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Juan Ortega sat in his tattered recliner, which was about all the furniture he had left after 
the divorce, and stared at the old man sitting across from him on the equally ragged sofa.  
Despite the white hair, the profusion of wrinkles, the age spots dotting the man’s face and 
hands, Juan was convinced he was looking at his cousin Martin.  It was hard not to 
recognize the manic gleam in the man’s sea green eyes.  Yet Martin was only twenty-
three, which brought Juan back to what the man was telling him. 
 
“Let me get this straight,” he said slowly.  “You’re from the future?” 
 
“Not the future,” the older version of Martin replied, “From the now.  Here.  The present.  
Actually,” and he glanced at his watch, “from about eleven minutes from now.” 
 
Juan took a slow drag off his cigarette, saying nothing until he had exhaled a cloud of 
blue smoke into the air over his head.  “Time travel,” he said finally, “is impossible.  
Martin…you told me that plenty of times.” 
 
“That was when I was younger,” Martin agreed.  “And it was certainly true at the time.  
There were factors I hadn’t considered then.  Things I only discovered in the last week 
before the anomaly.” 
 
“Anomaly?” 
 
Martin chuckled.  “Sorry,” he said.  “I’m pressed for time, as it were.  I’ll try to explain.  
See, space and time are tightly interwoven, almost but not quite the same thing.  Picture 
all the atoms of the universe as being roller coaster cars, and time is the track they ride.  
Every so often there’s a dip in the track.  If you know how, you can jump the gap, but 
only in one direction.  It all came to me in a rush, about a week ago in the present 
temporal frame of reference.” 
 
Juan stubbed out his cigarette and reached for another.  “Being a history professor 
doesn’t make me stupid when it comes to science,” he said flatly.  “Still, I don’t 
understand how a jump of fifteen minutes or so could have made you so old.  Tell the 
truth, this is some kind of practical joke you’re trying to pull.  You got your friends down 
at the lab to dress you up in elaborate makeup and you came up with this ridiculous story.  
How many other relatives and friends have you tried to pull this on today?” 
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Martin smiled thinly.  “Interesting,” he said.  “I thought you’d be more open minded.” 
 
“I’m the most open minded person I know,” Juan retorted.  “But you yourself always told 
me that when confronted with something mysterious, the simplest explanation is always 
the most likely.  Yes, I believe you’re my cousin Martin, but I can’t believe…” 
 
He stopped as the phone rang loudly beside him.  Juan scowled at his cousin as he 
grabbed the handset and put it to his ear.  “Juan?” a familiar voice said from the other 
end, “do you know who this is?” 
 
Juan felt the blood drain from his face.  “Martin?” he said doubtfully. 
 
“That’s right.  Listen, I don’t have much time.”  Juan stared holes through the old man, a 
rising anger choking his chest.  This was going too far.  The Martin on the phone went 
on, “I’ve done something amazing Juan, and I knew you were the one person I could tell 
about it.  I’ve invented a time machine, Juan.  A real time machine.” 
 
“Uh,” Juan said, grasping for words. 
 
“It’s okay, you don’t have to believe me,” Martin on the phone said.  “I’m about to test it, 
give it a real shakedown, and if it works…well, let’s just say your doctorate in history is 
going to come in very handy.” 
 
“Time machine,” Juan said, staring holes through the old man sitting across from him.  
“Hey, Martin, do you remember talking to me last weekend?” 
 
Martin hesitated, caught off guard.  “Yeah,” he replied.  “What about it?”  The tone of his 
voice said he was anxious to be off the phone. 
 
“What did we talk about?” Juan asked. 
 
“You know what we talked about,” Martin said, his voice dropping to a near whisper.  “I 
thought you weren’t going to mention it again.” 
 
“Remind me,” Juan insisted. 
 
“Look,” Martin snapped, “I called you up with good news, not to talk about the joys of 
Viagra.  I’ll call you when I get back.”  There was a sharp click and the line was dead. 
 
Juan set the handset back on its cradle and settled back into his seat slowly.  “Ah,” he 
said.  “That was you on the phone.” 
 
“I remember the call,” old Martin said, smiling.  “Sorry I hung up on you.  The Viagra 
worked just fine for me, by the way.” 
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Juan nodded dumbly.  “Right,” he said.  “So.  You’re a time traveler.  I guess that degree 
from M.I.T. paid off after all..” 
 
Martin laughed.  “That’s debatable,” he said.  “Sometimes I think I’d have been better off 
if I’d never built the device, if I’d just stayed and died like everyone else.” 
 
The cigarette nearly fell from Juan’s fingers.  “Beg your pardon?” he asked.  “What the 
hell are you talking about?” 
 
The smile was gone now, and Martin glanced at his watch nervously.  “I call it the 
‘anomaly.’  My machine was built to travel through time, so it has to be able to register 
the temporal flux.  It showed me that in…six minutes, a major discontinuity occurs.  
Time, Juan, stops.  Remember I told you how space and time are almost the same thing?  
If time stops, it can only mean that the universe ceases to exist.” 
 
“That’s insane.” 
 
“But equally true,” Martin insisted.  “If you come outside, I can show you.” 
 
Juan was sitting on the edge of his seat now, a feeling of intense dread eating his chest.  
“You’ve seen it?” he demanded.  “The end of the world?” 
 
“I knew you’d understand,” Martin said with a certain smug satisfaction.  “You’re 
Catholic, so you know what I’m talking about.” 
 
Juan shook his head.  “Judgement Day?” he muttered.  “The Armageddon?  You’re 
telling me that you jumped back in time because the world came to an end.” 
 
“That’s exactly what I’m telling you.” 
 
The cigarette, forgotten, had burned low enough to scorch Juan’s fingers.  He cursed and 
stubbed it out angrily.  It wasn’t so much that he didn’t believe what he was hearing, it 
was that he didn’t want to.  And yet when he looked into Martin’s face, when he saw the 
sincerity there, the same earnest expression his cousin had used when discussing his 
sexual dysfunction, he had to believe. 
 
“What causes it?” he asked.  “What makes it happen?” 
 
Martin shrugged, grinning sheepishly.  “I honestly don’t know,” he said.  “I always jump 
back when it comes.  See, time travel is possible only when the universe lets you.  Those 
dips in the track I mentioned.  What I call the anomaly, that’s one of those times.  At just 
the right moment, the machine will whisk me back seven years, but no farther.  It won’t 
go forward either.  I’ve been reliving the last seven years over and over again, Juan.  This 
will be my eleventh jump, but I don’t think I can do it anymore.” 
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He slumped back into his seat looking much older than he had when he arrived.  “I’m a 
tired old man, Juan.  I’ve spent my life in one extended avoidance maneuver.  I won’t say 
it’s been a bad life.  Knowing how events are going to unfold has advantages you can 
well understand.  But it always ends the same.  I know it’s coming.  I know when it 
happens down to the second.  And every time I think I have the courage to endure it, to 
see what actually happens, I make the jump instead.  Which brings me to why I’m here.” 
 
Juan stood suddenly and crossed to the stack of cardboard boxes, still unpacked, that 
lined one wall of the room.  He began to root through one, ignoring his shaking hands.  
Martin struggled to his feet unseen behind Juan’s back.  “I don’t want to do it again,” 
Martin said as Juan pulled a half-empty bottle of whisky from the box.  “I don’t think I’ll 
live through another seven years, and if I’m going to die then I want it to be like this.  I 
need to see what happens.  Are you listening?” 
 
Juan took a swig from the bottle and coughed as the liquid burned its way down his 
throat.  “Yeah, I’m listening,” he said.   
 
“You believe me.  Don’t you?” 
 
“I don’t know what to believe,” Juan grunted and took another drink.  “This is too much 
too fast.” 
 
Martin put his hand on Juan’s shoulder and squeezed gently.  “I understand,” he said.  
“But like they say, seeing is believing.  Come outside with me.  Let me show you the 
machine.”  Juan just nodded numbly and let Martin take his arm.  He followed meekly as 
the old man led him to the front door and outside to the lawn.  There was a truck parked 
at the curb, the large box-type normally used to deliver furniture.  The paint was faded 
and the sides dented in places, as though the truck had seen a lot of miles.  Martin took 
Juan to the back and struggled to push up the rolling door.   
 
Inside, the truck was filled with junk.  Only it wasn’t junk.  Pipes of copper, steel, 
aluminum, and plastic twisted in and around one another, bent at odd angles to connect 
boxes and cylinders, a huge stack of car batteries thick with twisted cables, and a bicycle 
seat facing a pair of flickering computer screens.  Juan took it all in with a skeptical eye.  
“It doesn’t look like a time machine,” he commented. 
 
“Have you ever seen a time machine before?” Martin asked.  “Then how would you 
know?  It’s not pretty, but it functions.  Step up and I’ll show you the controls.” 
 
A set of welded metal steps unfolded at the tug of a cord and gave them easier access to 
the interior.  Martin directed Juan to sit on the bicycle seat in front of the screens.  “It’s 
all computer controlled,” he explained.  “The screen on the left shows you a digital 
representation of the flow of time into the future.”  The display showed a scrolling wave 
graph of constantly shifting crests and troughs that became fixed into place as they neared 
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the left hands side of the screen.  “As you can see, the future is unstable, fluctuating 
based on the choices people make.  What we see as the future is just a projection of how 
things might be based on current temporal trends.” 
 
“I thought you knew what was going to happen,” Juan argued.  “Maybe the world doesn’t 
end this time.” 
 
Martin grimaced.  “I wish that were so.  But watch.  The machine can only look a few 
minutes into the future, and…there it goes.”  He pointed at the screen with a shaking 
hand.  The wave pattern thinned suddenly at the right side of the screen, dropping 
abruptly to a flat line.  “See?  Time stops at that point.  It’s going to happen again, just 
like it happens every time.”  He sagged against the wall of the truck. 
 
Juan stared at the screen trying to soak it in.  “How long?” he asked distantly. 
 
“Less than two minutes,” Martin said.  “Listen carefully.  The machine can only take one 
person.  I want that person to be you.” 
 
“What?” Juan said, whirling about.  “Listen, I still don’t think I believe all this…” 
 
“Shut up,” Martin snapped.  “Quit being such a pig-headed fool.  You see it with your 
own eyes.  The world is going to end.” 
 
“I don’t know what I’m seeing,” Juan replied, taken aback by the old man’s ardor.  
 
“You’ve trusted me in the past,” Martin said.  “Trust me now.  Activate the machine.  
You’ve got nothing to lose.  Even if this is just a practical joke, what would it cost you to 
endure a little laughter if the converse is that you evade certain doom? Please, Juan.  I’m 
begging you.” 
 
“But why me?”  Juan shook his head as he watched the display.  The right screen came to 
life with flickering numbers and a rapidly scrolling list of commands as the machine 
evidently prepared itself for activation.  “Why should I go back in time?  The last seven 
years weren’t exactly happy for me.” 
 
Martin laughed.  “That’s why, old friend.  That’s exactly why you should do it.  Think of 
it as a gift.”  He sagged a little further, a pained expression taking over his face.  “I’m 
giving you…the last seven years…to live over.”  He gasped sharply, then sank to the 
floor of the truck.  Juan jumped up and rushed to his side. 
 
The old man was gasping for breath, clutching at his chest.  “What is it?” Juan said, 
frightened.  “Are you having a heart attack?  I’ll call 911.” 
 
“No!” Martin shouted.  “There’s no time.  Get back on the machine.  I’m fine.”  He 
pushed feebly at Juan’s arms, shrugging him off.  Juan glanced back at the display on the 
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computer screen.  The flat line was rapidly approaching the left side.  Whatever it was, it 
was about to happen.  Juan made his decision. 
 
“I’m going to call an ambulance,” he announced.  He ignored Martin’s protests and 
hopped out of the truck.  “I’m going to get my cell phone.  I’ll be right back, I promise.” 
 
Martin managed to lunge for him, his bony hand grasping at the air.  “Please,” he begged.  
“You can’t go.  You can’t let this happen.  This machine, it’s all I’ve got.  It’s the only 
thing I ever achieved.  You have to take it back in time.” 
 
The computer screen was flashing.  The display on the right turned red and large numbers 
appeared, a countdown starting at thirty.  Juan looked from it to the sprawled man.  “But 
you’re a genius,” he said.  “You’ve had a lifetime.  Why didn’t you do anything else?” 
 
Juan turned away when there was no reply and trotted toward the house.  He was almost 
to the door when a loud sound made him turn.  The truck was engulfed in what appeared 
to be flame, streamers of bright yellow that swirled in a miasma of chaotic energy.  The 
outline of the truck was barely visible within, as though fading.  Juan could almost feel 
the last seconds ticking by.  He couldn’t see the interior, but he could picture what was 
happening.  Martin had pulled himself up and gotten onto the bicycle seat.  Whether 
Juan’s words had any influence, or if it was simply fear of the impending future that 
drove him to that last desperate act, it was clear that Martin had activated the machine.  
The truck seemed to rise from the ground, borne into the air on wings of vibrant light.  It 
winked out of sight suddenly.  Air rushed to fill the space where it had been.  The 
thunderclap made Juan jump. 
 
The phone in his hand squealed and went dead.  Likewise, the streetlights which had just 
started to come on blinked out again.  A passing car went silent as the motor stopped, and 
all around the place where the truck had been the neighborhood fell silent. 
 
Juan stood frozen, watching for some sign, some indication that it had happened.  He 
hadn’t wanted to believe.  He had no choice now.  If Martin had been right and that really 
was a time machine vanishing into the past, then he might have been right about the rest.  
Juan waited on his doorstep for a long time, and when the sun set at last he was still there.  
The world was still there.  But it was quiet, as quiet as the grave. 
 

~    ~    ~ 
 

Juan sat in his tattered recliner watching television.  It had taken five days for the power 
to be restored, and another week before the stations were back on the air.  Not quite the 
end of the world, but close enough.  The news anchor, a man with far more tan than was 
natural, droned on as images of disaster filled the screen over his shoulder.  Planes had 
fallen from the sky, people had died by the thousands, so had cars and computers and 
anything that had electronics, but the sun had risen again the next morning.  People had 
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found ways to put out the fires, to tend to the wounded, to comfort each other.  They 
waited for help to arrive from unaffected areas, but there were no unaffected areas.   
 
“He says it was an EMP,” Juan said to the man sitting across from him on the tattered 
recliner.  “They’ve got no explanations as to how it happened, though.” 
 
“We know,” the man said, smiling. 
 
Juan returned the smile.  “Of course we do.  I was there.  You, I suppose, got it from 
historical records.” 
 
“Records that you wrote,” the man said.  “Or I should say, records that you will write.  
One day.” 
 
The TV flickered as Juan shut it off and tossed the remote onto the table beside him.  “It 
would help,” he said, “if you gave me a hint as to what I’m supposed to say when I write 
this supposed history.” 
 
The man laughed.  “I guess it wouldn’t hurt to tell you a little,” he said.  “After all, Time 
seems to guard itself against paradox.” 
 
“I figured that,” Juan agreed.  “Or else Martin would have met himself.  He would have 
guessed the truth.” 
 
“I’m not sure Martin would ever have guessed the truth.  He was caught in a loop.  See, it 
turns out Time is not just interconnected with Space, it’s also locked hand in hand with 
electromagnetic energy.  Time travel is a lot like a jet plane breaking the sound barrier.  
You could call it a ‘temporal boom.’  Only it was amplified by the unusual 
circumstance.” 
 
“The world obviously didn’t come to an end,” Juan said as he put a cigarette to his 
mouth.  “So why did Martin’s instruments tell him it did.” 
 
“He misunderstood the data,” the man replied.  “He was a genius, but he was a little 
obtuse.  Time travel is limited to jumps between point source fluctuations.  Think of time 
as being sectioned, each section separated by these moments of null interaction.  You can 
travel between those points but only those points.  Fixed intervals, forward or backward, 
but just those points.” 
 
“So if he’d waited…” 
 
“He would have seen that the world didn’t end, and that his machine would resume 
registering the flow of time.” The man waved his hand to dispel the cloud of smoke Juan 
blew his way, grimacing thinly.  “Instead, he thought there was nothing ahead of him and 
jumped backward each time.  Always.  Eleven times simultaneously.  That was a strong 
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enough electromagnetic pulse to wipe out the power over most of the eastern seaboard 
and into Canada.” 
 
Juan used his cigarette to point at the television.  “They said it was the aging power 
infrastructure that caused the blackout,” he said.   
 
“We’ve estimated that the strength of eleven time machines of Martin’s design activating 
simultaneously would have the equivalent strength of a small thermonuclear device,” the 
man said smugly.  “Our machines are much more sophisticated.” 
 
“I imagine so,” Juan said, then laughed.  
 
“What made you choose to stay?” the man asked.  He leaned forward eagerly.  “Why 
didn’t you believe Martin?” 
 
Juan’s smile faded.  “That’s just it,” he said.  “I did believe him.  But the temptation was 
too great.  In the past few years I lost my wife, my business, my savings.  All I needed 
was someone from the future to tell me what to avoid, and all of that would have 
changed.  But if I’d done that, if my life had turned out better, then I wouldn’t have been 
tempted to go back in the first place.  Paradox.” 
 
“There’s no such thing,” the man said.  “I told you, Time has a way of correcting itself.  
You couldn’t have told yourself anything because you never did in the first place.  You 
can’t change the past.  What ever you do when you travel back, it already happened to 
begin with.  That’s the lesson Martin taught us.  Or so you always told me, Grandpa.” 
 
Juan chuckled.  “I’d appreciate it if you didn’t call me that.  Right now, your dad’s only 
three.  I can only hope I do okay by him.” 
 
“You will,” the man said, and Juan believed him.  “Now,” he added, standing, “maybe 
you’d like to see my machine.” 
 
Juan shrugged.  “Sure.  Why not.  I’ve got lots of time.” 
 
“So do I,” the man agreed.  “At least another eight years.”  Juan accepted the outstretched 
hand and rose to his feet.  They laughed jovially as they stepped outside into the cool 
light of a timeless autumn afternoon. 
 
 
 
 
Copyright © 2015, Steven Carlton 
More at www.stevencarlton.com 
 

 



Perpetuality                                                                               Steven Carlton 
 

Page 9 of 12 
 

  

 
 

 


