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FOREVER IS NOT 50 LONG

By F. Anten Reeds

@ Given that much-sought knowledge of the future, how many

would have courage to enjoy what life was to be thei

9

Mastestea vy Orban

Sey 1031,
The lights of Europe still burned.

The black hulk of Ploving Manor was broken by
the squares of brilliant, friendly light from its
many windows that gave the old country seat al-
‘most a cheerful aspect. From the stone terrace to
the south of Professor Ploving's study long strings
of bobbing, soft-glowing lanterns stretched across
the close-cropped Jawn to the dark outline of the
orchard. Beyond the orchard was the pounding
beat of the Channel.

On a platform under the lights young men
and young women danced to the strange new
throbbing music from the Americas. It was a
pulsing tom-tom beat, that music, that called for
ameasure of gay abandon and a great deal of mus-
cular dexterity. But not quite the same sort of
abandon that their mothers and father bad known.
For thoss lovely women at the terrace tables and
the gray-templed men at their sides had been the
fabulous, almost forgotten “lost generation” of an
almost forgotten “post-war” period. These young-
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sters dancing under the English stars and pressing
hands in the orchard’s shadow were the fortunate
chosen ones who would bulld at last the brave new
world that had been their fathers’ dream.

ing the swit! of color on the lawn, his eyes search-
ing the laughing crowd for a sight of Jean. His
eyes found her and foliowed her across the lawn.
When she came near he called her name.

She hurried to him and took his hands in &
friendly tug.

“One dance together. Steve, before you

kshop.”

out

“Just one,” she pleaded.

He pressed her hands, watching the way the stiff
sea breeze raffled the gay silk kerchlef at her
throat,

"'l'hm 's no time. Your father’s walting for me

" onfound father, contound you and contound
science.”

She laughed, but there had been a nots of real
annoyance in her volce.

Decvila ooked t the soit cucve of s thost
and the ligh-lighted sheen
‘brown hair and beyond the movln( figures on the
lawn. He suddenly wanted it all; the music and
the laughter and the galety and the feel of her in
his arms. But be wanted the other, too; the thing
that awaited him out there in John Ploving's work-
shop. The foel of metal cold in his hands, metal
that his own hands had helped to shape, and the
cruzry swaying of the thin necdles on the control
board before him. The age-old call of the twin,
conflicting fires In the blood of youth—Daty and
Romance.

Sha, too, was looking out toward the danclog
couples. He took her impulsively in bis arms end
for a moment she clung to him,

“You can come back to me later on this evening _
when you and father are through.” she whispered. *

Ho wanted to crush her to him. wanted to whi
per “If I do come back, if there i
evening’ for me.” But he only pressed her fingers
lightly.
“Sxve me a danca” be said, and hurried away
down the nacrow path to Professor Ploviag's shop.

The things that Professor Ploving and his young.
ssistant dd thers ia the shop were kngwn only
to themselves; even those in the immedi
ily had long ago learned to ask h. questions .na.

of observing with

affairs of men both In and out of laboratories, had

tught him caution. A professor of the august

Taiversity of London, even a professor of inde-
ASTR N

a “later on this’

pendent wealth and impeccable family, could
hardly dare lay hirself open to ridicule.

Had he been sesking to release atomic energy be
could have spoken glibly and 'olghnly of corpus-
cular radiations and electrodes tom-smash-
ing and even the news-reporters vonld ‘have man-
aged to splash him upon the Sunday feature pages

cussed mathematical equ-zlmu on his theory of the
time-curve and suggest that he intended to utillze
his theocy in a most practical way and the world,
he knew, would shout “time machine” and “crack-
pot.” For time machines, in 1931, wete things to
be left to H. G. Wells and to the rising crop of
talentsd and imaglnative English and American
fantasy writers. It was no doings for a man of
action and, above all, for & man of sclence.

Steve Darville closed the workshop door beblnd
hlnL ‘rauting w tom-tom chythms of the music

rom the terrace lawn.

‘rne Ploving Tube siood with its small daor, ot
ualike the door of a Channel tramsport pl.u.
swioging open. The professor It wi
ing his glaases on a linen kerchief, trylng to Tide
the nervousness that made the knotty blue veins
.l his hands jerk spasmodically. He had thrown

the small window at the south wall ard
th'ongh It Steve caught a glimpse of the rooftope
of the newly-bullt Ploving Laboratoriss whith lay
just under the hill, almost beside the Clunmdl
The laboratories that were to mean 0 much—or
nothi

Inticate calculations, founded upon his own
theories of the “time-curve,” had been utilized by
Professor Ploving in creatian of the Ploving Tube,
a cylinder most undramatic in appearance. But

the heart of the tubs was the tiny Ploving Buttan,
& amall Incesed mechanism no an inch
in thickness and a couple of inches in dinmera. 1
the tube were to be a success, it must depend upou
that one tiny button.

The button in the present tube was the result of
nearly ten years of intensive labor. If it failed.
another Aive to ten years would be needed to dupll-
cate the experiment. According to his figures,
Ploving felt the button capable of sending the tube
no more than ten years into the future and return.

The professors plan, based upon that single as-
sumption, was unique.

Already the irst wing of the new Ploving Labo-
ratories was complete. There, in the bullding that
would absorb nearly his eatire fortune, the care-
fully assembled corps of young experimenters
would work night and day to perfect the Ploving
lnmm although they could only guess

Within ten years. if things weat
-nn. mmn( £elt that a button should have been
developed capable of opening the entire time-
curve to the adventurous exploration of mankind.
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“But I'm an old man,” the professor had snorted
in the confidence of the little workshop.
no time to be dawdling about for a decade wai
ing for something to happen.”

The Ploving plan wac as simple as it
sstounding. He meant to use that single button
already created to go ten years into the future,
take the finished products of his laboratories—the
Ploving Button of ten years hence—return with
them 10 bis own time and proudly present them
to their creators, the techni
only fumbling with the problem of their perfec-
tion.

The technicians would “save” themselves ten
years of labor and the new sweeping highway into
the future and the pest would be open to mankind
within the £ its discoverer.

Only cold, inexorable logic kept the old man

way
winly dictated the na.
tion and strength durlng those fateful moments
that could advance the scope of man’s knowledge
by a decade.

Ploving had conveyed his decision to, bis
younger colleague only the day before in his char-
acteristic way.

“You're clected, young man, by s unanimous vote
of twro.

Steve Darville, garing past Professor Ploving to
the moonlit scene beyond the window, wondered
what changes ten years would have wrought.
Thers could be little a
mmny of the workshop, he knew,

earor has e e ehancen. His fron ow had
Gecreed what nothing be <rected o remodeled
torn away in the vicinity of the workshop; the
provision, an an added preceution, being incorpo-
reted as the first item in his will.

‘The professor fumbled with bis spectacles, man-
aged at last to place them upon hi

accustomed angle, and coughed he:

“Ready?” he asked.

“Ready,” Darville told him, and turned to the
twbe.

1t was a moment made for drama, but there was
no time for drama. He climbed into the narrow
tube, strapped himself into the awkward jump-seat
and carefully checked the dial readings on the
contre 1 before him. He nodded without
klancing out toward the professor, jerked his hand
in a quick salute and closed the tube’s door.
ingle moment he thought of the music

and music he was missing tonight as he had bee:
missing them for so many nights on end. Bnt in
he mroment thas he cased the control sick toward

s who were 8o far

“ the

him be knew that it had boen a amall price for this
moment. One bour more, leas than an hour,
there would be time agaln for music and laughter

across the faces of compact diala and as suddenly
hesitated and stopped. To the man within the
tube It seemed impossible that anything could have
happened in those seconds. It was ludicrous; a
moment more, he knew, and he must step out to
face the heartbreak in the eyes of the kindly old

ind of courage

= Darville had never needed before and for seconds

be hesitated, prolonging the moment. What could
he say 10 the broken man at the other side of that
door, what would there be to say? His whi
Imuckled fist twisted the latch, threw the door
open almost rudely.

‘The workshop was dark, save for soft moonlight
that Hooded acrass a section of, the floor from a
gaping bole in the roof and farther wall. Rubble
lay in heaps over the shop: broken plaster and
crumbled bricks and twisted, jagged fingers of
steel.

He had to pick his way among them as be sought
the old familisr path beyond that gaping splotch
of moonlight.

The path, too, was strewn with rubble and be-
yond the path a black, pitted hole yawned among.
the broken, uprooted trees that had been the or-
chard—was it only a few minutes ago? Darville
‘rubbed a hand across his face, pulling roughly at
his cheeks with thumb and fingers. Instinctively
he wheeled toward the booming reverberation of
Carncl, tovard the costy Ploving Labora-
tories that were his goal

He felt suddenly sick and tced and aie

They, too, were gone; a single tall chimaey, like

prawl
‘wing that had been the crux of Ploving’s dream.
Ploving, Jean, where were they?

Blindly, almost running, Darville stumbled up
the path toward the south lawn, then stood weak
and trembling at the edge of the twisted, fire-
scorched orchard, gazing toward the bulk of Plov.
ing Manor across the lawn that had been, for him.
only minutes ago aglow with the soft light of
swinging lanterns.

The manor was in ruins; & black, blind, tooth-
Iess bag squatting in sullen anger against the roll.
ing meadow—windowless, fire-charred, forlorr
As though his body moved to some other will thas
own, Darville walked slowly across that ba:.
cen lawn toward the house.

He was almost within one of the gaplng door-
srays, the doorway to old Ploving's stady, before
his keen eyes caught the faint glimmer of yellow
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light from a single crack at the foot of the cellar
irs. Light meant buman belngs who could tol
him the things be dreaded to hear yet must know.
Running down the steps he tried the door and,
finding it locked, beat upon it with his fiats.

The crack of light suddenly expanded and
theough the ly opened doorway Darville saw
the ugly snout of an automatic trained at his ibs.
His eyes followed the uniformed arm upward to
iff, tired

ingly. The automatic
door was shut quickly venind b

Within the smoke-iled room several men, all in
uniform, sat about a table. Together they turned
to stare at the newcomer. But it was the face of
the lanky major with the shrapnel scar jagged
across a cheek, that held Stephen Darville riveted.
The major's lips were opened. us if to speak, and
his eyes ed strangely.

Datelle watched the man shake bis haad to clear

ey the sudden paralyui; uaw bis yes soften.

T orty." the major suid, Haing.  ~Tereinly s0FEy-
But fact is, you look remarkably like a chap I

soldiered with in Flanders. Died the last night of
Dunkirk. Blown to bits. Shame, too. A brilliant
fellow. Scientist of promise, I believe, before the
war.You're a good ten years or 5o younger of
course, but the resemblance is y.”

The lanky major besitated awkwardly.

“I say, you couldn't be— But no, I remember
he was an only child.

The tension had broken. A stubby fellow in
captain's uniform turned to his superior officer.

“You don't mean Darville, do you? Steve Dar-
ville?"

The major nodded.

“Funny,” the captain sald. “I never met Dar-
ville, you know. But lest foreaight I bumped into
bis wife. Ploving ber name wes. Plucky. Air
warden in tbe Dover area. Caught hell there.
Lost an arm eight months ago, but do you know,
she wouldn't quit. Nother. Back on duty and one
of the best they've got.”

Steve Dacville stumbled blindly to the door and
up the steps. Out on the path he did not turn to
look back st the shell of the manor, black and
gaunt and desolste against the sky.

His bands shook as he reset the dial readings
and pulled the control. He saw the needles sway
and dance. He was hardly aware of it when they
ceased somaylng. Numbly he reached for the door
latch.

1

e the workshop was the bright glow of
bulbs. A stiff breeze blew in at the open window.
Instinctively, Darville glanced at his wrist watch.
He had been away, in that future that was not his
future, for less than thres-quarters of an hour.
Professor Ploving's eyes met his, read the frus-
tration there. The older man said nothing, but
€ to the smooth surface of the tube

Darville slipped quietly out of the workshop and
up the familiar path, moonlight-fooded between
the orchard trees. At the orchard’s edge be
Balted: stood listening to the gay abandon of the
music and the voices, searching that blob of light
and color for Jean. She was standing at the sdge
of the lawn, a little apart from the otkrers.

Stepben Darville want to her quickly. emothered
her cry of pleased surprise with a quick kiss and
led her to the jerry-built dance floor. Together
they caught the tom-tom rhythm, moved into the
circling stream of the dancers.

“Steve,” she said, her voice eager, “do you have
to go back tonight?”

* “Not tonight or ever,” he sald.
“Stevel”
“From now on, young one, I have time oaly for
you'

“Steve,” she cried. Her arm pressed bim, he
hand squeezed bis. “We'll be the happiest people
in the world, Steve. The happiest, gagest, most in
love two people in the world. And we'll g
being that, Steve—forever.”

Two trumpets were taking a hot chorus, un-
muted, their notes sharp and high and quivering.

“Forexer,” h

THE END.



