The Present Eternal

by Barry N. Mdzberg

SO ARNOLD POTTERLEY WENT HOME. WHERE, AFTER ALL, WAS thereto go? If there
was nowhere to hide, then you might at least be uncomfortable, squirm under the knowledge of complete
exposure where, a least, you were most comfortable.

At least, that was Potterley’ sway of rationdizing this ultimate disaster. Others had different views,
of course. Nimmo went to the outback. Foster went insane.

| have been asked to write ahistory of the world after the chronoscope. Thisisagreat honor, of
course. | am being honored in that request. It isnot so long that | have been writing, after all, first
numbers and then for along time the al phabet, until at last | began to fed more secure with words and
phrases and then whole sentences; Hill thisisabig legp for me. “1f you do not do it, Jorg, who will doit?’
| have been told, rather asked, but this does not honor so much asit frightens me. Many things frighten
me of course; the chronoscope taught usto be afraid of everything. The chronoscope taught us common
sense. The chronoscope taught usthe true way of theworld. “ Jorg” isnot red, ismy nom, asthey say,
de plumay.

Caroline Potterley waited for months after she could have doneit to findly bring the machineinto
her home, seek her dead daughter, Laurel. To see her again, to know thelittle girl as she had been had
condtituted the final passion of her life and yet when it was possible at last, when Arnold had indgsted and
Foster had made that thing and the time-viewer, for reasons she had never understood had escaped to
the entire world...when that opportunity was, a last, hers, Caroline found hersef in thral, held back,
locked against her own desire. She knew that once she brought in the machine and everyone was doing it
now, Arnold refused but how could he have stopped her?, once she used the controls and instructions
and found her dead daughter shewould fal and fall, plunge into something, some qudity of emotion
which she had never known...and it was the need to fight againgt this stricture, to fight againgt that last
and terrible plunge which caused her to hold back but there camefinaly that point a which she could no
longer resist.

“I can’'t hold back any longer, Arnold,” shewould have said if they had still been talking in these
months, but they were not. Arnold was never home except to deep and sometimes even not at night, he
wandered around in grief and shock, pulling at the pockets of his suit jackets and finishing the small
bottles of wine which case by case he brought in and bottle by bottle he drained. So she did not say this
to him, merely made the necessary arrangements which were easy to do in this strange and terrible world
which had evolved, and opened the viewer to her history, to that time before the fire when

—When she had had allittle girl laughing and tumbling in the corridors of her life, when sheand
Laurel had told one another secrets which now she could not, somehow, remember.

Thisismy partid history of the world after the chronoscope, then. No one can write the full history,
who has the time? Who has the tools? It was the criminal, the necessary part of our lives. | am making
some of thisup. | am imagining some of this asthe way it should have been. No one who wasthere at the
time bothered to write it down or to put it in fina form, it isleft to meto makeit up asbest | can. That is
what was said to me, “Makeit up as best you can. If it seemsto fit, then make it fit. There are no truths.
What istruth? What can truth be? Set it down as you seefit. “ And so on and so forth in this difficult and
imperfect time. | was talking about who used it first. Who isto say who used it first? All of them did,
everyonedid. But | think it must have been the thieves and lowlifes who perceived its lesser possibilities,
those dedicated to the transcendent and the bravest view of matters who would have adapted the
chronoscopefirgt, not the leaders of nations but those who toiled in the outskirts of the nations. For them
the chronoscope would yield akind of eterna present through which they could scamper gratefully,
thoughtfully, seeking grander device. Who e se could it have been? It was these visonaries of course,
who first made use of the device. Thisis no surprise, those like Potterley are dways ahead of the herd in
their willingnessto try new and different means.



Of course everyone, theoreticaly, who used the timeviewer wasacrimind by fiat; we are talking
(notice how eadly | dideinto the voice of authority and generdization, that pontifica “we,” but | have
been reading many of the old textsin preparation for this assgnment and in order to find the proper
approach) rather of professonals, those who considered it aready an occupation. Secret combinations,
long-buried hiding places, crevices containing the untaxed unconverted profits...dl of these were easly
available to a patient and understanding scan.

Crimes of violence and passion, surprisingly, diminished; the chronoscope made passion and
violence vicarioudy available to the widest, most eager audience and the pre-chronoscope sex lives of
the famous and desired were—well, they were most famous and desired.

In the viewer, then, in that narrow and focused tube of memory, Laurel waved at her, skipped to
the bottom of the dide and began her tumbling ascent, in the shafts of indifferent late afternoon light (it
must have been that first October they had the dide, Laurel’ s teeth were uneven and the dress she wore
had been somehow lost after one season, Caroline remembered this, she remembered everything) she
seemed ever more vulnerable as she rose and yet somehow, mixed with the vulnerability, therewasa
toughness, a security of effort, adetermination which would have fifteen years|ater, maybe less, made
her afearsome young woman. Caroline could see that strength, could take it for the moment into herself
and knowing that, knowing that the twenty-year-old Laurel would have been ableto direct circumstance
as Caroline never could, gave her asudden and shuddering moment of insght, of possibility, whichinthe
thin gray light cast from the viewer seemed to cast her up very much as Laurd herself seemed torise,
seemed to lock them into some passionate and savage assertion which could, in that moment, reach out
from the constricted space of the viewer and become, dmost become, the world.

Oneyear &fter the particulars of chronoscopy appeared on apopular science program any dummy
could have figured out, your Tiffany, who thought of hersdf ill aslost in the darkness of crime, walked
into the home of Paul Taber, owner of haf the casnosin Miami. There was no need to fear the presence
of Taber or anyone ese; she had cleared that. She had watched Taber and hisfifth wife leave and,
furthermore, she had watched them take alast ook, another little security peek for them at the jewels
and cash that a careful scan through the years had shown them so industrioudy accumulating right up to
that point, twelve hours earlier, where they had secured the house (no problem for Tiffany) and left ona
long, sudden, necessary trip.

Ontheway to the safe with the red stuff, humming alittle song of accomplishment, Tiffany picked
up afew bangles here and afew baubles over there, working from the map of the premises she had
sketched out so carefully, so industrioudly, put them into her little sack. Just as she scampered toward the
safe, she saw the shadows againgt the window and then arough, clumsy but manifestly accomplished
thug came into the light and stared at her. He seemed to be holding a sack of hisown.

“I hadn’t thought of this,” Tiffany said.

“Who areyou?’ the thug asked.

“But | should have thought of it,” Tiffany said. “I mean, it doesn’t show thefuture, right?’

“What future?’ thethug said. “ This isthe future. Okay, hand over the Stuff.”

“Itsmine,” shesaid supidly. “I worked for it.”

The thug pulled out agun and pointed it with easy accomplishment a adangerous areaof Tiffany’s
chest. “You didn't work hard enough,” he said.

“Protestant ethic,” Tiffany said pointlesdy. “I was herefirgt, anyway. “

“But I'm here now. And | can open that safe as easy asyou. Easier. | know the combination.”

“Sodol.”

“Theviewer,” he said. Understanding flooded the thug’ s features; he appeared, suddenly, years
younger and more aert. It did wondersfor his complexion, too. “Y ou have one of those things, too. You
can look at the past.”

“I"'m aso patient and careful,” Tiffany said. “If you had done any red research at dl instead of
grabbing one of those ten-cent viewers and spinning the dials, you would have seen that there saspot in



this place which has an darm hooked up directly to headquarter, five minutes away. And you' re standing
onit, dummy.”

“You'rejust trying to get meto leave. ©

“Would I try to scare you for no reason? A colleague? We' d better get out of here, pa.”

“Y ou mean, like mefirgt,” thethug said. “ And leave you to clean out the place on your own. No,
not without that stuff I’m not going.” He brandished the gun.

Tiffany shrugged; Baubles and bangles, yes, but the supply wasinfinite. It was asinfinite astime.
Didn’'t he understand this? The arena had become vastly more open; the walls had been taken down.
“Takethem,” she said generoudy, passing handfuls. She walked toward awindow. “I’ ve got three other
placeson theligt and that’ sjust for tonight.”

The thug stood, clutching jewd ry, hisfeaturesfalen into their more accustomed places, hiseyes
stunned and blinking. “ Y ou're so sure’ he said, “so sure of everything.” He looked at the gun over which
anecklace had been casualy draped. “1 never had your opportunities,” he said.

“But we all have opportunitiesnow,” Tiffany said. “Don’t you understand?’ She dmost did. She
wasclogng inonit dl thetime, shewas on the verge of terrific ingght. Insgght wasal you needed to
function in thisworld now, al the rest wasjust stuff “It’s getting o easy it’ sboring. It sdmost likeit
doesn’t count any more.”

“1 count,” the thug said. Some people kept on ingsting. Who could blame them?

“That’ s because you think any of thisold stuff still matters,” Tiffany said. She went through the
window. Thisis areasonable gpproximation of how it was, | think.

“Come away, Caroline,” Arnold said. Hiswhisper, sepulchra and unexpected behind her, wasa
gunshot. Shetrembled, shook, turned toward him, saw his features suddenly grotesque and brutalized in
the odd and terrible flickering light of the chronoscope.

“Get away!” she said. Shefdt fear course through her; oddly it energized rather than shriveled, she
wanted to legp at him suddenly. If they could findly touch

He reached forward, touched her wrigt, pulled at it. “1t’ s horrible, Caroline,” he whispered. “Y ou
must stop this, you can’t hide, you can't go away, you have to face this—Carthage burned,” hesaid. “I
know it now, they st fires, they killed—"

“Go away!” shesaid again. “I want to look—"

“She'sdead,” Arnold said. “I didn’t know it at firgt, | had to look too, yes| did, | went to the
library even after everything | told you and | stared for hours, but there comes atime, Caroline, you have
to let it go; she’' sno longer ours, she'sno one's, she'slost to us, lost to everything but the machine.
Caroline, we can’t be like so many, we have to get out of the room, we have to have a life”

He reached forward to disconnect the machine and she did something then, moved, began to deal
with him as she mugt, but after this her recollection was not as clear and she did not want to use the
machine to recover that moment, shewould let it rest, let al of it rest, only Laurdl, his Carthaege, his
burning...

Y ou do not have to give so many details, they tell me. They have looked at thisand in some ways
they make the good sounds and in other ways the bad sounds but what they want to make most clear is
that it is not necessary to be as precise as | have been—that isthe word they use, * precise”—it isonly
important to give what they cal “an overview.” “Give an overview,” they say. “We have no time, no
space, no room for history, we have only an ever-living and continual present, but that present, although it
servesuswell, must have the dightest amount of judtification. If you can give usthis, you have given
enough.” Who knows “enough”? | have my own plans and &bilities.

| amn thefirst and thelast, the only oneto give this history, they tell me, the only oneto “write” as
“writing” isunderstood in the oldstyle, but | must keep it tightly confined, must control. | dowhat | can.
“Givean overview,” they say, but it is not the over but the under which possesses me, the weight of all
that has happened dmost obliterating (that is atough word, “obliterating”) that tiny corridor of light | cast
toward our history.



It took what remained of law enforcement (that which hadn’t gone crooked itself) quiteawhileto
catch up with the outlaws, but when they did, it was all over for the crimina eement. No unsolved
crimes, no unresolved, unidentifiable remains. Y ou couldn’t even skip schoal...that is, if your settlement
gtill had accessto ingtruction of any kind. They knew when you were deeping. They knew when you
were awake. They knew if you' d been bad or good.

“Late meeting. That Ryan account. Should have been here hours ago, I’'m sorry. “

“Don’'t tdl me‘Ryan account.” Who is that blond bitch on the third floor of 242 Oak Street?”

“What? What?’

“For someone who says he can’t do alot of things any more, you can do alot of things, can’'t you?’

“But the account—the Ryan mesting—"

“Forget it, Frank. Y ou' re trying to live in aworld which doesn’t exist any more. Buy a chronoscope
and get out of the house. Because tomorrow the locks are changed and you can't pick up that kind of
detail work on any chegp set you ‘relikely to get.

When the fedlings passed, when she could focus again, see where she was, Caroline saw something
had happened to Arnold, something dreadful had happened, he was lying on the floor in aquiescence she
had never known him to have before. But even as she struggled with the impulse to knedl, comfort, hold,
help him in someway, cdl for emergency ad, get the university servicesthere, even as she thought of
this, asmdl and infinitely wise voice within her said, He' s never |ooked this peaceful before, he has
been granted perfect peace, the peace that Laurel has. Go to her, go to her again now,
understand her peace and try to make it her own, and the voice was so utterly attuned to her own
necessity, Caroline knew she could do no more, could do nothing for Arnold that had not perished long
ago, inthefire, beyond the fire, and turned instead toward the chronoscope, the chronoscope where
Laurd, infinitely young, tender, wise, patient

Where Laurdl would tell her what; if anything, to do.

Procrestion became limited, hurried, and—for those who persisted—bizarre. The governments, all
of them, Chinaand the Soviet Union and Burundi and Burma, South Africaand Zaire collgpsed.
Government of any kind was smply unimaginable. There was afutile attempt in some of the countriesto
confiscate chronoscopes, but that iswhen the murders began and, having made their point, soon enough
stopped: the systems, such as they were, had become invested in the chronoscope, behavior had become
circumscribed by its existence. Sixty years after Ralph Nimmo, uncle of the luckless Foster, had turned
loose the plans, fled to Australia to successfully impersonate a keeper of aborigind kangaroos (Foster
meanwhile reinventing chronoscopy in custody, creeting it over and over again), there wasn't much public
left, and that which lasted was old, decrepit, and resentful of medical facilities and research which had
become bare holding operations. There were localitieswith severdly deteriorated communications. There
was, dways, the chronoscope. “Hereit is,” Foster said, handing scribblingsto the attendants. “ Take it.

After acentury and aquarter, only afew clots and clans existed in the southern regions of the
northern hemispheres, the northern regions of the southern. For thisremainder, subsstencelevd ina
subsistence society wasn't al that oppressive, and there was, of course, the chronoscope, whose limited
range was nonethdess able to disclosein dl of itsfury and chiaroscuro beauty the collapse of Eastern
and Western civilizations the century before, and dl of the fragmentary, diminished copulation and
confrontation associated with that collapse.

And so, hunched against circumstance, appaled by the news of her father’ s death but nonetheless
loving and filled with tenderness, Laurel reached out from the interstices of the machine, reached from the
dark metal and said to Caraline, “I'll tell you what to do, oh mother, I'll tell you just what you need to do
but you have to come closer, come closer—"

As Caraline crept down that corridor of informative light.

| am thefirst of along lineto come who again will be able to compose our history. But our history is
tense and exhaugting, narrow and dangerous, and | see now why they wished meto be explicit, to



compress, to hurry adong; thereisonly alittle left to tell but nonetheless

“Remember how you loved him,” Laurdl said. “Remember how it was when you cameto him for
the first time, remember that mantle of love and warmth—"

“What we'll do,” said Joan, an impassioned Sixteen-year-old, “isrun away. “

“The otherswill see us. They’ll be able to watch every move.” Bill was eighteen, the levelheaded,
farseeing part of the relationship. Or so he told Joan. There weren't enough their age around to argue for
much differences, though. Anyone between fifteen or twenty was mostly the same. Timorous. Except for
Joan who had akind of spirit which was unaccountable and who had plans.

“WE |l go so far away the old bastards won't be able to get there. No one will even look, al they
want to do is stare and remember, anyway. We Il climb mountains.”

“No matter how far we go, they’ Il fill be able to watch anything we do. They' |l see everything.”

“I don’'t care. Who cares? L et them watch! They can watch usuntil | dieif they want to. | want
kids” she sad passonatdy, looking a him in that way which so dangeroudy upset him. “1 want afamily.
| want to have’ —she paused—" abandoned sex. Real sex.”

Bill wastimorous but needful. “Yes” hesaid. “I do, too. But—"

“If you don’'t gowithme, I'll ask someonedse. I'll ask Dave.”

“Dave? He sthirty years old. HE s one of them. All he wantsto doislook. “

“I'll teach him afew things. He can be taught. There aren’t many of us|eft, don't you know that?
Do you want the whole world to die?’

“It' saready dead.”

“I mean really die. Die out. No more children, nothing. Not even the machines. Most of those
damned viewers don’'t even work any more, they haven't been tended in years.”

“There are probably fertileindividuasin other clans. It doesn’t fall only to us. There have got to be
others—’

“Do you warnt it to end thisway, then? Don’t you want me—"

“Wdl, sure | want you,” Bill said hopelesdy. “I guess| do, anyway. But there will dwaysbe
someone looking at us, even after everyone heredies.

“No therewon't.”

“Our own children will.

“Those machines are breaking down, | told you. We won't even take one. Let metell you a secret.
| smashed dl of them around | could find.”

“Joan! When?’

“Just before.”

“They’ll kill uswhen they find out.”

“Sol don't care,” she said. She seized hiswrigts. “Now you know we' ve got to do something. You
know we' ve got to go away.”

“How many did you break?’

“A lot. Rust will take care of therest of them, and | don’t think any of the clan are smart enough to
build them again. Don't you understand? | think they’ re redly finished with them, now. | think it'srun

Bill felt her pulling him aong. Soon they would be out of the hutch, on level ground, and they could
run. Forage from the land, build a settlement. Well, it sounded possible. Anything was possible. Joan was
right, no one was going to follow them. They just weren't that interested. “No more of them?’ Bill said
hopefully. ”'Y ou mean, no more of the machines?’

“I think not. But to be extraspecidly certain, just in case any ingtructions do survivein our new
place, wewon't teach our kidsto read.”

“Will it work?”

Sheamiled. “Oh, for awhile” shesaid. “ Eventually one of them will learn to write and maybe put all



of thisdown again, but by then it will betoo late. And we' |l befree”

And in the machine, in that swath of light Laurel had helped her cleave from the darkness Caroline
saw them asit had been that night, the first night Arnold had known her, the night Arnold had loved her.
She watched the bodies struggle, then dide in and amongst the shining spokes of light and then, in dow
and terrible concert, the scene shifted, reassembled, and Caroline saw hersalf huge and arched against
that wedge of vision as she struck the blow which killed Arnold, watched him collgpse againgt her in that
parody of embrace, and then the two of them locked, wererolling and rolling on the floor in and amongst
the plans, the diagrams, the wires, the nest of that awful machinery. “Oh Laurd,” Caroline Potterly said.
“Oh Laurd, oh Laurd...”

And thefires of Carthage came.



