
        
            
                
            
        

    
	

	FIFTY SECONDS

	     Seven Everson

	If you had the chance to go back in time and right just one wrong, which would you choose?

	 

	A Madman in a box. That’s what The Doctor from Dr Who once called himself. I didn’t believe it myself. A lot of his decisions seemed reckless and impulsive on the outside, but underneath, there was always this universal intelligence that knew exactly what it was doing, as he careered recklessly through time and space.

	I couldn’t say the same for myself, however. Firstly, I didn’t have a box - it was more of a steel cabinet - and I’m definitely not a madman. As the son of Orthodox Jews, there isn’t a lot of room in my life for madness.

	My parents would doubtless think I was mad, for using my skills as a physicist to even attempt to build a time machine. Luckily for me, moving to LA three years earlier had put me well out of their reach. Of course, there were the weekly phone calls from my mother, checking up that I was being their good Jewish boy:

	Are you saying the prayers, Oren?

	You meet any nice girls yet? Don’t make me an old bubbeh.

	You observe the Sabbath? Please tell me you’re being a good boy.

	I will admit (although not to my mother) that things had slipped a little in the last year. Sometimes I skimmed through morning prayers too fast. Sometimes I didn’t say them at all. They take so much time out of my day, time I need to apply to either my job, or the machine. There’s no room in my life for anything else.

	As for the Sabbath . . . it was best not to speak of it. An entire day of not working? I certainly didn’t have that amount of spare time in my life. Sometimes I did light the candles and break the bread and say a couple of words, mostly out of guilt. I’d take a pic and send it to my parents.

	Besides, as my mother liked to remind me constantly, being Jewish was about acts, not beliefs. Belief is necessary, as it is for any religion, but it was the acts that were proof of a person. Their deeds, rather than their thoughts.

	When I felt a little overworked, I’d go to Synagogue (and send another pic as proof of the good boy I’m supposed to be). The prayers calmed me. Mostly, I used that down time to think about the machine.

	The machine consumed me.

	It had, since the moment a year ago when I’d first woken up in a cold sweat and realized that I knew how it could be done.

	Time travel.

	Not super-efficient time travel like that of The Doctor and his TARDIS. No, this would be just one trip. And not forwards in time because there is no such thing - only going back and then returning to now. Don’t argue about it, it’s just physics. You want to argue, go build your own machine and prove me wrong.

	The power source was the main problem. Back to the Future had it right - it really does take a lot of power to rip a hole through time. I’m not going to say that I negotiated with terrorists to get the power source I needed, but I will admit that the Dark Web has excellent resources.

	I’m being deliberately cagey about all of this because, God willing, there will be other trips (if I can get more sources of power), and if something goes wrong, I don’t want to give everything away. I think time travel belongs in the hands of those who will use it well.

	And I intended to use it very well.

	So, I’ve got the chance to go back to one moment in time. I’ll have maybe fifty seconds there, before I have to return.

	Fifty seconds. 

	You can do a lot in fifty seconds. You can shout a warning. You can knock a person out of the way of a speeding car.

	You can kill a man while he is still a boy.

	And with that man gone, one of the world’s greatest tragedies will be averted.

	Sure, there are other terrible men in history. I could go back and stop Stalin murdering millions of anti-communists. I could take out Pol Pot before he became a torturous monster. 

	I could take out the assassin before he killed Ferdinand, saving the world from World War I, and quite possibly, World War II.

	But I think we all know, given my personal heritage, which man I was going to kill.

	And I would intensively research the best time and place to do it.

	But first I had to test my machine to make sure that it, and I, weren’t disintegrated in the time-space continuum. I only had enough power for two trips and the first one had to be done without me.

	I don’t like hurting living things, as a rule. My target was obviously excluded from that moral line, but otherwise, I wish no harm to any beast or fowl. I even rescue drowning bugs from puddles. But I needed a living thing to prove the experiment, so I went to the pet shop and bought a canary in a small cage. 

	My time machine was built inside a tall steel tank that had once held CO2. I’d built a Perspex window in one side and attached some stabilising brackets to the base. The engine and power source were underneath a single seat. It was a little like sitting on top of a rocket engine. One wrong calculation and I’d be evaporated. 

	I didn’t mind that concept: being instantly evaporated was a far preferable outcome than being scorched beyond recognition and still living . . . possibly while stuck in another time.

	I put the canary cage inside the machine and set up a camera behind it. Then I punched in the coordinates.

	Time travel isn’t as easy as setting a counter to a specific time and going there. If you set the coordinates just for a time, you’re going to end up right where you are, only earlier.

	Time travel actually involves space travel as well. You need to program in the exact location where you want the machine to appear. And don’t get all technical about how the planet is spinning and in orbit around the sun so no location ever remains the same - it doesn’t work like that. Time and space are intrinsically bound to the surface of the planet: you set the coordinates for the Eiffel Tower in 1745 and you’re going to the Eiffel Tower, whatever the orbit and spin of the planet happened to be doing. Again, if you want to argue about it, build your own darned time machine and prove me wrong. 

	 I’d done the calculations for this first trip and checked them more than once. I’d lain awake thinking about them. I’d pored over photographs and history books to make sure the area was accurate. I’d chosen a time and place where my machine could be reasonably unobserved and yet provide absolute proof of the time travel.

	In my cellar, I sucked in a breath and hit the big red button. I’d built in a delay, so I had time to close the door and seek refuge behind my brick safety wall. I peered through a tiny window to watch the machine.

	Inside the machine, the canary fluttered.

	I don’t know what I expected. Light? Sound?

	Instead, the machine just blinked out of existence.

	Thrilled, I counted off fifty seconds.

	The machine blinked back. Just like that. No fuss.

	As I approached it, I could feel the heat from the steel. Inside, the canary seemed unharmed.

	Wearing gloves, I extracted the cage and the camera. I was too impatient to play the footage back on my monitor and watched it, right there on the flip-out screen.

	The darkness of the cellar vanished, to be replaced by a beach. Not just any beach. This was Dunkirk, June 1st. I’d set the machine to appear about half a mile from the main beach. In the distance, I could see thousands of dark figures, lined up, hunched together. In the sea, small boats were bobbing on the waves. 

	I watched, enthralled, the image in which nothing much happened, in which everything was happening. In which history was being written right there and then. I played it over and over.

	Beside me, the canary began to sing.

	Surprisingly, now that my machine was ready, I didn’t feel the need to rush towards the ultimate outcome. History was already written. It had already happened. It wasn’t going anywhere while I took my time to work out the best scenario.

	Besides, I wanted to make sure that the canary was actually going to remain alive.

	I began to research the life of Adolf Hitler.

	I already knew the facts: around 75 to 80 million people died in World War 11. About a quarter of them were soldiers, the rest were civilians, including peoples of all kinds that Hitler had summarily slaughtered for various and terrible reasons.

	Compared to that staggering number, the six or so million Jewish people who had been killed seemed small.

	But not to me. This was my heritage we were talking about. These were my people, including my great grandparents, victims of the camps. Besides, in saving them, I would be saving the other seventy or eighty million people.

	I was supposed to be researching where to find young Adolf as a boy, but I found myself engrossed in the details of the war. The more I read about Hitler and his atrocities, the more I wanted to go back and wipe out not only him, but his parents and their parents. I wanted them gone. I wanted every Nazi who signed on to help him, gone. I wanted to wipe them off the face of the earth.

	Acts, not beliefs, Oren.

	And that’s when it struck me. Was I any better than Hitler, thinking this way? I could justify my rage and potential for harm all I liked, but in the end, I was just another angry man with the will and the way to harm others. 

	Just like him.

	Was my intent to kill him justified because I could save so many others?

	The moral quandary upset me. It upset me so much that I put my work aside. Troubled, I sought out my Rabbi.

	Apart from an occasional nod on my infrequent visits to the synagogue, I’d never actually talked with the Rabbi. We sat down in his meeting room, where a wan light eked through old lace curtains. He told me I looked as if I had the weight of the world on my shoulders.

	I asked him straight up: if he had the chance to go back and kill Hitler, would he do it?

	He didn’t ask why I was asking him. I wasn’t the first Jewish boy to think about it.

	He smiled, stroked his beard, and told me that no, he wouldn’t. He wouldn’t because it would make him the same as Hitler. And he wouldn’t, because, although dreadful things had happened during the war, good things had come out of it too. 

	What things? I asked.

	Go look them up, he told me.

	And so I did.

	On the face of it, there didn’t seem to be many good things, at first. The Communists, as a group, grew more powerful. Stalin did very well and, shortly after the war, Russia and the USA entered into the Cold War. Creating the state of Israel, which seemed at the time a fair compensation to the Jewish people, led to nothing but fierce and bloody fighting to this day.

	But there were good outcomes. Codebreaking led to the modern-day computer. Rocket technology got us to the moon. Women, left behind to manufacture the weapons and ammunition, became empowered. The war industry freed the USA from the Great Depression. Jet engines, antibiotics, crash helmets, seat belts, plastics. Improvements in blood transfusion.

	Nuclear energy was developed and ultimately, the doctrine of Mutually Assured Destruction. In using the nuclear weapons developed during the war, the world came to understand that, in fact, these things should never be used. 

	The biggest outcome, I found, was the change in mindset, particularly among Americans. For the first time we were forced to see not just our country, but the entire world. We became aware, as the rest of the world did, that it was important to foster relationships between all countries. The United Nations was born out of the war. Its usefulness might be argued by some, but what it did was demonstrate that people of all nations could band together to create a new form of peace and justice.

	With the realisation that holding territories by force was very similar to the attitude of Nazi Germany, European imperialism ended, and colonies, whole countries, regained their independence.

	The overall impact of that war was emphasising to everyone to the fact that we are all one world. We all saw beyond our own home and our own country. We began to care about how other governments treated their people.

	Would all that be lost if I prevented WWII? Certainly, most the inventions would eventually be made, given time. But what about the benefits to humanity? 

	And what if, in avoiding Hitler’s reign, Communist Russia had decided to fill the void? Could the world have fought that army?

	I didn’t know what to think any more. A lot of harm had been done, but then, so had a lot of good.

	If I took WWII away, the world would be a very different place. Maybe not such a good place.

	And who was I, some ordinary person in one city, in one country, in the whole world? I was good at physics and I’d stumbled on time travel, but did that give me the right to go back and change everything because I could?

	How dare I even think I had the right?

	If I sat down with the most learned people in the world; historians, philosophers, scientists, leaders, even ordinary people, I doubted that we would all come to the same conclusion. Every one of them would have their own reasoning, or agenda.

	In the end, I realized that it was not up to me to right what I had seen as a wrong.

	But there was one thing I could do.

	One thing that would go absolutely unnoticed by historians, but would make all the difference to me, and to Hitler.

	I did some calculations. This was one thing I would not get wrong.

	But first there was something I needed to buy. Something my mother would never have approved of.

	 

	I closed the cabinet door, locking myself in. My heart thudded. Just because the canary had survived, it didn’t mean I would.

	And even if I did, I had to make sure that what happened at the other end went to plan. Because if I didn’t, it would really mess up history. Forever.

	I set the time to 2:35pm. I set the very specific location to a spot in Berlin, which I had extensively researched. It wasn’t only length and breadth that mattered, it was depth.

	I cocked my new gun and pressed the big red button.

	A few seconds passed and then, outside, the cellar dissolved to another room. It was lighter, with concrete walls.

	On a bizarrely cheerful sofa depicting children, flowers and pet deer, sat Adolf Hitler and Eva Braun. They held hands, their heads tilted to one another, whispering.

	In front of them, on a table, sat a container of tablets and a pistol.

	As I opened the cabinet door they looked up in surprise.

	“Sag Nichts,” I said softly. Say nothing.

	Hitler reached for the pistol. I stepped forward and pointed the muzzle of my gun at his forehead.

	“Nein.”

	Hitler sat back. Shaking, Braun reached for the tablets. I didn’t stop her, nor help her. She wasn’t why I was there, and she was doomed to die regardless. They both were. Hitler and I watched as she put one in her mouth. But she didn’t bite down, not yet.

	I was relieved Hitler hadn’t thought the obvious: that he had been about to commit suicide anyway, so why worry whether or not I shot him reaching for his gun? I know I’d thought over and over that he might. But he didn’t, the coward that he was. 

	He looked weary, a man who’d known for a couple of days that he was doomed to die here. A man who was prepared to die to avoid capture and humiliation.

	There was a lot I wanted to say to him, but there wasn’t time. I’d rehearsed the speech.

	“Ich bin jüdisch,” I said to him. And in fluent, rehearsed German, I went on: “Eighty million people died in this war that you made. Five million of them were Jewish. Know that forever, you will be remembered and reviled as the evillest man in history. You name will be spoken in loathing and disgust. This world will wash its hands of you and grow stronger, united against your evil.”

	Hitler’s eyes grew wide. I doubt he’d known the numbers, or even cared. But he did care that he was not to be the hero. Not only had he lost his war, but he would be hated forever.

	I picked up the pistol from the table and pointed it at him.

	“On behalf of all Jewish people, and all the peoples of the world,” I said coolly, “Die, Hitler.”

	And I shot him in the head.

	 

	Obviously, I made it back. If I hadn’t, history would have recorded the odd American Jewish man who appeared out of nowhere and murdered Adolf Hitler in front of his wife. And who then was forced to turn his gun on his machine to destroy it.

	But I made it back, and I reread the history books. They were exactly the same: always some confusion over whether or not Hitler had poisoned or shot himself.

	Well, I’m here to tell you it was neither. 

	Hitler was shot in the head by an angry Jewish physicist.

	And that’s one act you can believe in.

	 

	Share with your friends:

	 

	https://www.ashesofeden.com.au/quickfics
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