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THE HUNDRED-LIGHT-YEAR
" DIARY

Mactin Place was packed with the usual frantic lunch-
ume crowds, ' scanned the faces nervously; the
moment had almost arrived, and 1 sall hadn't even
caughe sight of Alison. e twenty-seven and fourteet
seconds. Would 1 be mustaken about something so
important? With the knowledge of the mistake still
fresh in my mind? But that knowledge could make no
difference. Of course 1t wouid affect my state of mind,
of course it would influence my actions —but ¥ already
knew exactly what the net result of that, and every
other, influence would be: 1'd write what I'd read,

I needn't have worried. | iooked down at my watch,
and as 1:2z7:13 became 1:27:14, someonc tapped me
on the shoulder. 1 rurned; it was Alison, of course.
'd never seen her before, n the flesh, but I'd soon de-
vote a month’s bandwidth llocation to sending back a
Barnsley-compressed snapshot. 1 hesicated, then
spoke my lines, awful as they were:

‘Fancy meeting you here.’

She smiled, and suddenly Twas overwhelmed, giddy
with happiness — gxactly as P'd read in my dary a
thousand times, since U'd first come across the day’s
entry at the age of nine; exactly as [ would, necessarily,
describe it at the terminal that night. Dut - foreknow-
ledge aside — how could 1 have felt anything but
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virtually unanimous scepticism — and rightly se, since
he refused to divulge the coordinates of his discovery.
['ve secen the recording of his one and only press
conference,

“What would happen if you pointed an uncharged
detector at this thing? asked one puzzled journalist.

Youcan't.

“What do you mean, you can’r?’

‘Suppose you point a detector at an ordinary ight
source. Unless the detector’s not working, it will end up
charged. It's no use declaring: T am going to expose this
detecior fo light, and it will end wp uncharged. That's
tudicrous; icsimply won't happen.’

“Yew, bur—’

‘Now time-reverse the whole situation. 10 you're
gotng to pointa detectorata fme-reversed ight source,
it will be charged beforehand.’

‘But if you discharge the whole thing thoroughly,
belore exposing it, and then . .

T'm sorry. You won't. You can’t.’

Shortly afterwards, Chen retired into self-imposed
obscurity — but his work had been governnient funied,
and he'd comphied with the rigorous auditing require-
ments, so copies of all his notes existed in various
archives. It was almost five years before anyone
bothered to exhume them — new theoretical wark
having made his claims more fashionable —but once the
coordinates were fimally made public, it took only days
for a dozen groups to confirm the onginal results.

Most of the astronomers involved dropped the
matter there and then — but three people pressed on, to
the logical conclusion:

Suppose an  asteroid, 2 few hundred billion
kilometres away, happened to block the line of sight
hetween Farth and Chen's galaxy. In the galaxy’s time
frame, there’d bea delay of halfan hour or so before this
occultation could be seen in near-Earth orbit ~ before

24

the last photans to make it past the asteroid arrived.
Our time frame runs the other way, though; for us, the
‘delay’ would be negative, We might think of the
detector, not the galaxy, as the source of the photons —
but it would still have to stop emitting them half an
hour before the asteroid crossed the line of sight, in order
to emit them only when they’d have a clear pathall the
way to their destination. Cause and effect; the detector
has to have a reason to lose charge and emit photons —
even if that reason lies in the future.

Replace the uncontrotlable — and unlikely — asteroid
with a simple electronic shutter. Fold up theline of sight
with mirrors, shrinking the experiment down to more
manageable dimensions ~and allowing you w place the
shuttor and detectur virwally side by side. Flashoa rorch
at yoursel{ in a nurror, and you get a signal {rom the
past; do the same with the hght from Chen's galaxy,
and the signal comes from the future.

Hazzard, Capaldi and Wu arranged @ pair of space-
borne mirrors, a few thousand kilometres apart. Wich
multiple reflections, they achieved an optical path
length of aver two light seconds. At one end of this
‘delay’ they placed a telescope, aimned at Chien’s galaxy;
at the other end they placed a detector. ("The other end’
optically speaking — physically, it was housed m the
very same satellite as the telescope.) In their first
experiments, the telescope was fitred with a shutter
triggered by the ‘unpredictable’ decay of a small sample
of a radicactive isotope.

The sequence of the shutter’s opening and closing
and the derector’s rate of discharge were Jogged by a
computer. The two sets of data were compared - and
the patterns, unsurprisingliy, matched. Except, of
course, that the detector began discharging two seconds
before the shutter opened, and ceased discharging two
seconds before it closea.

So, they replaced the isctope trigger with a manal
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when you grimaced and sweated and gritred your teeth
and  absolutely vefused to participate in something
unpleasant that you knew was going to happen. in the
RO Ms, the offending future was magicked away into a
parallel universe, by sheer mental discipline and the
force of plot convemence. Drinking the right brand of
cola also seerned te help.

In real life, with the advent of the Hazzard Machines,
the rates of death and injury through cnme, natural
disaster, industrial and transport accidents, and many
kinds of disease, had certainly plummeted ~ but such
cvents weren't forecast and  then paradoxically
Gusided’ they simply, consistently, became creas-
mngly rare in repoiEs from the future — reports which
proved to be as rehabie as those (rom the past.

A residue of ‘seemingly avoidable’ tragedies rernaiis,
though, and the people who know that they’re going to
be involved react in different ways: some swallow theiwr
fate cheerfully; some seck .comfort {or anaesthesia) in
somnambulist religions; a few succumb to the wish-
fulflment faptasies of the ROMs, and go kicking and
screarming all the way.

When ! met up with Fria, on schedule, in the

Casualty Department of St Vincent's, hewasa bloody,
shivering mess. His arm was broken, as expected. He'd
Aiso been sodomised with a boitle and slashed on the
arms and chest. T stood beside him in a daze, choking on
the sour taste of all the stupid jokes I'd made, unabie to
shake the fecling that T was to blame. I'd lie to him, lie to
:S;Tma :
As they pumped him full of painkillers and tranguil-
lisers, he said, ‘Fuck it, James, I'm not letting on. I'm
not going to say how bad 1t was; ['m not frightening
that bid to deach. And you'd better not, exther.” i nodded
carnestly and swore that 1 wouldn't; redundantly, of
course, but the poor man was delirious.

And when it was time to write up the day’s events, I

z8

dutifully regurgitated the lighit-hearted treatment of my
friend’s assault that I'd memorised long before [ even
knew him,

Dutifully? Or sinply because the cycle was closed,
because | had no choice but to write what ['d already
read? Or . .. both? Ascribing motives 15 & Strange
business, but I'm sure it always has been. Knowing the
future doesn’t mean we've been subtracted out of the
equations that shape 1t. Some philosophers still ramble
on aboat ‘the loss of free will’ (I suppose they can't help
themselves), but V've never heen able to find a meaning-
ful definition of what they think this magical thing ever
was. The future has always been dererrmined. What else
could affect human actions, vtaer than cach ndividual’s
—uniqueand complex - inheriiance and pastexpenence?
Who we are decides what we do - and what greater
Yreedom’ could anyone demnand? [f ‘choice’ wasn’t
grounded absolutely in cause and effect, what would
decide its outcome? Meaningless random glitches frem
quantumi noise i the brain? {A popular theory ~ hefore
quantum indeterminism was shown to be nothing but
an artefact of the old time-asy mITiciric worldg-view.) Or
some mystical invention called the soul . . . but then
what, mﬂan?n?, waould govern s behaviour? Laws of
metaphysics cvery bit as problematical as those of
neurophysictogy.

{ believe we've lost nothing,; rather, we've mwdﬁa the
only freedom we ever lacked: who we areis now shaped
by the future, as well as the past. Our lives resonate ke
plucked strings, standing waves formed by the collision
of information flowing back and forth in time. -

Information - and disinformation.

Alison looked over my shoulder at what P'd typed.
“You've got to be kidding.’ she said.

[ rephied by hitting the CHECK key - a totaily
unnecessary facilicy, but that’s never stopped anyone
using it. The text 'd just typed matched the received
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they'd been reduced to twitching puppets? (il so,

maybe that, oo, had always been the case.) Or was the
smooth fow of rattonalisation as efficient as ever? After
all, when I filled in my diacy each night, T was just as
tightly constrained, but [ could ~almost always - find a
good reason to write what L knew I'd write.

Lisa was on the staff of alocal candidate who was due
to be voted into office. I met her a fortnight before the
election, at a fund-raising dinner. To date, I'd had
nothing to do with the candidate, but at the turn of the
century — by which time, the man's party would be
back in office vet again, with a substantial majority - rd
head an engincering firm which would gain several
farge contracts {rom state governinents of the same
political Ravour. U'd be coy in my own descripuos of
the antecedents of this good fortune - but my bank
statement included transactions six months in advance,
and | duly made the generous donation chat the records
implied. In fact, P'd been a lttle shocked when 1'd first
seen the print-out, but I'd had time to accustom myself
to the idea, and the de facto bribe no longer secmed s0
grossly out of character.

The cvening was dull beyond redemption (U'd later
describe it as “tolerable’), butas the guests dispersed into
the night, Lisa appeared beside me and said matter-of-
factly, ‘I believe you and are going to share a tazt’

I sat beside her in silence, while the robot vehicle
carried us smocrhly towards her apartment. Alison was
spending the weekend with an old schoolftiend, whose
mother would die that night. I keew [ wouldn't be
unfaithful. [ loved my wife, Falways would. Orat least,
I'd ahwayps dlaim to. But if that wasn’t proof enough, 1
couldn’t believe I'd keep such a secret from myseif for
the rest of my hife.

When the taxi stopped, [ said, “What now? You ask
me in for coffee? And | politely decline?’

She said, ‘I have no idea. The whole weekend’s a

wystery o me.’

The elevator was broken; a sticker from Building
Maintenance read: QUT OF ORDER UNTIL 1006 am.,
1/2/78. 1 foilowed Lisa up tweive flights of srtairs,
inventing excuses all the way: [was proving my freedos,
iy sporitaneity — proving fhat sy life was wieve than a
fossilised pattern of events in Lime. But the truth was, ['d
never felt trapped by my knowledge of the future,
never feit any need to delude myself that 1 had the
power to live any life but one. The whale idea of an
unknown Haison filled me with panic and vertigo. The
bland white lies that ['d already written were unsettling
enough — but if anything at all could happen in the spaces
between the wards, then [no longer knew who Twas,
or who 1 might become. My whole life would dissolve
into guicksand.

[ was shaking as we undressed cach other”

“Why are we doing this?”

‘Because we can.’

‘Do you kaow me? Will you write about me? About
us?

She shook her head. "No.

‘But . . . how long will this lase? Thave to know. Cne
mght? A month? A year? How will irend? [ was losing
my mind: how conld [ szart something hike this, when [
didn't even know how it would end? )

She laughed. ‘Don’c ask me. Look itupin your own
diary, ifit’s so important to you.’

I couldn’t leave it atone, I couldn't shut up, “You
must have written something. You knew we'd share
that taxi.’

‘No. Ijust said that.”

“You—[stared at her.

‘It camne crue, though, didn’tit? How about that?” She
sighed, slid ker hands down my spine, pulled me on to
the bed. Down into the guicksand.

Will we—-
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ners. Gossip and slander for computer freaks; a haom-
less enough pastime, but I'd always been amused by the
participants’ conceit that they were ‘plugged in’ 1o the
global village, that they had their fingers on the pulse of
the planet. Who needed to be wired to the moment, when
the past and the future could be examined ar leisure?
Who needed the latest unsubstantiated static, when a
sober, considered version of events which had stood the
test of tirne could be had just as soon — or sooner?

So when Pria told me solemnly that a full-scale war
had broken out in Kashmir, and that people were being
stanghteced in the thousands, 1 said, “Sure. And Matura
gou the Nobel Prize for genocide ”

He shrugged. "You ever heard of a man catled Henry
Kissinger?

[ had to adnut that Lhadn't,

[ mentioned the story to Lisa, disparagingly, confident
that she’d laugh along with me. She rolled over to face
me and said, 'He's right.’

1 didn't know whether to rake the baig she had a
strange sense of humour, she might have heen teasing.

Finatly, 1 said, ‘He can’t be. Pve checked. All the
histories ageee—

She looked genuinely surprised before her expression
turned to pity; she'd never thought much of me, but i
dor’t think she’d ever believed I was quite so naive,

“The victors have always wiitten the “history”,
James. Why should the future be any different? Believe
ne. [U's happening.’

“How do you know?' It was a stupid question; her
boss was on all the foreign affzirs commuitiess, and
would be Minister next time the party was in power, if
he dide’t have access to the intelligence in his present
job, he would in the long term.

She said, ‘We're helping to fund it, of course. Along
with Europe, Japan, and the States. Thanks to the

1

embargo afiur the Kong riots, the Chinesc have
no war drones; they're pitting human soldiers with
olsolete equipment against the best Vietnamese robots.
Cour hundi +d thousand troaps and a hundred thousand
civilians will die - while the Allies sitin Berlin playing
their solipsist video games.’

| stared past her, 1to the darkness, numb and
disbelieving. ‘Why? Why couldn’t things have been
worked out, defused in time?’

She scowled. ‘How? You mean, shunted? Known
about, then avoided?’

‘No, but . . . if everyone knew the vruth, if this
hadn't been covered up—

“What? 1 people had known n would happen, i
auldn’t bee? Grow ap. To s happening, 16 wii go on
happentng, there’s nothing ¢ise to say.’

i

[ climbed our of bed and started dressing, although 1
had no reason to hurry home, Alisonknew all about us;
apparently, she'd known since childhood thar her
husband would turn out to be a piece of shit.

Half o million people slaugiiered. It wasn't fate, it
wasn't destiny — there was no Will of God, no Force of
History to absolve us. It grew out of whe we were: the
fies we ¢ told, and would keep on telling. Halfa miliion
people slaughtered in the spaces berween the words.

Y vomited on the carpet, then stumbled about dizzily,
cleaning it up. Lisa watched me sadly.

“You're not coming back, are you?

{ laughed weakly. ‘How the fuck should T know?’

“You're not.”

1 thought you didn’t keep a diary.’

‘Tdon't”

And { finally understood why.

Alison woke when | switched on the terminal, and sand

sicepily, without rancour, “What's the hurry, James? i€
you've nissturbated about tonight since you were

YA
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