
SCIENCE FICTION

IL
LU

ST
R

AT
IO

N
 B

Y 
JA

C
EY

B Y  B L A I Z E  M .  K A Y E

Themba reread what he’d written. 
“I must know if this will work. It’s 

11:35 p.m., 12 Sept. 2015. I’m in the 
garage. In 2 minutes, I’m going to open the 
third drawer down on the left side of my 
workbench.”

That was it. 
There were two possibilities. 
One: the drawer would remain as empty 

as it had been since the day he’d bought the 
bench. That wouldn’t necessarily mean that 
the device didn’t work, but it would be dis-
appointing. 

Two: the drawer would no longer be 
empty.

He folded the note carefully and 
focused on what he intended to do with 
it. He would place it in a white envelope, 
address it to himself, and deposit it in 
the red and blue postbox next to the 
notice board at the supermarket.

He waited. 
11:37:59 p.m. 
Themba opened the drawer. Inside lay a 

yellowed envelope. 
He trembled as he retrieved the letter 

and opened it. There, written in a faded 
blue script he didn’t recognize, was a simple 
response: 

“Yes, it works.”
Themba sat, stunned for a moment. 

Then, a wave of relief passed over him. 
Graduate school, the disastrous postdoc, 
the humiliation of taking a job in industry 
while his peers were getting their own labs. 
None of that meant anything now. Not next 
to this. 

“It works,” he said. And then, correcting 
himself: “It’s going to work.”

He glanced at the drawer and turned 
his attention back to the letter. He’d seen it 
before, just after they’d delivered the work-
bench. He remembered opening the drawer 
a hundred times since and seeing the letter 
just lying there. Why hadn’t he read it, he 
wondered, or just thrown it away?

This was to be expected when reweaving 
history, he thought. Every moment from 
the intervention to the present is affected — 
and the whole course of the future as well. 
These weren’t false memories, he’d really 
seen the letter in the drawer before and yet, 
in another sense, he couldn’t have. 

He picked up his own note and added: 
“PS I’ve been struggling with counter-

factual dampening, don’t tell me how to do 

it, but am I on the right track? Is it even a 
problem?”

The letter in the drawer had always read:
“I don’t know anything about ‘counter-

factual dampening’ but, yes, your machine 
works.”

Had the letter changed? He remembered 
adding the PS just a moment ago, but he was 

certain that the response had always men-
tioned the dampening issue. And who could 
be using the machine without even recog-
nizing one of the most fundamental terms 
in temporal and possible world mechanics?

He added to his note: 
“PPS Who is this?”
And the response from the drawer had 

always read:
“Dear Dad, this is Pat. I don’t know any-

thing about ‘counterfactual dampening’, but, 
yes, your machine works.”

Pat. Patricia? His little girl, whom he’d 
bathed and changed just hours earlier. 
Whom he’d kissed goodnight before sneak-
ing out to his workshop.

Thema again added to his note.
“PPPS Pat. Do I know you’re writing to 

me?”
And Patricia’s response had always read:
“Dad, you don’t know that I’m doing this, 

but I wanted to tell you that, yes, it works. I 
don’t know anything 
about ‘counterfactual 
dampening’, sorry. 
I love you and miss 
you. Patricia.”

Themba stared at the note for a long 
while. Something about the tone bothered 
him.

He crossed out the line he’d just added and 
wrote:

“PPPS Why don’t I know that you’re writ-
ing this to me?”

And Patricia’s response had always read:
“Dear Dad, I miss you so much. I sup-

pose you must have been on the right track 
with the ‘counterfactual dampening’ issue 
because, yes, your machine works. I’ve spent 
a long time trying to decide how, and even 
whether, I should answer the last question 

in your note. We missed you so much 
during those early years, but Mom said 
your work was important, that it could 
change every thing. Once you’d shown 

that you could move things through time, 
we thought we’d have you back. But it 
just got worse. You said there were still 
problems with the device, and we saw 

less of you then. Mom and I left. Miriam 
found you. It was a heart attack. Your note 
was among your papers. I haven’t told 
Mom about it. It would make her too sad.

I love you.
Patricia.”
He’d been crying from the moment he’d 

first opened and read Patricia’s letter. There 
was no relief or joy in this success, not if it 
cost him his family and, ultimately, his life. 

He disconnected the device and placed 
it in the open drawer. He was done with it.

Then he picked up the letter he’d written, 
the letter that would eventually end up in 
Patricia’s hands, and tore it to pieces while 
focusing on his intention never to mail it. 

He wanted to hold his daughter and his 
wife. 

He wanted to meddle with time no longer.
He threw the scraps of paper into the 

small red wastebasket next to the bench. 
He reached for Patricia’s response but it 

was no longer there — it had never been 
there — and Themba was left with his hand 
suspended in mid-air with the strongest 
feeling that he was about to do something 
important but had no idea what it was. 

He supposed it had something to do 
with his work and so he opened the drawer, 
retrieved the device, and began running 
diagnostics. There was still much to do. ■
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