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Like most people, Robby Lerman at fifteen knew far better than his elders about many things. Unlike
most people, Robby did something about it.

It started, in asense, the day of his brother Harry's funerd. Robby hardly heard the minister's droning,
and the overwhelming smdll of flowersamost put him to deep. His eyes couldn't leave the closed,
flag-draped casket, and hismind roamed fredly over dl the yearsleading up to this moment.

He hadn't actualy seen Harry for over ayear, since before he went off to the war that was never
declared. Because of what happened over there, he would never see him again; but in hismind's eye he
saw him over and over. A towering Harry leading atiny, sumbling Robby across the fields, pointing out
thistles and grasshoppers and awakening in him awonder &t life. A lesstowering Harry trading
outrageous puns with a somewhat older Robby across a dinner table hegped with fried chicken and corn
on the cob and fresh biscuits, convulsing their parents with mirth. In the early days Robby missed half the
puns, but as he grew he understood more and more, and started making his own. He remembered long
talksin which he tried to make Harry fed the excitement of frontiers that were opening up in space, and
Harry tried to make Robby fed the excitement of running afootball eighty yardsfor awinning
touchdown. Neither ever fully succeeded, but that never changed the respect and affection each held for
the other.

Only the war had begun to do that. They both read the papers; their socia studiesteachers saw to that.
But Robby saw what it meant more clearly than Harry. Robby had felt agrowing fear that Harry would
be drafted and end up . . . as he had. Harry had never seemed to care. Every time Robby tried to tell him
how he worried about him, Harry had shrugged it off. "'If my country needsme," he had said, "I'll go. If |
don't come back -- them's the breaks."

And s0 he had gone. And this-- Robby stared at the polished mahogany box through moist, unfocused
eyes -- was how he had come home.

He helped hisfather and uncles and cousins carry the box, though he was il too smdll to be much help.
Seet stung hisface asthey stood by the grave, listening to usdess platitudes and the tolling bell in the
tower. A clever mechanism started lowering Harry into the ground, and the minister led everyone avay
so they wouldn't have to watch.

And then it was over -- for Harry. Robby sat in the back seat of the Pontiac as Dad drove past the city
limits and along arrow-gtraight roads to the family farm. Nobody said anything until they were out in the
country, driving past flat fields il too frozen to plow. Then Mom wiped away atear and said softly,
"Wadll, at least we can be proud of him."

That broke something in Robby. Ever since the messenger had brought the bad news, he'd been unsure
whether what he felt was more sadness or |oss, frustration or despair, anger or fear. Now they al came



burgting out at once. "But there was no reason for himto die!” he haf- wailed.
His mother turned around to stare at him. "What did you say, young man?"'

"There was no reason for him to die. Weren't you listening to that Mark Twain show on television last
week? That could have been written the morning it was broadcast!"

Mom was frowning deeply. "I don't see what--"

"'Only when the republic'slifeisin danger should a man uphold his government when it'swrong,™ Robby
quoted. "The republic'slifeisnot in danger. The government iswrong. The government killed Harry."

"Robby!"

"Wadl, son," hisfather drawled, "I know it must seem that way to you now. Were dl very upset. But |
think the government knows better than we can--"

"We have no businessthere,” Robby interrupted. "It's not our war.”

Mom gtarted to cry. Dad said, "1 don't think thisisthe timeto discussthis.”
"Wdll, | won't let it happen to me. If | haveto go to Cana--"

"l said, thisisnot thetimeto discussthis. Robby, shut up.”

Raobby shut up, but he had to chew hard on his lower lip to keep from bursting into tears himself.
Nobody said anything until they pulled into the driveway and parked next to the big old yellow brick
house afew minutes later. Then Robby ran upstairs, locked himsdf in hisroom, and let the dam break.

Half an hour later he had calmed down just a bit. "Can't they see?" he thought increduloudly. "Do they
just swallow everything they hear? How did they get that way?"

Lying on his stomach on the bed, he turned on the radio on the bookshelf headboard, hoping to find
something that would help calm him. But station after station had nothing but drivel. In the midst of some
inanely cheerful songster crooning, "1'm going to St right down and write myself aletter,” he shut it off in
disgust.

Hedidn't do it then, but that was the germ of the idea. His dienation from parents and government grew
dowly but inexorably with each passing month. It wasn't that he loved ether any lessthan he ever had.
Indeed, it was because he loved them so much that he felt such sadness at the ways they had changed.
"Who isthe country?' Mark Twain had asked through Hal Holbrook on television that night. "Isit the
government? In arepublic, the government is merely a servant -- atemporary one. Itsfunction isto obey
orders, not originate them."

That seemed to Robby one of those "sdf-evident truths' they liked to talk about in socia studies classes.
So how was it that on the same day he had watched that show -- probably the most ectrifying hour he
had ever spent in front of the tube -- the President had unilaterally announced that he was abolishing draft
deferments for graduate students? Didn't Congress have to decide thingslike that?

| mscared, Robby thought. Do we have a dictator on our hands?

Not that Robby was a graduate student, but he would be eventualy. He had had his eyes on the stars,
literally and figuratively, from avery early age. He vividly remembered the news of Sputnik'slaunch. He
wasonly in the first grade then, and assumed that was why he couldn't understand the reactions he heard



from adults. "How horrible that the Russians should do it before us,” they said, while young Robby
exulted, " Yed People can go to the starg!™

And hewould hep makeit happen. His science and math teachers dl agreed that he had "the right stuff."
Until quite recently, hismind had held aclear, bright vison of hisfuture, and just assumed that that was
how it would be. Robby -- no, by then held probably cal himself "Rob" -- Rob Lerman, astrophysicist,
would help build the greet rockets that would help mankind hatch from the egg of Earth and go forth to
becomedl it could be. Perhaps someday he would even ride the rockets himsdlf. In the meantime, he
would come home from the lab each day to afamily that was everything afamily should be: two brilliant,
loving parents guiding their even more brilliant children on asteady course toward independence,
credtivity, and thorough competence to handle whatever life dedlt them.

He even had their mother picked out: Rachel Flanagan, who sat three rows over in English and at the
front of the next row in science. She was pretty, in aquiet sort of way, with long, light brown hair and
barely visble freckles; but what redly attracted Robby, trite as it sounded, was her mind: she had one.
She didn't say much in class, and when she did he sometimes had to strain to hear her. Most of her
contemporaries seemed to him airheads, with no interests beyond hairstyles and dances, but Rachel had
thoughts worth hearing.

He had never actualy talked to her, face to face, one on one. A couple of times he had amost worked
up the nerve to say something to her between classes, but each time the sight of another boy talking to
her had sent him into hasty retreat. But the right moment would come. When it did, one thing would lead
to another and they would live happily ever after.

Raising their own kids right would be agtart, but Robby had afar larger vision than that. When the road
to the stars opened up -- with his help -- the few intelligent, sane people in the world would go off and
found their own colony somewhere, free of the stupidities and lunacies that had wrecked every civilization
yet on Earth.

But if thiswar went on, would he even live long enough to do any of that -- or would he, like Harry, be
drafted and killed in awar where he had no business? Would his country turn into a place with no room
or tolerance for dreams?

Might he have to go somewhere else?

He didn't want to. The prospect was scary, and there was too much that he'd hate to leave behind. But
he began listening more intently whenever he heard about draft-prone students going to Canada. He
might have to consider that himself in acouple of years. There were good colleges in Canada, too.

At the merest hint of that, Dad blew up, calling Robby acoward. That hurt. Couldn't Dad understand
that it would take as much courage to leave everything behind and embark on an uncertain and unpopular
course asto blindly follow orders? Couldn't he or Mom understand that Robby was only trying to build
the best possible future for himsdlf and the family he would someday have, no matter how painful the
sacrificesthat required?

Did they ever have dreams like this? he asked himself after an angry confrontation one bright day in
early spring. How did they get to be the way they are?

That phrase sent ashiver of dgja vu through him, casting his mind back to the day they buried Harry.
Now, with the added wisdom of an additiond year, he discovered an unnerving new insight. His parents
must have had dreamslikethis, but somehow had lost them and forgotten what they werelike.

That led him to an even more chilling question: How do | make sure | don't get like that?



Suddenly that seemed like ared, terribly urgent problem. As hismind continued to replay that painful
scenefrom ayear ago, it got to the part where the song on the radio had made him reach out angrily to
shut it off. But now he heard in the song's words an answer to his problem.

With grim determination he made sure the door of hisroom was securely closed. Then, Stting down at
his crowded desk with stationery pad, envelope, and pen, he began the most important |etter he had ever
written.

March 22, 1968

Dear Rob,

I don't know if you'll renmenmber witing this, but please read it carefully.
I"mwiting because of a painful rift that's opened up between ne and Mom and
Dad |l ately. | guess it's that "generation gap" we're always hearing about. But

I think I've figured out why generation gaps happen: as people get older, they
forget things that were obvious when they were younger.

Now that you're alnost as old as Mom and Dad were when | wote this. | want to
rem nd you of sonme things. You may have heard sone of what |'mgoing to tell
you fromyour own kids and shrugged it off. But you can't shrug it off from
me. This is you talking, Rob, and if you cast your nind back maybe you can

remenber how you felt when.

He put the pen down an hour later, drained. He read the letter over once, then sealed it an envelope and
addressed it:

To Rob Lerman
CONFI DENTI AL AND URGENT
To Be Opened On My 35th Birthday

Then he buried it deep in abox full of old rocket drawings and such, its exterior covered with warnings
like PRIVATE -- KEEP OUT and TOP SECRET. He wouldn't want Mom or Dad to sumble onto it,
but he trusted them not to dig in his secret place, and he trusted himself to find it when the time came,

Then he sealed the box, returned it to the back of his closet, and forgot about it. He never dreamed that
he might get an answer -- until he did.

1. 1993

Even dfter dl these years, Robert Lerman didn't need to think much about the straight Indiana roads that
led to his parents house. That was good, because he had too much on his mind to give them much
attention. He noticed once-familiar houses and the black skeletons of scattered late November trees just
enough to know when to turn. Most of his mind was back at work.

Pereira, he thought over and over. Pereira, Pereira, Pereiral You're my best physicist. Why can't you
concentrate on something we can sell to the folks with the money, instead of pie in the sky?

Part of Robert -- apart that had once been far more active, but now seldom stirred in its deep -- had to
admit that there was a certain fascination, even excitement, in what Pereirawanted to try. If hewasright,
it could open up space in away that poor old degpy NASA could hardly imagine. But that wasthe
problem: if they couldn't imagineit, they wouldn't fund it. One of the hardest lessonsheld had to learn to
become a successful CEO had been that you figure out what you can get funding for, and don't waste
timeonwhat you can't.

So how could he keep from losing Pereira, and at the same time keep him working on thingsthat paid? It



was avexing problem, on which he should be concentrating al hisefforts. Thiscall from his mother could
hardly have come at aworse time -- but he owed her, and he didn't want anyone el se going through his

things

So here hewas, speeding past denuded cornfields and findly turning into the old gravel driveway. He
would do what he must, and get back as quickly as he could.

He greeted Mom with a perfunctory kiss and they traded afew polite words. He wished flegtingly that
they could regain more of the warmth they had shared when he was smal, but it was much too late for
that. Now he could only give her what help he could and try to ease her remaining years. It saddened him
to see how she had begun to shrink and shrivel, and how visibly the process had accel erated since Dad
died last year. She was right: she needed to get out of this big old house, even though she had not yet
found abuyer for it and the farm. No matter; she had found a cozy apartment, and Robert would at least
help clear this place out and get her settled there.

She fixed chicken soup and biscuitsfor lunch, and they talked of Gloree and the kids and hisjob asthey
ate. The old cuckoo clock in the front room ticked a quiet accompaniment, and when the smdl bird came
out and uttered its trademark twice Robert pushed himsdlf away from the table. "Well, that was ddlicious,
Mom, but I'd better get down to work. Isthe heat onin my room?"

"Oh, yes, | saw to that last night.” She climbed with him to the second-floor bedroom he'd shared with
Harry. "Everything'sjust the way you l€ft it, except | brought in abig wastebasket. If you need anything
dse jud holler.”

She went out and left him alone. With asigh he opened the closet, till full of clothes he hadn't wornin
decades. He pulled those out unceremonioudy and piled them on the bed. Then he pulled out severa
boxes from the back, sat down cross-legged on the floor, and started digging through his past.

They brought back memories, al right. He started with some boxes held filled himself with early school
papers and hisfirst scrawled drawings of spaceships. As he worked through the years, watching them
improve, he debated whether any of this was worth keeping. At best, itsinterest was historic. Would
anyone ever care? Held dready resgned himsdlf to being no more than afootnote, if that, in histories
written for theworld.

Gloree might be interested, and Jerry and Kathy; but would he really want to show them such intimate
glimpses of such an early him? Not now; but he could always take the boxes with him and decide later. .

Occasiondly, something he found gave him asmall twinge of wistful meancholy. There were school
papersthere that impressed him surprisingly -- math and science papers marked A+, with commentslike,
"Kegp a it and you'll go far!" Hefound himsdf thinking, | could have been a real scientist, actually
doing great things instead of just supervising them! If the war hadn't. . .

Hetried gernly to squelch the restless ftirrings. The aromaof dow-smmering stew and dumplings drifted
up the stairs, evoking the warmest parts of his past.

He came to a notebook where academic notes were interspersed with jotted notes about times and
places of antidraft ralies-- and childish fantasies written in a private code about things he hoped
someday to do with Rachel Flanagan.

He put the first one down, grinning with amusement. Rachel Flanagan, hethought. | haven't thought
about her ina coon'sage! | wonder what ever became of her?



Hefound afew more referencesto her, reminding him that he never had traded more than afew words
with her. There were letters from Harry in Viet Nam that brought back real pain, and then a steadily
growing barrage of letters from Gloree. Those were heady days! He could hardly believethat she, the
definitive glamor queen, had come on to him, the nerd par excellence. But she had, in no uncertain
terms. The sheer intoxication of her atention had led to awhole series of surprising turnsin hislife:
drifting away from the antidraft and antiwar movements and into amore conventional sort of patriotism,
even letting himsdlf be drafted and going off To Serve His Country.

Unlike Harry, held lived to come home. He hadn't even been wounded, at least physicaly. But he had
Seen enough to scar his mind, and when he came home, it no longer worked quite the way it had. Now,
in spite of himsalf, hefound it pondering disturbing "what-ifs'? If thewar hadn't interrupted his schooling,
might he now be a genuine, hands-on scientist -- maybe even a cregtive and important one? If he hadn't
met Gloree, might he have stuck to hisorigina determination to stay out of thewar at dl cogts?If -- Siop
that! he shouted ingde hismind. It can't do you any good to wonder about that now! He dammed
that notebook shut and reached out for anew box -- one he didn't recognize.

Hehdd it for along time, a plain bronze-tinted shoebox with his name -- Robby Lerman -- written on
top. But the writing was in aneat feminine hand, and the printed label said the box had held apair of girl's
shoes. Robby had never had asigter, and Robert found himself oddly reluctant to open the box. Finaly
he stood up, carried it downgtairs, and held it out to his mother with afrown. "Mom," he asked quietly,
"what isthis? Where did it come from?"

"Oh, that," shesaid. "Didn't | ever tdll you? | thought | sent you the clipping. Y ou remember Rachel
Flanagan, who went to school with you? She died in aterrible accident while shewas till in college, poor
girl. Her mother found this box with anote saying Rachel wanted you to haveit if anything happened to
her. So | saved it for you."

"Oh," said Robert, somehow keeping hisvoice steady. "Thank you." But he heard his heart pounding
with unexpected emotion. Rachel's dead? he thought numbly, wondering why that should hit him so hard
now. And she wanted me to have this? Why would she want me to have anything?

He turned quickly and took the box back upstairs.

What he found insde was astonishing. Clippings by and about Rachel from her college paper aternated
with diary-like essays in the same handwriting as his name on the box lid. Together they formed avivid,
intimate portrait of her. In ahaf hour of reading things shed written, and things others had written about
her, Robert cameto fed that he knew her better than most people he/d known face to face. He dmost
wished he hadn't, because the picture that emerged was very close to what he had imagined her to be.
Sheld goneto college somewhere in Canada, and had done very well in her studies despite a broad
gpectrum of activities from writing for school publicationsto participating in the antidraft movement. He
came away fighting the feding that she redly would have been a better soul-mate for him than Gloree --
and might well have given him the support he needed to become what he redlly wanted instead of amere
adminigrator.

Thelast item in the box was a handwritten note, short and to the point -- and to him.

August 19, 1970

Dear Rob,

If you're reading this, sonmething' s happened to ne. That's OK; it's the risk

we all run, every day. | hope you don't think it's too silly that | asked Mom
to give you these papers, but | wanted you at |east once in your life to know



what | never had the nerve to tell you in mine. | always thought you were
pretty special, Rob, all the way through school. | always wanted to get to
know you better, always w shed you woul d show sone sign of wanting to get to
know ne. But you never did, and | could never bring nyself to nmake the first
nmove. That's ny one regret. but it's a big one. | think |I could have done it
now, if we were both in the same place. But | had to get away fromthe kids
grew up with to start devel oping the self-confidence to do things like that.

Anyway, | wanted you to know how | felt, and to get to know at least a little
soneone who al ways thought the world of you, even if it's too late now. | w sh
you a wonderful life, Rob, and a nuch | onger one than mne

Love,

Rachel

Robert found himself fighting back tears. Not only had she redlly been what held been looking for, but
she had been asinterested in him ashein her. It could have been -- if they hadn't both been too shy and
stupid and awkward to say so.

But none of that mattered now. It was water over the dam. And in the real now, not the
might-have-been, he had alife to get on with.

So he squeezed the incipient emotions out, put Rachel's box back together, and returned to sorting
through his closet so he could get back to Gloree and work. Five minutes later he came to the second
bombshell: aseded envelope addressed in his own hand.

To Rob Lerman
CONFI DENTI AL AND URGENT
To Be Opened On My 35th Birthday

A bit late for that now, he thought with amusement, since he was dready past hisforty-first -- but then,
he'd long since forgotten held written it. He could only guess at what held written that held thought might
interest him 20 or 30 yearslater. WEl, he thought, ditting the envelope, |et's see what the kid has to say

The opening grabbed him and dragged him back to the past with unexpected force.

Dear Rob

| don't know if you'll remenber witing this, but please read it carefully.
I"'mwiting because of a painful rift that's opened up between ne and Mom and
Dad lately. | guess it's that "generation gap" we're always hearing about. But

I think I've figured out why generation gaps happen
Sure you have, Robert thought -- but he kept reading, with unexpectedly close attention to every word.

. when you were ny age. | trust by now you're well on your way to a Nobe
prize, are happily married to the right woman (you know who!), have those
kids, and are doing a better job with themthan "our" parents did with "us."
Even so, | want to give you sone advice, for your own good

Sonet hi ng happens to people, Rob; don't let it happen to you. Mom and Dad have
forgotten what it's Iike to dreamof making a better life instead of just
accepting the one they inherited. They' ve forgotten that young | ove can be a
strong, thoughtful thing, instead of trivial infatuation. They joke so nuch
about "puppy love" that I'mafraid to let them suspect | care about sonebody
who mi ght not care about ne. They live through their kids instead of having
interests of their own, helping their kids do the sanme, and sharing their



di fferent kinds of enjoyment. So when they | ose their kids, whether to a

stupid war or by drifting apart, they don't have much left. | see that
happening already: it scares ne to think howlittle will be left by the tine
you read this. If you have kids, renenber they're people. Remenber how you
felt at their ages -- but keep a life of your own, too.

Per haps worst of all, Mom and Dad have | ost their senses of hunor. They've
forgotten how to have fun -- and that's tragic.

I still don't understand how these things happen, Rob, but be warned that they

can. Watch out for the danger signs. Please don't |et them happen to you. Try
to renenber what you knew when you were young.

The Ghost of Robert Past

That one did move him to tears. Reading it, he did remember how young Robby had felt when he wrote
it. He could see afair measure of truth and even wisdom in it -- and he could see more "danger sgns'
than he liked to admit in his present life.

Andyset. ...

OK, young whippersnapper , he thought, you've told me a thing or two that | needed to hear. But
I've got a thing or two | could tell you, too. How | wish | could answer you, tell you all 1've been
through and all I've learned since then!

But of course that's impossible.
Or isit? hefound himself thinking as he drove home two days later.

Robert had been glad to see Mom again, but even gladder to get away from the old house. That place
was haunted, as surely asif it had been crawling with ectoplasmic ghosts!

Ashe put distance between it and him, the world seemed to return to normal -- except that along drive
alone providesalot of opportunity for amind to ponder what's been dumped into it lately. Part of that, of
course, included the unnerving letters from himsdlf and from Rachel, and the unhealthy speculationsthey'd
stirred up about what might have been. But the theme he kept coming back to was hisfleeting wish that
he could answer young Robby's | etter.

Obvioudy, he'd thought at the time, that was quite impossible, amereidle fantasy. But now, headed back
toward work, his thoughts returned to the crazily impractica research Pereirawanted to do. Wasit
really ascrazily impractica ashe'd been assuming?

Hadn't Pereira said something about itsimplying the possibility of motion intime aswell as space?
He was going to have to have a serious talk with that man.

Antonio Jodo Pereiralooked like a carefully assembled blend of half a dozen races, which was hardly
surprising for a Brazilian: broad nose, high cheekbones, straight brown hair with ahint of red init and
combed straight back. He also looked alittle uncomfortable in Robert's guest chair, which was how
Robert preferred it. He was supposed to be in control here, and that would happen more easily herein
his big executive office than in Perairas|ab.

"l want to makeit clear at the outset,” Robert said carefully, looking the physicist right in the eye, "that
I'm not saying we're going to pursuethisthing of yours. Y oure well aware of my reservations abot it.
But | amwilling to talk about it just abit more, just on the off chance that we could find away to do



some part of it. Your idea, in layman's language, isto create achamber in which you can force the
evolution of aconfined quantum system so that the wave functions peak at adesired point in spacetime?”

"Yes, dr," sad Pereira, in asoft voice that caressed English into something vaguely resembling his native
Portuguese. "Think of it asloading the dice by the application of carefully sdlected fiddsto the sysemin
the chamber. The practica result -- and | emphasize practica -- isto cause the system you put in the box
to gppear whenever and wherever you wish it to. In effect, it offersthe possbility of acompletely new
kind of spacetravel, potentially much better than rockets. If we can reduce thisto practice, it will be
more like an aimable matter transmitter -- with no need for areceiver. And since everything isa
quantum system, in principle the transmitter could move whatever we warnt to. It could make rocketry
obsolete, and give usthe stars directly.”

Robert frowned hard. "But will it work?Y ou've admitted it would cost abundle to set up even your
prototype, and | can't afford to gamble that unless the odds are quite favorable. I've read some of the
thinking other physicists have done dong these lines, and they al seem to stressthat what they're
describing issmply athought experiment, beyond the reach of present technology.”

"They'rewrong," Pereirasaid matter-of-factly. "They haven't pursued their thoughts far enough. Let me
remind you, Mr. Lerman, that just afew years ago essentialy no physicists talked serioudly about the
possibility of any form of teleportation, timetravel, or faster-than-light travel. Now the journds are full of
those things. Just ‘thought experiments,’ as you say, but nonethel ess serious discussons of red
possibilities that might someday be practicdl.

"The remarkable thing is that none of those proposals even depend on radically new physics. They're
new possibilitiesthat have been implicit all dong in theoriesthat we've had for decades. I've smply gone
alittle farther down one such path than anyone ese. If you get methe funding, | can reduceit to practice.
That will make Rocketech the undisputed leader in space, o far ahead of everyone esethat they'll never
catch up except by buying aride on our technology.”

Put that way, it sounded almost irresistible. It sounded like the sort of breakthrough that Robert, back
when he was Robby, had dreamed of someday announcing to a CEO from the other side of the desk.
The credit he could take by supporting it from this side could be almost as satisfying, but he had to be
very careful. He hadn't reached this position by succumbing easily to glowing speeches. He would have
to subject the hard details of Pereiras proposal to review by his peers-- or as close to his peers asthey
could come up with. But if their report was favorable, it just might be a good enough bet for him to back
without unduly jeopardizing hisjob. ""So what would you need?" he asked.

"A place for the enclosure and the associated |ab equipment. Preferably not too closeto anything else.
Fundsto build dl that--"

"How big?' Robert interrupted. "Would it fit in an ordinary house?'

"That would be about the minimum,” said Pereira. "The actua sze would depend on how big an object
we wanted to move. Eventualy, for practica applications, we'd need something bigger. But for a proof
of principle, with avery smadl test object. . . yes, | think, that would do.”

"l see" Robert leaned back in hisleather swive chair. "Well, Pereira, let metdl you how it looksto me. |
do have some discretionary fundsthat | can use for 'blue sky' research. | must confess this has ways
seemed abit too blue sky to me, and I'm il alittle leery of it. But if areview pand -- don't worry, it will
al bein house -- thinksit has afighting chance, I'll agree that the potential rewards seem worth abit of a
gamble. Give me apackage | can show them, and we may -- just may -- give you achance at that proof
of principle.”



Pereirabeamed. "Y oull have it this afternoon, Sir, and you won't regret it. Thank you, Mr. Lerman!”

"Don't thank me yet," Robert cautioned. Pereirawas amost to the door before Robert worked up the
nerveto add offhandedly, "Did | understand you to say that your gizmo might movethingsintime aswell
as space?"

Pereiraturned around asiif looking for atrap, then grinned. "Asamatter of fact, it does. | didn't want to
sressthat unless you brought it up. If anything sounds 'blue sky'. . ."

"I won't mention it to the Board," Robert promised. "Out of curiosity, though, what kinds of things could
it movein time? People?’

"Oh, I don't think so," said Pereira. "Certainly not the little prototype I'm asking to build. Maybe never,
though it would be rash to say that. We might be able to handle small objects.”

"Likethis?' Robert waved a Federd Express package from his desk.
"Widl, maybe. It'salong shat, but it'sredly too early to tell.”

"Yes, of course. That'snot our main god anyway." Officially. "Wdll, thanksfor your time, Pereira. You
give meaquick answer, and I'll try to give you aquick answer. Please close the door on your way out.”

As soon as Pereirawas gone, Robert caled his mother in her new apartment. "1 may have good newsfor
you," he said after the obligatory pleasantries. "'Y ou haven't sold the house yet, have you? Well, dont.
Put it on hold for afew days. | may have abuyer for you. Me."

It took afew yearsto get the prototype ready to test, but they wereinvigorating years -- the best Robert
had spent in along time. Pereiras proposa sailed past the review pand (four company physicids, all
sworn to secrecy) with surprising ease. Since the blue sky fund would cover most of it, &t least at the
beginning, Robert didn't have to tell the Board much about it. And then it was underway.

It felt wonderful, after years of bidding on trivia subcontracts for alethargic and unimaginative space
program, to be working on something with mind-stretching potential. Not having to report every detail to
acommittee, and even therisk of failure with disastrous consequences, added spice and made it till
better. Robert was soon having more fun with hisjob than held ever had before, and that increased
enjoyment spilled over into al aspectsof hislife,

Even o, through the daily exasperations and occasional minor triumphs, he never forgot his personal
reason for pushing this project. From time to time he would jot himsdf anote, in ahigh-security fileon his
office hard disk, about what he was going to say in hisletter. He wanted to get it just right, and it became
increasingly clear that he was going to haveto do it within strict wordage limits.

Putting the lab in hisfamily's old house hel ped -- it reduced the need for both energy and precisoninthe
gpatial part of atransmission -- but the fact remained that tempora trandations were going to be alot
more demanding than spatia ones. So when they eventudly tried what he privately thought of as The Big
One, hewas going to have to put whatever he said into avery small, light package. Floppy disks were no
good; young Robby would have no way to recognize, much less read them. Microfiche could carry alot
of message -- far more than Robert wanted to send -- but even that required specia equipment that
Raobby might or might not bother to track down. So Robert was leaning toward smply typing what he
could on an ordinary aerogramme -- one of those flimsy blue sheets that folded up to form itsown
envelopefor airmail. With a 15-pitch typewriter, or one of the smdler fonts on his printer, that would be
good for 1300 words or so.



Which 1300 wordsto type was the crucial question, but one he ill had time to consider. To provide
input to his subconscious, he occasionally read over some of the papers held dug out of the closet of his
past -- including the clipping thet detailed Rachdl's accident, which Mom had ingsted on digging up and
giving to him before he left.

Asthetimedrew nigh, and the first small spatia tests succeeded, Robert found himsdlf thinking more and
more about just what he was hoping to accomplish. He had convinced himself that the project actually
had enough potentia for space gpplicationsto maybe justify it to the Board and the stockholders; but
he'd only become convinced after seeing the potentia for answering Robby's |etter. At times he worried
that it was becoming an obsession. And he often wondered, What if | do get a message back to him?
Just what will that accomplish?

When hetried to get Pereiras thoughts on the subject, he did it circumspectly, couching his questionsin
hypothetica terms. "So," he said casualy one day over lunch, "suppose somebody sent a message back
to somebody at an earlier time? What effect would it have on the present?’

Pereira shrugged, chewing the question as he chewed his asparagus. "Wereredly not sure" he said
findly. "There are anumber of possible interpretations of the formalism of quantum mechanics, and
people gtill think of new onesfrom timeto time. Persondly, | lean toward the 'many worlds mode. At a
particular point in time, there are two possibilitiesfor the next ingtant. The guy gets a message from the
future, or he doesn't. Each of those becomes a new branch of the origind world-line, growing awhole
new future”

"But which on€s real ?"

"Each of them is-- to the people who live init. They're two separate universes existing and evolving sde
by side-- but not parallel, because they're diverging from acommon origin.”

Robert made alow whigtle. "That's awvesome, to think that our smple little experiment could creste a
whole new universe.”

"Happensdl thetime," said Pereira. "Every time anybody or anything makes a choice. Take that guy who
gets the message from the future. Does he do anything about it? If hetossesit and forgetsit, that gives
you onefuture. If he doeswhat it says, that's another. If he thinks its advice iswrong and does something
different, that's till another. They'redl there, history branching and rebranching.”

Robert had read things like that before, but he still found the answer vaguely unsatisfying. "' So you're
saying thet it has no effect on the present the message was sent from, but just creates others that
somehow exist dongsideit but out of touch?

"Maybe -- if that version of the many-worlds moded happensto be right. Of course, it may not be.
Maybe one of the other modelsis closer to redlity -- or maybe the truth is some new one that nobody's
even thought of yet. | can't even rule out the possibility that it would act like some kind of iterative
process, where throwing a monkey wrench back into the past just changestheinitia conditions and runs
off anew version of the samefuture. But that one doesn't seem very likely to me. Of course, that could
just be personal bias -- because that one would mean we physicists would have alot more work to do,
rebuilding our fundamenta conceptual models.” He looked thoughtful, then grinned. "That might not be so
bad, at that. It ought to mean lots of employment opportunities!”

"If," said Robert, "anybody in that future thought that work was worth paying for." He didn't mean to be
nasty, but Pereira's answer wasn't the one he'd hoped to hear. He could see now that an influentia part
of hismind was hoping that aletter to hisyounger self, suggesting actions that looked better in hindsight,
might somehow change his present circumstancesto ones morelike hisorigind gods. Circumstances, for



instance, in which he, not Pereira, was the one doing the real physicsthat might lead to aNobel and the
dars.

Okay, it was along shot -- but even Pereirawasn't ruling it out. Robert would try not to get his hopes up,
but he was more determined than ever to go through with the experiment.

Four months after that conversation, it was almost ready to go. Robert went to a stationery store, bought
apackage of aerogrammes, and rented asmall eectronic typewriter with a 15-pitch daisy whed. He
wrote the letter in his den, a home, when Gloree and the kids were out -- because some of the thingsin
it could hurt them if they read it, and he didn't want that. He read it over once, then sedled it securely,
stuck it in hisjacket pocket, and went off to the lab.

He patiently endured agood dedl of mild-mannered ribbing there. Everyone knew by now that he had
ingsted on providing the specimen for transmission, and when the technicians saw that it was an envelope
addressed to aname suspicioudy like his own, they were dying to know what it said. He fended off their
requests gracefully but firmly. "Never mind what it says," hetold them. " Just keep an eye on me
afterward. If it can change the present, the results should affect me more than anybody ese. So maybe
you'l be ableto tdl if I've changed.”

Not that he expected any such thing. The more he thought about it, the harder he found it to believe that
dropping anew eement into his past could do anything to the subsequent years he'd aready lived.
Nonetheless, he fdt just atwinge as he watched the final preparations for the test. What if it could -- and
the new lifeit created for him was one that had aready ended before this moment?

Fortunately he didn't have time to dwell onit. Pereirahad prepared his crewswell. The countdown went
off without a hitch, and the crucia ingtant was remarkably anticlimactic. Nothing obvious even happened
outside the chamber.

But when the clock said enough time had € gpsed, and Pereirawas satisfied with several instrument
readings, they reopened the chamber -- and found it empty.

[11.1969

Robby's answer came on a particularly fine day in the spring of his senior year. Even though the war was
gtill on and looming closer and more persona than ever, Robby felt good when he came home from
schoal that bright, flower-scented afternoon. School was going well; he had acceptances to two good
colleges and two more pending; and he was no longer cowering passively before the menaces he saw
around him. Thewar had grown increasingly controversid, dividing the country sharply betweenits
supporters and its opponents. But Robby no longer fdt like alone voice whispering in the wilderness;
now he often met with friends to demondirate against the ongoing evil. Therewas a certain exhilaration in
the mere fact of having taken a stand and gone forth publicly to defend it.

That afternoon he arrived home in high spirits and opened the door quickly, planning to changeinto
something more comfortable and spend some time outside -- maybe take awak down by the stream,
where the willows had aready leafed out nicely. But the door didn't open quite as quickly as expected,
and the pile of mall it pushed across the carpet reminded him that Mom had gone shopping and must not
be back yet. He looked quickly through it for more college acceptances or scholarship offers, then
checked the door dot to make sure nothing was stuck there. Finding nothing of persond interest, he
dumped the whole stack on Dad's desk and ran upstairs to change.

When he came back down, twenty minutes|ater, he saw the thin blue envelope in the middle of theliving
room floor.



Hefrowned; he was sure held picked up dl the mail before. He picked it up and frowned even more. It
was an aerogramme -- something he seldom saw. It was addressed to him, and it had no return address.
It did have a stamp; but it wasn't canceled, the postage wasridiculoudy high, and the picture on it |looked
like some sort of spacecraft.

What wasthisthing? A joke?

Sunshine and willows forgotten, he flopped down on the couch and used his pocket knife to open the
letter. Then he began to read.

13 June 2000
Dear Robby,

If you've peeked, you already know who this is from but you probably don't
believe it. Bear with me; 1'll convince you

My first proof is that I'manswering the letter you wote to yourself on March
22, 1968. Who el se knew about that? |I'mnot sure how | ong ago that was, for
you. There's some intrinsic uncertainty about when this will be "delivered,"
and | wanted to be sure you got it after you wote your letter. Oherwise it
woul dn't make any sense to you. | read yours a few years later than | was
supposed to, and I'msorry about that. 1'd say you did well to get it to ne at
all, with all that can and will happen in a couple of decades -- and it was a
neat idea. Thanks for writing!

You're partly right that generation gaps are caused by people forgetting
things as they age, but there's another part: they learn new things. You're
sincere and earnest, but you |l ack experience. For exanple, | agree that it's
sad and dangerous for people to live entirely through their kids, but it's an
easy trap to fall into. At your age you can hardly inmagi ne how nuch you have
to give up and how conpletely your life revolves around kids, if you care
about doing a good job with them You will; | did. And Mom and Dad did better
t han you t hought.

You al so haven't yet grasped the fact that intelligent, caring people can
sincerely disagree. | haven't changed ny mind, at |east not nuch, about what
you/l said in the back seat of the car after Harry's funeral. But | very nuch
regret saying it at that time and in that way. It hurt Momand Dad terribly,
and | don't know any way to take that back

| appreciate your advice, but now let ne give you sonme. Things didn't work out
for me quite the way you expected; maybe it would be better if they had -- and
maybe they can for you. Mrre about that |ater

| don't want to spoil all the surprises for you, but let me hit a few

hi ghl i ghts of how you turned into nme. You al ready know that | got nore and
nore heavily into antidraft and antiwar activity, but still did well in
school. | kept it up in college, and nmy professors all seenmed to think |I had
great potential. It was a heady feeling. Despite all the time spent fighting
the draft, |I felt like the enbryonic physicist in me was on a roll, picking up
steamthat would lead to really great things.

| renmenber a period when ny classes started hitting me with nmuch hairier nmath
than 1'd ever dealt with before. | felt like a nmountain clinber getting
altitude sickness and wondering if |1'd ever be able to nake it to the top. But
when | got past that | could | ook out and down and see the whol e of physics
spread out all around nme. | could see howit all fit together, and how
beautiful it was. And | could | ook up and see the summt, and know at | ast



that | was going to make it. If I'd kept clinbing, Robby, I would have been a
great scientist. | felt like | had a fire roaring in ny brain, forging new
under st andi ng, and nothing could stop it.

Ri ght now you're getting worried and asking yourself, "So what did?" I'll get
to that. But you're also asking yourself, "Wiat ever happened to Rache

Fl anagan?" There's another proof that | amwho | say | am Wo el se ever knew
about your crush on her? Certainly she didn't; you never did work up the nerve
to tell her. There's another |esson for you, Robby: the nost glorious dreans
inthe world aren't worth a damm unl ess you do sonet hing about them and you
can't always wait till later. Anyway, Rachel's going to go off to MacLaren
Col l ege in Canada. Before that happens, you're going to neet a girl who's a
ot less shy than either you or Rachel. Her nanme is Goree Lindelle. She's
tall, blonde, beautiful, popular, anbitious, and she's going to sweep you off
your feet. She did ne, and we wound up both going to IU and spendi ng nore and
nore tinme together.

This is where it starts getting weird -- the part you'll find hard to believe
even if you' ve accepted the idea that you're witing to yourself from 30 years
in the future. doree so bewitched nme that when she started hinting that she
didn't like nmy draft resistance, | listened. | drifted away fromthe rallies,
and when | got a premature draft notice through a bureaucratic mxup, | didn't
even fight it. | just went. Unlike Harry, | got through it all right, at |east
superficially. | wasn't hurt, but |I saw enough conbat to make nme fear |'d been
right in the first place and this really was a terrible thing that | should
still be fighting against rather than in. But | fought that feeling down and
nuddl ed t hrough.

G oree waited for ne. When | cane hone we got married and had a coupl e of

ki ds, and on the whol e we've been pretty happy -- but | couldn't do science
any nore. The fire had gone out. My grades began to slip, and with sone
nudging fromdoree | switched to an MBA program Now |I'ma CEO for a m nor
aerospace contractor; we do some work for NASA, but their program has | ost
steamjust like | did. | shouldn't conplain, but I'mnot really satisfied.
keep thinking |I could have done better if |1'd gone a different way.

That's where you cone in; you can. You do have the potential to becone an

i mportant creative scientist, Robby; |I could have if I'd kept up the nomentum
| had early in college and not let the war drain it off. And, nuch as I like
G oree, | think Rachel would have hel ped nme better along the path I really

wanted to foll ow

Now t he bonbshel|l: she woul d have. She was just as shy as you, you nitwt, but
had just as big a crush on you. Yes, | know | read letters she left for ne
after she was killed. She was crazy about you, and she was everything you

i magi ned she was. You woul d have | oved her, and she woul d have | oved you, if
you' d gi ven yoursel ves a chance

Bonmbshel | #2: Rachel's going to die in an accident unless you stop her.

Sept enber 24, 1970; 2:32 PM in front of the adm nistration building at
MacLaren. She'll be on her way to an antiwar nmeeting -- she became active in
such things in college -- and she'll have so nmuch on her mnd that she'll do a
stupid thing. She'll be |ooking straight ahead and wal ki ng fast, and dash out
to cross the street w thout |ooking. She'll step right in front of a tank
truck that won't be able to stop, and that will be the end of Rachel

Unl ess you make sure it doesn't happen. Wuldn't that be changing the past? W
don't know, there are a lot of uncertainties in our nodels. Even if it does,
will it be changing nmy past -- or will it just create a new branch, on which
anot her you/ne will be happier than | amhere? | don't know, but I'mwlling



to do the experinent.

I do know this: if you' re reading this and thinking about it, we've already
proved that the past can be changed in at |east one of those senses -- because
| never got a reply to the letter you wote.

So nmy advice is this: go for it. Go after Rachel now, don't let her die. She's
better for you than Goree. And if you can keep your nomentum -- who knows
what you can do with your dreans?

Thi nk about it.
Rober t

"Man," Robby said doud, "thisisredly weird! Who'd pull asick joke likethis?* He looked again at the
parts about hisletter and his crush on Rachel, and added under his breath, "And how?"

Obvioudy somebody -- he couldn't imagine who -- had been into his private things and read the letter.
That would have told them enough to pull this.

But when he ran up to his bedroom and dug into his closet, he found everything just ashed Ieft it. His
letter to hisfuture self wasright where it belonged, its sedl fully intact.

Hefound that oddly unnerving. Not that he wanted anyone else to read that letter -- except himsdlf,
twenty years hence -- but if they had, it would have explained at least part of what was going on. Finding
the letter undisturbed left him without aclue.

He sat therefor along time, staring at the envelope held seded himsdlf and reading the mysterious
aerogramme over and over. Could it be what it claimed? Could the thingsit foretold be true?

Rachel being killed? Some cheerleader type coming after him and remaking him in her own image? Him
wimping out and turning soldier?

Ridiculous! And sick, he repeated to himsdlf, his eyes drawn again to the part about Rachd's death.

A car crunched in the driveway and the screen door dammed downgtairs. Either Mom and Dad had
come home, and the other wouldn't be far behind. He hastily stuffed everything back into histreasure
chest, ending with the letter from "Robert” -- which, by now, he had practicaly memorized. Then he
threw the closet back together, donned nonchalance, and went downgtairs. "Oh, hi, Mom," he said with a
amile. "How'd it go?'

He thought alot about Robert'setter in the coming months. He remained skeptica about its authenticity,
but never came up with a better explanation for its detailed referencesto his letter and things held never
confided anywheredse.

But if the aerogramme really was from Robert, that raised tantdizing and disturbing questions about how
much of its content was true. Was Rachd redlly waiting for him to make the first move? Would she
welcomeit aseagerly asin hisdaydreams? Might it even save her life? It certainly was atemptation to try
-- and if Robert had seen direct evidence and knew, what did he have to lose?

Did the axiom "Never trust anybody over thirty" apply even to hisolder saf? He had to suspect it did.
On the other hand, Robert's advice was supposedly based not only on his own experience, but on careful
consideration of Robby's advice to him. That suggested that Robby's | etter had actually had some of the
effect hed intended. If so, and he had an unexpected chance to draw some return benefit fromiit,
shouldn't he?



Hefet increasingly that he should. He began looking with red determination for a suitable moment to
approach Rachel.

But before he quite got to it, something e se happened that threw him off course.

Robby had not even thought about going to the prom; listening to his classmates continua prattle about it
was one of the more annoying feetures of oring. He didn't even think about asking Rachd there. He
wasn't aparty animal, and he doubted she was either. He was ill plotting his move, but thinking more
along the lines of amovie or a concert. Maybe even apicnic in the park.

So hewas completely unprepared when agirl he hardly knew stopped him one day in the hal after lunch.
He was waking aong, minding his own business, when she materiaized out of an acovein front of him
and said, "Excuse me. Robby?'

He stopped, confused. He was not used to being accosted by willowy blondes with shimmering ponytails
cascading halfway down their backs. She looked vaguely familiar, he thought; he suspected held seen her
around school, but couldn't quite place her. She hardly looked dressed for school; alot of guys must find
that clingy purple minidress quite distracting. Looking half at her and half past her, he sammered, " Yes?"

"I'minyour third bell study hal," shesaid. "I ve been wanting to meet you for along time, but you never
seemed to notice | existed.” Actudly he had; now that she mentioned it, he remembered seeing her sitting
acrossthe aide and dismissing her as decorative, but just another airhead. She smiled adazzling smile,
likeasearchlightin hiseyes. "So | findly decided I'd have to make the first move. | hope you don't think
that too forward of me."

"Uh,no..." Actudly it did seem pretty forward, compared to him and the way he'd been raised, but this
sort of thing was becoming more common and accepted these days. HEd just never expected to be on
therecaiving end of it.

"Good," shesad. "Well, herésthe situation, Robby -- " She cut off abruptly and wrinkled her nose.
"You're not really a Robby, you know. That'salittle boy's name. | think I'll call you Rob. Okay?"

"Uh, okay." He smiled in spite of himself. Nobody had ever told him held outgrown his nickname before,
and herather liked it. "Sure."

"Great! Well, anyway, Rob, heré'sthe dedl. I've been watching you and I'd like to get to know you. Do
you have adate for the prom yet?'

"Not yet," he said woodenly. He felt himself blush.
"Wdl, why don't you go with me?’

That floored him -- not so much the fact that she wastaking the initiative, but that avirtud stranger who
looked like her should be asking him. "With you?' he echoed increduloudy. "I don't understand. Why
me? Y ou could go with anybody you--"

"But | want you," she said, smiling sweetly. "The only question is, would you mind going with me?'
"Wdll. . . I'mflattered that you'd ask. But | should warnyou, I. . . can't dance.
"I'll teechyou," she said brightly. "Ded?"

Hefdt like afreshly landed fish flopping around, trying but failing elther to understand what was



happening or to find a believable excuse to say no. Findly he gave up and managed to return her smile.
"Ded!" Hewondered inwardly, What have | got myself into?

"Great!" he heard her say. "Got to get to class now; well work out the details later. See you around,
Rob!"

She was ten paces away before he remembered. "Say," he cdled after her, "thisis embarrassing, but |
don't even know your name."

She stopped, pivoted gracefully, and grinned with perfect composure. "Oh, | guess you will be needing
that, won't you?1'm Gloree Linddle."

After theinitial shock wore off, Robby -- or Rob, as heincreasingly thought of himself -- found it harder
and harder to shrug off Robert'sletter. Thiswas just too eerie. But how much of what it described was
immutable, and what might he change?

He wasn't even sure how much he wanted to change. Despite his misgivings about plunging into such an
aien environment as a prom, he went and actualy enjoyed it, thanks entirely to Gloree. She did teach him
to dance, and she was fun to be with. Occasionally asmal part of hismind tried to tell him she had many
of the qualities hed found so shallow in other girls, but she had such an uncanny knack for anticipating
what would please him that he heard less and less from that part. Soon they were dating steadily, and he
thought less and less about Rachd.

Ironically, it was only when his and Gloreg's relationship was well established that he findly shared afew
extracurricular wordswith Rachel. It wasright after graduation, when dl the kids were milling around in
their tuxes and formals, fending off congratulations from their familiesin the auditorium lobby, itching to
get off to parties. Rachd, looking surprisingly pretty in her gown, came up to him and with ashy amile
sad, "Wdl, Robby, we madeit. So what will you be doing?'

"I'mgoing to IU," he said, wincing dightly at the "Robby." "Think I'll mgor in physics. You?'

"MacLaren College," she said. "Y ou probably never heard of it. It'sin Canada. I'm leaning toward
journdlism, and maybe math."

"Oh." He hoped she couldn't see his shock when she said MacLaren College. "Wdll, good luck. It's been
nice-"

Just then Gloree came up and grabbed him by the arm. "Come on, Rob! They're waiting for us." She
literally dragged him off, remembering as an afterthought to call over her shoulder, "Congratul ations,
Rachel. See you around.” Then she turned back to Rob and haf-whispered, "1 did get her name right,
didnt 1?'

Gloree had aready decided to go to 1U by the time Rob did, and she hinted later that his decision had
been amgjor factor in hers. He didn't see how that could be, since held never even talked to her yet; but
she explained that she had set her sights on him long before and asked around to learn everything she
could about him.

The summer after graduation passed in a perfect blend of theidyllic and the exhilarating. Again he
attributed much of that to Gloreg's attention -- but not al. That July waswhen Apollo 11 landed on the
Moon, and for the first time ever, human beings waked on another world. Rob and Gloree watched it
together; it was one of the most thrilling moments of Rob'slife. Hethought Neil Armstrong'sfirst words
got it exactly right. He felt dmost as proud asif held helped put the Eagle there himself, and justified the
fedling by hispromise that he would help, alot, with some later giant stepsfor mankind.



Gloreesaid it was"nice," but she obvioudy didn't fed the moment's mgjesty and import as Rob did. That
disappointed him alittle. He dmost felt that she was applauding the astronauts not because whet they did
was S0 important, but smply because Rob was interested in it and therefore she should be, too.

When school started, she was at least supportive of hisenthusiastic pursuit of his studies. He was
determined to be avery good scientist, if not agreat one, and both he and his professors were quite
confident that he would. Every time he earned another plaudit for something extraordinary held done,
Gloree added her oohs and aahs to the chorus. She didn't even complain when he grew a beard.

The only sour note was that she was much less supportive of hisantiwar and antidraft activities. Those
embarrassed her, she said. He had such potentia, he was on hisway to such abrilliant career, why must
he act asif he had no gratitude at al for the country that madeit al possble? He tried to explain that that
wasntit at al -- that it was precisely because he so loved his country that he was determined to turn it
away from what he saw as agrave error -- but she never seemed to understand. He wasn't sure she even
redly listened. She had aPlan for their future, and was determined to support everything that fit into it
and samp out everything that didntt.

But she was fun to be with, when she wasn't doing that, and she showered him unendingly with akind of
attention he had never serioudy dreamed of getting. He liked that; so graduadly hetalked lessand less
about "peace’ activities, firgt to Gloree and eventudly to anyone. He never reached the point of saying
that the war was a good thing, but Gloree pushed him inexorably down the road toward conventional
patriotism and (he wasn't redlly sure when this entered the discussion) matrimony. Somehow he found
himsalf engaged by the end of their freshman year; and by the time they returned as sophomores, hed
agreed that maybe the quickest way to end the war would beto help fight it. So if hewas called he
would go, and she would wait for him.

He went dong with it, and often told himsalf he was very lucky to be engaged to someone like Gloree --
but he never fdt redly comfortable with the part about the draft. It still didn't fed right; and sometimes,
late & night, he was nagged by the feding that he'd sold out, that he was dowly and unceremonioudy
burying an important part of himsalf.

Somewhere aong there he remembered he'd saved Robert's letter from the future, and he got it out to
reread what it said about this period of hislife. The description so far was unnervingly accurate. Did that
mean it was al immutable? Maybe so -- but would Robert have bothered to writeit if he redly thought
07?

If he could change anything, what would he change and how would he change it? It was too late to start
dating Rachd inhigh schoal. . . .

Sop that! hechided himsdf. You're engaged to Gloree, she'sa great girl, and it's unfair to her to be
thinking now about how it might have been with somebody else.

But he couldn't help it. They were starting their sophomore year now, and that was when the letter said
Rachel would die -- unless he prevented it. Just afew more weeks. . .

Asthat deadline drew closer, Rob reread the last part of the letter oftener and oftener. No, hetold
himsdlf, he was not going to make alast-ditch play for Rachd; the very thought was absurd. But if there
was a chance that he could save her life, and nobody el sein the world even knew she would bein danger
-- could he live with himsdlf if he didn't at least try?

By thethird week of September, the question was preying heavily on hismind. Meanwhile Gloree was
pushing him hard to set awedding date, and he got a notice to report for adraft board physicd. . . .



By the time the decision came, it seemed automatic. He couldn't think of any way to explain to Gloree or
anyone el se where he was going, or why, so he didn't. He just walked off campus the morning of
September 23, bought a bus ticket, and climbed aboard.

It was along haul from Bloomington, which gave him alot of time for second thoughts. Am | crazy to be
doing this? he thought more than once. Most people would have said so, but most people hadn't read
Robert's etter and watched so much of it cometrue. The evidence, if not the theory, suggested that the
letter should be taken serioudy. Asascientist, wasn't Rob supposed to pay more attention to the
evidence?

What if he did change Robert's past? Was Robert right about Rachel being a better life partner for him,
or wasthat just atheory? Hewas, after dl, just extrapolating from old | etters. He'd never actudly spent
any time with her, and other grass often looks greener whether it isor not.

No matter. Rob wasn't making thistrip to start athing with Rachel; he dready had one with Gloree. All
he wanted to do with Rachel was keep her from killing hersdlf, and then go home. Of coursg, if hed
taken Robert's advice in the firgt place and got to know Rachd right away, thistrip might not be
necessary. Maybe neither of them would be anywhere near MacLaren College -- but it wastoo late for
that, too.

He knew practically nothing about MacL aren or its college, so he got off the bus at arest stop in Fort
Wayneto browsein sometrave guides. He didn't buy them; his money wastight and thistrip was using
too much of it even without extras. Besides, the books didn't have as much detail as he needed. Good
thing he'd alowed some extratime. . . .

The bus got into MacLaren at dusk. It was acomfortable little town, clean and neat with sturdy stone
and brick houses on tree-lined streets. The bus station looked like bus stations everywhere. Rob changed
alittle money and found a city map in the newsstand there. He was pleased to see that therewas a
YMCA not far from the station, and the campus was a comparabl e distance beyond.

It was colder outside than he expected. He grabbed a burger and friesin agreasy spoon next to the bus
dation, then walked briskly to the Y, checked in, and tried to deep. Not very successfully, though; his
dreams were too haunted by two girls -- one he knew persondly and one who came highly
recommended by a source with unique credentials.

Morning dawned clear and crigp. After adonut and coffeeintheY cafeteria, Rob was off to learn his
way around the college. The autumn chill was even more pronounced this morning; his breath shonein
the sun. The colorswere farther ong here than back home, mostly maples and white bircheswith an
occasiona cluster of dark green conifers. The tang of wood smoke hung in the air, and he could see
plumes of it drifting skyward from severd chimneys.

The campus, with more stone and less brick than the rest of the town, was fairly compact. Good; that
would improve the odds. Rob started by walking all around it, looking at everybody he passed, hoping
but not expecting to seeafamiliar face. Ideally, he would smply find Rachel and distract her so she
wouldn't be near the Administration Building at the fateful hour. Maybe held take her to lunch, and they
could stretch out small talk until three o'clock or so. . . .

In practice, hefdt sadly sure, it wouldn't be that easy. MacL aren wasn't big, but it had 3000 students
and enough buildings and walkways to make a chance meeting unlikely. So pretty soon hed haveto start
amore aggressive, purposeful search.

He wasn't eager to do that. He hadn't thought of away to do it without |letting someone € se know who
he was and what he wastrying to do. He il felt alittle silly about that himself, and couldn't imagine how



to explain it to anyone ese without it sounding even sillier to them.

He paused in front of the Adminigtration Building, looking at its columned facade and the sculpted lions
that flanked the front steps. He'd been dl the way around it twice, and decided that this must be what
Robert's letter meant by the front. It looked like amain entrance, and it faced the busiest street in town --
asurprisingly busy street, consdering the size of the town and how quiet it had seemed last night.
Somewhere around here was where it was going to happen, if he couldn't keep things from getting that
far.

He shuddered at the thought that he might not only fail, but arrive just in time to see Rache killed. For al
he knew, he might till have made no significant change in the history Robert remembered. The news
report on the accident probably wouldn't have mentioned him even if held been here. Maybe history was
essentidly immutable.

Sop that! he scolded. You don't know that. You're here because you hopeit isn't, and so does
Robert.

He forced his attention back to the building in front of him. It siretched along at least 200 feet of the
dreet. Exactly where in front of it was the danger spot?

Hefdt histhroat getting dry as he visudized scenariosin which hislack of that knowledge wasfatd. He
had to get more information, something he could use to keep things from getting that critical.

He checked hiswatch. Already 11:18; the letter said Rachel would be hit at 2:32. Definitely time to get
cracking.

Resolutely he marched up the steps between the lions. The registrar had to know her class schedule and
where shelived -- though he had only the vaguest ideahow he would convince anyone he deserved that
information.

Hisfootsteps echoed off the hard corridor walls. It was an old building, and hardly anyone wasin the
halls. He found a directory, noted the room number for the registrar's office, and started in that direction.

Halfway there, theword "directory” tripped something in hismind. Shouldn't there be a student
directory? Hefound apay phonein anearby alcove, with severa tattered volumes hung on achain. One
of them wasindeed aMacLaren College Directory. | don't even know she's here, hethought ashe
flipped eagerly through itspages. | didn't check. All | know is that the letter said she would be. . . .

She was. There was her name, with adorm name and a phone number. Heart pounding, he dided the
number and let it ring twenty times.

No answer.

He checked the nearest campus map. The dorm wasn't far away. He asked the young woman guarding
itsentrance if she knew where Rachdl Flanagan was, and drew ablank. He thought about leaving a
message, couldn't think of away to word it that didn't sound ridiculous, and headed back to the Admin
Building.

Hetried caling her once more, with the same frustrating result. Okay; timeto try theregistrar -- if the
officewasn't closed for lunch.

Fortunately MacL aren was a big enough college to keep the registrar's office staffed and open al day,
though the lone person on duty looked like another student. Rob walked up to the desk and cleared his
throat. "Excuse me. | need to talk to astudent named Rachel Flanagan. Can you help mefind her?”



The young man behind the counter looked up. "Well, we could leave amessage in her mailbox for you.”

"It might take her too long to pick it up,” said Rob. "Thisis urgent--"

"Family emergency?'

Well, it's certainly an emergency, Rob thought. "Not exactly,” he said lamely, "but it's very important
that | talk to her. If you could just let me look at her class schedule--"

The clerk gave him a suspiciouslook. "I'm afraid we can't do that," he said frostily. "We can't aid and
abet strangers who are looking for our students and won't say why."

A sigh of frugtration. "'l wasafraid of that." Rob left in disgudt.

An hour to go. Maybe he should get some lunch himself -- and the student cafeteria should be agood
place to watch for a student. He tried Rachel's number once more, then walked over to the Student
Union and bought aplate of spaghetti. He ateit listlesdy, done a acorner table, anxioudy scanning
every face dready at atable or coming through theline.

Nothing. He wondered whether held even recognize her if he saw her. Hed grown abeard since they
graduated; who knew how she might have changed?

Hefinished hismeal, dropped off histray and garbage, and headed back out to the nearest pay phone.
Still no answer -- and it was after two o'clock.

How accurate wasthetimein the letter?

He was coming down to the wire. Back across campus, still scanning faces. Oncein awhile hed see one
that made him wonder: Isthat her? Or am | clutching at straws because time's running out?

One morefutile phone call from abooth in front of the Admin Building. No time to go anywhere dse
now; only fifteen minutesto go. He spent it pacing the length of the building, wondering where shed
appear. He didn't even know whether sheld be crossing toward or away from the building. Therewas a
little park across the street; maybe he should take alook over there. Besides, he was probably starting to
look suspicious, pacing back and forth along thisside like acaged tiger.

He crossed over; traffic was so heavy that it took him afull minute to find a suitable opening. When he
got there he wondered if it had been agood idea. If she showed up on the other side, would he have time
to get back to her?

Wéll, just one quick look around here. . . Walking fast, he circled the square. There were plenty of
obvious students there, lounging, laughing, tossing Frisbees, agroup with Sgns gathering around the
centra fountain; but no Rachd. And when he got back to the sdewak hiswatch said 2:30.

Hefdt himsalf swesting. He half-ran back and forth along this side, scanning, wondering again which sde
he should be on.

Ashemade histurn a one end, he saw her -- unmistakably her -- step out the front door of the Admin
Building and start down the stairs. She was wearing tattered jeans and a bulky navy sweatshirt and her
hair was even longer than sheld worn it in high school. She wastoo far away to see any details of her
face, but recognition was instant and positive; he had not the dightest doubt of who shewas.

"Rachd!" heydled asloud as he could, bregking into arun. He obvioudy didn't have much time; she was
looking straight ahead, descending between the lions with afast, purposeful stride, just as Robert had



described her. She'd be crossing at the midpoint, straight toward the fountain. Rob ran that way,
watching frantically for abreak in thetraffic that he could run through, seeing none. Just slow up, he
pleaded mentdly. "Rachel! Stop!"

She showed no sign of hearing him, and she was dmost off the steps now. Nothing left between her and
the street but the Ssdewalk -- Rob saw the big tanker at the same time he heard the deep-throated blare
of itshorn. The horn blast seemed to go on forever, joined by the scream of air brakes and tires. Rachel
was stepping into the street now and aweirdly detached part of Rob's mind, its time sense dowed at
least an order of magnitude by adrendine, was coolly caculating its options. There was traffic coming
both ways; asafe normal crossing was out of the question. But if heran asfast as he could, zigging here
and zagging there, and if three drivers had good reflexes. . .

Hed havetorisk it. Before the thought had fully formed, he was hafway acrossthe Street, cars
screeching to ahdt dl around him in dow motion, closer than held want to think about. But he was
running faster than he'd ever run before, and Rachel, however briskly, waswalking. He hit her in aflying
tackle, sending books flying and Rachel sprawling onto the curb, Rob landing in a heap on top of her. He
felt something tug dightly at hisfoot, and then, gradudly, al the sounds stopped -- except his heart
thudding in his ears -- and time returned to normal.

Helay there panting. Thefirst thought that formed as his mind approached normality was that she had
cushioned hislanding but nothing had cushioned hers. "Sorry," he sad. "Areyou hurt?'

"l don't think s0," she panted. "No more than bruises, anyway--" She broke off and grinned at him.
"What do you mean, sorry? Y ou saved my life. Thank you, thank you, thank you!"

"But | did it so--" Herolled off her and offered his handsto hel p her up as another voice interrupted.

Thetruck driver had flung his door open and was running toward them, yelling, "Areyou dl right?1 didnt
seeyouintime-"

"No problem,” Rache assured him, brushing hersdlf off. "I'm okay, thanksto this gentleman here, and it
wasn't your fault. | should have been paying attention. Too muchonmy mind. . ."

Talk about grace under pressure, Rob marveled as he watched her. It took afew minutes to reassure
the truck driver, who inssted on leaving his name and address, and to fend off a multitude of concerned
witnesses. During al that Rob's eyes wandered to the black skid mark of the tanker'sright tires. He
shuddered when he saw atiny indentation in the right edge, a place where the rubber had somehow
missed the pavement, and found amatching stresk of black on the toe of one of his shoes. It had been
that close; he had quite literdly gambled hislife to save hers, and dmost lost.

But not quite. They were both dive, without seriousinjuries, and standing together on asdewak
somewherein Canada. When the last bystandersfindly drifted off, sheturned to him and said, "'l redly
can't thank you enough. I'm sorry to have put you on such aspot--" She never finished the sentence. A
puzzled frown had been growing on her face, and now she broke off and amost whispered, "Robby?
Areyou Robby Lerman?’

"Guilty ascharged. Uh. . . it'sgood to see you, Rachd."

She brokeinto a hearty laugh. "And absolutely incredible to see you. What on Earth are you doing here?
| thought you were going to school back home.”

"l am," he said awkwardly. "l just. . . uh. .. had ahunch. And. . . I've dways sort of had a crush on you."
Now why had he blurted that out? He'd done what he camefor; it wastimeto start home! Hefelt



himsdlf blushing.

But Rachel's good-natured grin put him at ease. He felt his blush fade as he became aware of the light
freckles across her nose. "That'sfunny,” she said. "So havel. Onyou, | mean."

Soit wastrue! "Redly? Why didn't you ever say anything?"
"Why didn't you?'

They both laughed. "Thisis really incredible,” she repested. "1 think we have alot of catching up to do.
At least figure out what just happened, and maybe get alittle better acquainted. Why don't we go over to
Schipp's and have a beer or something? My treet.”

He grinned back. "That sounds grest.”

"Good." Sherounded up her books and started walking. "1 was hurrying to a meeting, but it can wait.
Maybe youd liketo comeadong.”

Hefollowed. The bar was cool and cozy, and haf an hour later Rob felt asif held known her dl hislife,
"Why didn't we ever do thisin high school ?* he asked with an odd mixture of exhilaration and wistful
ache.

"I don't know," shesaid. "Yes, | do. We were both till too afraid. We hadn't learned yet that the most
glorious dreamsin the world aren't worth adamn unless you do something about them. And you can't
awayswait." Shelaughed shortly. "I guesswe both learned that today!" Now her expression turned
wigtful. "I hateto think of your disgppearing from my life again after thelast hdf hour. Wouldn't it be neat
if we could spend some time together and seeiif it led anywhere?!

"Yes," hesad cautioudy, "but there are problems.” He paused. "Actually, 1've been thinking about
transferring here.” Heredized ashe said it that his subconscious actually had, for the last few minutes.
Therewasalarger grain of truthin it, too: back when he'd been college-shopping, hed considered a
couple of Canadian schoals, but dropped the ideafor fear of Dad's reaction. Now, suddenly, that
seemed oddly unimportant. "Of course, | wouldn't want either of usto get our hopesup too high. .. ."

"Of course," Rachd nodded. "Weve hardly met, redly. Who knows what ugly truths well unearth about
each other if we spend alot of timetogether?' She grinned. "But I'd liketo find out.”

"Sowouldl." A little voice insde Rob's head was shouting, What about Gloree? Buit it was getting
fainter by the minute, asif receding into the distance.

"So what are the problems?' Rachdl asked.

"Thedraft," hesaid. "I'm not worried about getting into the school; my grades arefine, and my profswill
give me glowing recommendations. But theré's more and more talk about phasing out student deferments,
and I've been called for aphysica. | cameinto Canada as aweekend visitor. It might be hard getting
permission to stay--"

"Maybe not as hard as you think. Why don't you come to that meeting | was rushing to? The loca
antidraft group has good contacts with the Toronto Anti-Draft Programme, and they've been redly
helpful to alot of peoplein Stuationslike yours.”

"Y ou know," said Rob, leaning back and stretching, "I think 1 will."

AsRache paid the bill and they got up and headed back out into the sunshine together, he marveled at



how casually he was making these siweeping, radica decisions -- and how comfortable he felt with them,
asif they'd been brewing al aong. All at onceit seemed obviousthat he would stay in Canada and not
let the war interrupt his concentration on physics, and that he'd just have to break it off with Gloree, as
gently as possible. He saw very clearly now that she had been doing dl the driving toward the future
they'd been headed for, and he'd smply gone aong because he saw no roads |eading anywhere better.
Now hedid.

Only timewould tell whether it was really better, of course, but one thing was very clear: hewas now on
hisway to avery different future than the one Robert had written him from. You got me into this, he
warned hisfar future sdf. | hope we both like where it leads!

Animpish giggle from Rachd snapped him out of hisreverie. When he looked awordless question at her
sheexplained, "l just thought of something funny. If this should ever lead to anything lasting between us,
I'll have the perfect answer when anybody asks me how it dl began. Not many women can truthfully say,
'He swept me off my feet!™

V. 2001
Decenber 31, 2001
Dear Rob

I won't be nmailing this one, and you won't be reading it. The postage is just
too high. But | have a few thoughts | wish | could tell you about, and | think
it will do me good to get themout of ny system

| haven't noticed any change in ny life that | could attribute to anything you

m ght have done. |'ve given up on knowi ng what, if anything, you did in
response to ny letter. At first that disappointed nme. Even though
intellectually, | understood Pereira' s expectations about the probable outcone
of our little experinent, enotionally, |I kept hoping that sonmehow you coul d

junp ne onto the track | wished I1'd followed. Now | understand that he was
right: the nmost | could do was create a new branch

But after a little reflection, | realized that | had benefitted fromthis very
limted dial ogue we've had. First, | can imagine that |'ve hel ped at | east one
alternate Robby, in the "many Robbi es" interpretation of quantum nmechanics,
onto a life he mght find nore satisfying. I'll never know, but if it's true,
there is a certain deep satisfaction in hel ping soneone el se, even if it's
someone | can never neet.

Second is sonething subtler and conpletely unanticipated -- but | amthe
beneficiary of that one. Back when Pereira was badgering me for funds, he was
t hi nki ng about a better road to space; tinme was just an afterthought. But tine
was what got ne interested enough to back him | never said so in the official
menos, but the whol e goal of the project, for me, was to answer your letter
and try to influence your actions. | was so obsessed with that that | al nost
forgot about the space travel aspects.

But those, as it turns out, were where the real action was. W managed to send
one little nmessage back in tinme, at so great a cost and so much uncertainty
about the results that we nay never do it again. But sending things through
space turns out to be nmuch easier. For far |ess noney and energy, we can send
much bi gger things, even living things, across great distances with remarkable
accuracy.

In short, we've opened up a new road to the stars that nmakes NASA and rockets
obsol ete. Rocketech's board was too shortsighted to see that, and fired



Pereira and me for wasting their noney. But we got great new jobs with a
conpany that already had a good start on a private noonbase, independent of
NASA. They see the potential, and they're not afraid to use whatever will help
them We're going out there, Robby, and in a very real sense, you and | did
it. Making that happen was the big anmbition that shaped so nmuch of our early
life. Yes, Pereira will get, and deserve, the Nobel. But you nade it happen

if you hadn't witten your letter, none of the rest could have occurred.

Notice the irony in all that? Thanks to your letter, |'ve finally achieved, or
at | east hel ped achieve, the biggest goal | ever had, and nade ny whole life
far nore satisfying in the bargain. But | effected the change not by tinkering
with the past, but by changing the way | approached the present.

Maybe that's the nost inportant |esson |'ve learned fromall this: no natter
who we are or what our circunstances, we all have to build our own futures --
and we nust start fromwhere we are, not fromwhere we m ght have been. For
that | esson, even above all the rest, | thank you. \Woever, wherever, whenever
you are -- build yourself a great future!

Wth gratitude and respect,

Rober t
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