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 Preface

This is a single short story excerpted from my
collection of short stories and essays called Time, emiT, and
Time Again. This is the first story from the collection, and I
feel gives a good idea of the mix of science fiction and real
characters with emotional depth that you’ll find throughout the
collection. If you enjoy this story, I encourage you to purchase
the full collection, available as a single eBook - along with all
my other books and short stories. Thanks for giving my work a
try.

-Teel McClanahan III

 




Second Thoughts

 


 


To: Sara

Subject: The truth is, I miss you

 


Will you marry me?

Say yes.

 


 


(don’t forget I love you)

 


 


The email was drafted and sent in moments, and then
it was too late to stop it or take it back. It wasn’t that it
wasn’t true, or that he didn’t want her to say yes, but every time
he asked her he had second thoughts. And third thoughts. And so on,
back and forth.

Not a lot of good it did, not a lot of effect on an
email already sent, on a question asked a hundred times before.
Still, he worried, still he hoped. Sara had actually said yes once.
That one yes somehow managed to give hope despite all the no’s and
I-don’t-knows before and after it, despite the years and the miles
and the loves they’d each found and lost for others since the one
yes had melted into a no, so long ago. Like too many young men, he
held on to those memories, that hope, and through thick and thin,
through good times and bad, he never forgot her, never lost hope
that someday she will say yes again, and hope that next time it
will stick.

He looked at the time, did the math, and realized
that the sun wasn’t even up yet where she was while the sun had
only set on him an hour or two earlier. He was tense, waiting,
hoping for an answer, knowing one wouldn’t be coming. Not soon,
anyway. And probably not the answer he wanted. He got up from his
computer and walked decidedly across his room.

He reached the other side of the room, paused,
noticing the texture of the paint on the wall as though interested,
and turned briskly. Faster than he knew he should be as invested
in, he returned to the computer. He pressed the ‘Get Mail’ button.
He watched the tiny, spinning indicator in terrible and misplaced
anticipation. He heard the sad sound that corresponded with nothing
new arriving. He pretended to himself that he didn’t care.

He looked at the clock again. 9:08 PM. It was the
same minute he’d sent the email. He stared at the digital readout
on the screen, wondering about how long a minute this was going to
be, intent not to blink or look away until it changed. The seconds
mounted, his patience waned, he stared and stared, knowing that a
passing minute would not bring an answer to him. 9:08 PM. His eyes
did not waver, and as though it knew it were in a staring contest,
neither did the clock’s digits shift. He thought it must have been
more than a minute, he thought that it was a computer and had no
hands to get stuck, he thought about sending another email
apologizing for the first, he thought about getting drunk since
Sara would probably think he’d had to have been drunk to send her
an email like that anyway, and the time on the screen did not
change. 9:08 PM. He was in the longest minute he could recall ever
experiencing, staring at a clock, thinking about boiling water and
drying paint and growing grass, and then everything went black.

And silent.

And numb.

And he couldn’t breathe, to smell or taste, and he
couldn’t tell up from down, and he couldn’t sense his limbs in
relation to his body, and he couldn’t feel that familiar
combination of warmth and hollowness that had become the steady
reminder of his love for Sara.

And somehow, he knew, he couldn’t sense the passage
of time, either.

He pondered his apparent ability to continue
thinking without the passage of time or the reality of perception,
but came up short of any discernible answer. He tried to lift an
arm he could no longer feel. He tried to see anything at all and
the more intently he focused his vision the more clearly he
realised that this wasn’t blackness as he had known it before, but
a true lack of light and of sight. He didn’t feel asphyxiation, and
despite his best efforts, he also couldn’t take a single
breath.

For a long time, or what seemed to him to be a long
time, there was just nothing. Even his mind went relatively blank,
unsure. And then he thought once again of the thing that had been
the focus of his attention immediately prior to this nothingness
all around him; the time. He knew he didn’t have a time muscle,
something to flex like the muscles he could no longer feel nor
control in his arm or his chest, but he focused intently on time,
on consciously pressing with all his might against time.

The blindness brightened almost to blackness for a
moment. If he could have jumped for joy, he would have. Instead,
his concentration broke and the blankness returned to totality. He
tried again to focus his will, to press against time itself with
all his mental might, and this time it seemed to move a bit easier,
the emptiness becoming blackness and then taking on a very dark but
noticeable deep red hue. He did not overreact, he simply continued
flexing what he began to think of as his temporal musculature
against the non-passage of time, trying to re-start his own passage
through it. The deep, dark red lightened and began to differentiate
somewhat into vague, dark outlines, black and red against red and
darker reds.

Tiring, he relaxed a moment, and his visions of red
and red and red and black became more black, but did not return to
total emptiness. As he rested there in the near-darkness, he
thought he had a vague sensation of having a body, but it was
distant and vague and he did not get his hopes up at first. The
next time he flexed against time he began to see what he recognized
as the outline of his computer, of the window behind it, of his
hands out in front of him, all dark and soft and tinted red. He
continued pressing and he definitely began to feel his body and to
hear a sort of distant, extremely low rumbling hum he didn’t
recognize at all. He could almost make out colors and clear shapes
before he had to stop and rest again, and when he did relax, his
perception barely dropped away at all.

He couldn’t yet take a breath, but after a
psychological breather, resting his temporal muscles as best as he
was figuring out how, he shoved as hard all at once as he could
against the frozen stream of time he seemed to be stuck in. There
was an apparent flash of light, a loud crashing sound, a sharp pain
everywhere.

Suddenly he could see normally, the low, distant
rumbling hum was accompanied by the sound of his own hard, ragged
breathing, and feeling had returned to all his limbs. He was pretty
sure he could even feel his heart beating hard in his chest as
though after a hard exertion or a long run. He was not exactly out
of breath, but the air tasted sweet to him after going without its
familiar presence for so long. He looked at the clock on his
computer screen.

9:09 PM.

It had changed. But there was something strange
about his monitor that he couldn’t quite put his finger on. And
that low, quiet, discordant hum was still there. He got up from his
desk and walked around his house, trying to locate the source of
the sound, and couldn’t.

As he moved around, the sound changed. Every time he
moved in the direction he thought he heard it coming from, the
nature of the sound subtly altered and shifted and he became sure
it was coming from someplace else. He chased the sound around the
house for what felt like an hour and came up with nothing. The
sound was everywhere and nowhere and sounded different in each room
and sometimes different depending on which way he was facing. He
gave up on the sound, finally getting used to its constant presence
and finding it filtered out like the rumble of an air conditioner
or the sound of a car’s engine when you’ve been driving a while. He
returned to his computer and the first thing he noticed was the
clock. 9:09 PM.

“That can’t be right,” he spoke out loud in the
empty room, and if he’d been paying closer attention might have
noticed that the sound of his own voice didn’t echo back to him off
the walls of the room. He walked to the kitchen and wondered why he
hadn’t noticed the microwave’s digital readout as he’d searched all
around it for the source of the noise earlier: 9:09 PM. He went to
the living room. The VCR also said it was 9:09 PM. He went to his
bedroom and grabbed his analog alarm clock off the bedside table,
surprised at first to see its arms pointing to a quarter after
nine, but he quickly recalled that he kept his alarm clock set a
few minutes fast, and set it back down with its frozen second hand
paused in mid-stroke.

He put on his shoes and went outside. At first,
everything seemed normal. Even the continuously variable humming
noise seemed normal and quiet to him by now. The night air was
warm, the summer stars were out, the moon hung as usual in the sky
above. The stillness of the air wasn’t out of character for the
valley he lived in at night, and it occurred to him that since it
was night it wasn’t unusual that he didn’t have the privilege of
seeing a bird caught in mid-flight as soon as he stepped out of
doors. Putting his hands in his pockets, he walked out to and then
down the sidewalk on his street, looking around for anything
unusual. Looking for anything that would confirm that he was
somehow frozen and yet unstuck in time.

There were no cars on the road, no other
pedestrians, no wildlife that he could see. In this suburban
landscape everyone was at home in front of their televisions and
computer screens by now, or in bed. There were lights on in some
homes, but blinds and curtains were drawn closed in every one,
everyone trying to hide their lives from prying eyes like his. He
strolled as calmly as though in a trance around and out of his
subdivision and onto a main byway. In the near distance he could
see a traffic light staring its lonely green eyes in his direction,
and he walked toward it, hoping beyond hope that it would turn
red.

When he reached it a few moments later he was
disappointed to see that there weren’t any cars waiting for it to
change and it had not seemed even to consider switching to yellow
or red. He crossed against the red light in the other direction and
headed in toward town. It was not long before his fears were
confirmed.

The car was an unremarkable sedan, stopped in the
road as though parked, the lone occupant in the driver’s seat. He
shouted out before getting close enough to peek in the window, but
the driver did not flinch or respond in any way. When he did get
close enough to see into the vehicle, he saw that the speedometer
indicated a speed of forty-five miles per hour. The radio was on,
but he could hear no music. The engine seemed to be running, but he
only heard that same low, mercurial rumbling that had been
unchanging since he’d escaped total blankness. He tried opening the
door, but it seemed to be locked, and all the windows were up. Then
his eyes happened upon the car’s digital clock, its digits glowing
red in the center console: 9:09PM. He walked on, now down the
center of the road.

As he got nearer and nearer to downtown there were
more and more frozen cars on the road. Most of them had been
traveling a little faster than the local speed limits at 9:09PM,
and all of their occupants were as stock still as the vehicles and
the clocks and everything else in the world that wasn’t him. The
whole experience was like walking through a photograph. A moment
captured in time, frozen, but he could see it from all angles.

A couple in a convertible with the top down had
their hair wind-whipped into an impossible shape, frozen as though
in sculpture. He did eventually find a bird stopped still in
mid-air, and his mind tried to tell him it must be hung on a wire,
but he was beginning to get used to the idea that it was simply in
motion. That he was glimpsing a split second between here and
there, between one flap of the wings and the next, between now and
then. That he was trapped in a strangely long now.

As he wandered around the still active downtown,
taking in sights which hadn’t seemed this interesting since his
youth, he thought about his predicament. He’d heard of people
stopped in time before. He was pretty sure he’d seen an episode of
The Twilight Zone where a man could stop and start time again with
a fancy watch, but couldn’t remember how it had ended. He had seen
the effect time and again in movies, from full time stops to simple
slowing of time as in The Matrix. Some main character would stop
time, do something that would otherwise be impossible, and then
start it again. But he didn’t have a fancy watch, he wasn’t -as far
as he knew- in a computer simulation of life, and if this were some
sort of dream he was having while he slept on his keyboard he
certainly didn’t know how to wake from it.

He came to a posh night club of the sort he could
not have gained admittance to under other circumstances, passed by
the mannequin-like line and went right in, squeezing past a bouncer
that would never see him go in or out. Inside, the colored lights
which would normally be dancing about in an epilepsy-inducing fit
were frozen like alien spotlights, some framing dancers’ faces,
others apparently drawing attention indiscriminately to body parts
and bits of floor.

Plastic-doll-beautiful bodies were frozen in awkward
poses all around him, like a disheveled toy box gone a little too
adult along the way. Some of the couples (and trios), if
photographed, might have been mistaken for porn stars in action. He
knew this was how people danced, he had seen and done it himself,
but frozen as they were he felt like he was seeing something that
should have been kept private.

Without music, without motion, and without life,
this exclusive hot spot of the young and beautiful offered him
nothing to be desired. As he weaved his way out through the strange
and beautiful crowd, it occurred to him that there wouldn’t be much
more for him in the place even if time hadn’t been stopped. This
lifestyle simply wasn’t meant for him. Sneaking by the bouncer a
second time, he wondered briefly whether it was meant for anyone
there at all.

After a period whose length he could not accurately
judge, after wandering in and out of the few places that were open
at nine at night and finding a decreasing interest in this
non-responsive world whose visual surprises had long-since become
expected, he started walking back home. All the same cars were
there on the road where he had passed them the first time. All the
lights shined on, green or red as they had been when he first
passed, down to the last one. He crossed on the red again and
turned toward the entrance to his subdivision. The moon and the
stars still hung in the same spots in the sky, the air was just as
warm, everything just as he’d left it.
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