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 Then I reflected that everything happens to a man precisely, precisely now. Centuries of centuries and only in the present do things happen...


 	— Jorge Luis Borges, "The Garden of Forking Paths"









 The future isn't what it used to be.


 	— Variously attributed to Paul Valery, Yogi Berra and many others


 


 


    
          For a Hundred Visions and Revisions




  "Who's first?"



As that was, albeit in an entirely different context, the very question that the seven of us had gathered to try to untangle, we looked at each other across the low table for a moment, and someone only half-stifled a giggle. But eventually Noam spoke up and, pointing at the item on the menu as if to demonstrate that it really was one of the options, said, "Lapsang souchong, please".





"Milk? Sugar?" asked the waitress.


"No thank you. Black."


She scribbled in her notebook. "Great. Who's next?"


We went around the room: three coffees, two teas, one decaf, and one lemonade. The waitress wrote it all down, thanked us, and collected the menus.


"Leave one, please" said Mona. "One more person will be joining us."


The waitress returned one menu and left, leaving us alone in the third-story room. Jacob got up and re-closed the door, presumably to add an additional layer of privacy to the larger portion ensured by the isolation from the rest of the cafe provided by the third-floor location.


"Where is Professor Wu, anyway?" asked Gita.


Jacob shrugged. "Late. She's always late."


"Time isn't her strong suit," said Mona, and only heard the plain meaning of her words a second later when everyone else cracked up.


Meanwhile Jill had been flipping through the remaining menu. "Shit. If I'd been paying more attention I'd have gotten tea or decaf. It really is a bit late in the day for coffee, at least for me."


"I'll trade with you," said Tikvah. "On second thought I could use some caffeine."


"I'd be happy to trade with you too," said Hank. "I don't know what I was thinking of getting lemonade."


"Maybe we should just call her back and redo the entire order," said Jacob. I couldn't quite make out if he was being sarcastic or not.


Noam frowned thoughtfully. "I'd guess it's too late," he said. "She's probably put the order in already."


Jacob grinned. "I suppose time isn't my strong suit either," he said.



    




    
When You Ask Me I Know It Not


  Mona said, "I ran into my sister on this mission. I was working in San Francisco, and she was there for a trip or something. I hadn't known that she ever went, so I wasn't prepared at all. I was just walking down the street and boom, there she was. I practically collided with her. As sudden as being hit by a brick."


"As a brick thrown from last week," said Gita, at which everyone laughed but Xiaoyan who, as usual, scowled at the interruption, naturally unaware that there was even more that she did not understand about Gita's remark than her usual failure to see the point of humor.


"So there we were. Of course I was more than a decade older than she knew me to be. So she greeted me with "Mona! You look terrible! Are you sick?" and however much I tried to ensure her that I wasn't sick, just tired and worn out, she clearly wasn't convinced. But she asked me if I was free for lunch."


"Did you accept?" asked Noam.


"I did," Mona replied. "Partly because I didn't have time to think. Partly because, like Hank was saying, it gets lonely on long time travel missions. And, oh, I don't know, I guess I just missed her." She blinked. "It had been a lot longer since I'd seen her than it was since she'd seen me."


"So what happened?"


"Nothing happened. We had lunch. I had the devil's own time trying to keep up with what she was saying—recalling what was going on in her life, what state mom was in back then, trying to remember what I'd told her about what I was doing, all that. To say nothing of inventing plausible lies about what I was up to and what had brought me to San Fransisco."


"What did tell her?" asked Jacob.


`"Physics conference," said Mona. "It was the first thing that came to mind. At soon as it was out of my mouth I began fretting that she might google it and figure out that I was making it up and there was no such conference then. But then I realized I was safe because, first of all, she would have no reason to suspect that I was lying, so why would she go look? It's not like she was interested in the physics or going to go look for any other reason. But then also because google wasn't then what it later became. It was a widely-known search engine I guess, but there wasn't that sense that you could just ask it anything and expect an answer. That if it didn't know something that in itself was suspicious. Everyone knew that some things just weren't on the web."


"It wasn't google that wasn't what it would become," said Jill. "It was the whole web."


"Yeah, exactly."


"But physics conferences? I think physics conferences were the O.G. web content," said Hank.


"Whatever. I'm sure she never looked," said Mona.


"So what did you two talk about?" asked Noam.


"Just stuff. Her life. Our parents. The past. She mentioned some time we got lost at the New York State Fair and were separated from our parents for like four hours."


Noam breathed out a sudden breath, somewhere between a laugh and a snort. "God, I remember that. That was scary."


"Really?"


"Sure," said Noam. Then he frowned. "You don't remember being scared?"


"I don't remember it at all. I remember going to the fair a few times, but I don't remember us ever being separated from mom and dad."


"Really?"


Mona gave the same laugh-snort Noam just had. "That's precisely what Juliette said. She couldn't believe I didn't remember. She kept saying 'Really? Really?' and coming up with more details. Eventually I said 'Oh, yeah, of course, now I remember, God how could I forget', that sort of thing, but the truth is that I didn't remember at all. Still don't. And, you know, maybe I just forgot. But I have to admit I wondered if somehow it hadn't happened to me."


Xiaoyan narrowed her eyes. "How would that work? Chronologically, I mean. I don't understand what..."


Mona shrugged. "Whatever it was, she mentioned it like I'd know—asked me, "Remember that time..." in that way that's only formally a question. If I'd known it was such a big deal I would have faked remembering it right away, but I didn't get a sense of how big an event it had been for her until after I'd asked what in the world she was talking about, and she just goggled at me, saying 'I can't believe you don't remember that!"


"I never thought I'd say this," said Noam, "But Juliette is not wrong. Which implies—"


"That Xiaoyan was right. Between this, and the game..."


Jacob nodded slowly. "I guess it does."


Xiaoyan smiled as if to say, Glad you're catching up.


"What else did you and Juliette talk about?" asked Noam.


"Well, she told me a long story about a fight at her temple over the length of the Saturday morning liturgy—whether they were going to say, uh, mincha, was it?"


"Musaf," suggested Noam.


"Yeah, I think that was it," said Mona. "And it led to a big whole fight, and the rabbi almost got fired." Mona brightened suddenly. "Hey, 'liturgy' works too," she said to Jill.


"I guess it does," Jill replied.


Mona looked smug for a moment, and then added "Ooo, also 'clergy'". Jill just nodded: she wasn't that interested. After a moment, Mona shook her head to refocus, and went on. "That was most of it. I spent most of the lunch asking her about her life so I wouldn't have to make up more lies about mine. And she kept returning to my health. She decided, based on how I looked, that I must have cancer. For the first half of the conversation she thought I knew it and was lying to her about the fact, but eventually I convinced her that no, I really didn't have it, which persuaded her not that I actually didn't but that I did have it and just didn't know I had it, and she shifted from trying to get me to fess up to trying to get me to go see a doctor and get checked out. Eventually I had to promise I would just to get her to back off. Otherwise I think she would have force-marched me down to a doctor then and there. She actually threatened to. But I pinky-swore that I'd go see one, and she said ok, and that she'd call me in a few weeks, once I was back in Ithaca, to 'see how I was doing', which meant check up on me to make sure I'd done what I'd promised and gotten myself checked out."


"Oh Lord. What did you do about that?" asked Jacob.


"The obvious thing," said Mona. But at that point they heard a step on the stairs, and in a moment the door to the small room opened and the waitress bustled in.


"Now," she asked, "Who had the muffin?"


    


Had We But World Enough



  "I wish I'd thought to order something to eat," said Gita. "I'm a bit hungry."


"Order something when she comes back with the drinks," said Noam. Gita shrugged acquiescence.


Leaning forward in his eagerness to get back to the main topic, Jacob said, "I think Noam is right, we need to lay this out carefully. So let's start with you," he said, gesturing at the couch where Noam and the others sat. "How did you decide on this particular thing to try to prevent? And how did you go about it?"


"It wasn't just Facebook," began Hank. "We were trying to undermine a whole class of things—social media as such."


"But Facebook was the biggest," said Noam. "It wasn't the first, but it was a major one. For a key moment it was the major one. And one of the largest corporations in the world to boot. It seemed like a good pressure point to try and undermine the whole enterprise."


Mona's brow furrowed, her head tilted in curiosity. "What was so bad about it?"


"It—," Tikvah began, and then started over. "It was horrible in ways that are hard to explain. It sucked people in. Grabbed people's attention and then frittered it away. People would pour out their lives into this thing, like their lives were vessels overflowing with time which they needed to bail." She saw that she was not communicating clearly. "It was addictive. Engineered to seduce people into wanting more and more, despite it being fundamentally empty. The mental equivalent of potato chips. The smartest minds in the world working collectively to find the best ways to seduce everyone else into dribbling their lives away."


"That's all true," put in Noam. "But it was more than that too. It undermined public debate; it dumbed down discourse; it began to undermine democracy itself..."


"So how did you prevent it?" asked Jacob.


"Tikvah played the central role," said Noam, nodding credit.


Jacob raised his eyebrows in silent inquiry. Tikvah smiled. "Thinking through how we could undermine it, I realized that I could take a unique approach."


"Oh?"


"Facebook was founded by this guy named Mark Zuckerberg at Harvard," Tikvah said; Jill rolled her eyes at the mere mention of his name. "Lots of people were involved, of course, but he was the center. And we knew that Mark's girlfriends played a big role in his psyche. Hell, Facebook basically began as a web site for rating girls's looks, you know, 'hot or not', just for women at Harvard. So I went, enrolled at Harvard—"


"How'd you pull that off? As a time traveler?" Jacob asked.


"Dad, are you saying I couldn't get into Harvard?" asked Tikvah, batting her eyes as if close to tears.


She batted, he rolled: "I don't see how you could get in anywhere showing up in a new time with no high school transcript, no rec letters, no people who knew you, no actual life to apply on."


Noam said, "You'd be amazed at what one can do with poached future documents and information." He gave his famous smile, which saw dark humor in everything.


"And infinite do-overs," added Hank.


"Right," said Tikvah. "Anyway, we got me in and I went and played college student and started dating Mark our very first week. Kept him completely off balance. When necessary his computer code could be directly sabotaged in such a way that he never even suspected it."


At the same moment, Jacob said, aghast, "You dated him?" and Gita, equally aghast, said, "You did this for four years?"


"Yes," replied Tikvah to her father with an apologetic shrug. "Sorry, Dad. Line of duty and all that."


"But did—" Jacob began.


"And no," Tikvah said to Gita. "It was about two, two and a half, spread over three. There were times I could skip and I did. It's not like I wanted to waste my whole life doing this. I mean, going to college again was kind of fun, but, you know—" And she gestured in the direction of the brevity of life.


    


Peace in Our




  "Energy," said Jill. "G, R, Y. I never said what order they were in."


There was a general groan, half-annoyed, half-impressed. "Cute," said Mona, which, after a moment, everyone realized was wholly adequate to the situation. An awkward silence followed. After a minute, Hank turned to Jill.


"We were talking a few minutes about what's hardest about time travel missions," he said. "What's hardest for you?"


"Hmmm..." Jill pursed her brow in thought. Gita finished the last bite of her muffin, tipped the crumbs from the wrapper into her palm, and tossed them into her mouth. At length Jill said, "Reading the news, maybe."
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