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If Only…
There never seems to be enough time, I sighed to myself. Another week gone by and there's only an hour or so left before the Thursday night science fiction writer's workshop I signed up for--and I simply haven't had the time to do a story. Never enough time, every day something else that's an "emergency," that just has to be done right now. If only there were time travel...
Suddenly there was a loud pop and there was someone else in the room. And the someone else was me.
Admittedly an older me, but still discernibly me. All the nonsense in the time travel stories I had read about encountering your older self and failing to recognize him was simply not true. I knew me at a glance. He smiled and handed me an envelope. "Special special delivery!" he chortled. "You've been working on this one for a long time. It's a story about a parallel universe in which time travel was never invented and people had to get through life without the guiding intervention of their older selves. Wild idea, isn't it? It wins the Hugo for best short story at the 2014 Worldcon science fiction convention in Chicago!"
I knew right away, almost instinctively, what had happened. This wasn't just my older self--it was an older self from a parallel universe where time travel had been invented. And somehow, someway, something had gone wrong with his time travel device--thrusting him not only back in time, as he planned, to come to the rescue of his younger self without time to develop a story, but also thrust him through probabilities in the continuum in which time travel had never--and would never--be invented, to the dull continuum in which I dwelled.
I didn't know how to have the heart to tell him. I took the envelope from his hands, removed the 40-odd page manuscript found within and placed it on my desk next to my computer. "Thanks for the help," I told him. "Think nothing of it," he responded. "I really relished the task of coming back here to 2009. The years before the big nuclear war are always my favorite time. As long as I'm here, I'm going for a stroll down Lincoln Avenue."
He left by the front door.
The story he left me had an interesting narrative structure and a depth of character development that I knew it would take me years to successfully develop. But my problem now was that the manuscript didn't seem like science fiction at all--at least not in this continuum. I knew I would learn a lot from studying the techniques I would later develop, but it was also crystal clear that there was no way that I could bring this manuscript to the workshop. It just wouldn't seem appropriate--it would read as dull and uninspired in concept as a story about a hypothetical world in which human beings had a sense of smell (which they do), the oceans are full of water (which they are) and there is only one moon in Earth's sky (which there is). Great writing, but no science fiction concept.
It was also crystal clear that I was bursting with eagerness to share my exhilarating and unusual experience of the evening with my compatriots at the workshop. But at the same time, I was also fearful that I would get laughed at or thought mad.
It was better to go to the workshop without a story, I concluded. This week I'll just concentrate on commenting on the other writers' work. So, I assumed my liquid form and flowed down the street and into the building where the workshop was being held.
Second Time Around
Let me make one thing perfectly clear: I am not a crook.
I am a monster.
Pleased to meet ya. Hope you guess my name.
* * *
Yes, now it can be told. The full story. My real memoirs, presented as fiction. Very few will ever believe it. But a lot of you will wonder. And most deliciously of all--I know every word of it is true.
No, this isn't some fantasy of ghosts, goblins, werewolves, vampires, zombies or any other popular type of "monster" that you've seen depicted in the movies. I am a monster in an entirely different sense. It is not my nature. It was my choice. The choice came early in my life, but the fortuitous technology that allowed me to surpass my wildest dreams came to me much later.
* * *
It's a little known fact that when I was a young lad growing up in Yorba Linda, California there was something besides politics which fascinated me. I was an avid science fiction reader. My special obsession was time travel stories. A friend of mine, Leonard Jones, introduced me to H. G. Wells The Time Machine when I was in 6th grade and for almost a week it was my constant companion at recess and lunch time.
I was a moody and withdrawn boy and a lot of the other kids at my school made fun of my Quaker religion and my shabby clothes. Like a lot of other youths with peer group acceptance problems, I retreated into my own private fantasies--many of which featured images of revenge and merciless power. I ached for and dreamed of the day when those who tormented me would rue the day they first met me.
The concept of the time machine led to many happy and extended daydreams in which I utilized this device to suddenly appear out of nowhere in the future lives of my classmates. One of my favorite fantasies was that of appearing before Harold Baines, the most obnoxious bully of them all, just in time to inform him that he was about to die. Having traveled further into the future and read his obituary in the papers, I would know.
He would initially react with disbelief, but his manner of death would be something particularly gruesome--like getting run over by a car--but with an extended period of consciousness while he bled to death. There would be time for me to stand on the sidewalk nearby and for him to look in my face and realize that I had spoke the truth, that he was doomed and that there was nothing he could do about it.
Wells' book also gave me numerous fantasies of power. When his protagonist returns to the future, armed with a weapon and a few books, it was plain to me that he would soon be the leader that that future world so desperately needed, able to get the Eloi back into shape to be the masters of the earth, and able to wield power based on the respect and awe he would generate among them when his superior technical knowledge and superior fighting spirit enabled them to devise sufficient weapons and organize themselves into a unified force capable of defeating the Moorlocks.
I hated the lackadaisical, passive attitude of the Eloi displayed in their calm acceptance of being meat animals for the Moorlocks. It wasn't until many years later, during psychoanalysis, that I realized that what I really subconsciously saw in this aspect of the Eloi was my own Quaker/pacifist upbringing. The teasing of my classmates (and the schoolyard beatings I often got from Harold), combined with my mother's constant admonitions not to "sink to their level" by fighting or taunting back, led to a lot of self-hatred for my own background.
Ultimately, I strongly rejected my religious heritage, joining the military during World War II without a thought while a lot of my childhood co-religionists languished in federal prisons as conscientious objectors. My psychoanalysis led to my being able to understand where my attitudes and emotions came from--but it didn't change them. If anything, that understanding strengthened them and led to self-acceptance.
I was raised to be "good", but I felt that as a "good" boy I got trampled on. So I made a conscious decision to be bad. To be as evil as I could be. And I glory in it. To this day, I deeply resent the historical portraits of me being drawn by many as merely a minor corrupt politician--the nationwide equivalent of the crooked used car salesman. (It is my hope, indeed, that the publication of these memoirs will banish such imagery from the public mind once and for all, and I will finally gain my place alongside the other great tyrants and monsters of history).
A very popular topic of speculation in many of the time travel stories I read in the forties and fifties was that of journeying in the past in order to change the present or future. What if you went back to Nuremberg at the time of the beer hall putsch and shot Hitler? What if you assassinated John Wilkes Booth before he shot Abraham Lincoln, rescued Christ from the Cross, or prevented your grandfather from going to the dance where he met your grandmother?
Could the past be changed? If it could, how would it change the future? Would your interference in grandpaternal romance patterns result in your never coming into existence and if so, how could you deal with the paradox of being around to go back to make the change in the first place?
Leonard and I kept in touch all through the years, mostly by correspondence. We often discussed questions such as these. Looking back on it all, I now realize that none of the stories dealt with what would happen if Hitler or Booth seized control of your time machine when you appeared in the past. Not that I'm about to write such a story, mind you. Nonfiction has always been my forte.
* * *
Leonard pursued a career in nuclear physics. I pursued my career in politics. And both of us achieved success. One difference however, was that my success was very public, while Leonard's successes were known to only a few--because they were largely classified. I was among the handful to be kept fully informed. Eisenhower never had the patience for listening to scientific reports, so he largely delegated that job to me. He only wanted to hear about ultimate results--and then, only if they had immediate military applications.
Leonard confided in me even more than he would have in Eisenhower anyway, because of our lifelong friendship and because I took his wildest speculations seriously enough to listen without laughing.
So when I left Washington in 1961, after John F. Kennedy's inauguration, I already knew that Leonard was seriously exploring the possibility of our childhood dream--time travel. He was using government funds and resources and carefully concealing the true nature of his research from everyone but me.
The complexity of what he was attempting made it easy to do--most of the government bureaucrats he had to deal with didn't have the scientific background to realize that all the equipment he had requisitioned really wasn't necessary for the weapons modifications they believed him to be working on. And he also had my cooperation in creating new levels of classified information relating to his work which required security clearances which I made sure were denied to anyone with the brains to realize this.
Leonard, I must say, is clearly one of the unsung geniuses of all time. And he was intensely loyal to me. He continued to keep in touch after I left official Washington, and made it clear that he had given no inkling of the true nature of his project to the Kennedy brothers. He believed that he was close to accomplishing some practical breakthroughs.
My career, unfortunately, went through a nadir in the two years that followed. I attempted to make a comeback by running for Governor of California in 1962, but I was savagely and unfairly attacked by the media and the voters of my own home state administered an electoral beating to me that reminded me, for the first time in a number of years, of the schoolyard beatings that Harold used to give me. I was mad at the Kennedys, mad at the voters, mad at the press.
I embarrassed myself by displaying weakness publicly, breaking down in tears at the press conference following my gubernatorial defeat and rashly announcing that I was withdrawing forever from public life and that the press would no doubt be disappointed to learn that they wouldn't have me to "kick around any more." I resigned myself to a quiet life of private law practice, a cloistered life of corporate paperwork into which I could withdraw and escape--but I was, I must admit, deeply depressed, perhaps as close to suicidal as I've ever been.
The stories I heard from my friends in Washington, particularly Secret Service men stationed at the White House, concerning the antics of the Kennedy brothers, didn't do anything to cheer me up either. While I had to content myself with Pat's condescending allowance of admittance to her bed once a month at most for a brief episode of mechanical copulation with my frigid and puritanical wife, the Kennedy brothers were wallowing in the wildest orgies at the White House.
The stuff the National Inquirer printed years later about Jack and Bobby and Marilyn Monroe on the rug in the Oval Office was actually a censored version--the full story was something that the editors decided supermarket America simply wasn't ready for--this year or any other. And Bobby (in some ways a man after my own heart) one time even telephoned me in the middle of one of these sessions and told me "We're having a terrific time--and we're soooooooo glad you aren't here, and we are!" I could hear Marilyn laughing in the background and Jack groaning and chuckling in the same breath before they hung up.
I invited Leonard to visit me in Whittier, California, hoping to discuss the progress of his work with him. It was a cold December morning, just a few days before Christmas, and I expected him to arrive around lunch time. But he never got there. Instead, a time traveler arrived in my study, in a contraption that looked like an exercise bike without wheels. He arrived wearing black fatigues, carrying an AK-47 rifle and a hat box in a basket strapped onto the front of the machine. The fluid that was leaking from the hat box was red. It was plainly blood.
My visitor had an emotionless and forgettable face. The kind of average physical features which enable someone to fade into a crowd quickly. Just the type that I knew the CIA typically selected for its trained assassins. I assumed that an assassin was what he was. I quickly learned that I was not mistaken.
"I bring you greetings from the President of the United States!" he said, pointing the assault rifle at my head. "I have been sent here from the future. The year 1968 in particular. You will be pleased to know that in November of that year, you would have been elected President yourself, defeating Robert Kennedy. Bobby sent me to make sure that this never happens. My instructions are to kill you. My instructions are also to first show you this small token of our sincerity as to how we deal with those on our enemies' list." He motioned me to his side and told me to take the top off the box.
It only took me an instant to realize that it was Jimmy Hoffa's severed head I was gazing at. I vomited all over it and my sphincter muscles sent a large load of diarrhea into my underpants, spilling out my pants leg onto my shoes and the floor. My hired killer involuntarily winced away as this happened, turning his head away a bit and moving his feet so my shit wouldn't muss his spit-polished boots. Luckily for me, the floor had just been waxed, so he tripped and fell as his boots slid on the slick floor. He fell face down on the floor and the rifle was knocked out of his grip when it hit the handlebars of his time travel device.
The rifle also knocked the hat box out of the basket and Hoffa's head was soon an adornment on the back seat of killer-boy's trousers. I was stunned and still felt very ill. For a moment, it seemed like time stood still. And then I carefully reached over the prone body on the floor and grasped the rifle. Once I had it in my hand, I swiftly retreated back about four feet to my office chair, just as my intended killer successfully struggled to his feet. "The worm has turned," I said.
Like the professional he was, his face showed no emotion. "Get it over with," he said.
But my mama didn't raise any dumb sons. "There ain't no flies on me," I told him. "You're going to tell me about the future in detail. Right now, you're dead meat unless I decide to let you live. But if you give me information I can use, I just might do that."
At first, he was resistant--giving me the old name, rank and serial number nonsense. (CIA Special Operative Lee Harvey Oswald, #3245532). But after I both made it clear that I wasn't having any and that it was at least conceivable that I might make it worth his while (let him live and let him join my team), he decided he had nothing to lose by acting as though he trusted me to keep my word.
Leonard's time travel project had indeed been adequately protected from the ordinary bureaucratic review process. And, in fact, the new masters of the White House themselves would ordinarily not have uncovered it either. Except for one thing. The Kennedys were systematic about wanting to know who around them had potential links to their political adversaries.
When Leonard was invited to the White House for a routine Presidential briefing on weapons redesign plans, Bobby's boys noticed that he had graduated from the same elementary and high schools as I had attended. This made Bobby decide to scrutinize Leonard and his work under a metaphorical microscope.
The time travel project had not yielded a working model until summer of 1968, at which time Bobby and I were running against each other for President, JFK having served his permissible two terms. Bobby's investigators broke into Leonard's home while Leonard was at the White House and photocopied his private diary, in which he detailed all his discussions and meetings with me over the past six years (1962-1968), as well as the location and operations details of the functioning time machine Leonard had built just a month earlier.
Leonard and I, according to my visitor, had already been discussing the possible use of the machine to strike back at the Kennedys. But Leonard had cautiously only made brief jumps forward and back a day or two up until then, trying to carefully take things a step at a time and cautiously experiment as to the possibility and effect of making changes in the past.
When Jack and Bobby read Leonard's notes, they quickly used their authority to have FBI agents seize the machine in the name of national security and transport it to the White House. Leonard also "disappeared" into a mental hospital in Tijuana, where he was subjected to shock treatments, large daily doses of Thorazine, and ultimately a lobotomy.
Leonard's disappearance obviously troubled me, but there was obviously no way during that campaign I could publicly raise the issue. The Kennedys were also treading cautiously in their use of the machine. But the night of November 7, 1968, I received 32 million votes for President. Bobby Kennedy received 30 million and a third party candidacy by Malcolm X and Huey P. Newton received 5 million, denying Kennedy electoral votes from New York, Michigan, Illinois, Tennessee, South Carolina and the District of Columbia. In California, a "Peace and Freedom" party ticket of Abbie Hoffman and Charles Manson received the crucial 100,000 vote margin, throwing the election to me.
These two third-party tickets were evidently the outgrowth of massive repression of the civil rights movement by Bobby's Justice Department after a series of 1964 inner city riots and a large anti-war movement reacting to the mounting casualty toll in a war Jack Kennedy was waging in Vietnam. These results of the election, in which I became President-elect, caused them to panic, throw caution to the winds, and send Oswald back to this date six years earlier when they knew from Leonard's notes I had had my first California meeting with him. Oswald was supposed to kill me, allow Leonard into the house, and knock Leonard out, creating enough physical evidence of a scuffle to frame Leonard for my death.
Once I understood clearly the political situation that confronted me in the future, I wanted to make sure that I learned as much as possible about the operation of the time travel device. As I would have expected, Leonard had designed it to be so simple to operate that even a 10 year old would have difficulty misunderstanding it. There was a series of dials to set to designate the time--hour, minute, date, year--that you wanted to travel to, and an amazing electronic screen with spatial maps of the United States on which to designate any desired change in physical location. A flick of a switch enabled you to "zoom" in for additional detail, allowing you to position yourself spatially very exactly. Many major buildings in larger cities were designated, as were most major governmental and military buildings and installations. Tell the device where and when, strap yourself in and depress two red buttons simultaneously and you were there instantaneously.
Oswald apologized for not being able to explain the theoretical principles on which the time machine operated. I quickly told him, of course, that I really didn't need to know--just as long as I knew how to work it. I did try to get him to give me any information that he had about possible paradoxes resulting from attempts to change the past. Either he really didn't know anything about this, however, or there was some reason that he refused to tell me about it, even on pain of death.
I tied Oswald up, binding his arms and legs and tying those ropes to a radiator.
* * *
After a few brief forays into the future, I had figured out what to do and how to do it. I personally blew Jack Kennedy's head to pieces from the grassy knoll area in Dallas, firing a few shots from the Texas school book depository window in a second trip back to that time, just to confuse matters. Then I sent back my trusted private operative Art Snow, along with Oswald, to do the cover-up work. Poor dumb Oswald really thought he was coming back, but he only wound up as my sacrificial lamb. (Later, the Warren Commission got very confused over reports of Oswald being in two locations in Dallas far apart almost simultaneously.
It of course never occurred to them that one was Oswald's present self and the other his future self. It was the "present" self which we allowed the Dallas Police to arrest and then caused Jack Ruby to kill. Snow had his own fun disposing of the remains of Oswald's future self back in 1963. Suffice it to say that if Lady Bird and the kids had ever learned what was really in those canapés that weekend, it is unlikely that they would have been served to diplomatic guests, White House staff members, reporters or even Lyndon's basset hounds.)
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