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The Edge of Time

At the speed of light, as everyone knows, time slows down.
Most people think that gives you more of it. But they are wrong
about this. No matter how fast you travel, in whatever direction,
you only have the time you have.

No more, no less.

What most people also do not realize is that as you near the
speed of light, fate slows down as well. Destiny, which always
races one step ahead, now eases up ever so slightly, and seems to
hesitate and pause. In the blur of this kind of motion, you could
almost get the impression of catching up with it, grabbing it by the
tail, even wrestling it to the ground.

But you would be wrong there too. Fate stays one step ahead,
no matter what.

No more time, no less fate.

Such are the mysteries of life as you approach the limit of
speed in the cosmos.

Jon Drammond thought about all this as he stood in that white
room, dressed in white, before the vast expanse of the window.
Outside the transparent chromium pane all was black, with only
the faintest hint of light. Out there where a billion dim wiggles
looked like the tails of countless microbes spawning. That was
the way stars appeared at this speed, alive and darting. Seeing this
illusion of life, you could almost come to believe that the universe
itself, down to the very atom, was alive.

You could almost believe that it was not all, in fact, coming to
an end.

This was a nice fairy tale but Jon did not get the chance to
dwell on it. He thought he was alone in the room, staring out into
space, having his thoughts. But his wife Dayn had been standing
behind him the whole while, watching, silent.

“How much time?” she asked softly.



“I didn’t see you there,” he said without turning around.

“How much?” she repeated.

“We don’t know really. It’s all just a theory.”

“Yes you do,” she said. “What are they saying? How much
time left?”

“It’s a pointless calculation,” he said, turning his back to the
sky. “We have as much time as we have.”

He was lying to her and she knew it. She knew all about
the clock they had down in one of the labs. Most everyone did.
The EndTime clock they called it. It had been set according to
the mathematics of their theory and told them, very specifically,
how much time they had left, how much time the universe had
left. When she last heard the rumors, the clock was indicating
312 years. But that had been months ago and the magnitude was
changing with each and every second. What could it be now?
Two centuries? 100 years? A single generation?

She did not press the issue. Her husband was a Chief Cos-
mologist and that meant that he was a very stubborn man. If he
refused to tell her, that would be that. At least until something
changed his mind.

“Is Tara home yet?” he asked by way of changing the subject.

“I just picked her up. She’ll be here in a second. Do you have
to go back to work tonight?”

“No. I’'m done for the day,” he said and pulled her close and
held her a bit too tight before the prancing starlights.

“There’s bad news, Jon, I can feel it in you. You don’t have to
protect me from it. We’re in this together.”

He thought for a moment and knew that she was right.

“We were off in our guess about the acceleration. By quite a
lot.”

“I thought so.”

“We may only have as few as 90 years. Maybe we’re wrong
about that too.”

Tears welled up in Dayn’s eyes but she fought them back.
One thing she had learned during the Scattering was that being
strong was more important than being sensitive. It was the only
way to go on.



“90 years,” she said. “Tara’s generation. Then the end of all
life for all eternity. It is still so hard to grasp.”

Jon Drammond did not answer her. There was nothing really
to say. It had all been said before. Many many times. Everyone
had made peace with it in his or her own way. To Jon, who was
not of any faith, it was simply the rule of the cosmos. A rule that
trumped all others and that overwhelmed the fears of any frail
little personality. Still, it was one thing for a person to know that
death was inevitable and to come to terms with it. Quite another
to know that the universe itself was coming to an end.

It all, of course, began with the Big Bang. Everything did.
The universe had exploded from a pinpoint blast and been expand-
ing outwards for the last 15 billion years. It was what everyone
knew and it was romantic and dramatic and wholly unfathomable
to anyone without superstring hypermath. Even so, it was undeni-
able since its first discovery in the mid 20th century.

But it was only half the story.

It would take another five hundred years for the rest of the tale
to be told...that there had been a second Big Bang, erupting from
the exact same point in spacetime. This was known as the Second
Wave. It was an explosion too, just like the first, but of antimatter.
A widening black hole expanding with increasing velocity that
would eventually engulf all matter and energy. It meant that while
the universe was created in an instant and was expanding outward
at almost the speed of light, the seeds of its destruction were there
right from the start. And it meant that this very universe would be
destroyed by a second, obverse explosion slowly overtaking the
first.

The scientists called this Alternating Pulsing Cosmogeny or
simply APC. Two adjacent branes in n-dimensional space collid-
ing over and over. Universes created and destroyed and created
again, just like the ancient religions said. Yet despite the fancy
names and equations, it meant a plain thing. That the world was
coming to an end. Very very soon.

When the full impact of the theory became clear, another un-
derstanding emerged. They could calculate the stretch from the



blast center to earthpoint and knew that life on earth was doomed.
So one hundred starships carrying peoples of the earth were
launched in an effort called the Scattering. These were hopeless
flights, they all knew. There was no way to outrun the end. But
heading at lightspeed away from the center of everything would at
least add some time. And they had gotten much better at predict-
ing the end in the 20 years since it all began; now the EndTime
clock was thought to be quite accurate.

But then again, this was the precise thing no one really wanted
to know at all.

“Daddy!” shouted a small, prim girl standing at the doorway.
She came racing in and slammed into him, making everyone
laugh.

“My little genius!” Jon said.

“Look what I found!” she said, slapping a small rectangular
object into her mother’s stomach.

“A school project?”

“No silly, I discovered it. On a spedition.”

“Expedition,” Dayn said. “They were doing archeo research
on Level Five.”

“No, it was on Level Seven,” the girl corrected. “What is it
Mommy?”

Dayn took the object in her hands like a treasure and stared
atit. At first, it seemed remote and strange, like a creature from a
lost world. Relic of the dim past. Then that past slowly seeped in
through a crack in her memory.

“I think this thing was called...a...bok.”

“Like a box?”

“No, a bok,” Dayn said and opened it up.

Sure enough between the thick covers were thin white leaves
filled with strange symbols.

“Book,” Jon corrected. “I saw them when I was a boy. My
grandfather had a collection of them.”

“What’s it for?” Tara asked. “It doesn’t react at all.”

“No. It’s not for reacting. A book was a kind of...”

“Archive,” Dayn suggested. “A place to store...”

“Language,” Jon added. He had taken the book from his



wife’s hands and was flipping slowly through the pages. The tex-
ture was smooth like fine waferskin, and the color slightly yellow
like Auricine. It even had a familiar smell but he could not quite
place it.

“You see, darling, that is an ancient language,” Dayn said,
pointing to the symbols on the pages.

“I can’t hear it,” the girl said sadly.

“No sweetie, it doesn’t talk. These are written words. Writ-
ten?”

“That’s right,” Jon said. “Written. It means that they were...
put on the surface...with a machine...um...”

“It was a way of...putting language down so that...people
could...”

“What good is that if you can’t hear it?” Tara interrupted.

“You have to...what’s the word, Dayn?”

“Read!” Dayn shouted, as though she had just stumbled onto
a gem inside her own cortex.

“That’s right, you have to read them. You have to look at them
and say what they mean.”

“Read,” the girl muttered, with great mystery, almost like an
incantation. “Well, can you read it Mommy?”

“No I can’t. I haven’t even seen one of these since I was a
little girl.”

“Like me?”

“Yes, just like you. But not as smart. Can you read it, Jon?”

He studied the words on the cover, then turned some of the
pages and moved his lips silently.

“Is it in the Talk?” Dayn asked.

“Yes, it 1s,” he said. “But it’s an ancient form that was known
as English. A lot of similarities though. You know, I bet that I
probably can read this.”

“Can you read it to me, Daddy? Can you please? Please?”

“I’d need to go down and uplink a lingualog. Then I guess I
could. But it’s just an old book. Why would you want me to read
it to you?”

“Because,” the girl concluded.

“You might as well,” Dayn said. “It might be fun. We can sit



together and you could read it to us.”

“What’s the point?” he said with a tired sigh. “Some old
book.”

“It will help us pass the time,” Dayn said.

“Pass the time,” he echoed.

An ironic phrase, he thought, considering that there was noth-
ing else left for humanity to do. Nothing left to achieve, nothing
left to hope for. All that remained of our great passage was to pass
the time waiting for it to come to a stone cold dead deletion.

Dayn, studying his face that she knew so well, could see the
mood that would soon immerse him if she did not step in and in-
sist. She pretended to kiss him on the neck but instead whispered
into his ear: “She wants to spend time with you, Jon. With us, as
a family. It doesn’t matter why.”

Jon was a scientist, like almost everyone on the ship. They
were the smart ones, the ones with fancy logic, people of the grid
and grit, analytical, with math but not myth, questions but no mys-
teries. They were beyond lies and fables and were living in the
slipstream of reason in its final surge.

But the one thing he had learned in the years since they left
earth was that although he was a brilliant physicist, he could easily
be wrong about simple things. People things. But about these, his
wife Dayn was always always right.

“All right,” he said. “T’ll be back in a few minutes. I’ll need
to access the Core.”

While he was gone, Dayn and Tara slid the couch over to the
window. It was a big fat soft couch, perfect for telecommuning
or just gazing into space. Dayn held the book in her hands and
looked through it with a great sorrow. Whatever was inside this
mystery box, and everything else and all there was, and all of life,
all made things, would vanish in almost no time at all. Like a
dream in the head of a waking child. Everything. Only to start all
over again with a clean slate. The physics said so. It was the way
of the cosmos. But that did not make it any easier to swallow right
here and now.

“Let’s see,” Jon said, returning after an hour and squeezing



between them. “I haven’t practiced this in a while, so I may get
some of the words wrong.”

He took the book from his wife and held it like a sacred object.

“Is it really really old?” Tara asked.

“Let’s see,” he said and turned to the first page. “There it is.
You see, it says 1961.”

Tara followed his finger down to some symbols on the page.
She studied them for a few moments and came to a conclusion.

“Is it about axial symmetry?” she asked.

The question caught both of her parents off guard.

“What do you mean?”

“It’s like a neutrino counter-collision. It flips over,” she ex-
plained. “See?”

She took the book from her father’s hands and turned it upside
down. Then pointed to the numbers to prove that they read the
same. Upside down it was still 1961.

“Wow,” Jon said. “Smart girl. I didn’t notice that.”

“If this is about Plasma Physics,” Dayn said, “I may fall
asleep.”

“No,” her husband said, turning to the first page. “It just
means that this was when the book was made. In the year 1961.”

“500 years ago,” Dayn mused.

“Yes. And it has a title too.”

“Title?” Tara asked, confused.

“Like a name. Every book had a name. What you would call
it. And the name of this one is — let’s see — it’s called One Ocean.”

Tara still had a puzzled look on her face and her mother jumped
to the rescue. Her daughter had been born during the Scattering
and her whole world was the starship. She had never known the
earth with its magnificent oceans...their vastness, wetness, deep-
ness. The way they cradled life. She had never been swimming,
surfed a wave, or watched the sun set across an edgeless sea.

“Oceans,” Dayn said, trying to find grand enough words.
“Oceans were...”

“I know,” Tara said, “they have them in the simmies. They
were water that covered our home world.”

“Huge amounts of water. You can’t imagine, sweetheart. As



far as you could see. Your father and I used to swim in them.”

“Yes, but that’s not what it means here,” Jon interrupted. He
had been reading some words on the back cover that explained the
contents of the book. “This book is not about oceans at all. The
title refers to a place where people lived. A building on a street.”

“Why was the street called an ocean?” Tara asked. She was
of that age at which words meant what they meant. Or they meant
nothing at all.

“It was a street called Ocean Avenue in a place called Brook-
lyn,” her father said. “This is a book of stories about people who
lived there. They lived in a building that was called One Ocean
Avenue. One Ocean...that was the number of the building.”

Places and streets with names, and buildings with numbers.
Were these all too hard to understand as you flew away from his-
tory so fast that the stars wiggled? Jon wondered if the book was
such a good idea, but his daughter broke in with a question that cut
through to something much deeper.

“Stories?” Tara asked, miming her father’s drawl.

“Yes, you know. Stories about people and things that hap-
pened to them. Way back in 1961. In a building. On a street
called Ocean Avenue. In a place called Brooklyn.”

“500 years ago,” Tara repeated. That was a hard concept for a
9-year old to grasp. Not logically but emotionally. “Are they all
dead now?”

“Well...stories doesn’t mean it actually happened. These are
probably made-up stories. The author — I mean the person who
created them — made up stories and wrote them down.”

“Wrote?”

“I mean he recorded them in this writing system so that other
people would read them and find them interesting.”

“Was he a Scatterer, daddy?”

She was trying to piece something together in her mind but it
was not clear just what.

“No sweetie. This was long before we discovered the Second
Wave and started the Scattering.”

“Okay,” Tara said. She knew now what she needed to...what
a story was and that people once lived in buildings and that there



were streets named like oceans. But none of that was especially
important to her because she also knew that the end was coming
and that her father and mother were there with her now, and that
there was nothing else to be done but be together. And that felt
right. She pressed in closer to both of them and said, with great
authority: “You can start now.”

And so Jon began to read. He stumbled at first. The words
came to him through a great mire of disuse. There had not been
much call for books or reading in the world of the liquid image,
and so over the years he had lost the skill. But as he went on, it
became easier. He had read when he was a boy. Read a great deal
in fact. That was rare even in his generation which itself was a
century beyond the death of paper. But his grandfather had insist-
ed on it and Jon had found it to be tiring but also exhilarating. So
many ideas, so many sentences, so many stories. Still, the lingua-
log helped and so did some residual memory and he pressed on.
He did this for his wife, for his daughter. To keep their minds off
the terrible calamity to come. He did it for himself too. For each
moment that he read seemed like another moment stolen from the
exploding center of negative history. And so he read the stories in
the book to them. He read all through the unending night and on
into the following day, even though day and night were both just
concepts now.

“Something has changed,” Dayn said when she saw him the
next evening. He had spent the entire day in the lab, not even
coming back for lunch. This was unusual and would have been
a bad sign but for the slight, almost undetectable, curl of his lips.
No one but Dayn would have noticed this, but she did and could
not overlook it.

“Something’s happening,” she said bluntly. “Tell me.”

“I’m not sure,” he said.

“I am. I can see it in your face. Tell me what it is.”

“I’m not sure.”

“Have you noticed something? Has something changed?”

Sensing that she would not give up, he finally softened and



answered: “Yes, I think the clock is slowing down.”

“What does it mean? Does it mean that the Second Wave is
slowing?”

“No, the Second Wave is not slowing down. Nor is the end of
the universe. But somehow, we have enlarged the slip of duration
between them.”

“I’m sorry, Jon, I’'m not a chronologist.”

Jon took a deep breath. The evidence of the two cosmic ex-
pansions — the miraculous one and the horror — only existed as
patterns in highly complex fractality. They were equations, signif-
icances, nesting iterations of self-generating emulata. There were
not even any normal words to translate them. But the expression
on his wife’s face made it clear to him that, one way or another, he
had to come up with some.

“Put it this way,” he finally said. “It seems, and this only a
vague conjecture at this point, that the wedge of time within which
we live is enlarging slightly. In other words, it may be the case
that the EndTime clock has slowed its acceleration. It’s not defi-
nite, just a hint. I don’t know how or why. None of us do.”

“Does it mean that we live?”” Dayn asked, jumping on the con-
clusion like a raft.

He looked puzzled.

“I mean we humans, Jon. Us. Does it mean that Tara has a
chance to live?”

“I don’t know.”

Again that night and for many nights thereafter, they contin-
ued to read their stories. They sat again on the couch as the dance
of the stars passed before them across the vast window of the ship,
like a paper panorama being unfurled at one end, furled at the
other. When One Ocean was done and all the tales in it told, they
found another book in the vast library that had been neglected
for so long. And another and another. And they read the sto-
ries from all of them. They read out loud about all these people
who once lived or never lived or might have lived, and understood
something of their loves and their hopes and their despairs. These
were tiny stories, little nothings at all, long ones, short ones, funny
ones, sad ones. Great big stories about life itself or little diver-
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sions about the merest of matters.

About the woman who lost her earring but found her lost love.
The great hero of the great war who was inwardly a coward. The
captain of the ship whose misplaced map changed the shape of the
world. About the first men and women, who knew more about the
universe than those who evolved solely to survive in it. Lovers
who reached across the eons to know each other through all the
ages of their lives. A man who died of radio. A woman who lied
to her lover and regretted her truths.

To the outsider these told tales no doubt were nothing more
than a way to pass the time, the only time that was left in an exis-
tence careening towards its end.

And yet...something was changing.

They all sensed it in themselves but Jon could see it in the
calculations as well. Unseen, odorless, untouchable. But with a
presence as palpable as gravity itself. They all knew this, sensed
the rubbery fabric of the cosmos stretching just a bit, the differ-
ence between a split second and a whole one.

At first they did not speak of it. Too fragile, as it was, to tinker
with. They simply continued to read together each night and wait
for the daily report that indeed the EndTime clock was slowing.
Finally Dayn said aloud what they had all been thinking.

“Maybe it’s the stories,” she said.

Jon laughed at that, but deeply and with a profound tender-
ness.

“I mean it,” she insisted. “You said the change has now been
proven. You said the universe was still expanding and the Second
Wave was too. But that our slice of time was widening and that
the end was no longer as near as once predicted. You said all
that.”

“We can’t explain it.”

“But it began when we started reading those stories.”

“Please, Dayn. Let’s not get all cryptic here. We don’t even
know if this is permanent. It may just be an anomaly.”

“But it did begin with the stories.”

“That can’t matter.”

“But it did.”
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“Yes it did. But there can’t be any connection.”

“Maybe the stories are expanding time. Driving a wedge be-
tween the two waves or something.”

“That doesn’t make any sense at all and you know it.”

“It could be.”

“Could not be.”

“You don’t know.”

“Well if you can explain to me how reading some stories from
a few old forgotten books to our 9-year old daughter can change
the velocity differential between the expanding universe and the
expanding anti-universe, I will be more than happy to bring it to
the Council.”

Dayn, who knew nothing of all the hypermath, knew some-
thing much better than equations. She knew people. In fact, she
knew most of the other families on the ship who were in some
ways mere statistics to the theorists and their computers. And so,
quietly and informally, she convinced her friends and neighbors to
join the experiment.

The library, which had been all but abandoned for years, was
now buzzing with activity as people all over the ship took out
books and began to read the stories in them. They read them aloud
at night and silently in the morning. They traded the books and
told each other the tales and acted them out and now, so many
years after the written word had evaporated, they even began to
create their own stories.

And sure enough, their slice of time continued to expand.

“Maybe you’re wrong about all this,” Dayn said, but kindly.

“Yes, that’s always possible,” Jon admitted.

“Perhaps the universe is not made of tiny atoms or vibrating
strings or shiny cubicules. Maybe it’s made of stories.”

He could no longer deny it. Perhaps it was true, he thought.
And to create them was to build matter, to read them was to ex-
pand the present, to tell them was to enrich the world, to remember
them was to reach inside the very fabric of spacetime and weave
new moments.

Perhaps.

It made no sense, he thought, but neither did Big Bangs and
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black holes and anti-universes. They were stories too. It was all a
matter of what one chose to believe.

And so, after a while, Jon joined the throng as they all went
down to the lower libraries and found what was there and reveled
in it. And they read the stories until the cosmos stopped stopping
and the world was still again.

And all the while the stars outside sparked and wiggled like
living creatures playing at the edge of time.
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Sudden Insight

Professor Balia Brzozow, whom everyone called simply
Zozo, wobbled like a penguin as he reached up to place an epsi-
lon on the blackboard. But lack of poise more than reach threw
him off balance. He closed his eyes for a second as he slammed
against the board and slid down to the floor. He recovered quick-
ly, but wound up scratching a lightning bolt into the equation. The
class splintered into laughter. More at his mime than his funny
math. Brzozow regained his composure, adjusted his tie and his
notation, then glared around the room in mock anger. But they
knew that he was not really angry, he was too intelligent for that,
and it only made the whole show funnier.

When the class was over, he swiveled awkwardly to erase
the hour’s worth of calculations, managing to cover himself
with chalk dust in the process. The students squeezed noisily out
through the door. Someone slid a late paper onto his desk; a de-
bate about differentials spilled into the hall; two kids planning to
marry kissed. With all this hoopla, Brzozow completely missed
his potential breakthrough...the new lightning bolt symbol he had
inadvertently invented. Had he simply assigned an n-inversion
factor to his new symbol, he might have opened up an entirely
new calculus of dimensional fractals.

Instead the eraser seemed to snicker as it sucked this discov-
ery off the face of the earth forever.

Going home, Brzozow followed the pathway across the quad-
rangle on the way back to the bus. Along the way, the crisp
autumn trees evoked tangential probability arrays, bicycle wheels
traced invisible motional sine curves, and a lost rubber ball sug-
gested the sad loneliness of Reimann-Christoffel geometry. This
was always a wonderful walk for Brzozow. It was a time when
he could be alone with his thoughts about the patterns and the
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numbers hidden deep inside the cosmos. Silently pushing across
the square, his heels tapping the pavement, he could think
about Pythagoras pushing pebbles along the ground with his bony
toes, Euclid watching flotsam at the beach, or Leibnitz noting the
bundled topology of his cat’s ball of string. And if he was lucky
enough to make it the entire way across without being interrupted
by students or colleagues, he might even get to Newton think-
ing about a transmutational calculus or Napier eating himself sick
while doing logarithms in his head.

This was the best part of his day.

Like any mathematician, random rumination was his state
of grace. Thoughts were wishes. Anything could be uncovered.
And also like most mathematicians, more than anything else he
wanted to uncover something big. Some grand truth about num-
bers, about life itself. Some lovely perfect brilliant theory about
the gearworks. But as he got older he realized that this was not
to be. All the conditions of perseverance, insight, luck, timing, or
genius would not, it seem, come together. Not in the time of his
lifetime. And so, instead, he grew to like his students, love his
subject, and all in all he was not unhappy in this.

Yet still the walk across the campus was like a dream.

On Euclid Avenue, he made a comical sort of hopping turn
on his right heel to fight the wind and veered forwards on a slight
angle. As luck would have it, a narrow dust tornado had just de-
veloped from a perfect Fibonacci of cross currents. Hitting some
dirt with force, it delivered a cloud of motes into his eyes. And for
a brief moment, Balia Brzozow, formerly of the Ukraine and now
professor of mathematics at Brooklyn College, was temporarily
blinded.

The effect only lasted for a few seconds.

But in that instant Brzozow suddenly had a change of mind.
The world in all its writhing photons was gone. Completely gone.
In its place, he could now feel the air and all its variations in pres-
sure, tonus, draft, and temperature. He could feel it on his skin,
everywhere in the same degree of contact. Not over there or there,
but always right here, right now. Eyes closed, he reached out
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to steady himself and sensed the shifting density in the airspace
before him. He stumbled and touched the cavernous bark of a
nearby tree, so sculptural and infolded. Not yet looking, he still
knew that the sun had just ducked behind a cloud by the change in
heat on his skin.

In an instant, in other words, he immediately understood the
idea of active seeing with fingers and skin and body rather than
eyes. And amazingly, the universe was just as rich this way.
Vibration under the feet, the sounds of cars, odor of oak, cool
at the back of the neck. A new world grasped with new organs.
Rather exhilarating, he thought, as he stood there with his eyes
closed. Revolutionary in fact. As though he had never shut his
lids before. He had, of course, just never noticed.

The world suddenly seemed quite different. Less rigid and
more voluptuous. And this seemed to Brzozow like a new way
of knowing, full of possibility. In fact, it brought into doubt the
whole Cartesian business, the entire grid of being along the X,y,z.
Space as a matrix. Like a breath of fresh air, he suddenly under-
stood the limitations of the merely dimensional, orthogonal, deep-
field extension of matter and distance.

How unusual, he thought.

And now he might have opened his eyes and gone about his
business, but chose not to. He briefly flashed on that lightning bolt
from the blackboard and the idea of dimensional fractals. Could
it be, he wondered? Might there actually be room there for a new
mathematics of Tactile Irrationals and Percussive Potential? That
would certainly change things. And the idea began to morph and
form in his mind, astoundingly, in the way that cells soon become
a someone. Yes, he mumbled, it could be. You might even be able
to explore a whole new theory of Haptic Iteration...

But at that same moment, Bucherman from History appeared
and placed a heavy hand on Brzozow’s back.

“Are you all right Brzozow? Do you not feel well?”

“What??? Who? I...” Brzozow blanched and twitched.

“You should sit down,” Bucherman said.

“What?” Brzozow replied, still coming out of his reverie.

“On the bench over there. Come, I'll help you.”
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More like a school principal than a nurse, Bucherman led him
rather forcibly over to the bench. Against his will, Brzozow had
opened his eyes and let the engulfing visual world come back in
through the pinholes of his irises. He felt like those reports he had
heard about people near death being dragged back into their lives
by zealous doctors.

After sitting there for a while and letting his eyes clear and his
mind compose, Brzozow could see and think perfectly well again.
Bucherman, kind but irritating, was trying to make him feel better
by telling him about the new Dean and the change in the college
policy on out-of-pocket reimbursements, which made no sense at
all but was so typical of the bureaucracy, and how the union was
fighting it, but probably to no avail.

And by now the insight in Brzozow’s head, and the math that
might explain it, was long, long gone. When he stood up and took
leave of his colleague, he felt vaguely annoyed but had absolutely
no idea why.

At home, safe and sound, Brzozow told his wife Melia about
the incident because it was funny. He did not mention the ideas
about a new way of thinking about space as always present be-
cause, like a dream on waking, he had completely forgotten about
it. The whole thing in all its wondrous complexity had vanished
just like that.

It was clearly one of those days in which bold change was
hovering just beyond the next coincidence. But he was not at all
aware of this.

“Would you like a cold drink?” Melia asked, largely because
she too was from Eastern Europe where a drink of cold water was
the first line of defense against any trauma.

“I’m fine,” he said.

“Have one anyway,” she said, thinking he was in no position
to judge.

“Thank you,” he said, and took the glass and went to sit at the
table with it.

But there was an unseen piece of boiled carrot on the floor
from the night before and Brzozow stepped directly onto it. It was
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only a tiny piece, not enough to actually slip on. But it was big
enough to cause him to slightly slide his foot, about a quarter of
an inch. The movement, barely enough to notice, did force him to
plop down in the chair at an unintended angle. Still nothing worth
mentioning. Yet that minor adjustment threw his balance off just
enough so that he slammed the glass down on the table a tad too
hard. Water splashed up out of the glass. A small bead hit him
smack in the nostril at the precise moment of an inhale. Brzozow
snorgled, snorted, and coughed and closed his eyes as if to sneeze.

In that instant he was back thinking about the fractals and
haptic space and how they applied to the movement of the water
in time. Now motional frames in L-dynamic grids came to mind.
Before you could say neocalculus, if you could say it at all, he
was assigning gradient loci to all the variables and thinking how
to apply this to a tactile geoform and use a textural differential to
incave the results.

This was big, he thought.

Very big.

It changed everything.

And most of all, it changed what happened next.

In visual space you could see things coming. It was all laid
out from near to far. Past, present, future...neat as a pin. But in
tactile space everything that was happening was happening right
now. All around. That was the implication of his insight. If he
was right, and he knew he was, then this view of the world was
wrong. Above all, time was wrong. The future was an illusion, a
ghost in the photons. Prediction, expectation, hope and probability,
would all have to all be reconsidered, pressed through the filter of
his new tangible math.

Even chance itself was in question here. Because it too was
an artifact of the rational, seeing mind. What if chance was only
the name the impatient gave to a wealth of clues? All those long
shots, near misses, close calls, and chances both good and fat and
slim. What if chance itself was riddled with the bias of first this,
then that? What if all the likelihoodlums were wrong and things
in the end really could be known? Known right now, the way you
could feel the pressure of the air and the pull of the center of the
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earth? Then all the quantum randomites, who can never say any-
thing more than maybe and maybe not, would have to bite their
tongues!

Amazing.

Yes, he thought. It could be. The numbers suggested it! And
it felt delicious in his mind. Everything old was new again. The
relativity of time and space, the uncertainty of measurement,
the incompleteness of all formal systems. Einstein, Heisenberg,
Godel. It was all the same dreary story. We’re not as hoop-de-
do as we think. There are restrictions, limits, chains on what we
can know. Year by year we were getting smaller in the cosmos,
until one day our very existence would come into doubt. How
many human beings could you fit on the head of pin...that was
the real question. But this! This was something grand and great.
This was proof -- real mathematical proof -- that everything could
be known. That existence, this complexity of quantum gravity
string vibrations, had a center and that we were it. Knowing was
being...or was it the other way around? Well, all that could be
figured out later.

And somehow he, Brzozow with the water up his nose sitting
in that kitchen in Brooklyn, could see a glimpse of how this might
be tackled. It would combine crucial elements of metric gravi-
tation, elementary dual-resonance, the Lorenz transformations of
course, topographic structuralism, formal system paradox, maybe
even that vague reference to transcendent fluxions in Newton’s
Principia. 1t would mean coming up with a new idea of space and
time and how they fold around consciousness like an angel being
made. You might almost call it a kind of miracle theory...

At which point, to be helpful, Melia, a book editor who had
worked on Home Remedies for the Home and suddenly remem-
bered what to do, slapped him firmly on the back.

“Huh???” he gasped.

“You were choking,” she said sweetly.

“I wasn’t...I was...thinking.”

“Nonsense darling, you were choking. You had some water
up the nose.”
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“No...it was...”
“You’re fine now,” she decided and went into the bedroom.
“No, I was thinking...thinking...something.”

But as quickly as it had come, the something was gone again.
There was just too much all at once to keep intact with open eyes.
And without paper to write on or a blackboard to scrawl on, the
whole complex fuss went scattering like the frailest of thoughts in
a good stiff wind.

Melia in the bedroom was preparing for the night. She peeled
off her dress and girdle and let her skin breathe again. Brzozow,
for his part, sat in the silence of the night kitchen for a while try-
ing to recall what he had been thinking about exactly. Numbers
bounced in his head like bubbles in a glass of seltzer, impossible
to pin down. There were glimmers and glints of a TOE, a theory
of everything, but these had become effervescent and momentary.
Nothing he could actually sink his teeth into. And besides, the
screen was on now and there was news about the storm, and the
neighbors were fighting, and a plane was flying overhead on its
way to Florida, and there was a cat or something in the alley tear-
ing through the garbage.

And whatever it was that had enthralled him all day was there
no more.

Brzozow getting up noticed the piece of carrot on the floor.
An accident waiting to happen, he muttered, and he picked it up
and dropped it into the trashcan. He put the glass back in the sink.
Through the doorway he could see Melia putting on her night-
gown and the pale skin of her thigh before the curtain of the fabric
dropped over it. She would be warm in the bed tonight and smell
of clean carpets. The mountain of her body would fill the space
between his arms.

Something to look forward to.

And he began to open the buttons of his shirt as he turned off
the light and went to bed, never looking back.
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Not So Distant Stars

By the time that Egon Lincoln arrived on Titan, most of the
surface had already been mapped. Of the dozens of moons, mini-
moons, micromoons, and moonlets orbiting Saturn, Titan was the
prize and it did not take long to explore, claim, and even to litter it
in the name of humanity. Just like Earth.

One piece of debris, a robotic camera, was left where it went
dead by an earlier mission as a kind of marker, a stake in the dis-
covery it made. This was a small gesture in the grand scheme
of things since what the robot found had already been there for
millions of years.

The first images back to the colony were shocking but soon
gave way to analysis and study. There in the middle of a craggy
plain under the far stars was a dome, perfectly black and smooth,
about the width of a truck tire. Holowaves, spectral scanning, and
even an unmanned archeoprobe could not reveal anything more.
It was no doubt the first sign of alien intelligence yet seen in our
solar system but whether it was a device or a sentinel or a bomb or
a doorway was yet to be determined. For that they needed to send
someone, a person, and that was Egon Lincoln’s job.

There had been other moments. Hopeful ones in which Egon
used his semiotic skills to determine if some discovered scrap had
been created by other sentient beings. Scratches on a cavern wall
on Ganymede that were actually etched by a plasma river. A com-
plex geometric pattern on the surface of Europa that turned out
to be formed by exo-fungi. There was life out there all right, but
none of it smart. Until now. Maybe.

In spite of this, as he rode the rover to the dome, Egon knew
that he carried the hope of the world with him. The silent wish
that all the problems among humans might diminish in light of
finding others out there with answers. This was a great weight
he carried but there was more. His own private yearnings, for
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example, to make a difference, to find something monumental,
something that might erase his years of disappointment. To finally
have his life of searching and probing mean something. To matter
in some way.

As he left the rover and finally stood before the dome, Egon
tried to control his anticipation, to stifle his hunger. It was hard
to be objective with his pulse racing. Besides, he knew very well
that nature was herself an architect, capable of producing the most
astonishing structures through natural forces or even by using the
simplest of critters. Just because it looked engineered, even beau-
tifully so, did not mean that someone somewhere made this thing.

He had plenty of equipment on his rover but he liked to rely
on his intuition first. And so he rather casually walked over to
the dome and got down on his knees before it. It was nothing
more than a half-sphere, about three feet tall and four feet wide.
It loomed larger in the images. In the sheen of the black surface
he could see his own reflection and the craggy terrain behind him.
That surface was pristine, no dents or markings. It did not glow
or vibrate or, as he knew from previous measures, emit any kind
of energy at all.

Egon closed his eyes and placed his hands on the surface of
the dome, as if to commune with it. As if touching it might unlock
it in some way or at least give him a feeling about it one way or
another. Which might have been a ridiculous gesture except for
one thing...it worked.

In an instant, Egon felt taken over by some force. Not a phys-
ical presence, but a cognitive one. As though his consciousness
— which, like all of us, he felt that he proudly owned — was now
being leased by someone else. As when dreaming and here, alone
on a lonely rock, on his knees and touching a mysterious dome,
Egon Lincoln dreamed. But not just a dream, an envisioning.

He dreamed the story of the whole universe, as though float-
ing above a great city that was time itself, with lights like lives and
shadows like fate, and streams of energy slithering through and
through.
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In his mind’s eye, he vividly saw the spark of being, glowing
like an ember in a purple sea of nothing-to-see. Then the molten
stars forming and the galaxies expanding, the great spinning that
holds space in its thrall. He saw the churning whorls that wound
around baby stars and watched the earth congeal from dusty dust.
The iron core, the foggy brew, and the sea like a vast expanding.
He thought to disconnect himself but the dream was too stunning
to end and so he held on.

The heat of the water rose and from a kind of molecular bath
he saw viruses form, then cells piling onto cells, the great archi-
tecture of life forming, and the sponges and the starfish, and all of
it pushed up from the mire by the force unseen, unnamed.

As though history itself had been unloosed, Egon saw in his
guided dream the worms and their hopes for enlightenment, then
the fish with their willing wanting, and then the lizards, so noble
and stern, come to rule the earth. And the mammals were born
and love was new and the dinosaurs with their pride in families
and their bulky sense of duty, and the eons passed, millions of
years but only a gasp in the breath of life. And only a single blink
in this dream.

Soon humans walked the earth and all the varied, troubled,
wondrous, tragic ages of men and women dawned and dusked.
From mud to brick to wood to steel to titanium to solid hydro-
gen, civilizations sparked like quarks, and all the multitudes that
passed though all the way to the New Birth and beyond.

He dreamed through to the Second Age of China and the
Seventh Eon beyond Nation States, and the Great Exodus and the
Aftermath. In time came the Transition when the Gan came to
power, and Burgeners, Solomon cities, and the rise of the Cenidae,
their passion, their sublime cathect of sympathy. And on and on
the dream went dreamily into the Ages of Derbil and Selestum and
the three Danidey and the Kill and the Alpha and then the great
Stepping-into-the-Pale-Corridor, and beings and worlds he could
not name without the right sounds for them.

Egon stirred as a sound intruded — a signal from home base -
but he did not move or wake and saw things he could never have
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dreamed of dreaming. Of the Minos bearers and the Melarians and
their bright winter wars, and of the Windwater, the great Whisper
Kingdom from the far star, the carrier of the quantumRose, and
the soldier poets of Ei814...all this he saw as clearly as a wish in
a child’s wonder.

He dreamed of the time beyond people, of the ghostbeings in
their touchless towers and he heard the music of their holophony,
so spicy yet so tender. And then the Soulburst and the New Be-
ginning. And the ages of the conscious mind came and went like
birds winging, and all the planets were washed clean and storms
rose and softened the plains and new truths were born. The dark
matter turned to light and then dark again through many cycles.

Past the edges of the cosmos, he dreamed into the realm of the
Nebulae and the billions of ocean worlds, when thought became
matter and light could be held in the hand and used to sing. There
at the very end of the collapsing cosmos, he could detect a distant
understanding and the acceptance of time itself as an infolding
embrace.

And when the final branes colloided and all of it all came tum-
bling back, back and back and back into a single pointpin of all
there was and ever will be, life itself all enwrapped and enriddled,
the final move by the starmaker to begin again, the something that
comes from absolute nothing...even then the dream did not end.

Because that very point, smaller than the smallest notion, a
mere speck in the swoon of sooner-or-later, became the impetus
for a new conception, another theory of thing and thought, and in
a moment that took no time at all, without hesitation and full of
will, it exploded in light and heat and expanded and bloomed and
then it started once more, the begin and the become all over again.
New day, new universe, world without end, amen.

When he woke up, he was lying on the ground before the
dome and he realized that he must have broken the connection and
passed out. Or maybe it was the other way around.

He saw then just what the dome was. It was an encyclopedia
of the universe, a timeline of time itself, placed here by some vast
intelligence, some future iteration of humanity perhaps. An
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immense telling, way beyond his own ability to grasp yet for the
first time in a long time, he felt at peace. There was no hint of
even his own finely tuned frustration. It seemed to him in his heart
and in his onceness, as well as it can seem to any dim dreamer,
that everything was just what it was, that life was endless and
edgeless and eternally reforming. And that any human being was
only an eensy-weensy instant in a perpetual cosmos.

Sitting there on the skin of a moon of an outer planet in one
of a billion universes, feeling his own heartbeat lost in the indif-
ferent and majestic scheme of time, he knew he was less than he
ever imagined. But somehow this understanding filled him not
with despair but with joy. He was alive, right then and there, and
he knew it. Breathing, feeling, knowing. And that was all that
mattered for him to matter at all.

He looked up at the sky and thought for once that the stars up
there were not so distant after all.
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The Time Phone

Okay, so they were wrong about the whole black hole thing.

All of them, wrong as could be, from Einstein way on down
to Infinistein.

While it was true that no matter could escape from a black
hole, some kinds of energy could. Microwaves for instance. All
you had to do was pack the energy into quanta that resonated at
the same rate as the singularity of the hole and bingo!...the packet
went through.

Yup, went right through and came out at the other end in some
other time and place in the old continuum. You could cheat
history that way but only with a wink and a smirk. No stealing
the Crown Jewels, no taking the bullet for Lincoln, no going down
with the Titanic, none of that stuff. In fact, you could not transport
atoms at all. So much for science fiction.

But here’s the thing...you could send a carrier wave through
and piggyback it with sound vibrations, assuming the frequencies
meshed.

See what it all means? No? It means that the geniuses had
come up with a time tunnel for phone calls.

A time phone.

Well all of that costs plenty you can be sure. So the fat cats,
the big boys, the high and the mighty...they were all using time
phones to improve their futures. To get richer, younger, or smarter
faster than the following day. But the rest of us poor dopes? Well,
let’s just say that time phones were not going to be on sale at the
mall any time soon.

So it was with a real sense of destiny that I gawped at the time
phone once I had it in hand. How it came into my possession is
a long story not worth telling, and not exactly above indictment
either, but let’s just say that I did not get a sales receipt and leave
it at that.
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Once I had the phone, my plan was simple. I knew that I
could not call into the past and change anything that had already
happened. Time paradox, kill your own father and all that crap.
So here was my scam plain and simple...I would use the phone
to call ahead to myself a few hours into the future. If my timing
was right, that would be just enough time, the way I saw it, to find
out the winning lottery numbers from myself and play those very
numbers back in hometime, that is my current time, and get rich
real quick.

Not too dumb, right? I might even be so bold as to use the
word foolproof.

So in Time One, let’s call it -- meaning now, my time, the
present moment -- I called ahead to myself on the phone, just a
few hours into the future, after the numbers had been posted. Sure
enough my future self answered the phone as I knew he would
since the plan had already been put into action relative to his time
frame. He recited the winning numbers to me. I wrote them down
carefully, thanked him — that is, me — profusely and then went
downstairs to a local store to buy the ticket. Puffed up with inevi-
tability, I came back and waited for the numbers to be announced.

I was already planning all the stuff I would buy with my new
fortune starting with the z’s — from glitz to girlz — when I had the
first shock.

The numbers were wrong.

I could not believe that and so I must have checked them a
dozen times. But it was true. The lottery came and went and I had
one of the losing tickets. The numbers I had given myself were all
wrong.

I wracked my brain to figure out how that could have hap-
pened. Had I misread, misheard, miswritten? But no, that was not
the case. I was very careful about all that and had spoken clearly
and slowly, and double and even triple-checked. And so I came to
the only possible answer to the puzzle.

I had obviously lied to myself.

That is, just to be perfectly clear here, my future self had not
given my present one the correct winning numbers in spite of the
fact that he — that is, I — must have known them. Now people lie to

27



themselves all the time. Me too, I guess, like when I catch myself
in the mirror and think better about what I see than I have a right
to. But why would I lie to myself about this? What was there to
gain by not letting myself win the lottery, which was the entire
plan in the first place?

It simply did not make any sense at all, but by the time I
thought all this through it was time for me to answer the phone.
In other words, my present self had passed into Time Two, let’s
call it, and there I was waiting for my past self in Time One to call
up and get the numbers. I was just about to look them up when I
realized that I already had the correct winning numbers in hand.
I had looked them up back in Time One which of course is how I
knew that I had picked the wrong ones. All this time shifting stuff
can get a little oozy. But no matter. I had the right numbers now
so I stood by the phone ready to give them to my past Time One
self all hopeful at the other end of the line.

But then I got to thinking.

Even though I had the correct numbers, I had not given them
to myself back there in Time One. Why? There had to be a damn
good reason why I would lie about this. Something must have
happened in the interim, that thin wedge of time between getting
the right numbers and answering the phone, that changed my
plans. Something big. Something that convinced me to lie about
the whole thing. But what could it have been? So far nothing had
come up and the phone was about to ring. So I figured that only
the future held the secret, as it always does since the future always
explains the past.

That’s when I came up with a new plan. Just before answer-
ing the phone with the correct numbers in hand, I decided to call
myself the next day to find out what had gone wrong. The Time
Three me, in other words, who was one step beyond all this silli-
ness, must have known the reason that the Time Two me — the
current me, so to speak -- lied to Time One.

Well guess what? I placed the call and found that I was right!

After putting me on hold for an impolite amount of time,
my future Time Three self explained it all very clearly. He told
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me that after winning the lottery with the correct numbers, I was
robbed as I tried to cash it in and killed for that very ticket. A dis-
mal murder too, front page news, buckets of gore. Yeech! I could
never stand the sight of blood and I -- all my selves in fact -- knew
that.

So there it was. That is why my Time Two self lied...to pre-
vent my Time One self from buying the winning ticket and getting
killed.

What a relief!

It meant at least that I wasn’t going schizo on myself or acting
out some masochistic nuttiness. I was simply protecting myself.
It made perfect sense and as soon as I hung up the phone, it began
to ring. I answered knowing that it was my Time One self asking
for the lottery numbers. I could hear the yearning, the desperation,
in his — I mean, my — voice but what could I do? I couldn’t tell
him what was going to happen because, knowing him as I did with
that coy intimacy with which one can only know oneself, I knew
that he was stubborn and would try to figure out a way around it.
Suppose he made up his own numbers and hit the jackpot just by
chance? Then he would be killed for the ticket and he and I and
all of us would be doomed. I had to act selfishly here, you see?
So I made up a bunch of fake numbers and gave them to my Time
One dupe. He suspected nothing and seemed so excited about the
future as he thanked me profusely that I could barely sleep that
night for all the guilt I felt.

But I did fall asleep and awoke to the phone ringing again.
Dazed and confused, I wondered if the whole thing had been a
dream. Had I already asked for and given the lottery numbers or
had I imagined the whole thing? Then I realized that it was not the
lottery hopeful calling at all. Time had passed and I was now my
Time Three self. The ringing phone meant that it was my Time
Two self calling me in his present to find out why I — I mean to say
why he — had lied about the lottery numbers to our original self.

But here’s the problem, at least as it presented itself to me in
my semisleep.

Since it was already Time Three and I obviously did not win
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the lottery the day before, no one had killed me for the ticket. All
well and good. The past led to the future. But since I did not in
fact win and therefore no one had killed me — here I was a living
loser after all -- what proof was there to support the murder theory?
The phone was ringing from a fellow — my perturbed self in Time
Two — waiting for an explanation and I didn’t have one. I did not
have any information about winning or losing or being killed or
anything. All I had was a slight headache.

Yet apparently I was about to answer the phone and talk about
my own murder of all things! How did I ever come up with such
a tale? Had I gotten drunk or dumb or loony in the next interim?
The whole thing seemed preposterous to me. How would I know
about it anyway? I only knew what there was to know based on
what did happen, not on what did not. The past was my past as it
presented itself, not some buffet of possibilities. So the way I saw
it now — I mean then at that moment with the phone ringing — was
that there was no story to tell, no murder at all, and therefore no
reason for me in Time Three to tell my Time Two self to lie to my
Time One self.

Unless there was such a reason. But what could it be?

There was only one way to find that out and, naturally, it did
not make things any simpler. I answered the phone, then immedi-
ately put my Time Two self on hold and called ahead. Yes, called
ahead to my Time Four self to see if there was any reason that
I — me, that is, my present Time Three self — should make up this
cockamamie story about being murdered.

My Time Four self, answering the phone, was more than a bit
ticked off. Maybe the whole rigmarole was getting to me — to him
I mean — or maybe I — he — was really losing his — my — mind. In
any case, hissing with contempt, my Time Four self explained the
whole thing to me. To tell you the truth, I could not really follow
the entire line of argument. I was getting a little lost in the old
maze of happenstance here. But the gist of it was this...my future
Time Four self had realized that time had passed and he — the
future me — obviously had not won the lottery. That at least was
a rock solid fact and there was no way around it. But it was still
the future and he — I — was as hard up for cash as before. And the
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only way that could be the case is if the numbers we had picked
had been wrong in the first place.

With me so far? I hope so because I was hanging on by the
slimmest of threads.

Now the only way the numbers could have been wrong was if
I had given myself incorrect ones. Why would I do that, my future
self mused out loud? He waited impatiently for me to answer but |
didn’t have a clue and said so. Disdain dripping from his voice, he
explained that the only excuse for me to be giving out the wrong
numbers was to accomplish the past. In other words, I had not
won the lottery, obviously, and therefore had to lie to myself to
make that the case, ipso facto.

The only way to get the numbers wrong, he said, assuming
you had a time phone, was to lie about them. And obviously, I had
gotten the numbers wrong. So obviously I had to lie. The future
depends on the past.

I hardly had the energy to argue my case and in any case, was
not at all sure who I was arguing for or against. Even so, all that
did not explain the murder story. Where did that come from?

My Time Four self went over that theory rather quickly be-
cause he was afraid my Time Two self, on hold in the time phone
and waiting for an explanation, would get fed up and disconnect.
Then where would we be? What he said was that I had to come
up with a clever lie that would absolutely convince my earlier
self back in Time Two not to question the deceit. If he doubted
the numbers, or my motives, and made up his own instead, who
knows what could have happened? Therefore, Time Four said
coldly, I had to lie and my previous self had to lie in order to make
the future come out the way it, in fact, did.

I was tired and bobbled and in no condition to argue, so I
quickly came up with the murder story and felt pretty good about
protecting my self — all my selves — from the quirks of occurency.

Which was all fine and dandy until some time passed and I
became my Time Four self with this very theory, answering the
phone to a rather irritating chap I knew to be my own contrary
self in Time Three looking for reasons for the deception. But I did
not really have any good ones. I knew the whole line of attack of
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course. My Time Four self had explained it all to my Time Three.
But here I was having become my Time Four, knowing the call
was about to come in, and I was suddenly filled with doubt. Did
it all really have to depend on the way things finally worked out?
What of free will? What of alternate futures? What if you did
change what happened...then what? Maybe I would be here in
the present rich as a king, laughing at my ability to bend fate itself
to my own desires.

I had my doubts about all of it, the doubts included, of course.
But by then I understood something that all timecallers come to
know, I suppose. That the future leads to the past and not the other
way around. In other words, the answer, the resolution, to what is
happening now is always to be found once it has already happened
in the future. That is the only way the universe perseveres.

The upshot?

I called ahead to Time Five to see if anything had happened
that established once and for all that this entire cunning argument
made sense and that I was indeed lying to save myself. Needless
to say, something had. At least it certainly seemed so to my Time
Five self. I tried to counter his entire line of reasoning, hoping to
convince him to convince me to drop this theory and let me win
the lottery after all. I thought that I was presenting my case rather
forcefully but we got into an argument and the bastard hung up on
me. I had no choice but to wait until I had passed into Time Five
and then call ahead to Time Six to resolve the dispute.

I think you can pretty much guess what happened next. My
Time Six enlisted the aid of Time Seven who...

Rather than lay out all the sordid details, suffice it to say that
questions and answers, and theories and lies and accusations and
arguments continued in endless phone calls to the point that I no
longer knew what time frame I was in or even who [ was anymore.

In no time flat — a terrible misnomer since as you can see it’s
bumpy as hell -- I was having conversations with my future selves
well into the next year. And with each call I was getting more
annoyed at bothering myself constantly with questions about what
to do yesterday to correct past effects of future consequences that
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had not happened yet! Eventually this whole debacle went way
beyond the lottery numbers and into marriage plans, financial
investments, health decisions, even where to stand on a particular
day to avoid getting flattened by a concrete block that would fall
off a construction site according to a future news report.

I had no one else to blame, of course. I alone was responsible
for the whole mess and I must admit that things got quite a bit
worse when I realized that the time phone allowed you to make
conference calls.

Soon my whole life had become the calls and nothing but.
There was little time left for anything else. Nothing could be
done or decided upon or pursued without opening up an incessant
chain of phone calls. Talk about decision by committee! You
can’t imagine what these were like...battles and debates, theories
and counter-theories, name-calling and bruised egos, and lies and
mistrust all around, backwards, forwards, then, now, and forever.

Finally one day, I had had enough. I remember it clearly
because I was standing by the window and listening to the cacoph-
ony of voices all jumbled and jivey in the phone and I just could
not take it anymore. So I opened the window and heaved the
phone out. I could still hear all the voices nattering as I watched it
fall like a dead bird all the way to the pavement where it smashed
into a gazillion shards of plastic and microchipery.

It was a beautiful sight.

And sound there was none.

Good riddance, I thought to myself. Yes, goodbye to the lot-
tery but farewell too to that mire of wanting and trying and lying.
Goodbye to the sheer contention of it all. It was quiet again and I
saw this in my mind’s eye as a kind of resolution, a shuddering of
all my time selves back into one neat, solitary, momentary, pack
of me...here now, right now, unburdened by the future.

It was a marvelous feeling.

Even better than winning the lottery.

But I think you can understand now why, when my phone —
my regular cell phone — started ringing, I broke out into a cold
panicky sweat.
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Coasting Towards Sedna

He is sitting near the window, looking out onto the empty spot
into which the hovertram will float when it arrives in a few min-
utes. From my position, I can only see him from the rear, only
make out the contour of his left cheek and the furrow of hair over
his ear. He could easily be any one of a number of older men with
hair yellowing, skin crinkling, brown spots on the neck. The gray
thermion pants that he is wearing could belong to any geezer of
his generation. Yet the short-sleeved white shirt with the under-
shirt showing through make him look not so much like anyone as
an ad for the latest senior cruise to the Moon.

But despite all this, something tells me that this is not just a
stranger staring out the window of the waiting area. Not just any
older man.

Itis him. I know itis. In fact, there is absolutely no doubt in
my mind.

But how can it be? It defies the laws of levity. And why is he
here now, taking the solarsail, of all things, to the outer planets?
Where could he be going?

To Sedna like me?

Impossible.

I am going there to study soil...or dirt depending on one’s
sensibility. To Sedna, one of the hundreds of new planets now
known to swirl around the sun. Unknowable Sedna, with its wild
ten thousand year orbit. Sedna where heat is a rumor and light a
rare but succulent dream. There is nothing there, of course, how
can there be so far from any center? But I am drawn there none-
theless. Perhaps the secret to life on earth is buried beneath the
dust. Or something even grander. That is what I am looking for...
secrets, grandeur. And also, in the dim beam at the edge of the
solar system, I hope to write some poetry that is not about loss.

Yes, I know very well where I am going and why. Or thought
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I knew. But now, his sudden appearance has thrown everything
into question, all filed under Y. Why him, why here, why now? 1
cannot answer these since none of this makes any sense.

Something is very wrong, I know that much. But it is empty
there in the hovertram station and silent as a conclusion. Am I the
only one who wonders? He certainly does not look upset or even
in doubt. He is simply sitting and waiting. There is no one else in
the room besides the two of us. This is lucky because it gives me
time to prepare, to approach at my own speed, to gather my wits
and my whats. Without this pause, I would not be able to swallow
the scream perched at the edge of my throat.

The undershirt he is wearing reminds me that when I was lit-
tle, I used to go into his bedroom every morning to watch him
dress. He did everything in the exact same order, day in and day
out. Glasses, shorts, socks, shoes, undershirt, shirt, neurolinks,
tie, pants, smartwallet, a gold key chain, then the folded handker-
chief. This was fascinating to me and also comforting in some
strange way. The repetition itself seemed to me like a kind of
philosophy of life. Maybe an antidote to the daily threat of biowar
back then, or to the cruel uncertainties of fourth grade.

Without knowing it I suppose, in his way, he proved to me that
life go