
A Sense of Time
by John A. Allison

I must have been about four when I took my first short cut into the future. I only skipped 
a few minutes, but from that day on, my relationship with time has gone from bad to worse.

Have you ever wondered how whole minutes can pass without your noticing, as if the 
rug of time has suddenly been pulled right out from beneath your feet? While you daydream 
for what seems like no more than a few seconds, the hands on the clock will surreptitiously 
sneak forward, robbing you of precious minutes of your life. Such time-outs punctuate my 
existence; indeed, they are the story of my life. Most people are philosophical about this kind 
of  daylight  robbery:  when the laws of  time and space  decide  to  clock off,  dumping  you 
abruptly into a future you weren’t quite ready for, there is little you can do about it, other than 
accept that those precious minutes are gone for ever. Time waits for no man, and isn’t much 
inclined to hang about for women or children either. You shrug your shoulders, revise your 
productivity upwards or your objectives downwards, and just get on with your life. 

For much of my childhood, I did precisely that. Only vaguely aware of losing any more 
time than other kids did, I sometimes made up for it by working harder. More often, I just 
tried to get by with a little less than originally planned. The path of least resistance has always 
struck me as the most rational choice: it’s better to cut your losses than to try to race against a 
clock you can’t trust. 

That first time was on a balmy June afternoon when my mother was late picking me up 
from kindergarten. As the other kids left the playground with various aunties, grandparents, 
older siblings, babysitters or mothers, I sat down in the cool shade of the old chestnut tree to 
wait my turn. 

“Don’t you worry now, Steven,”  said Mrs Jepson, the plump and jolly teacher  who 
supervised the playground. “You just sit there, and don’t go anywhere, all right? Your mum 
will soon be here.” Obviously she couldn’t contact her – back then they didn’t even have cell 
phones, let alone comstuds – so there was no choice but to wait around until the last child had 
been picked up.

I remember quite distinctly that I wasn’t at all worried – for a child of four, a mother is  
an  immovable  rock,  a  permanent  fixture:  that  something  bad  could  happen  to  mum  is 
completely beyond the bounds of the small child’s imagination. I always had a Matchbox car 
or two in my pocket, so I played happily enough under the tree, scratching roads into the dirt 
between the chestnut’s roots. 

I was soon distracted by the ants that played pedestrians to my toy cars: scores of tiny 
workers, to-ing and fro-ing among the roots, and scuttling up into the tree to disappear high 
above my head. Some carried crumbs salvaged from our afternoon cakes and biscuits, their 
burdens disproportionately huge in relation to their tiny bodies. Fascinated, I began to wonder 
what it would feel like to be an ant... 

When I opened my eyes a moment later, I was amazed to find that I knew exactly how it 
felt: I had seen inside the hive mind, learnt how each individual willingly submits to a life of 
drudgery for the common good. I would never lose that profound sense of the ant’s existence: 
for years, I would walk along with my eyes fixed on the ground in front of me, unwilling to 
crush a single one of these hardest-working of earth’s creatures.

For me, no time had passed; the experience was instantaneous. But for the rest of the 
world, time had carried on as usual. Mrs Jepson had been waiting patiently for my mother to 



arrive, occasionally popping into her classroom to tidy up, checking every few minutes that I 
was still playing happily under the chestnut tree. I was gone just long enough for her to look 
out of the window and, seeing nobody, to assume that my mother had picked me up while her  
back was turned. Seconds later my mother arrived, found the playground empty and hurried 
into the classroom. The two women would have come straight back outside, headed for the 
chestnut tree – and immediately started to panic. Imagine poor Mrs Jepson, who hadn’t left 
me alone for more than a minute or two at a time, experiencing the full horror, guilt and 
shame of losing a  child!  Picture  my mother,  hot  and flustered after  missing  her  bus  and 
walking  several  miles  on  a  sticky  afternoon,  her  imagination  already  racing  through  a 
catalogue of run-away, kidnap and accident scenarios and worse! Admittedly, in those days 
the world was still relatively safe, with few of the psychopaths, stimheads and slashers that 
roam the streets today. All the same, when I opened my eyes and re-emerged into real time, 
the two of them were at the gate, looking anxiously up and down the street and calling my 
name. Puzzled that they hadn’t seen me, I got up from the tree roots, padded across the dusty 
playground and tugged on my mother’s skirt. As she turned round and swept me up into her  
arms, she burst into tears: tears of relief which, however, quickly turned to anger.

“You naughty, naughty boy! How could you play such an awful trick?”
Of  course  it  wasn’t  until  many  years  later  that  I  started  to  understand  what  had 

happened. At the time, I was just vaguely conscious of becoming so absorbed in the life of the 
ants that time had passed without my noticing. Mrs Jepson and my mother were convinced 
that I had hidden from them in the shadows between the massive roots of the old tree – how 
else could they explain their inability to see me? But subsequent experience taught me that, 
until I returned to real time, there was no way that they could have seen me: as soon as I slip 
through the net of the space-time continuum, and until I return to the exact same spot, it’s as if 
I had never been there. 

#

Similar experiences occurred at intervals throughout my childhood,  sometimes saving 
me from boredom or embarrassment, always rewarding me with insights into human, animal 
and plant life that no textbook or vidsim could ever teach, but often getting me into trouble. It  
was only in secondary school that I truly became aware that my relationship with time was 
any more strained than that of my classmates. By the time real exams were looming on the 
horizon,  I  had  been forced  to  face  the  fact  that,  although  my unusual  handicap  was  not 
without its peculiar advantages, I was indeed ‘temporally challenged.’ 

On another sunny  afternoon, I was sitting an end-of-year biology exam in the school 
science labs. Sunlight slanted through the high windows, cutting shafts of gold in the chalky 
atmosphere between the rows of benches where thirty pairs of dirty shoes sent dust motes 
dancing like demented fairies. Mr Jacobs, the tall, angular head of biology, wore heavy black-
framed glasses,  a  spotless white  lab coat  and a permanent  scowl:  however hard we boys 
worked at our lessons, it  seemed impossible to meet his demanding standards. He stalked 
around the room, commanding an ominous,  nervous silence,  depositing question papers in 
front of each boy. When he reached the end of the last row, he returned to perch on his high 
lab  stool  at  the  front  of  the  class.  In  his  sharp  Scottish  accent,  as  cold  and  as  hard  as 
Edinburgh granite, he announced:

“The time is now eight fifty-nine. You have three hours. There will be no talking. You 
may turn over your question papers and begin.”

There was a rustling of papers and somebody coughed, or perhaps gagged.  Question 
one: photosynthesis, the question I had been dreading. Even though I had revised my notes 
several times in the previous week, I just couldn’t seem to get my head round the way plants 



convert light into food. All around me, other boys’ pens were already scratching furiously at  
their papers – no tablets or thoughtpads back then - while I struggled to make sense of half-
remembered  fragments:  metabolic  pathway,  carbon  dioxide,  glucose,  light-dependent 
reactions. Time was ticking away, and the nebula of words in my head still refused to take any 
recognizable shape that could be transferred onto paper. A half hour passed by the lab clock, 
and my page remained stubbornly blank. My gaze wandered up to the windows, where a 
gentle  breeze  rustled  through  early  summer  beech  leaves.  They  were  bright  green  with 
chlorophyll, the brilliant sunlight outlining their structure as clearly as an x-ray. Between the 
veins, I could almost see the long cylindrical cells of the mesophyll, almost feel the warmth of 
the  sunlight  as  it  was  absorbed,  almost  touch  the  chloroplasts,  each  one  a  nano-factory 
supplying energy to convert carbon dioxide and water to glucose and oxygen... 

I hadn’t moved, but when I returned to my seat it was past ten o’clock. I spent the next 
two hours furiously scribbling my essay, a torrent of ideas flowing inexorably from brain to 
pen.  You’re  probably  thinking,  what  a  wonderful  gift!  How  fantastic  just  to  disappear 
conveniently whenever the going gets tough, and to return with the kind of knowledge that is 
only acquired through years of study or outrageously expensive infografts! But at the time, it 
wasn’t something I chose to do, at least not consciously. Why didn’t Mr Jacobs notice my 
disappearance, or the other boys around me? If someone is talking to me, looking at me, or 
otherwise  focusing  on my physical  presence,  it  can’t  happen.  Nobody has  ever  seen  me 
disappear or reappear: it seems that the peculiar exception to the laws of time and space that  
allows me to slip in and out of the continuum, whatever it is, also covers its own back. People  
only become aware of my absence if they feel an exceptionally strong desire to locate me, like 
when my mother and Mrs Jepson were looking for me. Mostly, it just doesn’t occur to them to 
look for me: they seem to look through, or more accurately perhaps, around some sort of 
psychic barrier that protects the empty space where I ought to be. Even satnavs and geo-
searches just return zero coordinates, which has no doubt puzzled Citizen-Track officers more 
than once in recent years. A wonderful gift perhaps, but one with consequences that are at 
best mixed, and at worst catastrophic.    

The week after the exam, Mr Jacobs returned our papers, as usual scored with thick red 
lines, barbed comments and the occasional reluctant tick. When it came to my turn, he was 
visibly both intrigued and irritated. 

“Steven’s essay on photosynthesis was probably the best I have read in thirty years as a 
teacher.  Unfortunately,  the  instructions  clearly  stated  that  all  three  questions  should  be 
answered. As Steven failed to address questions two and three, he could not score more than 
seven out of twenty, which is a fail. Regrettably, this means that I will not have the pleasure 
of welcoming him to biology class next year.”

Encouraged by pedagogues like Mr Jacobs, the school system gradually narrowed down 
my options, eliminating science, maths, economics, geography and history - all disciplines 
that required time management skills  I did not possess. Today,  a routine intelligence scan 
might decide otherwise, but at the time all my roads led to languages and literature, subjects 
that  were perhaps more tolerant  of unconventional  learning and study styles.  Even so,  as 
academic years passed and the stakes grew higher, my ability to provide plausible excuses for 
unfinished work and missed deadlines was stretched to the limit.  My parents and teachers 
seemed only too willing to support the hypothesis that I was at best a dreamboat, at worst  
incorrigibly lazy, and a compulsive liar to boot. It therefore came as something of a shock to 
all concerned, not least myself, when the skills of minimalism I had been forced to develop 
throughout my schooling were rewarded with a place at one of the oldest and most prestigious 
universities in the land.  

#



Of course, there have been times when I’ve been unreservedly grateful for my unusual 
ability. I think my parents were a little shell-shocked by the offer of a place at Cambridge: if 
not, they would almost certainly have vetoed the idea of a summer holiday on the Black Sea 
with three other lads from school. Bulgaria was still  a relatively unfashionable destination 
then:  my  friends  and  I  told  our  parents  we’d  chosen  Varna  for  its  cheap  flights,  food, 
accommodation, and exceptional cultural opportunities. We were careful not to tell them we’d 
chosen it for its cheap beer, wine and exotic night-life. 

The holiday was a great success in fostering friendship between the young people of 
Great Britain and Eastern Europe. Largely thanks to the attentions of a young lady named 
Kalina, I managed to stay securely anchored in real time for the whole two weeks. Everything 
went smoothly until, arriving at the airport, we were told our charter flight home would be 
delayed  for  three  hours.  After  sitting  around  getting  bored  for  an  hour  or  so,  someone 
suggested going for a walk. We’d spent pretty much every penny we had, and there wasn’t 
much to do at the airport anyway. One of us would have to stay and look after the bags, and I 
drew the short straw. As my friends wandered off outside, I sat and stared out across the 
tarmac at the various aircraft parked in the sun, wondering which was ours. I’d recently read 
an article in a magazine about jet engines, and was trying to imagine what would happen if a 
large bird like a pigeon got sucked into a compressor. Very soon I had closed my eyes and 
disappeared into a mechanical world of vanes, stators, turbines and afterburners...

My  friends  returned  to  find  their  bags  unguarded,  but  fortunately  all  present  and 
unmolested.

“Typical!” judged Greg, our self-appointed group leader. “He’s probably gone off to try 
to see Kalina again. It’s nice to know you can rely on your mates, isn’t it?”

When the flight was called some twenty minutes later, my friends started to become 
more concerned:  they combed the airport,  but failing to  find me,  had to make a difficult 
decision when the final call for boarding came.

“I suppose he’s left his passport in his bag?” asked Greg, rummaging in my rucksack. 
“Yes, I thought as much. Well, we can’t leave the stupid bugger here on his own. You guys 
get on the plane, and I’ll wait for him.”

It  seems there was some discussion about who should go and who should wait:  the 
upshot was that  by the time Greg had won the argument,  the hostess told the others that 
boarding was closed and refused to let them on the plane. I chose that propitious moment to  
reappear, and, as you can imagine, was not exactly welcomed with open arms. I’d been gone 
for quite a long time, close to two hours, but I sensed there was a more serious problem.

“You bloody idiot! Where the hell do you think you’ve been?”
“They won’t let us on the plane now. It’s all your fault!”
“Look, I’m sorry,” I said, “but you really don’t want to be on that flight anyway.” 
“What do you mean?” sneered Greg. “Because you had some kind of message from God 

not to get on the plane?”
“I can’t explain it,” I apologized. “I’m just glad we’re not on it, that’s all.”
The next plane wasn’t until early the following morning, so we sat around the airport, 

wondering what to do next. We didn’t have any money for a hotel, and the others weren’t 
talking to me.  Suddenly there were people rushing around in all  directions,  shouting into 
radios, and we heard the sound of sirens out on the runway. A plane, our plane, had suffered a 
bird strike a few minutes after take-off. The port engine had been damaged, and fire had 
broken out in the fuselage. It couldn’t happen to a modern scramjet - although for such a short 
distance as London to Bulgaria you’d just take a vactube anyway – but the cattle-class shuttles 
they used to use for charter flights weren’t exactly state of the art. Fortunately the pilot had 
been able to turn around and make an emergency landing. We learnt later on that several 



people had suffered severe burns; when another passenger told us that it  could have been 
much worse, as the fire had broken out under a row of four empty seats, my friends just 
turned and stared at me, open mouthed. 

#

Back in England, I went up to Cambridge. As the autumn days grew shorter, colder and 
wetter,  I  tried to forget sunny Varna and the lovely Kalina,  and settle  down to a  regular 
routine of study. Some three or four weeks into the Michaelmas term, my weekly deadline 
had confined me to my room. I was reasonably comfortably installed in a small but adequate 
bedsit overlooking a narrow, somewhat sinister alley that ran along the back of my college. 
There was no picture-postcard view of manicured, five-hundred year-old lawns to distract me, 
nor would any pretty undergraduate in her right mind choose to walk through the alley at that 
time of night. I had tidied the room, done the washing up, even scribbled a note to my parents, 
and generally run out of displacement activities. There was nothing for it but to get down to 
work. At about nine-thirty, I sat down at my desk, and immediately began to yawn over my 
assignment. I tried to come to terms with the plain fact that, short of working straight through 
till  two or  three  in  the  morning,  it  simply  wasn’t  going to  happen.  Doctor  Pollet  would 
regretfully cancel yet another supervision, and, I suspected, take no little pleasure in entering 
another zero against my name. I had written no more than a couple of sub-headings when I 
looked up and saw the clock pointing spitefully at four thirty a.m.

The following day, thinking over what had happened, it was clear that my timeouts were 
more than just  random jumps into my own future.  Although I couldn’t  explain  how they 
happened, I needed to understand why. I definitely hadn’t fallen asleep; I was one hundred per 
cent certain of that. Expecting to need to stay awake until the early hours, I had drunk several 
cups of coffee. At about five a.m., although the essay was now crystal clear in my head, I had 
once again revised my objectives downwards and gone to bed. I had then tossed and turned 
for the best part of an hour, regretting the caffeine I had pumped into my system, before 
finally getting to sleep. I was used to losing a few minutes, sometimes even an hour or two; I 
had come to terms with the idea that it only happened to me, and that it was much more than 
just day-dreaming. I had even mentioned it to the university doctor – a human being then of 
course,  the  teledoc wasn’t  developed until  much  later  -  who had burst  out  laughing  and 
recommended cutting down on parties, booze and late nights. But seven whole hours! There 
was something else, something new. If I was really honest with myself, deep down inside I 
knew that I had wanted this to happen. Though it was never going to wash with Dr Pollet, for 
me, fast-forwarding several hours was a perfectly valid excuse for not writing the assignment 
– a futile and boring piece of work that in any case would be forgotten long before exam time  
came around. For the first time in my life, I started to wonder whether I could actually be  
doing this to myself: was I really somehow deliberately skipping chunks of time simply to 
further my own, sub-conscious agenda? There was only one way to find out.  

That evening, after making my lame excuses to Dr Pollet and promising that this was 
absolutely the last time, I hung out a do-not-disturb sign, locked my door, and settled down 
with the most boring book I could find in the college library – the Nibelungenlied. It was a 
Friday evening;  I  was fairly sure nobody would come looking for  me,  and there was no 
bedder  on Saturday mornings.  As part  of  my experiment,  I  had also taken care to  shave 
carefully. If I simply slept for seven hours or so, I could expect to wake up with the usual  
morning stubble. But my experience so far was unambiguous: while, for the rest of the world, 
real time marched on in its familiar, inexorable fashion, for me, when I slipped back in from 
wherever it was I had been, very little or no time at all had passed. At eight thirty precisely I 
opened  the  book  and  read  a  few lines;  if  anything  was  going  to  send  me  to  sleep,  the 



Nibelungenlied certainly was. For the first time, I formulated the conscious wish that time 
would  pass  as  quickly as  possible.  I  read  on,  surprised  to  find the  ancient  Gothic  script 
becoming clearer, easier to read...

The only obvious sign that I’ve jumped is when I realize that my eyes have closed – and 
of course, that’s not particularly unusual. On this occasion, I opened them again and glanced 
up at the clock. Eight thirty-five: it was very disappointing. Perhaps I had just nodded off for a 
few minutes. The lights were still on, it was dark outside and the room was exactly as it had 
been when I had closed my eyes a moment earlier. Yet something had changed, something 
that bothered me, because there was no way I could have read so much in just five minutes. 
Not only did the Nibelungenlied suddenly seem infinitely more interesting than I had ever 
imagined it could be, but I could also recall the whole story in great detail: Siegfried bathing 
in  dragon’s  blood,  the  sword  Balmung  and  the  Cloak  of  Darkness,  Hagen  throwing  the 
treasure into the Rhine, the murders, massacres and beheadings – though I had never read the 
book, it was all intimately familiar. 

I checked my watch – eight thirty-six, there was no possible confusion about the time. 
Suddenly it hit me; I looked back at my watch, more carefully this time. Eight thirty-six pm, 
Saturday the 28th. Saturday! I had skipped a whole twenty-four hours. I switched on the radio 
to double-check: the album charts were playing, so it was definitely Saturday evening. My 
experiment had worked – it confirmed that I really could deliberately jump forward in time. I 
rubbed my hand around my chin; it was still as smooth as it was when I’d shaved – a few 
minutes ago by my own biological clock, but a whole twenty-four hours ago for the rest of the 
world. It was the first time that I had really considered that particular implication of what I 
supposed you would have to call time travel: the world didn’t just stop and wait for me to get 
back on, it carried on turning, getting older without me. As far as I could tell,  I was now 
twenty-four hours younger than I ought to be. If I added on the total of all my other jumps, I 
was maybe two or three days younger than my passport said I was. The other conclusion that 
quickly  registered  was  more  worrying.  If  on  the  one  hand  I  was  able  to  trigger  the 
phenomenon voluntarily, on the other hand, I was totally incapable of influencing the length 
of the jump. Not only that, but this was the furthest I’d ever been: each successive experience 
was taking me further into the future than the previous one. 

After lunch the next day, Sunday, I was still turning all this over in my head when there 
was a knock at my door. I got up, opened up and found myself face to face with Amelia, one 
of the sopranos from the chamber choir I had joined at the beginning of term. She gave me a 
curious look as I invited her in and offered her coffee.

“You missed a good show last night,” she said, picking up the Nibelungenlied from the 
coffee table and frowning. “Found something more interesting to do?”

Oh shit! I’d completely forgotten;  a group from the choir  was going to a late-night 
cabaret.  Amelia,  who was a physicist  at  Trinity  and a natural  leader,  both musically  and 
socially, had invited me to join them. At the time I’d thought she was just being friendly; now 
that she’d taken the trouble to come round to my room and find out why I hadn’t shown up, I 
realized there was more to it than that. She was an extremely attractive young woman with 
short, spiky hair and a lithe, athletic body. What an idiot! I must have been walking around 
with my eyes closed!

“Oh yes, sorry about that – um, something came up.” 
As soon as I’d said it, I realized it was the wrong answer. Amelia’s eyebrows confirmed 

my mistake.
“Actually, I wasn’t feeling too good. I had an early night. Slept twelve hours solid.”
“You feeling better now?” Amelia asked. 
“Yeah. Much better, thanks... ‘specially now you’re here!” I answered, not quite on cue.



Amelia snorted, and treated me to the special smile we usually only saw when she was 
asked to sing a solo. 

“I hear you play a decent game of squash. I’ve got a court booked at five – we could eat 
in Formal Hall afterwards if you like.”

Cambridge in those days was a university where there were six men for every woman, 
and no VR. You would have had to be either on your deathbed, completely out of your mind, 
or studying computer science to refuse such an invitation, especially from a girl like Amelia. 
We met at five at the squash courts, and she proved to be a formidable opponent. I had to pull 
out all the stops to avoid defeat; even then I wasn’t sure she hadn’t just let me win. Only after  
dessert in Trinity’s magnificently atmospheric hall did she tell me she was in the university 
women’s team. Over the next couple of weeks we played several more games, went to the 
Arts cinema, ate out, and generally got to know each other much, much better. I couldn’t 
believe my luck, and was determined not to let my peculiar sense of timing spoil things. 

#

The  jumps  seemed  to  be  coming  more  frequently  –  perhaps  because  I  was  always 
wishing away the hours until I could see Amelia again. Now that I was losing whole days at a 
time, I knew I was walking a tightrope. I had a couple of narrow escapes, popping up just in 
time to rush out to meet her for lunch or dinner, but eventually the inevitable had to happen. 
Exactly what triggered it, I never really knew – maybe the prospect of spending several days 
together in North Wales after the end of term – but I disappeared for the best part of two days 
into Francis Ponge’s curious poetic close-ups of everyday objects, ‘Le parti pris des choses’. I 
got back to find a curt note pushed under my door – people still wrote by hand back then, but  
it was every bit as cold and impersonal as a flashtext from a taxbot. I’d not only missed our 
regular  Sunday  squash  match  and  evening  together,  but  also  Monday  lunchtime  choir 
practice: somewhat to my chagrin, it wasn’t clear which of these was the greater crime. Either  
way, it was eminently clear that Amelia was not impressed, and her note suggested in no 
uncertain terms that I needn’t bother to show up to future sporting or singing appointments, 
nor to any other kind for that matter.

I hurried over to Trinity,  and hammered on Amelia’s door. Further up the corridor, a 
pretty blonde stuck her head round her door and looked me up and down. 

“She’s out. You’re Steve, right? It had better be good.” She slammed the door.
I sat down to wait on Amelia’s doorstep. I didn’t usually jump twice in the same week, 

but you never knew: I was terrified I might disappear again before Amelia came home. If I 
couldn’t explain myself for another forty-eight hours, I was toast, that much was clear: even 
her neighbours thought I was some kind of weirdo. So I sat there and concentrated on what I 
was going to say, hardly daring to blink, let alone close my eyes. I’d never really managed to 
tell anyone about my problem: like the university doctor, people usually thought I was crazy, 
drunk, a mythomaniac, or sometimes all three. My parents thought I suffered from some kind 
of sporadic amnesia. Even my mates on the Bulgaria trip couldn’t handle it: twenty-four hours 
after we got home they were convinced the whole thing was pure coincidence. Anyway, I’d 
given up trying to explain long ago. But I really trusted Amelia; if she believed me, it would 
be such a relief to have someone else who knew the truth, someone who could understand.

She finally  got  back at  about  eleven-thirty  in  the  evening:  I  was  cold,  hungry  and 
exhausted. She must have felt sorry for me, because she let me in without saying a word.

“Amelia, what I’m going to tell you is difficult to believe.” 
She was already shaking her head, prepared for some pathetic hard luck story. “I’m not 

sure I can believe anything from someone who can just disappear for two days without saying 
a word.”



“Please,” I said, “just let me tell you the truth. I would never deliberately do anything to 
hurt you. If you don’t believe me, I’ll get out of your life, if that’s what you decide. But you  
are  the  one  person  I  trust  completely,  probably  the  only  person  in  this  world  who  can 
understand.”

She made coffee, and I told her the story I’ve just told you. By the time I finished it was 
one in the morning, and the coffee was cold. She stood up, came over and took my hands in  
hers and kissed me gently on the lips.

“As a physicist, I find it extremely difficult to believe what you’ve just told me,” she 
said. “But as a woman who’s just been stood up, that’s definitely the most original excuse 
I’ve ever heard!”

“Every word is true, and I can prove it!” I protested. “You’re a scientist; let’s set up a 
test under strict scientific conditions.”

I was gambling on being able to reproduce the test I had performed on the night of the 
cabaret. It was the only time in my life I’d made the conscious decision to jump, but it had 
worked once, and it should work again. I reckoned it was a gamble I could win.

Amelia hesitated for a moment. 
“No,” she finally said. “I don’t need you to prove it. I can see that you truly believe it,  

that  you didn’t  deliberately let  me down, and that’s  good enough for me.  Just  try not to 
disappear again before tomorrow morning, all right?”

I didn’t understand it at the time, but since then  I’ve thought long and hard about the 
decision Amelia made that night. She was a highly intelligent woman, and an excellent squash 
player: tactically, she was always a couple of moves ahead of me. She understood that she 
was in a no-win situation. If we had set up an experiment that failed to convince her I could  
travel forward in time, then she’d have been taken for a ride by a pathological liar. If the 
experiment proved me right, then all her scientific certainties, the laws of physics she had 
worked so hard to understand, would have been shot to pieces. Either way, our relationship 
would have been doomed. Some years ago (my years, that is – poor Amelia is long gone) I 
found myself standing across the room from her at a cocktail party. By that time she was an 
elderly but highly respected physicist. She would never have guessed who I was, just some 
young man who looked surprisingly like her old college friend, and I didn’t introduce myself. 
She had trusted me that night in Cambridge, and I didn’t feel any need to shock or upset her,  
even though I could have proved conclusively that I’d been telling the truth.   

#

It  was about  then that  I  started to worry that  I  would never make up for lost  time. 
Admittedly, I was reasonably sure that as I moved forward in time, my biological clock stood 
still: after a jump, I didn’t feel any more or any less tired than before it; my beard didn’t grow 
perceptibly,  nor was I any hungrier or thirstier. My metabolism appeared to be completely 
unchanged, so if the years, months, weeks, days and hours I still had left to live could be 
counted, I wasn’t losing out in quantitative terms. Of course, I had no idea what the possible 
side effects of time travel might be, even if at that time it was still on a very small scale. If I  
was multiplying the risk of contracting some condition like cancer, MS or Alzheimer’s, I had 
no  evidence  to  suggest  it.   Incidentally,  even  though  today  they  are  eminently  curable 
conditions, I’m happy to confirm that, so far, there is no sign of them: I am still in excellent  
health. The point is that all twenty year olds think they’re going to live for ever anyway. I  
wasn’t  so much concerned for the hours, days  and weeks I was losing, as for the missed 
opportunities  that  might  never  come  round  again.  Not  least  among  these  was  the  sheer 
privilege  of  spending three  short  years  at  one of  the world’s  greatest  and most  beautiful 
universities. As those precious years flew by, I missed out on days punting on the river and 



nights  enfolded in  Amelia’s  arms;  sumptuous  college  feasts  in  Hall  and beery picnics  in 
Grantchester meadows; inspirational moments in lecture halls and supervisors’ studies, and 
serendipitous discoveries in the University Library;  formal summer sherry parties in shady 
courts and cloisters, and cheery winter gatherings in the warmth of the college bar. Every time 
I  jumped  forward  I  was  missing  another  potentially  unique  experience:  the  sands  of  my 
personal college years were running through the hour-glass that much faster than those of my 
contemporaries. It was grossly unfair. There would be no extra time, no additional term added 
on to compensate for stoppages after graduation (I even missed the ceremony). Now of course 
there’s no going back, even if I wanted to: the place is just a museum, the university long ago 
replaced by v-learning and implants.

#

Like many student romances, ours was an on/off affair. Amelia was intensely irritated 
by my recurrent disappearances. Although she never again challenged my version of events, 
she made her displeasure clear by herself disappearing, though in a more conventional way. 
She had surrounded herself  with a  clique  of physicists,  singers and squash-players:  these 
friends  would  protect  any knowledge of  her  whereabouts  or  movements  with  an  intense, 
almost feudal loyalty that only intensified my sense of lost time. On several occasions Amelia 
managed to stretch these absences to weeks rather than days, refusing to open her door or 
answer my messages until I gave up hope and resigned myself to losing her. The academic 
insights I gained during my timeouts were small compensation for such loss. 

At the end of our second year in Cambridge we bought tickets for the Trinity May Ball, 
a prestigious all-night affair with top bands, food and as much champagne as you could drink. 
Our relationship at that point was strained to say the least: we had agreed, or rather Amelia  
had insisted that we should go our separate ways over the summer vacation. In any case, she 
was heading off to the States for a two month internship, while I had found work with a  
language school in London. The idea was that the break would do us both good, and we 
would make a fresh start the following September. In reality, we both knew it was the end; the 
symbolism of that decadent final fling was almost intolerable.

Early  in  the  evening,  after  half  an  hour’s  energetic  dancing  to  the  Pasadena  Roof 
Orchestra’s timeless swing, Amelia and I had sat down to rest for a few minutes. Arturo, the 
charismatic director of the chamber choir, and one of our best friends, spotted us from across 
the marquee. He came bounding over and demanded that Amelia dance with him.

“Do you mind?” Amelia asked me.
“Not at all,” I answered, truthfully.  Arturo was as gay as a pink feather duster, so I 

certainly had no grounds for jealousy. “You two go ahead. I think I’ll just go outside and get a 
breath of fresh air. I’ll meet you back here in a few minutes.”

I never went back, and those were the last words we ever exchanged. I think somehow I 
already knew what was going to happen, and I sensed that this time Amelia would not forgive 
me. Arturo was just the man for the job: I learnt later that he had been the perfect gentleman, 
escorting  Amelia  for  the  rest  of  the  evening  and  playing  down  my  disappearance.  He 
understood perfectly why I had to leave his choir, and would remain one of my few close 
friends for the rest of his life. I didn’t feel too much guilt, just sadness that it had to end in the  
way in which I always seemed to resolve my problems, by running away from them.      

I pushed my way out of the pulsating marquee and strolled down to the relative calm of 
the Backs. It was a warm evening, and groups of black-tied and party-frocked undergraduates 
were sitting on the immaculate lawns sipping champagne and smoking Sobranies. These days 
you’d  get  reformatted  for  such  deviant,  anti-social  behaviour,  but  the  brightly  coloured 
Russian cigarettes with their gold filters were all the rage at that year’s May Balls. I walked 



out  onto  the  bridge  over  the  Cam  and  leant  against  the  parapet.  Some  twenty  yards 
downstream towards St John’s, a couple were arguing in a punt. In the still evening air, their  
voices carried easily across the water; I recognized Jocelyne’s low alto, one of the best voices 
in the choir. I had been immediately attracted to her when we had first met, but was quickly  
warned off by a fellow baritone who told me Joss was going out with a beefy rugby blue from 
St Catherine’s. Nevertheless, we shared the same sense of humour, and often exchanged a 
smile or a wink during choir practice when Arturo made one of his more outrageous remarks. 
Joss sat hunched on the cushions in the middle of the punt, while second-row Sam towered 
over her on the rear deck, clutching the dripping punt pole in his massive hands. Joss started 
sobbing, her mascara running in dark grey smudges down her pretty cheeks. Amelia and I had 
played out so many similar scenarios that I couldn’t help tuning in to their conversation...        

I  opened my eyes to find myself  still  on the bridge. It was over two days later, just 
before dawn on one of those cold, misty mornings that in Cambridge are common to all four 
seasons. The Backs were empty: all the paraphernalia of the May Ball had been cleared away,  
the broken champagne glasses, the empty bottles and the cigarette butts picked up one by one, 
the excessive decibels of music, laughter and tears swallowed up into the centuries-old silence 
of the elegant stone, all the emotions of a night of unfettered celebration drained away into the 
cold, wet grass and the slow, muddy waters of the Cam. But I was full of new knowledge; 
above the dull background pain that reminded me that Amelia and I were finished, I quivered 
with a far more vivid emotion. I was startlingly aware of how well I now knew Joss, more 
profoundly than I had ever known anyone else. I knew her hopes and fears, her joys and 
sorrows, her pain and pleasure, her strengths and weaknesses. I also knew - don’t ask me how, 
except that I suppose I had glimpsed the future through some interstice as I travelled through 
time – I just knew that she would become my wife. The joy that this knowledge brought was 
tinged with sadness, with the intuition, perhaps the foreknowledge, that the path of true love 
never did run smooth. Ours would be rougher than most. 

#

At first, however, things could not have been simpler. Making Joss fall in love with me 
was almost too easy: instinctively, I knew exactly how and when to make each move. Sadly, it 
meant missing the thrill of the chase, passing up the ancient steps of the courtship ritual that 
Amelia and I had danced, sometimes stumbling, sometimes meeting unexpectedly, sometimes 
drifting  apart  before  crossing  paths  again.  With  Joss,  everything  was  so  coordinated,  so 
seamless, it felt almost like cheating. In a sense, it was cheating - but no more than these days  
when you can just log in to Central Planning for your ideal genetic mate’s contact codes. I 
knew exactly how much breaking up with Sam had hurt Joss, and precisely how numb she 
felt.  She  was  amazed  that  any  man  could  understand  her  confused  emotions,  let  alone 
reformulate her very thoughts, leading her gently along the road to recovery. I was the perfect 
shoulder to cry on, there when she needed me, but sensing when she wanted to be alone,  
somehow intuiting her every wish before she made it. Inch by inch, I gained her trust; never 
pushing too far, never making her feel uncomfortable. Like me, she had found a teaching job 
in London. We met frequently after work, our relationship maturing almost imperceptibly as 
colleagues became friends, and friends became lovers.  

From the very beginning, I had decided I would not even try to explain my chronopathy. 
Instead,  I  consciously wove the need for  separations  into the  subtext  of  our  relationship, 
persuading Joss that she needed the freedom to lead her own life as much as I did, and that  
our reunions were all the more exciting and intense for having been apart. She swallowed it, 
hook, line and sinker. How could she fail to do so, when I knew her so much better than she 
knew herself? The first time we went out for dinner,  I took her to her favourite  Chinese 



restaurant, arranged for them to play her favourite song - Carole King’s ‘You’ve got a friend’- 
then surprised her with a late-night Robert Redford movie, another favourite. It may seem 
Machiavellian, but I had the advantage of foresight, of knowing what was meant to be; what 
harm was there in taking advantage of what I knew to make her happy?

Our  last  year  at  Cambridge is  hardly more  than a  blur in my memory.  With Finals 
looming, time flew by for most students, especially the dedicated,  hard-working ones like 
Joss. For me, that final year lasted no more than four or five months in real time, so regularly 
was I skipping three or four days at a jump. I was becoming increasingly aware that while I  
jumped, the world was changing. Not only did political crises, coups d’état and minor wars 
come and go, but key introductions, networking opportunities and influential contacts were 
also bypassed. Other than Joss, I had few friends; girlfriends are not the only people to take 
umbrage at inconvenient and unexplained absences. The university may well have been the 
ideal  place  for  making  new friends,  but  old  ones  can  be  lost  remarkably  quickly  by not 
showing up to parties, dinner, or even just for coffee. So as not to sound like a total geek to 
my remaining friends and acquaintances, I took to rushing over to the library after every jump 
to skim through back copies of the newspapers and find out what had been going on in the 
world. Had databots already been invented, it would have been a lot simpler just to subscribe 
to a summary video feed; at least back then I could rely on the papers to provide a reasonably 
objective view of events. 

Joss appeared to take it all in her stride: to tell the truth, she was so engrossed in her 
studies that she didn’t seem to miss me that much when I disappeared. A week before Finals, I 
locked myself in my room to revise, and promptly closed my eyes for a six day absence. I  
opened them again feeling inspired with profound insights into my European texts. I slept for 
twelve  hours,  blissfully  unaware  of  someone  knocking at  the  door  at  one o’clock  in  the 
morning,  woke  up  refreshed  and  headed  off  for  the  Languages  Faculty.  I  felt  calm  and 
collected,  reasonably sure that  after  a  six  day hop I  could get  through a week of  exams 
without teleporting myself into a future where I would have missed several papers. 

My last exam  was on the Friday afternoon. I had written what I felt was an inspired 
commentary on Albert Camus’ famous essay on existentialism, the myth of Sisyphus: thanks 
to my unusual life-style,  I could identify strongly with the struggle to find meaning in an 
absurd world. For once there was no need to read the newspapers – every student in town had 
spent the last two weeks in their own private bubble. Relieved to have got through the week 
without incident, and ready to party, I headed straight over to Joss’s room. A note was pinned 
to her door, informing me that she had been admitted to Addenbrooke’s. Hardly daring to 
speculate about what might have happened, I cycled over to the hospital as fast I could. Joss 
was awake, but sedated and still drowsy.

“You  can  only  see  her  for  a  few  minutes,”  the  nurse  warned  me.  “She’s  had  a 
breakdown, and she needs complete rest.”

I sat down by the bed and held Joss’s hand. It was cold and clammy. I should’ve seen 
this coming, but I was too obsessed with my own problems. Her eyes took a while to focus on 
my face.

“Steve?” she whispered.
“Yeah, I came as soon as I heard; it’s all right, Joss. You’re going to be fine.” 
“Where were you?”
Where were you when I needed you? That was always Amelia’s killer question, one that 

inevitably led to the same place, a place I really didn’t want to go to with Joss. 
“Um,  I  had  to  go away.  I  was kind  of  stressed  out,  just  needed to  get  away from 

Cambridge and Finals for a few days.”
“Why didn’t you tell me?” she asked.



“Well, you know, you were busy, I didn’t want to disturb you. Didn’t want to invade 
your space,” I improvised, using one of the favourite platitudes I had built our relationship on.

She nodded, and there was a silence.
“I had something important to tell you,” she whispered. “I couldn’t find you for five 

whole days! I panicked – I thought you were gone for ever, thought you didn’t want me any 
more.”

“Joss, I would never run away from you, you know that! Running away never solves 
problems anyway.” Listen to me talking! Mr Face-up-to-your-problems himself. The only guy 
in the world who can run somewhere he’ll never, ever be found!   

“But we’re OK, aren’t we Joss?” I said. “We don’t have any problems, do we?”
She looked at me, and a single tear rolled down her cheek. 
“I was so happy,” she said, “I wanted you to know as soon as possible. Now I’m not so 

sure. I don’t know if I want to tell you.”
I felt an ominous gnawing in the pit of my stomach. I could see where this was going. 

Talk about missing out on important moments in life!
“You can tell me Joss – no secrets between us, eh?”
Her hand moved skimmed over the crumpled sheets to her belly. “I’m...” She struggled 

to say it, but I’d already understood.
I summoned all the enthusiasm I could muster. “But that’s fantastic news, Joss!”      

#

I  really was enthusiastic about the idea, honestly. I’d known from the very beginning 
that we’d have a child; I even knew Joss would want to call him Daniel after her grandfather. 
It  was  just  so much sooner  than I’d expected.  I  felt  I  was being dragged screaming and 
kicking into adult life, when I was only just getting used to being a teenager. Everything was 
happening too fast, it was as if the world was a moving walkway that kept accelerating every 
time I tried to get off. 

We got married in July; two days later we heard I’d got a first. Joss had been given an 
aegrotat – an ordinary degree given on the basis of the work she’d done before missing her 
exams. If there was any justice, it should have been the other way round: Joss was the one 
who’d put in all the work, I just got lucky. What merit was there in sliding through time and 
coming out somehow knowing what Kafka went through or what made Ibsen tick? 

In the end, it made little difference. I now had a wife and unborn child to support: my 
priority was to find a job that I could hold down in spite of my unplanned leaves of absence,  
preferably one which would also provide credible excuses for being away from home. After 
some searching, I found a position as a technical writer that seemed to fit the bill. Although 
the  internet  and  email  were  still  in  their  infancy,  a  few forward-thinking  employers  had 
already realized that teleworking and hot-desking could save them money.  I could do most of 
my writing from home, only being required to show up at the office at irregular intervals. The 
job also involved a certain amount of travel to see at first hand the products and processes I 
had to write about, thus providing plausible cover for my timeouts. 

For a few months,  I  managed to juggle well  enough to keep my professional plates 
spinning and my marital  clubs in the air. Joss was keeping busy too, sharing her energies 
between part time jobs and setting up home in our dilapidated flat in Kilburn. She seemed to 
swallow my stories of urgent trips to places where they didn’t have telephones - I kept small 
travel bags packed and ready at home and in the office - and my bosses appeared to feel that 
my ability to sort out the messes other writers had got them into made up for my frequent 
missed deadlines. But my ‘trips’ were getting steadily longer, and on both sides patience was 
being stretched to the limit. A couple of months before Daniel was due, feeling the strain, I 



went down to the local pub for a drink while Joss was out at pre-natal clinic. I sat down in a 
quiet corner of the snug with a double scotch, and stared mindlessly at a photo of Scotland on 
the opposite wall. The glassy waters of the loch were deep and cold, yet strangely inviting...

I skipped over three weeks, opening my eyes again in the same corner seat. Fortunately 
for me, it was little used. I got up and went home to find Joss in a state of turmoil.

“Where were you this time? Timbuctoo?” she enquired.
“Scotland,” I said. “Very remote – little factory up in the Highlands north of Inverness.”
“I thought the telephone was invented by a Scot? Surely they’ve installed the odd line or 

two up there by now?”
“Come on, Joss, you know I hate the ‘phone. It only makes things worse.” 
“Well, maybe you’re right about that - I phoned your office last week. They said they 

didn’t know anything about a business trip. So unless you can explain where you’ve been for 
the last three weeks, it’s certainly made things worse!”

I suppose I had become careless. I’d always been able to read  Joss, to press the right 
buttons, say the right things to get her to believe my stories. But people change, especially 
with a child waiting to be born. Perhaps I no longer knew Joss quite as well as I thought I did. 
She had got it into her head that I was having an affair with another woman, and no bullshit  
about ‘personal space,’ or ‘freedom to develop’ was going to throw her off the scent.

I had decided long ago that feeding Joss white lies would be easier than trying to explain 
the truth. Now I found myself with a dilemma. Other than my absence, there was not a shred 
of evidence to support Joss’ theory,  because of course there was no other woman. On the 
other hand, I had no way to substantiate my claim that I had been anywhere near Scotland – 
unless you counted the slight hint of three-week-old whisky that still lingered on my breath. I 
quickly decided that particular avenue wasn’t going to help.  

“OK, I admit it, I wasn’t in Scotland. I just needed some time away; I’ve been feeling 
really stressed out recently. But there’s nobody else, believe me.”

“So if you weren’t in Scotland, where were you?”
“With friends, in, um, in Cambridge,” I improvised.
“All right then. Let’s call these friends. If they can confirm you’ve been with them, I’ll 

start believing you.” 
“They don’t have the phone.”
“Really? How convenient for you. But I expect they have names, and an address?” 
Joss was relentless, and I could see I was on a slippery slope. For the second time in my 

life, and much against my better judgement, I opted for the whole truth, and nothing but the 
truth. 

Joss was much less impressed by my story than Amelia  had been. Frankly,  I  could 
hardly blame her. Having your husband walk out on you for three weeks just before your baby 
is  due  is  bound  to  make  you  pretty  cynical.  Anyone  else  would  have  thrown  me  out 
immediately, but of course Joss was used to my absences by now. Apparently she’d decided 
that I was either a bigamist or a mythomaniac. My continued protests that her first hypothesis  
was untrue only seemed to reinforce her alternative diagnosis:  following the path of least 
resistance as usual, I decided to go along with it as the lesser of two evils. Joss insisted that I  
seek professional help, and booked me in for counselling with an old psychiatrist friend of her 
parents. It couldn’t  do any harm, I thought - they couldn’t  do brain overrides then – and 
maybe the shrink would even be able to help me come to terms with the way my life was 
spinning out of control.   

In fact, I only got to see Dr Herman once before my next jump added insult to injury. 
The only good thing that came out of the meeting was that he was able to assure Joss I was 
telling the truth: at least, what I believed to be the truth. Obviously I couldn’t produce any 
kind  of  proof  to  support  my  claims;  for  him,  there  was  absolutely  no  doubt  that  I  was 



completely out of my mind. I couldn’t face a second session with Dr Herman, and once again 
ran away from my problems...

#

I resurfaced two weeks after Daniel was born. There were two messages on the kitchen 
table; the first was a short note from Joss telling me that I was the father of a healthy baby 
boy, and that she had gone to stay at her parents’ place in the country. Dr Herman had advised 
that I should check in to a mental health centre for observation; Joss wouldn’t see me again 
until  I  had  done  so.  The  second  message  was  less  of  a  surprise.  It  was  from my boss, 
informing me I’d missed one deadline too many, and was now an ex technical writer.   

I was distraught  and stricken with guilt at missing the baby’s birth. I tried to imagine 
how Joss must have felt as the days and weeks ticked by and the due date approached without 
any word or sign that her husband still existed. It meant that I had lost over a month - where 
was it going to end? How could I ever have any kind of normal relationship with my wife and 
son?  I’d already missed  the  first  two weeks of  Daniel’s  life;  his  first  tears,  first  dreams, 
perhaps  his  first  smile  -  so  many  changes  in  those  first  two  weeks,  so  many  bonding 
opportunities that might never come again. Not knowing whether I was feeling sorrier for 
Daniel, for Joss or for myself, I staggered out down the street and into the nearest pub. Only 
rarely, if ever, had I got really drunk enough to experience the consequences on my peculiar 
metabolism, but that night I literally drank myself into oblivion...

#

My head was still spinning when I came to my senses, only marginally aware of the 
empty pub tables around me.

“What are you doing in here?” shouted the startled barman. “It’s three o’clock in the 
morning – haven’t you got a home to go to?”

I let myself be bundled out into the street, staggered a few yards further and collapsed 
into  a  shop  doorway.  An  hour  or  two  later  I  was  shaken  awake  by  a  gruff  policeman.  
Shivering with cold and still reeking of alcohol, I made a sufficiently poor impression to earn 
myself a trip to the drying out cell at the local police station. The next morning, somewhat 
more sober but suffering from the mother of all hangovers, I gave my name and address in 
exchange for a mug of wickedly strong police tea.  The duty sergeant was a cheerful East 
Ender, well into his fifties; he seemed more sympathetic than the officer who had pulled me in 
from the pavement, but returned a few minutes later looking rather less understanding.

“You trying to mess with me, son? They’ve never heard of you at this address.”
I was only starting to put two and two together.
“Sorry officer, I’m still a bit confused. Can you tell me the date please?”
“January the fourteenth – not the ideal  time of year  to be sleeping rough,” said the 

puzzled policeman.  
January? It was February when Daniel was born, and when I got Joss’s note. Had I gone 

back in time? A glimmer of hope flickered into my mind. I’d only ever travelled forwards 
before, but if I could go back to the past, maybe there was still a chance to put things right!

“What year?” I asked.
“Look, I ain’t got time for games, sonny boy. Stop messing about and give me your real 

name and address, or I might just leave you in there and forget about you for a couple of 
days.”

“Please, it’s really important!” I pleaded, hardly daring to hope that the answer would be 
nineteen ninety-one.



“I  thought  I’d  seen  ‘em  all!”  muttered  the  sergeant.  “All  right,  it’s  January  the 
fourteenth, ninety ninety-four. All day. ‘Appy now?”  

Joss’s parents refused to give me her new address, but I managed to track her down 
eventually. She agreed to let me see Daniel, but informed me that she was divorcing me. I 
didn’t blame her; I couldn’t think of much worse than abandoning your wife and baby for 
nearly three years.  Daniel was a great  little  kid,  but understandably shy and wary of this 
stranger bearing toys and sweets. I was finding it difficult myself to come to terms with the 
idea that I was the father of this three year-old I had never met. Joss was businesslike, mature 
and in control, but the worry and fatigue of life as a single mother had left their mark: tiny 
wrinkles around her eyes and mouth betrayed the fact that she was now three years older than 
me. I still found her irresistible, despite her coldness and the space she kept between us.

“Is there, you know, someone else?” I finally managed to ask.
“Steve, you walked out on us!”
“I didn’t mean to, I didn’t have any choice. This time-travel thing just happens, I can’t 

control it.”
“All right, you were travelling for three years, on the road, off the map, whatever. Time-

travelling, if that’s what you want to call it. But you can’t expect to just breeze back and take 
up where we left off. Things have changed while you’ve been away!”

#

Indeed, a lot of things had changed. I was increasingly aware that while I slipped out of 
some  back  door  to  the  universe,  coming  back  in  completely  unchanged,  the  world  was 
spinning faster and faster without me. While I jumped, the US had successfully launched the 
space shuttle and Europe had opened the single market. Clinton and Yeltsin had agreed to a 
stand-down of nuclear missiles, and the Church of England had allowed women to become 
priests. Intel had shipped its first Pentium chips, spamming had been unleashed on a growing 
internet  community,  and body-piercing was the latest  fashion. It  took me several months, 
punctuated by further jumps, to come to terms with the idea that, in little more than a year, I 
had  gained  and  lost  a  wife  and  child.  During  these  short  subjective  weeks  and  the 
corresponding long years of real time, there was genocide in Rwanda, the first animals were 
cloned,  India  and  Pakistan  obtained  nuclear  weapons,  and,  miraculously,  peace  came  to 
Northern Ireland. The new millennium came and went, and, according to their various beliefs 
and dogmas, people were shocked, thrilled or left indifferent by the September 11 attacks, 
same sex marriage, global warming, credit crises, stock market crashes and the rise of neo-
fascism. I drifted between my parents’ and Arturo’s homes (his parents had several), barely 
having time to find casual work before jumping years further into the future. Just as I had 
discovered at Cambridge that I could trigger the jumps at will, now I found that I was helpless 
to  prevent  them,  however  strongly I  might  prefer  to  stay rooted  in the present.  My poor 
parents were thoroughly bewildered by my peculiar lifestyle  with its comings and goings: 
Arturo was the one person in the world who seemed able to tolerate almost any eccentricity.  
He would leave for work in the morning with a casual wave, but an older, greyer  Arturo 
would embrace me as a long-lost friend when he returned in the evening, only remarking 
somewhat  enviously  that  I  hardly  looked  a  day  older  than  when  we  had  first  met  in 
Cambridge.  

There came a time when I desperately wanted to see my son again. I had heard nothing 
from Joss during the months (for me) and years (for her) since our last meeting, but when I 
called she seemed friendly enough. She declined my invitation to meet for dinner, suggesting 
I pick Dan up after his regular Saturday afternoon football match and take him for a burger. I 
hired a car and drove down to the football club as agreed, deliberately arriving early in the 



hope of seeing my son play. I parked the car and walked round the three or four games that  
were still  in progress, hoping to spot my boy. To my surprise, the youngest players were 
fourteen or fifteen years old, and when the match finished, I still hadn’t managed to identify 
Daniel. A tall,  tanned young man walked over to greet me. Probably one of the coaching 
team, I thought.

“Steve?” he asked.
“Yeah, I’m looking for my son, Daniel.”
“I’m Dan,” he said, confidently holding out his hand.
Over  burgers  and soda  I  learnt  that  Dan was  now seventeen.  Although I  was  now 

officially nearly forty, I only felt and looked seven or eight years older than him, much more 
like an elder brother than a father. So that was the pattern we quickly slipped into; we talked 
about football, music and girls, and found we had a lot in common. I was curious to know if 
Joss had told him about my ‘problems’, especially if he had inherited them with my genes, but 
he made no reference to either. Eventually I couldn’t resist the temptation any longer, and 
asked him straight out.

“Yeah, Mum told me you’d look exceptionally young for your age. She said you had 
this thing about time travel.”

“So you know the story?”
“Yeah. She told me. Said I should form my own opinion.”
“And?”
“Well, you don’t seem particularly crazy or dangerous to me.”
“So you believe me, then?” 
“Oh come on, Steve! I only said I don’t think you’re insane; that time travel bullshit 

may work on Mum, but you don’t really expect me to buy it, do you?”
I  was  torn  between  disappointment  that  Dan  didn’t  believe  my  story,  despite  the 

growing physiological evidence, and relief that he wasn’t suffering from my condition. I was 
reasonably confident that was the case: if he didn’t believe in time travel, I supposed he had 
had no experience to suggest it might exist. 

The  next  time  I  saw  Dan,  he  was  about  to  get  married.  He’d  become  a  somewhat 
serious, mature young adult, certainly more mature than I felt. The time for easy, brotherly 
chats about the trivia of teenage life had passed: he was hurt that I hadn’t spent more time 
with him after that first heart to heart. He obviously still wasn’t buying the time travel story,  
and after I missed the wedding too, he had about as much time for me as I had made for him. 

#

I tried to get on with my own life, but was finding it increasingly hard to settle into any 
job, place or time. People of my own generation were now middle-aged and settled, living in 
comfortable  homes,  watching  their  kids  grow  up  and  get  married,  looking  forward  to 
grandchildren and retirement. The first rejuvenation treatments were just becoming available, 
but only to the seriously rich. I didn’t need them of course, but I lost several friends who 
thought I must be hiding enormous wealth from them. My contemporaries had become slow 
and conservative,  steadily losing the quick reactions  and nonchalance  that  I  still  enjoyed. 
Daniel’s generation, on the other hand, people now the same physical age as me, were the 
children of the new millennium: they had grown up with video games, electronic messaging, 
second life, rap, R&B and slash rock. They were now throwing themselves unreservedly into 
the virtual world and the designer drugs that came with it. I felt alienated, unable to identify 
with the values of any segment of the population. While hopping decades, I continued to gain 
insights into life and human behaviour, but these were small compensation for my loss of 
identity.  How  could  I  focus  on  any  useful  application,  when  I  could  not  hope  to  work 



continuously on any project for more than a few days or weeks? How could I exploit my 
knowledge, before once again sliding further into a future where, in all probability, it would 
no longer be relevant? So I drifted from place to place and from time to time, living mostly on 
the  interest  that  accumulated  on  my modest  savings  accounts,  constantly  searching  for  a 
solution to my malaise in a treatment that was always destined to be more cause than cure.

As the jumps continued to lengthen, I worried more and more about the changes that 
could occur during the years I missed. I had always returned to the exact same spot that I had 
left:  now that I could be away for ten years or more,  I worried that a building would be  
demolished, a floor removed or a new wall built through the place I had been sitting in. So far 
the process had always seemed to cover its own tracks – nobody ever saw me disappear or 
reappear – but I couldn’t be sure it would continue to do so. My other concern was that the 
increasingly paranoid authorities  would become suspicious about my failure to respond to 
official paperwork during these periods: I had always kept as low a profile as was humanly 
possible, but data management and citizen tracking systems were becoming more efficient 
and more intrusive by the year. I watched my family grow old, each meeting more of a shock 
as the years took their toll.  I followed the rise and fall of my Cambridge contemporaries’ 
careers in the arts,  business and politics,  variously achieving fame,  notoriety,  high public 
office and sometimes disgrace. I saw friends marry, raise children, divorce, re-marry, grow fat 
and prosperous or thin and desperate, retire to golf courses or nursing homes, and disappear in 
a flurry of funerals. 

#

So now here I am today, officially a hundred and forty-eight years old, but physically 
and mentally still only in my mid thirties. Everyone I ever knew in the ‘normal’ part of my 
life, the period before I started skipping more time than I was living, is now long gone: my 
parents, Amelia, Arturo, Joss, even Dan. I failed to build any really meaningful relationships 
after leaving university, so now I am almost totally alone – a stranger in an alien world that 
bears only a passing resemblance to the one I was born into. Each time I open my eyes in a 
new era, wars, disasters, new technologies and new political systems have changed the world 
beyond recognition.  I don’t even have the satisfaction of living through some of the great 
moments in history - I only seem to pick up the tab after the event. I’m the man who missed 
the ‘flu pandemic, the end of oil, the Great Jihad, the failure of the Gulf Stream, the drowning 
of London and New York, the meltdowns, the massacres on Mars, the clone riots, the asteroid 
strike, and so much more. 

My body may still  be  young,  but  my mind  is  desperately  tired.  Human  beings  are 
designed to adapt to change, but there are limits to that ability. I’ve pushed far beyond them – 
so far that I feel I have been robbed of one of the basic human rights, the right to stability. My 
only ambition now is to try to find some stasis before it’s too late, before I am propelled into a 
world where I will  be labelled a circus freak,  the man from the last  millennium, or even 
worse, some kind of ancestral criminal on the run from the terrible mess that will be their past. 
In a sense, that’s already what I am: a refugee from the past, seeking asylum in a hostile and 
foreign present. I never wanted this, never asked for it. All I hope for now is to settle down, to 
familiarize myself  with your  time,  to learn the language of the twenty-second century,  to 
make friends. Perhaps it’s not too late to find one true friend who can understand what I’ve 
been through?  

You’ve  listened to my story,  and I‘m grateful for that. Maybe you even believe me, 
although few people do. At least you’ve been kind enough not to dismiss me as some kind of 
madman. As I told you, nobody has ever seen me jump – and that’s why I need you now. As 
long as you stay here in this room with me, I’m safe – I can’t jump without your noticing it. 



You can be my anchor, my lifeguard.  If you leave me here alone, you’ll  almost certainly 
never see me again, unless you’re still around in twenty or thirty years’ time. Who knows 
what the world will be like by then? You may be permanently shunted into a virtual existence 
in silico, your useless bodies wired up to life support systems, each in its individual sterile 
cocoon. Or you might equally well have bombed yourselves back into the Stone Age, and be 
fighting for survival in a post-cataclysmic jungle. Either way, I don’t want to go there - I’m 
too frightened of what I might find. So won’t you stay with me just a little longer? Won’t you 
keep me company, pass the time with me? Watch over me when I fall asleep, so I can’t just  
disappear into the future? Could you do that for me? Please? 

# # # # #


