the water was
deepest, and dropped the bag over the side. We still had Victor’s
wallet and ID, which I intended to burn.

We returned Shel’s car to the garage. By now it was about a
quarter to two, forty-eight minutes before a Mrs. Wilma Anderson
would call to report a fire at the townhouse. I was a little con-
cerned that we had cut things too close, and that the intruder
might already be in the house. But the place was still quiet when
I returned the car keys to the desk.

We locked the house, front and back, which was how we had
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found it, and retired across the street, behind a hedge. We were
satisfied with our night’s work, and curious only to see who the
criminal was. The neighborhood was tree-lined, well-lighted,
quiet. The houses were middle-class, fronted by small yards that
were usually fenced. Cars were parked on either side of the street.
There was no traffic, and somewhere in the next block we could
hear a cat yowling.

Two o’clock arrived.

“Getting late,”” Helen said.

Nothing stirred. ‘‘He’s going to have to hurry up,” I said.

She looked at me uncomfortably. ‘“What happens if he doesn’t
come?”’

“He has to come.”

“Why?”

“Because that’s the way it happened. We know that for an ab-
solute fact.”

She looked at her watch. Two-oh-one.

“I just had a thought,” I said.

“Let’s hear it.”’

“Maybe you’re right. Maybe there is no firebug. Or rather,
maybe we are the firebugs. After all, we already know where the
fractured skull came from.”

She nodded slowly. ‘““Yeah,” she said. ‘‘Maybe.”’

I left the shelter of the hedge and walked quickly across the
street, entered Shel’s driveway, and went back into the garage.
There were several gas cans. They were all empty.

I needed the car keys. But I was locked out now. I used a rock
to break a window, got in, and retrieved the keys. I threw the
empty cans into the trunk of his Pontiac. ‘““Wait here,” I told
Helen as I backed out onto the street. “‘Keep an eye open in case
someone does show up.”

“Where are you going?”’

“To get some gas.”

There was an all-night station down on River Road, only a few
blocks away. It was one of those places where, after eleven o’clock,
the cashier locks himself into a glass cage. He was a middle-aged,
worn-out guy sitting in a cloud of cigarette smoke. A toothpick
rolled relentlessly from one side of his mouth to the other. I filled
three cans, paid, and drove back to the townhouse.

It was 2:17 when we began sloshing the gasoline around the
basement. We emptied a can on the stairway and another upstairs,
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taking particular care to drench the master bedroom, where Vic-
tor Randall lay. We poured the rest of it on the first floor, and so
thoroughly soaked the entry that I was afraid to go near it with a
lighted match. But at 2:25 we touched it off.

Helen and I watched for a time from a block away. The flames
cast a pale glare in the sky, and sparks floated overhead. We didn’t
know much about Victor Randall, but what we did know maybe
was enough. He’d been a husband and a father. In their photos,
his wife and kids had looked happy. And he got a Viking’s funeral.

“What do you think?’’ asked Helen. “Will it be all right now?”’

“Yeah,” I said. ‘I hope so.”

9

Sunday, November 27. Mid-morning.

In the end, the Great November Delusion was written off as pre-
cisely that, a kind of mass hysteria that settled across a substantial
chunk of New Jersey, Pennsylvania, Maryland, and Delaware. Else-
where, life had gone on as usual, except that the affected area
seemed to have vanished behind a black shroud that turned back
all attempts at entry, and admitted no signals.

Fortunately, it had lasted only a few hours. When it ended,
persons who had been inside emerged with a range of stories.
They had been stranded on rocky shores or amid needle peaks
or in gritty wastes where nothing grew. One family claimed to
have been inside a house that had an infinite number of stairways
and chambers, but no doors or windows. Psychologists pointed
out that the one element that appeared in all accounts was iso-
lation. Sometimes it had been whole communities that were iso-
lated; sometimes families. Occasionally it had been individuals.
The general consensus was that, whatever the cause, therapists
would be assured of a handsome income for years to come.

My first act on returning home was to destroy Victor Randall’s
wallet and ID. The TV was back with full coverage of the phenom-
enon. The National Guard was out, and experts were already ap-
pearing on talk shows. I would have been ecstatic with the way
things had turned out, except that Helen had sunk into a dark
mood. She was thinking about Shel.

“We saved the world,” I told her. I showered and changed and
put on some bacon and eggs. By the time she came downstairs it
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was ready. She ate, and cried a little, and congratulated me. *“We
were brilliant,”” she said.

After breakfast she seemed reluctant to leave, as if something
had been left undone. But she announced finally that she needed
to get back to her apartment and see how things were.

She had just started for the door when we heard a car pull up.
“It’s a woman,”” she said, looking out the window. “‘Friend of
yours?”’

It was Sgt. Lake. She was alone this time.

We watched her climb the porch steps. A moment later the
door bell rang.

“This won’t look so good,” Helen said.

“I know. You want to duck upstairs?”’

She thought about it. ““No. What are we hiding?”’

The bell sounded again. I crossed the room and opened up.

“Good morning, Dr. Dryden,” said the detective. “‘I'm glad to
see you came through it all right. Everything is okay?”’

“Yes,” I said. ““How about you?”’

Her cheeks were pale. ““Good,” she said. ‘I hope it’s over.”
She seemed far more human than during her earlier visit.

“Where’s your partner?”’ I asked.

She smiled. “‘Everything’s bedlam downtown. A lot of people
went berserk during that thing, whatever it was. We're going to be
busy for a while.”” She took a deep breath and, for the moment
at least, some unconscious communication passed between us. *‘I
wonder if I could talk with you?”

“Of course.” I stepped back and she came in.

“It’s chaos.”” She seemed not quite able to focus. ‘‘Fires, people
in shock, heart attacks everywhere. It hasn’t been good.”” She saw
Helen and her eyes widened. ‘‘Hello, Doctor. I didn’t expect to
see you here. I expect you're in for a busy day too.”

Helen nodded. ““You okay?’’ she asked.

“Yeah. Thanks. I'm fine.” She stared out over my shoulder.
Then, with a start, she tried to wave it all away.

We sat down. ‘“What was it like here?”’ she asked.

I described what I'd seen. While I was doing so, Helen poured
her some coffee and she relaxed a little. She had been caught in
her car during the event on a piece of rain-swept foggy highway
that just went round and round, covering the same ground.
“Damnedest thing,” she said. ‘‘No matter what I did, I couldn’t
get off.”” She shook her head and drank coffee.
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“I could prescribe a sedative,” said Helen.

“No, thank you,” Lake said. ‘I should be one my way anyhow.”
She patted my shoulder in a comradely way and let herself out.

Lake turned her attention to me. ‘““Doctor,” she said, ‘“‘you’ve
informed us that you were home in bed at the time of Dr. Shel-
borne’s death. Do you stand by that statement?”’

“Yes,”” 1 said, puzzled. ‘I do.”

“Are you sure?”’

The question hung in the sunlit air. ““Of course I am. Why do
you ask?”’

I could read nothing in her expression. ‘‘Someone answering
your description was seen in the neighborhood of the townhouse
shortly before the fire.”

“It wasn’t me, I said, suddenly remembering the man at the
gas station. And I’d been driving Shel’s car. With his vanity plate
on the front to underscore the point.

“Okay,” she said. “‘I wonder if you’d mind coming down to
the station with me, so we can clear the matter up. Get it settled.”

“Sure. Be glad to.”

We stood up. “Could I have a moment, please?”’

“Certainly,”” she said, and went outside.

I called Helen on her cellular. “‘Don’t panic,”” she said. “All
you need is a good alibi.”

“I don’t have an alibi.”

“For God’s sake, Dave. You’ve got something better. You have
a time machine.”

“Okay. Sure. But if I go back and set up an alibi, why didn’t I
tell them the truth in the beginning?”’

““Because you were protecting a woman’s reputation,’’ she said.
“What else would you be doing at two o’clock in the morning?
Get out your little black book.” It might have been my imagina-
tion, but I thought the reference to my little black book angered
her slightly.

10

Friday, November 11. Early evening.

The problem was that I didn’t have a little black book. I've never
been all that successful with women. Not to the extent, certainly,
that I could call one up with a reasonable hope of finishing the
night in her bed.
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What other option did I have? I could try to find someone in
a bar, but you didn’t really lie to the police in a murder case to
protect a casual pickup.

I pulled over to the curb beside an all-night restaurant, plan-
ning to go in and talk to the waitress a lot. Give her a huge tip
so she couldn’t possibly forget me. But then, how would I explain
why I had lied?

The restaurant was close to the river, a rundown area lined with
crumbling warehouses. A police cruiser slowed down and pulled
in behind the Porsche. The cop got out and I lowered the win-
dow.

“Anything wrong, Officer?”’ I asked. He was small, black, well-
pressed.

“I was going to ask you the same thing, sir. This is not a good
neighborhood.”

““I was just trying to decide whether I wanted a hamburger.”

‘“Yes, sir,”” he said. I could hear the murmur of his radio. ‘“Well,
listen, I'd make up my mind, one way or the other. I wouldn’t
hang around out here if I were you.”

I smiled and gave him the thumbs-up. ““Thanks,” I said.

He got back in his cruiser and pulled out. I watched his lights

turn left at the next intersection. And I knew what I was going to
do.
I drove south on route 130 for about three-quarters of an hour,
and then turned east on a two-lane. Somewhere around eleven, I
entered Clovis, New Jersey, and decided it was just what I was
looking for.

The Clovis police station occupied a small two-story building
beside the post office. The Red Lantern Bar was located about
two blocks away, on the other side of the street.

I parked in a lighted spot close to the police station, walked to
the bar, and went inside. It was smoky, subdued, and reeking with
the smell of dead cigarettes and stale beer. Most of the action was
over around the dart board.

I settled in at the bar and commenced drinking Scotch. I stayed
with it until the bartender suggested I'd had enough, which usu-
ally wouldn’t have taken long because I don’t have much capacity
for alcohol. But that night my mind stayed clear. Not my motor
coordination, though. I paid up, eased off the stool, and negoti-
ated my way back onto the street.
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I turned right and moved methodically toward the police sta-
tion, putting one foot in front of the other. When I got close, 1
added a little panache to my stagger, tried a couple of practice
giggles to warm up, and lurched in through the front door.

A man with two stripes came out of a back room.

“Good evening, Officer,” I said, with exaggerated formality and
the widest grin I could manage, which was then pretty wide. ““Can
you give me directions to Atlantic City?”

The corporal shook his head sadly. ““Do you have some iden-
tification, sir?’”’

“Yes, I do,” I said. “But I don’t see why my name is any business
of yours. I'm in a hurry.”

He sighed. ‘““Where are you from?”’

“Two weeks from Sunday,” I said. “I'm a time traveler.”

11

Sunday, November 27. Late evening.

Sgt. Lake was surprised and, I thought, disappointed to learn that
I had been in jail on the night of the fire. She said that she
understood why I had been reluctant to say anything, but admon-
ished me on the virtues of being honest with law enforcement
authorities.

I called Helen, looking forward to an evening of celebration.
But I only got her recording machine. “Call me when you get
in,” I told it.

The call never came. Just before midnight, when I'd given up
and was getting ready to go to bed, I noticed a white envelope on
the kitchen table.

My name was printed on it in neat, spare characters.

Dear Dave (it read),

Shel is back! My Shel. The real one. He wants to take me off
somewhere, and I don’t know where, but I can’t resist. Maybe we
will live near the Parthenon, or maybe Paris during the 1920s. 1
don’t know. But I do know you will be happy for me.

I will never forget you, Dave.

Love,
Helen

P.S. We left something for you. In the wardrobe.
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I read it several times, and finally crumpled it.

They’d left the Hermes. They had positioned it carefully under
the light, to achieve maximum effect. Not that it needed it.

I stood a long time admiring the piece. It was Michelangelo at
his most brilliant. But it wasn’t Helen.

I went downstairs and wandered through the house. It was
empty, full of echoes and the sound of the wind. More desolate
now than it had been when it was the only thing in the universe.

I remembered how Helen had sounded when she thought she
was sending me back to sleep with another woman. And I won-
dered why I was so ready to give up.

I did some quick research, went back to the wardrobe, scarcely
noticing the statue, and put on turn-of-the-century evening
clothes.

Next stop: The Court Theater in Sloane Square, London, to
watch the opening performance of Man and Superman.

You’re damned right, Shelborne.

Time travelers never die.




Larry Niven

Rotating Cylinders
and the
Possibility of Global Causality Violation

From Microcosmic Tales, 1978

Perhaps the greatest discovery in history is the discovery that time travel is
possible. For the Emperor, time travel could be the way to finally destroy the
Hallane Regency, by wiping out their ancestors.

But it is the second greatest discovery in history that is truly the most
amazing: Time travel doesn’t work. While time travel is a mathematical pos-
sibility, because time travel would violate the principle of causality—that an
event cannot occur before the event that caused it—time travel is outlawed
by the Universe.

But the Hallane Regency doesn’t know this, so the Emperor leaks the secret
of time travel to the Hallanes—and they waste their resources trying to perfect
time travel so they can destroy the Emperor. But in the ultimate time travel
paradox, the Hallanes come too close to perfecting time travel, and the Uni-
verse does what the Universe has always done when somebody has been close
to attempting to travel in time: It boldly terminates the attempt, with dire
consequences for all.

B. A.

““THREE HUNDRED YEARS WE'VE BEEN AT WAR,”” SAID QUIFTING,
“and I have the means to end it. I can destroy the Hallane Re-
gency.”” He seemed very pleased with himself, and not at all awed
at being in the presence of the emperor of seventy worlds.

The aforementioned emperor said, ‘“That’s a neat trick. If you
can’t pull it off, you can guess what penalties I might impose.
None of my generals would dare such a brag.”

“Their tools are not mine.”” Quifting shifted in a valuable an-
tique massage chair. He was small and round and completely hair-
less: the style of the nonaristocratic professional. He should have
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been overawed, and frightened. “I’'m a mathematician. Would
you agree that a time machine would be a useful weapon of war?”’

“I would,” said the emperor. ““Or I'd take a faster-than-light
starship, if you're offering miracles.”

“I'm offering miracles,”” said Quifting, ‘‘but to the enemy.”

The emperor wondered if Quifting was mad. Mad or not, he
was hardly dangerous. The emperor was halfway around the
planet from him, on the night side. His side of the meeting room
was only a holographic projection, though Quifting wouldn’t
know that.

Half a dozen clerks and couriers had allowed this man to reach
the emperor’s ersatz presence. Why? Possibly Quifting had useful
suggestions, but not necessarily. Sometimes they let an entertain-
ing madman through, lest the emperor grow bored.

“It’s a very old idea,” Quifting said earnestly. “I've traced it
back three thousand years, to the era when space-flight itself was
only a dream. I can demonstrate that a massive rotating cylinder,
infinite in length, can be circled by closed timelike paths. It seems
reasonable that a long but finite—"’

“Wait. I must have missed something.”

“Take a massive cylinder,” Quifting said patiently, “‘and put a
rapid spin on it. I can plot a course for a spacecraft that will bring
it around the cylinder and back to its starting point in space and
time.”

“Ah. A functioning time machine, then. Done with relativity, I
expect. But must a cylinder be infinitely long?”’

“I wouldn’t think so. A long but finite cylinder ought to show
the same behavior, except near the endpoints.”

“And when you say you can demonstrate this...”

“To another mathematician. Otherwise I would not have been
allowed to meet Your Splendor. In addition, there are historical
reasons to think that the cylinder need not be infinite.”

Now the emperor was jolted. ‘‘Historical? Really?””’

“That’s surprising, isn’t it? But it’s easy to design a time ma-
chine, given the Terching Effect. You know about the Terching
Effect?”’

“It’s what makes a warship’s hull so rigid,” confirmed the em-
peror.

“Yes. The cylinder must be very strong to take the rotation
without flying apart. Of course it would be enormously expensive
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to build. But others have tried it. The Six Worlds Alliance started
one during the Free Trade period.”

“Really?”’

“We have the records. Archeology had them fifty years ago,
but they had no idea what the construct was intended to do. Id-
iots.”” Quifting’s scowl was brief. “‘Never mind. A thousand years
later, during the One Race Wars, the Mao Buddhists started to
build such a time machine out in Sol’s cometary halo. Again,
behind the Coal Sack is a long, massive cylinder, a quasi-
Terching-Effect shell enclosing a neutronium core. We think an
alien race called the Kchipreesee built it. The ends are flared,
possibly to compensate for edge effects, and there are fusion
rocket motors in orbit around it, ready for attachment to spin it
up to speed.”

“Did nobody ever finish one of these, ah, time machines?”

Quifting pounced on the word. ‘“‘Nobody!”” and he leaned for-
ward, grinning savagely at the emperor. No, he was not awed. A
mathematician rules his empire absolutely, and it is more pre-
dictable, easier to manipulate, than any universe an emperor
would dare believe in.

“The Six Worlds Alliance fell apart before their project was
barely started. The Mao Buddhist attempt—well, you know what
happened to Sol system during the One Race Wars. As for the
Kchipreesee, I'm told that many generations of space travel killed
them off through biorhythm upset.”

“That’s ridiculous.”

“It may be, but they are certainly extinct, and they certainly
left their artifact half-finished.”

“I don’t understand,”” the emperor admitted. He was tall, mus-
cular, built like a middleweight boxer. Health was the mark of
aristocracy in this age. ‘““You seem to be saying that building a
time machine is simple but expensive, that it would handle any
number of ships—it would, wouldn’t it?”’

“Oh, yes.”

“—and send them back in time to exterminate one’s enemies’
ancestors. Others have tried it. But in practice, the project is al-
ways interrupted or abandoned.”

“Exactly.”

“Why?"”

“Do you believe in cause and effect?”’
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“Of course. I...suppose that means I don’t believe in time
travel, doesn’t it?”’

“A working time machine would destroy the cause-and-effect
relationship of the universe. It seems the universe resists such
meddling. No time machine had ever been put into working con-
dition. If the Hallane Regency tries it something will stop them.
The Coal Sack is in Hallane space. They need only attach motors
to the Kchipreesee device and spin it up.”

“Bringing bad luck down upon their foolish heads. Hubris. The
pride that challenges the gods. I like it. Yes. Let me see . ..”” The
emperor generally left war to his generals, but he took a high
interest in espionage. He tapped at a pocket computer and said,
“Get me Director Chilbreez.”

To Quifting he said, ““The director doesn’t always arrest enemy
spies. Sometimes he just watches ’em. I'll have him pick one and
give him a lucky break. Let him stumble on a vital secret, as it
were.”’

“You’d have to back it up—"

“Ah, but we're already trying to recapture Coal Sack space.
We’ll step up the attacks a little. We should be able to convince
the Hallanes that we’re trying to take away their time machine.
Even if you're completely wrong—which I suspect is true—we’ll
have them wasting some of their industrial capacity. Maybe start
some factional disputes, too. Pro-and anti-time-machine. Hah!”
The emperor’s smile suddenly left him. “Suppose they actually
build a time machine?”’

“They won’t.”

“But a time machine is possible?r The mathematics works?”’

“But that’s the point, Your Splendor. The universe itself resists
such things.”” Quifting smiled confidently. ““Don’t you believe in
cause and effect?”’

Sy aeshe

Violet-white light blazed through the windows behind the math-
ematician, making of him a star-edged black shadow. Quifting ran
forward and smashed into the holograph wall. His eyes were shut
tight, his clothes were afire. ““What is it?”’ he screamed. ‘‘“What'’s
happening?”’

“I imagine the sun has gone nova,’”’ said the emperor.

The wall went black.

A dulcet voice spoke. “‘Director Chilbreez on the line.’

“Never mind.”” There was no point now in telling the director

)







Derryl Murphy
What Goes Around

1997

When Henry, a washed-up actor who played “Space Cop” in his heyday, now
adrift in booze and shattered ambition, s visited by a ghost from the future,
he wonders if he has lost his mind. But when the once-scandalized television
“Space Cop” travels forward in time, he finds that his most irrelevant, and
painful, role has affected tens of millions and has made him a star. But
how? And why?

B. A.

Episode One: We meet our hero, learn a bit of his background,
and leap wildly back and forth through time

THE OPENING SEQUENCE OF ‘‘SPACE COPS’’ VIRTUALLY GUARAN-
teed a great audience from the very beginning. Special effects that
were extremely sophisticated for the time, exciting music and fast-
paced action, and of course the handsome face of star and pro-
ducer Henry Angel made for great television appeal, a very new
concept at the time. As well, the series was true to the beliefs of
the 1950’s; while fear of nuclear destruction hung over the heads
of millions of Americans, the family, strong values and mostly a |
bright future were what they wanted to see on their primitive
picture tubes each week.

Witness this portion of the opening. Before credits roll, Captain |
Maxwell (played by Angel) and his sidekick Corporal Exeter
(played by former child radio actor Spike Chapman) board their
space car and launch from the asteroid they use as headquarters.
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Flames jet out from the exhaust, the car tumbles wildly, bucking
and heaving until, through sheer physical might, Captain Maxwell
rights it and flies into the camera, the dissolve moving from space
car to Maxwell to space car to Maxwell almost seamlessly.

Is it any wonder that such a nation, influenced so mightily by
one show, would become the single most dominant space-faring
country right into the late twenty-first century?

From “‘Space Cops’’: A Modern History,

An AmeriNet 46 production

Captain Michael Davis of Sector Seven pulls himself along the

rails, eschewing the artificial gravity available to him at the wave

of a hand. There is an emergency in his sector, a civilian ship

overrun by criminals and pirates, and he needs to get to his space

car as quickly as possible. Red lights flash and alarms ring all
around him.

“Davis, you there?”’

Captain Davis taps his wrist, activates his comm. ““Here, Slam.’
Slam Rankin is the dispatch officer for Sector Seven.

“There are three of them, rogues that spilled over from the
Belt Wars. We managed to get good pictures before they downed
the emergency activator. One of them is Marcus Heimdal.”

“Thanks, Slam. Over.”” Heimdal! Davis picks up speed. Heim-
dal was the scourge of the force, but he’d gone missing four years
before. Apparently to pull mercenary duty in the Belt. What was
he doing back?

Private Eddie Stern is waiting in his seat in the space car when
Davis arrives. They quickly check all the functions, then get clear-
ance to launch. The roar is momentarily deafening, and they are
punched back into their seats as they clear Sector Seven H.Q. The
car bucks and rocks and rolls for a moment, but Davis pulls it
back under control and they head off to intercept the civilian ship
and the pirates aboard it.

Private Stern occupies himself with readying the weapons and
checking his helmet. Nerves of steel, that boy.

They approach the civilian ship.

Henry sits in his living room, black and white TV screen flickering
silently in the background, bottle of beer in hand, waiting for
another visit. He knows that if he goes into his bedroom, it will
happen right away, but he does not want that. In a perfect world,

’
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none of this would be happening, he wouldn’t be afraid that he
was losing his sanity, he wouldn’t be losing himself in three cases
of beer a day. In a perfect world he would have made it, wouldn’t
have been caught with that lighting tech and fallen into a daze
of beer and whiskey, paid for by hocking furniture and crappy
little jobs for shithead directors in films that no one will ever see,
or ever want to see.

And a fucking crazy ghost from the future wouldn’t be visiting

him.
As we see in this colorized footage of him signing autographs,
Henry Angel was not only remarkably successful and popular, he
was also very genial. He was especially fond of children, and often
broke off early from public functions if he knew of a pick-up game
of baseball being played in some nearby neighborhood.

But, it must be admitted, there was a dark side to Henry Angel.
He was twice-divorced, and records show that he once received a
speeding ticket from the California Highway Patrol (see: CHiPs;
Erik Estrada; 1970’s). But this did not ever get in the way of his
popularity.

“Found him!”’ The voice is distant, kind of muffled.

“Hmm?”’

“I said I found him. He’s locked, Michael, settled and ready to
pull!”

Michael switches on slomo/delay, tunes half of his view to see
a representation of Arnold’s face; a little fuzzy, motion not quite
realtime, little mem going into receiving the visit, most being kept
for the standard functions. ‘‘You’re serious?”’

Arnold’s face jumps about as he nods; his scalp slides off and
floats momentarily through the air before settling in again on his
chin, a new beard. “‘I found him at the address we got from those
old files.”

“Does he know?”’

A herky-jerky smile, teeth dancing a chorus line, all dressed up
in perfect little tuxes. “‘I've been there three times now, tried to
talk to him. He doesn’t want to hear it, so I figure I should do
the pull, explain from this side. Fait accompli, as it were.”

“Good idea,” says Mike. “I’ll be out as soon as I finish running
this mission.”
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When the ghost comes the last time for him, Henry is ready. Good
and pissed, but ready. He stands, a little shakily, brushes pretzel
crumbs from his shirt and pants, then stumbles forward into the
receptor, glaring white light and screaming winds pounding his
senses, scaring him so bad he shits his pants as he steps in and
falls through time.

I mean, why the fuck not?

Episode Two: Our hero begins to see the future
as it might really be

(POV Shift: Pull camera back, encompassing view of large office
area. Tangled mass of wires lead from deposit site to fuser and
two well-used pocket supercomputers sitting on otherwise empty
desk, walls a nondescript and unadorned brown, doors occupying
three of them)

Henry staggered as he hit the floor, shuffled drunkenly for a
second or two, then fell flat on his face. A pair of hands gently
grabbed him around the waist and lifted him up, helped him
shuffle along the floor and through a door, where he was sat upon
a cot. He blinked fiercely the whole time, trying to shake the
vicious light from his head, the spinning of the decades and more
from his eyes.

“There’s a toilet behind you,” said a voice, presumably be-
longing to the hands. “I'll leave you for a few minutes, let you
clean up. You can drop your clothes in the basket by the sink;
there’s a fresh uniform for you, hanging on the wall behind me.”
A door shut.

Henry sat for another moment to let his eyes clear, uncom-
fortable with the lump of stool in his pants, unable to convince
himself to get up. As things slipped back into focus, he took notice
of what surrounded him in the room. It was small, maybe ten feet
by twelve, the walls a quiet shade of brown and the door an off-
white. The cot was small, low to the ground, and didn’t seem to
have springs or any other metal; he felt with his hands and bent
over to look, but couldn’t tell what it was made of. The toilet and
sink were in plain view, no door or walls to block it off. Like a
prison.

The clothing hanging on the wall looked familiar. Henry stood
up, with some trouble, and shuffled over to have a look.

Aw, fuck!
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It was the uniform, that fucking uniform from that fucking
show, the one that busted him, that caused so much shit and grief
in his life. One episode and marked for life, even though couldn’t
be more than a few dozen people even saw the thing. Stupid show,
stupid tech, stupid booze, stupid everything!

He went to the toilet, puked up the last dregs of his liquid

supper, pissed, then cleaned himself. He stood there, looking at
the uniform, trying to keep from shaking, and desperately want-
ing a beer.
““Here we see the U.S.S. Spelling as it drifts silently through deep
space, well beyond the orbit of Jupiter. Note the sleekness of her
design, the fins and grids, pods and wires, that dance from her
hull like leaping, shining metallic rainbows. The gun and missile
placements bristle angrily, ready to take on any and all comers,
looking for an excuse to put down further armed rebellion.

““This newest ship in the fleet, the pride of our armed might
in space, is the replacement for the late, great U.S.S. Tesh, sadly
lost with all hands in the gravity well of Saturn after a cowardly
attack by ...

“Jesus, I'm getting all, all emotional. I'm sorry, I'm sorry, I’ll
be all right, but. . . those boys, they died for our country.”

From AmeriNet 46 News at 0336
After much hesitation, Henry decided to put the uniform on. It
fit well, better than that piece of crap that the costume designers
had come up with for the pilot. It also had the added advantage
that it didn’t stink like shit.

Shortly after dressing, the door cracked open tentatively, then
opened wide. A man stood there, the oddest-looking man Henry
had ever seen.

He was wearing a dull grey sweater that every few seconds rip-
pled with what looked like tiny waves of oil-slick water, running
in a different direction each time. His slacks were dark blue, al-
most black, and appeared to stiffen as the man stood still and
then crack in a wild pattern of shiny crow’s feet whenever he
shifted a leg; he wore pale green sandals and matching socks.

He wasn’t tall, this man. Maybe five foot six at best. His skin
was darker than Henry’s, but not so dark that he could be called
a negro. Small, glittery things, like slivers of a shattered mirror,
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protruded from his tall forehead. He wore dark glasses that oblit-
erated any view of his eyes, quite possibly from any angle. And his
hair. ..

His hair was a wild conglomeration of wires, tubes, strings of
tiny blinking lights, plastic and metal and maybe even some real
hair hidden in there someplace, dark and stringy and matted in
bunches under the foreign material. It was, thought Henry, as if
this man had embedded his head in a Christmas tree just after a
horrible soldering accident.

Upon seeing that Henry was wearing the uniform, the man
broke into a huge, unrestrained grin. ‘*‘Oh, this is so good to see!”’
said the man, accent unidentifiable but language definitely En-
glish, and he danced a few strange steps right there, Christmas
lights bobbing in asympathetic rhythm. Then he stopped and sa-
luted Henry, a salute modeled after the style created for that stu-
pid show; right fist to left shoulder, then open palm out, fingers
facing left, elbow crooked to keep the arm half extended (didn’t
want to look too much like a Nazi thing).

Henry nodded in return, cautious and a little scared, especially
now that the booze seemed to have unfortunately deserted his
system. ‘‘Are you...” His voice was scratchy, so he paused to
swallow, to breathe and clear some of that shit from his skull. ‘‘Are
you the guy who was visiting me? From the future?”’

“No!”’ shouted the man, sounding excruciatingly delighted and
excited at this riddle. “I’'m the man who visited you from the
present!”’ At this he giggled and danced a little more; the blinking
lights on his head seemed to take up a more frantic pattern, pants
cracking and resetting with each step.

Episode Three: More thrilling scenes
from this week’s episode

Captain Michael Davis, fresh from his heroic encounter with
Marcus Heimdal (currently on his way to serving a thirty-year sen-
tence at the Charon Penal Colony—Ilet’s see him bust out of
there!) has raced back to Earth with the aid of the newest in space
travel technology. Less than a day to get there, as opposed to the
two months it used to take, laughing in the face of modern phys-
ics.

A quick slingshot around the Moon, using its gravity to slow
down rather than speed up (trust us on this), then captured by
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the Earth’s gravity, sinking into a low orbit that makes parking on
a dime after slowing down from 300 miles per hour in only four
feet look easy. Private Stern gives him the thumbs-up. Perfect po-
sitioning.

A quick check of instruments, and then communicate with
headquarters back in good old U.S. of A. Salt Lake City, to be
exact, taking over where Hollywood left off after it sank beneath the
waves.

“Captain Michael Davis, Sector Seven, to Sector One Head-
quarters, requesting permission to land.”

A brief pause, and then, “‘Permission granted, Captain Davis.

And congratulations on a job well done.”
The strange man interrupted his equally strange dance to mum-
ble something unintelligible, the Christmas lights blinking ever
more fiercely. Then he grinned at Henry. “Come with me,
please.”

Henry followed him out of the room, shuffling along ner-
vously. They walked through another room (previously de-
scribed) and the strange man (whose name was Arnold,
although there is no way that Henry could yet know that), by-
passed the desk and the mass of wires and opened the door on
the far side of that room.

Still following, Henry saw that another man was there, similarly

attired and wearing dark and very large goggles, sitting in some-
thing like a dentist’s chair, more wires and gimracks protruding
from his head, as well as several tubes leading from his arms and
one even coming from his belly. The wires led to a receptacle in
the wall, the tubes to a metal and plastic and something-else con-
traption sitting hunched beside the chair, humming along to itself
in ever-changing pitches.
Private Stern disappears, replaced by Arnold, all fuzzy and grainy
and jerky again, a cheap representation of his real self. Bits of
skin slag off and drift for a moment before reattaching them-
selves; one eyeball drifts away for a moment, before Arnold can
capture it with his tongue, all four feet of it.

“Darn it, I wish you wouldn’t do that!”

““He’s here, Michael,” says Arnold, ignoring the admonition.
“Time to come on down.”
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Arnold reached over and touched a button on the humming ma-
chine. ‘‘He’s here, Michael. Time to come on down.”” The ma-
chine shuddered and spit and whistled and belched and even
barfed some sort of greyish fluid onto the floor, which was
promptly cleaned up by four small cartoonish brooms with arms,
each carrying two very real wooden buckets. Henry blinked his
eyes, unsure where they had come from, and when he looked
again they were gone, as was the barf.

The tubes withdrew, some going from arms to machine and

some from machine into the arms, the (slightly larger) one in the
belly pulling out from there and being sucked into the machine,
accompanied by the sort of slurping noise one associates with a
child eating spaghetti. The wires disentangled themselves, and
pulled into a slot in the wall or else wrapped themselves around
Michael’s skull, a cheerful rainbow of Medusan snakes settling in
for a nap.
The space car lands, magnificent Salt Lake City’s towers thrusting
into the sky all around it, like fingers reaching for God. Captain
Michael Davis reaches out, touches a button, and watches the car
and the city dissolve around him, fading to nothing. He turns his
head, gazes with fondness and consternation at Arnold, with def-
inite capital-A Awe at Henry. Time to sit up.

Episode Four: A brief hysterical interlude

(POV Shift: Swing camera in close, closer, closest. Burrow deep
into the skull, sneak the camera past the blood-brain barrier, find
your way along the neurons, synapses firing and sparking at a
savage rate, pretend you have a wondrous device to translate what
follows)

—Oh God oh Christ I can’t believe what the fuck is happening to me
here. Maybe maybe maybe this is only a dream, maybe I got the fucking
DT’s, maybe I'm gonna wake up in a few minutes and laugh at all this.
Noise in my head buzzing that’s gotta be it—

—Shit no I'm still here these guys are for real maybe they aren’t even
Srom the future maybe they’re aliens or something, come to grab me from
their flying sawcer—

Calm down, don’t let them see you scared. Maybe they can smell fear
like dogs or something—

—Shit—
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Episode Five: Your trip to the outer reaches made easy

Michael stood up, pants cracking to allow him access to the
floor, stiffening to keep him up. He hawked and spat on the floor,
phlegm and a little bit of blood mixing, but not enough to worry
about, cleared his throat a couple of times.

“Tired?”’ ventured Arnold.

Michael nodded. ‘‘Long trip,”” he rasped. ““Good one, though.”
They hugged.

“Mmm,”” said Arnold, pulling away after a second. ‘‘Michael, I
would like you to meet Henry Angel, himself. Mr. Angel, this is
Michael Davis, your number one fan, I am sure.”

Henry reached out a hand to shake, stared at empty air for a
moment as Michael did not proffer his own. Then he dropped
his arm and nodded. ‘Please. Call me Henry.”” What the hell is
going on here?

“I am delighted to meet you, Henry,” said Michael. *“Your life
as Captain Maxwell has been an inspiration to me and to tens of
millions of other Americans.”

Henry couldn’t take it any longer. *“What are you talking about?
I played in that stupid show for one fucking episode! No one saw
it except for some jerks at the network who decided that it would
cost too much and I was too big a risk!”

Both men smiled. Arnold nodded sagely and said, ‘‘Experience
is every bit as fluid as time, Henry.”” This seemed to greatly amuse
both of them. Arnold danced that little dance, and Michael jigged
for a brief moment as well, though it seemed to tire him out quite
quickly.

Episode Six: Henry’s life as it otherwise might have been

With the help of two of his few remaining good friends, Henry
was taken to a doctor who saw fit to enroll him in a health spa
that specialized in people with Henry’s problem. Three months
of intense physical and emotional work paid off, and Henry left
the spa drier than he’d ever been since coming to Hollywood.

Rumors stuck like glue, however, and Hollywood would have
nothing to do with him, so he left town and moved back home,
lived in the basement of his mother’s house on a farm in Sonoma
County. By day he did carpentry, working for an old friend of his
father’s who built houses. By night, he put together a small com-
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munity theater, put on some performances that were okay, some
that were pretty awful, and a few that were terrific.

In the early seventies some of his roles in some especially atro-
cious B-grade horror films were rediscovered, and he was invited
back to Hollywood to do some work in a few small productions,
even some guest spots on some series television. He wanted more,
however, and couldn’t attain it.

Resentment of his situation and fear about his true self served
to put him back on the downward spiral. Booze showed up again,
this time accompanied by cocaine and other drugs.

Henry died of heart failure in 1976, two days after he had be-
gun filming a guest spot in a popular detective series. Seven peo-
ple attended his funeral.

Henry dried up, got some great parts, ended up copping an Oscar
for a supporting role, went on to a life of acclaim as a character
actor. A few months after coming out of the closet, he died at age
sixty-eight, drowned in a boating accident.

Henry stayed in Sonoma County, got the house when his mother
died, married his childhood sweetheart, raised a good family,
then, still lost in his past and confused about who he really was,
blew his brains out in 1972.

Henry stayed in Sonoma County, got the house, married his child-
hood sweetheart, raised a good family, then got a divorce. He died
at age eighty-five, his two surviving children at his bedside. The
construction company he had built with his father’s old friend
was worth tens of millions.

Episode Seven: Why Part Six doesn’t really matter

The explanation is almost more than Henry can bear. He has
been flung through time and greeted by people who, while un-
deniably human, have more than a few weird things counting as
strikes against them.

And now he has heard a tale unlike anything he ever expected
to hear: Now, in this future, Henry Angel is a hero. Honest to
God, bigger than life. Michael and Arnold show him little snippets
of television, or at least something very similar to it, shows that
concentrate on him, but on a life he never led.
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But how could he have led this life? Henry asks this, but the
answers are not remotely satisfactory.

It is a fluid life, Arnold says, or a neurologically experiential
one. It has been created, says Michael, with the aid of the Net.
Michael doesn’t elaborate.

Besides, says Arnold, time is what you make of it. And we are
running out of time to make, so we need you here. He pauses,
grins, dances a little bit more, and then asks if Henry would like
to experience the Net.

Um, delays Henry, does experiencing this net have anything to
do with those things in my body and on my head?

Another dance, and then heads nod gleefully, lights and wires
bobbing.

Henry turns and runs, not knowing where the hell he’s going,
but knowing it has to be away from here.

Episode Eight: Henry’s visit to the big city
and a partial inventory of the things he sees

Buildings. Buildings, buildings, buildings and buildings. Some
abandoned machines, look sort of like cars or something. More
buildings.

Some streetlights. None of them working, though.

Pavement, cracked and weathered. Weeds growing out of the
cracks. No people, no birds, no insects.

The sky, what Henry can see with all the tall buildings (did we
mention all the buildings?) in the way, is grey, disturbed, distant
and cold.

No sound, aside from a far-off hum, alien and probably unat-
tainable.

Once, maybe, a person, far away down a street, half hidden in
shadows. Said person doesn’t respond to shouts, and, exhausted
after running and yelling the entire distance, Henry’s arrival at
the approximate location reveals nothing.

Except for more buildings.

Episode Nine: The real world
Henry sat on the cold pavement, leaning against one of the

grey buildings that marched down the streets like so many mon-
oliths. Shaking from exhaustion and fear, he leaned his head back
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and watched the sky for a few moments, wondering at the total
absence of blue sky, of clouds.

He may have fallen asleep. The new sound seemed to intrude
on his dreams first, unsettled visions of dancing Christmas trees
and much-needed bottles of beer. A growl superseded that, dis-
tant and dream-like at first, then persistent enough to get his
attention.

“Henry.”

He blinked his eyes open, stood up with a start. In front of him,
on the street, was a vehicle of some sort.

“Henry,”” came the voice again. It was Arnold, inside the ve-
hicle.

“What?”’

“Oh, thank goodness, it is you. It took me forever to find this
cab, and it isn’t hooked up as well as it might have been a few
decades ago. Please climb in.”” A side door slid open.

“Why? Why should I go back?”’

“You can’t go back, Henry. That’s the problem. We pulled you
up, but it was a one way trip. You are stuck now, and you’re going
to have to live with it.”

Henry shook his head. “Then why’d you bring me here? This
is hell!”

Arnold chuckled, a gentle sound this time. ‘““You were in hell
before, Henry. You weren’t going to live for much longer. Please
climb in and I'll explain.”

Perhaps relieved to get away from the oppressive bulk of the
buildings and from the all-encompassing greyness that sur-
rounded him, Henry complied. He sat down, the door sliding shut
behind him. But there was no one else in the vehicle.

“Where are you?”’ he asked as it started to move.

“Back where I've always been,”’ said Arnold. ‘‘That’s why it took
so long to find you. I couldn’t track down a cab that was operable.
Most of them have just been sitting and rusting for years, decades,
centuries even.”’

Henry nodded, not exactly sure of what Arnold was saying but
not wanting any more details. ‘“You said you’d explain.”

“I did indeed,”” said Arnold, his voice coming from in front as
well as to the sides. The vehicle grumbled and complained for a
second, and then lurched forward. Peaceful piano music played
from somewhere behind Henry’s head.

“We live in tough times, Henry. Very difficult for all of us. The
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world that you knew came to an end a very long time ago, and
our struggles to make do have pretty much been for nothing.”
The vehicle turned a corner a little too hard. *‘Sorry about that,”
said Arnold. ‘““These mesh controls are old and rusty, and covered
with dust and dead bugs. I'm just surprised they were never can-
nibalized.”

“You were saying . ..”” prompted Henry.

“Oh yes. Your future, my past, we fucked up. I won’t go into a
litany of things that went wrong. If you want you can do your own
investigating when the time comes. Let’s just say that this isn’t a
very pretty world.

“People being people, they want to hide from things when they
aren’t very pretty. Hiding in your time meant beer, whiskey, that
sort of thing. Right?”’

Henry nodded. He’d been good at hiding near the end, there.

“Well, these days people have stories, events, whole lives they
lead outside of reality. This thing we call the Net—and no, I have
no idea why we call it that—takes people into these lives, lets them
experience them just like they were real.”

Another corner. The background piano music swelled briefly,
then faded back again. Arnold continued.

“Someone, many years ago, got their hands on the pilot you
made, the “‘Space Cops’’ thing. Turned it into a whole event, this
grand series that changed the way America and the world was.”
He sighed. ““A lovely story, really. There was even a fabulous ver-
sion of you wandering around the Net, interacting with all sorts
of people whenever they wanted, although most people were
happy being the heroes themselves.

“Not all of us were caught up in the scenario, however, al-
though I must admit even for people like me it is difficult to
spend more than a few hours away from it. I myself worked with
some others on a device to bring someone through time, a kind
of a hobby thing based on some old math one of us found drifting
in a file somewhere, which explains how you got here. Not that
any of us actually expected it to work.”

“Where are the other people you worked with?’’ asked Henry.

Arnold chuckled. “I don’t know. To tell you the truth, the
chances are very good that they don’t exist, or perhaps they did,
but now they don’t.”

“Huh?”’
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“Never mind,” said Arnold. “I’'m just finding it harder and
harder to figure out who’s who these days. Maybe because I'm
thinking about it now. I don’t know.”

“Why’d you bring me here?”’ Henry was feeling very confused.

“To put it bluntly, Henry, I'm losing Michael. He’s spending
more and more time away from me, and I don’t have the energy
in me to traipse all the way around a virtual solar system trying
to keep up with him. I was kind of hoping your presence would
be a nifty gift for him.”

“A gift? You brought me forward in time to be a present?”
Henry shook his head, feeling a dull ache beginning to creep up
from his shoulders to his skull. Nothing in his life had been as
confusing as the way Arnold behaved and spoke.

“Well, that and something for all of our society to look to. We
need inspiration, Henry, inspiration to make more of ourselves.
You can be that inspiration!”

The vehicle stopped and the door slid open. They were in a
large empty warehouse, parked under a feeble pool of light cast
by the only two fitfully-working bulbs that were hanging from the
high ceiling. Arnold walked into the light to greet Henry as he
got up from his seat and stepped out.

“How can a broken-down drunk be inspiration?’’ asked Henry.

“You can be so because we made you so!’’ said Arnold. ‘*“Come
join us.”” He almost whispered this last.

Henry shook his head. “No. I want to go home.”

Arnold grimaced. ““You can’t, even if I could let you. I'm sorry
that’s your answer.”

There was a distant whine near Henry’s ear, a mosquito maybe,
although he’d not seen or heard any insects up until now, and
then he felt a small sting in his neck. He swatted at it, but already
things were going dim. As he fell forward, he managed to focus
for a brief second on the gurney that rushed up to break his fall.

Episode Ten: The Henry Effect

The space car comes in for as smooth a landing as can be ex-
pected, considering the circumstances. ‘‘You're in,”” comes the
distant voice of Slam Rankin, now promoted to Sector One.
*“Good luck.”

“Thanks.”’
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He steps out, views the unfamiliar landscape, almost alien in
proportions. Buildings are too small and spaced too far apart, the
riot of colors is almost too much for his unaccustomed eyes.

And there are more lights here than last time—a bad sign. Too
many more joining this and the Space Cops will collapse. There
is also no movement at all, and the silence is a different sort of
quiet, unlike anything he has ever experienced in his life.

The walk is a short one, due to the space car being able to land
in such small areas. Trees, scorched by the passing rockets, are
already healing themselves, fast motion, almost liquid as they turn
from shriveled and black to grey to erect and brown and green.

The entrance is open to him. After a pause to collect his
thoughts, he steps across the threshold and into the room. They
are there, the two of them, sitting as he expected to find them.

Henry looks up. “‘Arnold! So good to see you! Come in, come
in.”

Michael looks up from the nonsense patterns playing on the
screen, smiles when he sees Arnold. He waves the hand that is
not holding the bottle of beer, grinning. “‘Hiya Arnold. Been
watching you on TV.”” With the hand holding the beer he gestures
at the black and white screen.

Henry gets up and walks to another room, comes out holding
a second bottle of beer, which he hands to Arnold. Arnold’s pro-
tests that he is on duty are ignored.

When they are all settled in on the couch and chairs Henry
smiles and says, “*Good life you brought me to, Arnold. And I sure
like what you’ve done to my old show.”

Arnold is about to say something, but the nonsense on the
screen fades and he is hushed. ““The show’s back on,” says Mi-
chael. ““Wait until the next commercial.”

Arnold shrugs his shoulders, takes a sip of the beer, and leans
back to watch himself, Henry and Michael sitting in a room drink-
ing beer and watching TV.

All up and down the street, thousands of others share in the
experience. Ratings go through the roof.

Eventually, Arnold goes and grabs another beer, settles down
to enjoy the show.
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You See, But You Do Not Observe

From Sherlock Holmes in Orbit, 1995

Are we alone in the universe? It is the year 2096 A.D. and this question still
remains unanswered, much to the chagrin of Mycroft Holmes. Holmes is a
citizen of the 21st century who, along with the best minds of his time, is
stumped over the non-emergence of contact with alien life, a phenomena
which, according to their calculations, should have taken place long ago. The
solution? Transport the world’s most famous sleuths from the pasti—Sherlock
Holmes and the ever-present Watson. Sure enough, Sherlock’s uncanny intel-
lect can crack the case of the missing extratervestrials—but at what cost?

B. A.

I HAD BEEN PULLED INTO THE FUTURE FIRST, AHEAD OF MY COM-
panion. There was no sensation associated with the chronotrans-
ference, except for a popping of my ears which I was later told
had to do with a change in air pressure. Once in the 21st century,
my brain was scanned in order to produce from my memories a
perfect reconstruction of our rooms at 221-B Baker Street. Details
that I could not consciously remember or articulate were none-
theless reproduced exactly: the flock-papered walls, the bearskin
hearthrug, the basket chair and the armchair, the coal-scuttle,
even the view through the window—all were correct to the small-
est detail.

I was met in the future by a man who called himself Mycroft
Holmes. He claimed, however, to be no relation to my compan-
ion, and protested that his name was mere coincidence, although
he allowed that the fact of it was likely what had made a study of
my partner’s methods his chief avocation. I asked him if he had
a brother called Sherlock, but his reply made little sense to me:
“My parents weren’t that cruel.”

191
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In any event, this Mycroft Holmes—who was a small man with
reddish hair, quite unlike the stout and dark ale of a fellow with
the same name I had known two hundred years before—wanted
all details to be correct before he whisked Holmes here from the
past. Genius, he said, was but a step from madness, and although
I had taken to the future well, my companion might be quite
rocked by the experience.

When Mycroft did bring Holmes forth, he did so with great
stealth, transferring him precisely as he stepped through the front
exterior door of the real 221-B Baker Street and into the simu-
lation that had been created here. I heard my good friend’s voice
down the stairs, giving his usual glad tidings to a simulation of
Mrs. Hudson. His long legs, as they always did, brought him up
to our humble quarters at a rapid pace.

I had expected a hearty greeting, consisting perhaps of an ebul-
lient cry of ““My Dear Watson,”” and possibly even a firm clasping
of hands or some other display of bonhomie. But there was none
of that, of course. This was not like the time Holmes had returned
after an absence of three years during which I had believed him
to be dead. No, my companion, whose exploits it has been my
honor to chronicle over the years, was unaware of just how long
we had been separated, and so my reward for my vigil was nothing
more than a distracted nodding of his drawn-out face. He took a
seat and settled in with the evening paper, but after a few mo-
ments, he slapped the newsprint sheets down. “‘Confound it, Wat-
son! I have already read this edition. Have we not today’s paper?”

And, at that turn, there was nothing for it but for me to adopt
the unfamiliar role that queer fate had dictated I must now take:
our traditional positions were now reversed, and I would have to
explain the truth to Holmes.

“Holmes, my good fellow, I am afraid they do not publish news-
papers anymore.”’

He pinched his long face into a scowl, and his clear, gray eyes
glimmered. “I would have thought that any man who had spent
as much time in Afghanistan as you had, Watson, would be im-
mune to the ravages of the sun. I grant that today was unbearably
hot, but surely your brain should not have addled so easily.”

“Not a bit of it, Holmes, I assure you,” said I. “What I say is
true, although I confess my reaction was the same as yours when
I was first told. There have not been any newspapers for seventy-
five years now.”
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““‘Seventy-five years? Watson, this copy of The Times is dated Au-
gust the fourteenth, 1899—yesterday.”

“I am afraid that is not true, Holmes. Today is June the fifth,
anno Domini two thousand and ninety-six.”

“Two thou—"

“It sounds preposterous, I know—"

“It is preposterous, Watson. I call you ‘old man’ now and again
out of affection, but you are in fact nowhere near two hundred
and fifty years of age.”

“Perhaps I am not the best man to explain all this,” I said.

“No,” said a voice from the doorway. ‘“‘Allow me.”

Holmes surged to his feet. “‘And who are you?”’

“My name is Mycroft Holmes.”

“Impostor!” declared my companion.

“I assure you that that is not the case,” said Mycroft. “‘I grant
I’'m not your brother, nor a habitué of the Diogenes Club, but I
do share his name. I am a scientist—and I have used certain sci-
entific principles to pluck you from your past and bring you into
my present.”’

For the first time in all the years I had known him, I saw be-
fuddlement on my companion’s face. “‘It is quite true,”” I said to
him.

“But why?”” said Holmes, spreading his long arms. ‘‘Assuming
this mad fantasy is true—and I do not grant for an instant that it
is—why would you thus kidnap myself and my good friend, Dr.
Watson?”’

“Because, Holmes, the game, as you used to be so fond of
saying, is afoot.”

“Murder, is it?”” asked I, grateful at last to get to the reason for
which we had been brought forward.

“More than simple murder,” said Mycroft. ““Much more. In-
deed, the biggest puzzle to have ever faced the human race. Not
just one body is missing. Trillions are. Trillions.”

“Watson,” said Holmes, ‘“‘surely you recognize the signs of
madness in the man? Have you nothing in your bag that can help
him? The whole population of the Earth is less than two thousand
millions.”

“In your time, yes,”” said Mycroft. ‘‘Today, it’s about eight thou-
sand million. But I say again, there are trillions more who are
missing.”’

“Ah, I perceive at last,”” said Holmes, a twinkle in his eye as he
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came to believe that reason was once again holding sway. ‘I have
read in The llustrated London News of these dinosauria, as Professor
Owen called them—great creatures from the past, all now de-
ceased. It is their demise you wish me to unravel.”

Mycroft shook his head. ‘“You should have read Professor Mor-
iarty’s monograph called The Dynamics of an Asteroid,” he said.

“I keep my mind clear of useless knowledge,”” replied Holmes
curtly.

Mycroft shrugged. ““Well, in that paper Moriarty quite cleverly
guessed the cause of the demise of the dinosaurs: an asteroid
crashing into earth kicked up enough dust to block the sun for
months on end. Close to a century after he had reasoned out this
hypothesis, solid evidence for its truth was found in a layer of clay.
No, that mystery is long since solved. This one is much greater.”

“And what, pray, is it?”’ said Holmes, irritation in his voice.

Mycroft motioned for Holmes to have a seat, and, after a mo-
ment’s defiance, my friend did just that. “‘It is called the Fermi
paradox,” said Mycroft, ‘“‘after Enrico Fermi, an Italian physicist
who lived in the twentieth century. You see, we know now that
this universe of ours should have given rise to countless planets,
and that many of those planets should have produced intelligent
civilizations. We can demonstrate the likelihood of this mathe-
matically, using something called the Drake equation. For a cen-
tury and a half now, we have been using radio—wireless, that is—
to look for signs of these other intelligences. And we have found
nothing—nothing! Hence the paradox Fermi posed: if the uni-
verse is supposed to be full of life, then where are the aliens?”

“Aliens?”’” said I. “‘Surely they are mostly still in their respective
foreign countries.”

Mycroft smiled. ‘““The word has gathered additional uses since
your day, good doctor. By aliens, I mean extraterrestrials—crea-
tures who live on other worlds.”

“Like in the stories of Verne and Wells?”’ asked I, quite sure
that my expression was agog.

“And even in worlds beyond the family of our sun,” said My-
croft.

Holmes rose to his feet. *‘I know nothing of universes and other
worlds,” he said angrily. ““Such knowledge could be of no prac-
tical use in my profession.”

I nodded. ““When I first met Holmes, he had no idea that the
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Earth revolved around the sun.” I treated myself to a slight
chuckle. “He thought the reverse to be true.”

Mycroft smiled. ‘I know of your current limitations, Sherlock.”
My friend cringed slightly at the overly familiar address. “‘But
these are mere gaps in knowledge; we can rectify that easily
enough.”

“I will not crowd my brain with useless irrelevancies,” said
Holmes. “‘I carry only information that can be of help in my work.
For instance, I can identify one hundred and forty different va-
rieties of tobacco ash—"

“Ah, well, you can let that information go, Holmes,”” said My-
croft. “No one smokes anymore. It’s been proven ruinous to one’s
health.” I shot a look at Holmes, whom I had always warned of
being a self-poisoner. ‘‘Besides, we’ve also learned much about
the structure of the brain in the intervening years. Your fear that
memorizing information related to fields such as literature, as-
tronomy, and philosophy would force out other, more relevant
data, 1s unfounded. The capacity for the human brain to store
and retrieve information is almost infinite.”’

“It is?”’ said Holmes, clearly shocked.

biligsis. "

“And so you wish me to immerse myself in physics and astron-
omy and such all?”’

“Yes,”” said Mycroft.

“To solve this paradox of Fermi?”’

“Precisely!”’

“But why me?”’

“Because it is a puzzle, and you, my good fellow, are the greatest
solver of puzzles this world has ever seen. It is now two hundred
years after your time, and no one with a facility to rival yours has
yet appeared.”

Mycroft probably could not see it, but the tiny hint of pride on
my longtime companion’s face was plain to me. But then Holmes
frowned. “It would take years to amass the knowledge I would
need to address this problem.”

“No, it will not.”” Mycroft waved his hand, and amidst the
homely untidiness of Holmes’s desk appeared a small sheet of
glass standing vertically. Next to it lay a strange metal bowl. “We
have made great strides in the technology of learning since your
day. We can directly program new information into your brain.”
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Mycroft walked over to the desk. ““This glass panel is what we call
a monitor. It is activated by the sound of your voice. Simply ask it
questions, and it will display information on any topic you wish.
If you find a topic that you think will be useful in your studies,
simply place this helmet on your head” (he indicated the metal
bowl), “‘say the say the words ‘load topic,” and the information
will be seamlessly integrated into the neural nets of your very own
brain. It will at once seem as if you know, and have always known,
all the details of that field of endeavor.”

“Incredible!”” said Holmes. ““And from therer”’

“From there, my dear Holmes, I hope that your powers of de-
duction will lead you to resolve the paradox—and reveal at last
what has happened to the aliens!”

“Watson! Watson!”’

I awoke with a start. Holmes had found this new ability to ef-
fortlessly absorb information irresistible and he had pressed on
long into the night, but I had evidently fallen asleep in a chair. I
perceived that Holmes had at last found a substitute for the sleep-
ing fiend of his cocaine mania: with all of creation at his finger-
tips, he would never again feel that emptiness that so destroyed
him between assignments.

“Eh?”’ I said. My throat was dry. I had evidently been sleeping
with my mouth open. ‘““What is it?”’

“Watson, this physics is more fascinating than I had ever imag-
ined. Listen to this, and see if you do not find it as compelling as
any of the cases we have faced to date.”

I rose from my chair and poured myself a little sherry—it was,
after all, still night and not yet morning. “I am listening.”’

“Remember the locked and sealed room that figured so signif-
icantly in that terrible case of the Giant Rat of Sumatra?”’

“How could I forget?”’ said I, a shiver traversing my spine. “If
not for your keen shooting, my left leg would have ended up as
gamy as my right.”’

“Quite,” said Holmes. ‘“Well, consider a different type of
locked-room mystery, this one devised by an Austrian physicist
named Erwin Schrédinger. Image a cat sealed in a box. The box
is of such opaque material, and its walls are so well insulated, and
the seal is so profound, that there is no way anyone can observe
the cat once the box is closed.”

“‘Hardly seems cricket,” I said, ‘‘locking a poor cat in a box.’

3
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“Watson, your delicate sensibilities are laudable, but please,
man, attend to my point. Imagine further that inside this box is
a triggering device that has exactly a fifty-fifty chance of being set
off, and that this aforementioned trigger is rigged up to a cylinder
of poison gas. If the trigger is tripped, the gas is released, and the
cat dies.”

“Goodness!”’ said 1. ““How nefarious.”

“Now, Watson, tell me this: without opening the box, can you
say whether the cat is alive or dead?”

“Well, if I understand you correctly, it depends on whether the
trigger was tripped.”’

“Precisely!”

“And so the cat is perhaps alive, and, yet again, perhaps it is
dead.”

“Ah, my friend, I knew you would not fail me: the blindingly
obvious interpretation. But it is wrong, dear Watson, totally
wrong.”’

“How do you mean?”’

“I mean the cat is neither alive nor is it dead. It is a potential
cat, an unresolved cat, a cat whose existence is nothing but a
question of possibilities. It is neither alive nor dead, Watson—
neither! Until some intelligent person opens the box and looks,
the cat is unresolved. Only the act of looking forces a resolution
of the possibilities. Once you crack the seal and peer within, the
potential cat collapses into an actual cat. Its reality is a result of
having been observed.”

“That is worse gibberish than anything this namesake of your
brother has spouted.”

“No, it is not,” said Holmes. ‘It is the way the world works.
They have learned so much since our time, Watson—so very
much! But as Alphonse Karr has observed, Plus ¢ca change, plus c’est
la méme chose. Even in this esoteric field of advanced physics, it is
the power of the qualified observer that is most important of all!”’

. s s
[ awoke again hearing Holmes crying out, ‘‘Mycroft! Mycroft!”’

I had occasionally heard such shouts from him in the past,
either when his iron constitution had failed him and he was fe-
verish, or when under the influence of his accursed needle. But
after a moment I realized he was not calling for his real brother
but rather was shouting into the air to summon the Mycroft
Holmes who was the 21st-century savant. Moments later, he was
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rewarded: the door to our rooms opened and in came the red-
haired fellow.

“Hello, Sherlock,” said Mycroft. ‘“You wanted me?”’

“Indeed I do,” said Holmes. ‘I have absorbed much now on
not just physics but also the technology by which you have rec-
reated these rooms for me and the good Dr. Watson.”

Mycroft nodded. “I've been keeping track of what you’ve been
accessing. Surprising choices, I must say.”

“So they might seem,”” said Holmes, ‘““but my method is based
on the pursuit of trifles. Tell me if I understand correctly that you
reconstructed these rooms by scanning Watson’s memories, then
using, if I understand the terms, holography and micro-
manipulated force fields to simulate the appearance and form of
what he had seen.”

“That’s right.”’

““So your ability to reconstruct is not just limited to rebuilding
these rooms of ours, but, rather, you could simulate anything ei-
ther of us had ever seen.”

“That’s correct. In fact, I could even put you into a simulation
of someone else’s memories. Indeed, I thought perhaps you
might like to see the Very Large Array of radio telescopes, where
most of our listening for alien messages—"

“Yes, yes, I'm sure that’s fascinating,”’ said Holmes, dismissively.
“But can you reconstruct the venue of what Watson so appropri-
ately dubbed ‘The Final Problem’?”’

“You mean the Falls of Reichenbach?” Mycroft looked
shocked. “My God, yes, but I should think that’s the last thing
you’d want to relive.”

“Aptly said!”’ declared Holmes. ““‘Can you do it?”’

“Of course.”

“Then do so!™
And so Holmes’s and my brains were scanned and in short order
we found ourselves inside a superlative recreation of the Switzer-
land of May, 1891, to which we had originally fled to escape Pro-
fessor Moriarty’s assassins. Our re-enactment of events began at
the charming Englischer Hof in the village of Meiringen. Just as
the original innkeeper had done all those years ago, the recon-
struction of him exacted a promise from us that we would not
miss the spectacle of the Falls of Reichenbach. Holmes and I set
out for the falls, him walking with the aid of an Alpine stock.

{
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Mycroft, I was given to understand, was somehow observing all
this from afar.

“I do not like this,” I said to my companion. ‘‘ "Twas bad
enough to live through this horrible day once, but I had hoped
I would never have to relive it again except in nightmares.”

‘““Watson, recall that I have fonder memories of all this. Van-
quishing Moriarty was the high point of my career. I said to you
then, and say again now, that putting an end to the very Napoleon
of crime would easily be worth the price of my own life.”

There was a little dirt path cut out of the vegetation running
halfway round the falls so as to afford a complete view of the
spectacle. The icy green water, fed by the melting snows, flowed
with phenomenal rapidity and violence, then plunged into a
great, bottomless chasm of rock black as the darkest night. Spray
shot up in vast gouts, and the shriek made by the plunging water
was almost like a human cry.

We stood for a moment looking down at the waterfall, Holmes’s
face in its most contemplative repose. He then pointed further
ahead along the dirt path. ‘““Note, dear Watson,’” he said, shouting
to be heard above the torrent, “‘that the dirt path comes to an
end against a rock wall there.”” I nodded. He turned in the other
direction. ““And see that backtracking out the way we came is the
only way to leave alive: there is but one exit, and it is coincident
with the single entrance.”

Again I nodded. But, just as had happened the first time we
had been at this fateful spot, a Swiss boy came running along the
path, carrying in his hand a letter addressed to me which bore
the mark of the Englischer Hof. I knew what the note said, of
course: that an Englishwoman, staying at that inn, had been over-
taken by a hemorrhage. She had but a few hours to live, but
doubtless would take great comfort in being ministered to by an
English doctor, and would I come at once?

“But the note is a pretext,”” said I, turning to Holmes.
“Granted, I was fooled originally by it, but, as you later admitted
in that letter you left for me, you had suspected all along that it
was a sham on the part of Moriarty.”” Throughout this commen-
tary, the Swiss boy stood frozen, immobile, as if somehow Mycroft,
overseeing all this, had locked the boy in time so that Holmes
and I might consult. “I will not leave you again, Holmes, to
plunge to your death.”

Holmes raised a hand. ““Watson, as always, your sentiments are
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laudable, but recall that this 1s a mere simulation. You will be of
material assistance to me if you do exactly as you did before.
There is no need, though, for you to undertake the entire ardu-
ous hike to the Englischer Hof and back. Instead, simply head
back to the point at which you pass the figure in black, wait an
additional quarter of an hour, then return to here.”

“Thank you for simplifying it,”” said I. “I am eight years older
than I was then; a three-hour round trip would take a goodly bit
out of me today.”

“Indeed,” said Holmes. ‘‘All of us may have outlived our most
useful days. Now, please, do as I ask.”

“I will, of course,”” said I, “but I freely confess that I do not
understand what this is all about. You were engaged by this twenty-
first-century Mycroft to explore a problem in natural philosophy—
the missing aliens. Why are we even here?”’

‘““We are here,” said Holmes, ‘‘because I have solved that prob-

lem! Trust me, Watson. Trust me, and play out the scenario again
of that portentous day of May 4th, 1891.”
And so I left my companion, not knowing what he had in mind.
As I made my way back to the Englischer Hof, I passed a man
going hurriedly the other way. The first time I had lived through
these terrible events I did not know him, but this time I recog-
nized him for Professor Moriarty: tall, clad all in black, his fore-
head bulging out, his lean form outlined sharply against the green
backdrop of the vegetation. I let the simulation pass, waited fif-
teen minutes as Holmes had asked, then returned to the falls.

Upon my arrival, I saw Holmes’s Alpine stock leaning against a
rock. The black soil of the path to the torrent was constantly re-
moistened by the spray from the roiling falls. In the soil I could
see two sets of footprints leading down the path to the cascade,
and none returning. It was precisely the same terrible sight that
greeted me all those years ago.

“Welcome back, Watson!”

I wheeled around. Holmes stood leaning against a tree, grin-
ning widely.

“Holmes!”” 1 exclaimed. ‘““How did you manage to get away
from the falls without leaving footprints?”’

“Recall, my dear Watson, that except for the flesh-and-blood
you and me, all this is but a simulation. I simply asked Mycroft to
prevent my feet from leaving tracks.” He demonstrated this by
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walking back and forth. No impression was left by his shoes, and
no vegetation was trampled down by his passage. “‘And, of course,
I asked him to freeze Moriarty, as earlier he had frozen the Swiss
lad, before he and I could become locked in mortal combat.”

“Fascinating,’” said L.

“Indeed. Now, consider the spectacle before you. What do you
see?”’

“Just what I saw that horrid day on which I had thought you
had died: two sets of tracks leading to the falls, and none return-
ing.”

Holmes’s crow of ‘“‘Precisely!”” rivaled the roar of the falls.
“One set of tracks you knew to be my own, and the others you
took to be that of the black-clad Englishman—the very Napoleon
of crime!”

“Yes.”

““Having seen these two sets approaching the falls, and none
returning, you then rushed to the very brink of the falls and
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