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The Museum of Days
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I ENTER THE MUSEUM every day but haven’t really seen it in years. I suppose it’s still something grand and mysterious to most, peering down wormholes into real moments. The spy’s eye across time...it should seem magical. But until today I came in and walked past the wonders and miracles and just did my work.

Grace leaving had jolted me. All the time, comfort, and certainty of us together had kept me anchored for so long. I’d taken the present for granted. Working in a theater of past shadows, I didn’t need to think about the past as “passed,” except to maintain an observer’s distance and tend the signal.

I remembered being there at fifteen. Grace and I met over the view of a battlefield laid out and waiting for the commencement of bloodshed. But just before the charge was sounded we had scooted out the back, outside for a view of mastodons on the back lawn, a sight of gentle nature thirty thousand years before. 

Everyone knows you cannot travel through time except the way one does without thinking about it, forward towards death. But light behaves differently than anything else. It defines and subverts linear time. You look back across billions of years every night just by peeking at the lights in the sky. This understanding is at the root of the science that makes the museum possible, wormholes through space-time admit no matter but can leak echoes of light rays so we might see History, Herstory, any story you can dial up if you have access to the circuitry.

We were quick about it at that age. We held hands and talked about meaningless things. We missed the displays of the Middle Ages and the Industrial Revolution. A whole host of plagues and suffering penetrated our peers at the roots and grew out of their bodies ever after inside their DNA. But for a few extra moments, the view of time’s depredations and mankind’s nature slipped past us as we imitated grown-up behavior and I put my arm around her shoulder.

The mastodon herd browsed the ancient savannah.

I next saw the museum when I was in college; a grad student studying quantum refraction and coordinate time fractures. Grace and I had not spoken in years but she was working at the museum. She saw me and I saw her and we felt the draw of basic nature and the collapse of time. 

“I wonder,” she asked coyly as she rested in my arms that night, could we sneak in and find the controls and see ourselves as teenagers?”

“It is a highly specialized business to integrate multiple views across time,” I said, taking her question more seriously than she had meant it. I wandered out of the moment trying to explain the business of time fractures. I wanted her to think me smart and find me fascinating. 

She wanted my attention but on I talked. “They must be balanced mathematically with just the right energy allotment and spatial orientation...” She kissed me and I stopped talking. I held her close. The light and energy of a perfect moment pulsed outward into eternity.

I never paid attention to the displays in all the times I entered the museum to see Grace, mere repetition of prescribed events. Our relationship grew like ripples out from the museum grounds. Battles and horrors raged, great victories and joy erupted on a loop. But pleasure and pain are none so powerful as novelty. I kissed Grace beside the VJ day celebrations and we commanded greater happiness because we were novel, we were now.

My work grew and consumed me. I wanted to grasp and harness the technology of time and slowly Grace slipped away. My work culminated, turning our technology toward the future. It’s a conceptual challenge to perceive echoes of events that have not yet occurred. Like all problems in physics, it requires sneaking past the despotism of light. 

As we came closer to our goal I disappeared from the world outside until finally Grace left me and novelty returned in a rush of inconceivable pain. That same day our research bore fruit. We glimpsed the awful reality the curtain of light is drawn to hide. Slipping past even in theory offers a view of an expansive abyss. Past the path of light all portals darken. The future emits no image. It swallows everything.

I re-entered the Museum of Days and finally, after all these years, observed every display, every snippet of time played on repeat to a watching audience. A whole history contrived of moments selected for their resonance. A narrator is required because without it the light is silent and it all just floats by like clouds.

I experienced our shared stories: the hurt of the oppressed, the joy of the victorious. I felt shame, glory, and peace. And then in daylight, it was gone. I exited squinting and felt older than myself. 

Beside me, the mastodons ate the same blades of grass as when I’d clumsily held Grace’s hand twenty years before. Wherever she might be in this exact window of light and time no one would look back at us from any strange museum the day after the final act I had seen in the blank surface at the end of time.

One more novelty spent. 

The Museum of Days wove trails of light into an image I had finally seen. I still felt pain at the thought of never holding Grace again.

My motivations were selfish but given my status as a research fellow in the Time Destinations Consortium, I could seek access to the backrooms and special levers, just like Grace had imagined. I wanted to view myself and Grace at every moment we had ever stood beside the mastodons from age fifteen to thirty-five, just last week when we had walked past here that final time, a last remembered together. If I could see them all now the novelty would be gone and the memories might begin to fade.

Alter one broadcast point into a recursion sequence that will rotate through nearly a hundred specific instances. It will fracture the broadcast program system-wide with every shift. The possible outcomes are infinite, each shift is like a crack in a crystal, the results are unpredictable and the light passing through will fracture with it. I’d have to be fast but a single cascade loop would, or should, throw the entire system into chaos and The Museum would cease to offer its orderly story. It would become a museum to the unpredictability of living. The challenge was to keep it centered on Earth. Lose all bearing and the universe is mostly empty.

I executed the program, sacrificing my good standing and research with a single act of temporal vandalism. People in the hall of battles suddenly saw an elderly man singing hymns in the bath fifty years ago. The signing of the Declaration of Independence was replaced with a scene of pillage on some far island where people were massacred without obvious reason or need. Mostly though the views of historical importance died off into quiet light-trails of person-less nature, a world unwary of human importance swaying or seething without a single human taking a role.

I slipped outside to see the mastodons and found what I’d worked for. Grace and I layered image upon image, every memory like an echo of the one before. 

There I stood at the end of it, alone.  I felt a hand on my shoulder. A police officer took me away. I was never to be allowed within five miles of the museum premises and lost my place at the research group.

Time solves no problems it did not create. As technology advanced, time's ability to see itself through human eyes solved little but the need to be free of the silencing future. We look obsessively at the past because the future emits no image. There is simply no one there.
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