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Radio Nowhere

by Douglas Smith

Aurora Award Finalist

On the anniversary of his wife’s death, Liam makes a startling discovery. The particle accelerator experiments that he is conducting for the university are capable of opening a window back in time. Can he tune that window to the night his wife died? Can he actually go back in time to save her?

But what of the strange radio broadcasts he keeps hearing? Broadcasts that warn that changing the past could produce a very dark future for the world—or no future at all.

How much is Liam willing to risk to bring back the only woman he ever loved?

~~

“A very human story of a man hung up on the past for far too long, and a woman who can’t make him realize her true feelings. ... The resolution is a key moment of personal growth for our protagonist, and that’s really what I ask for in a story.”

—Scientifically Bookish

“This is a great story, that connects [the reader} with the emotional pain and trauma [of the characters].”

—Contemplating the Cosmos
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RADIO NOWHERE

ON THE ANNIVERSARY of the worst night of his life, Liam stood outside the darkened control room of the campus radio station. Over the speakers, the Tragically Hip’s “Boots and Hearts” was just winding down. Behind the glass in the studio, Ziggy’s small triangular face glowed like some night angel, lit from below by her laptop screen. She looked up, her eyes finding Liam’s in the darkness. Smiling, she wrinkled her nose at him. His own smile slid away, falling into the dark place inside him, the place that was always darker on this night.

Ziggy turned back to the mike as the song ended. “I’m closing with a request from an old friend, to an old friend. This one’s for Jackie, from Liam. A hurtin’ song, cuz he’s still hurtin’. Fifteen years ago tonight…” She looked at him through the glass.

Fifteen years. He closed his eyes. Fifteen years, and it still hurt this much.

“…but he still misses you, girl. I miss you. Hell, we all miss you. Too young, too young.” She shook her head. “This is Radio Waterloo, CKNW 100.3. Ziggy C, signing off. Back tomorrow night. Stay tuned for Dawg and his Midnight Mayhem show.”

Ziggy hit a button, and Springsteen’s “Downbound Train” wailed from the speakers. Pulling off her headphones, she ran her fingers through her short, black and green-dyed locks as she stood up. She shrugged on her worn, black leather UW jacket, wearing it as comfortably as she wore every year that had passed since the “1993” emblazoned on the jacket’s shoulder.

She stepped out of the studio and snaked an arm around Liam’s waist, pulling him into a hug. They stood there holding each other for a moment. Breaking it off, she slapped him on the bum and headed towards the door, squeezing past the crammed shelves of vinyl and CD’s. “Let us rock.”

He sighed, and forced a smile. “Let us roll.”

Outside the old warehouse that housed the station, Ziggy lit up a joint, took a deep toke, and then handed it to Liam. Looking up a crescent moon hanging above the broadcast tower in a star-specked, cloud-streaked October night sky, she let the toke out and nodded. “So you and your Beast haven’t blown the world up yet. Good to know.”

He smiled, despite it being the night that it was. The “Beast” was the particle accelerator buried deep below, ringing the campus underground. “If you’re going to believe urban legends, at least get them right. That’s the one at CERN. Ours is different.”

“Nanotech-morphed, which you can’t talk about, which is fine cuz I wouldn’t understand anyway. Not that it’ll make any difference if I understand when we all blow up.”

“Implosion, not explosion. We’re all supposed to get sucked into a black hole.” He took a toke, holding it in, waiting to feel the rush. Waiting to feel anything.

Ziggy shrugged, classic Ziggy, and took the joint from him. “Fuck, Lee, you’ve been fallin’ into one of those for fifteen years. Wouldn’t make any diff to you.”

They walked in silence, sharing the joint all the way down to Columbia. Tonight, the silence suited him fine. And silence with Ziggy was always comfortable. They turned west onto the Ring Road circling the center of the campus, what used to be almost the entire campus back when Jackie was…

Back when.

He remembered, trying not to.

The road bore south. They walked past Village One on their right, lying jumbled like a giant set of children’s blocks. Children’s blocks. Jackie had wanted to start a family…

They walked past the Village Green rolling dark and empty, its grass silvery in the moonlight. He’d made love to Jackie there, one hot August night…

They walked until they reached Sick Bay. A single Mallard duck paddled slowly across the small pond, trembling its brown surface. Overhanging the far side of the pond, white and boxy, sat Medical Services. Liam had carried Jackie there when she’d sprained her ankle coming down the steps of the Math building. That’s how he’d met her…

They stopped. They’d reached The Spot. The Spot, he thought, feeling the capitalization that he’d given it over the years.

Across the Ring Road lay the rambling one story red-brick of the Student Life Center, what had been the Campus Center back then, before a Tim Horton’s had been grafted onto it, and before the QNC—the huge Quantum-Nanotechnology Center—had risen to loom over it from the south, brightly lit in silver-blue-grey.

Jackie had been waiting in there, in the Campus Center, at the Bombshelter pub, that night. Waiting for him. He’d been late. She’d just left the pub, just started walking back to their home in the Tutor’s Houses past Village One. This is where she’d crossed the Ring Road.

Or started to cross.

Reaching into his denim jacket, he pulled out a single red rose. He kissed the still-closed bud, breathing in its thick sweetness, and then knelt to place the flower gently on the curb. Standing, he started to cry. He should’ve been there for her. She shouldn’t have died. They should still be together. Ziggy’s hand found his, and they stood in silence, until his sobs died away.

“Y’okay?” she asked quietly.

“Yeah,” he lied, wiping his eyes.

“Me neither,” she said. Her arm circled his waist again. “Let’s go get drunk.”

They turned south, heading for the Grad Club, but had only taken a couple of steps when Ziggy stopped. “Hang on a sec.” Pulling out a little silver radio, she stuck one ear bud in her far ear, leaving the other bud dangling down her chest. She started thumbing the dial. “Dawg’s show. I like Dawg. He plays all the old shit.”

“Glad I have your attention,” he said, resenting the intrusion of the mundane into this night. Tonight was about Jackie, not some fucking radio show.

She shot him a look. “Don’t start, Lee. I’m here for you, boy. Been here every year.”

“Sorry.” But he didn’t feel sorry. No one understood, not even Ziggy. No one understood his pain, his guilt. Fifteen years.

“Always been here for you,” she muttered.

He sighed. Fighting with her wouldn’t help this night. “Look, I’m sorry…” Overhead, the streetlight flickered. He looked up. The streetlights all along the Ring Road flickered. He blinked. All the lights on campus were flickering. On. Off. On. Off.

“What the fuck?” Ziggy said.

“Oh. Right.” He checked his watch.

“What?”

“We’re running some tests of the accelerator tonight. That’s the first.”

“At night?”

“Power’s cheaper off peak. And the Beast draws a lot of power.”

“Oh, just fuckin’ A, Lee. So you’re not going to blow up the world, but I’ll have to reset all my clocks. Thanks a bunch.” She punched him in the arm, grinning.

He laughed, forgetting his anger with her. The lights kept flickering on and off, like a campus-wide stroboscope. When they reached the south end of Sick Bay, Ziggy stopped, looking over at the pond.

He followed her gaze, just as the lights flicked back on and stayed on. On the pond, the same Mallard was still paddling lazily back and forth. “What?”

She kept staring at the duck. “Could’ve sworn…” She shook her head. “That must’ve been good shit. Could’ve sworn that duck was walkin’ on the water.”

He shook his head. “A Mallard with a Jesus complex. God won’t like that.”

She laughed and pulled out another joint. “So I’m either very stoned or not stoned enough. Either way, this will help.” She started to light up, and then stopped, putting her hand up to the radio ear bud.

“What?”

She handed him the other bud, and he leaned in close to her to fit it into his ear. She smelled of soap, warm skin, and marijuana. “Recognize that?” she asked.

It did sound familiar. After a few seconds, it came to him. “Shit, that’s from ‘Moon over Morocco.’ That old radio serial.”

She nodded, still looking puzzled. “Not like Dawg to play something like that. And it cut from Jefferson Airplane to this, mid-Gracie Slick.”

“You change the station by mistake?”

She checked the dial. “Nope. Weird.” She grinned. “Man, ‘Moon Over Morocco.’ That takes me back. Remember when we first heard it? It was on Radio Waterloo then, too. Start of the term, us all sittin’ around your apartment, totally stoned.”

He nodded, remembering. Then he swallowed, remembering more. He pulled the bud from his ear. “That was just before Jackie died.”

Her grin ran away. “Oh. Shit. Yeah, it was.” She stared at the radio in her palm, as if it was going to bite her. “Weird. Sorry.”

He tried to close the memories out, but they’d already pushed through the door. Fifteen years ago, in the tiny apartment he and Jackie had in the Tutor’s Houses. With Ziggy and X-Ray, her drummer boyfriend of the time. Screech, Liam’s best bud back then, and that blonde he’d been going with. What was her name? Passing the hookah around, laughing. Jackie cuddling warm and soft next to him. And listening to a crazy radio serial that now suddenly decided to replay on this night of all nights. And replay these memories with it. Jackie. Oh, god, when would the pain stop? He started walking.

“Lee.”

He turned. Ziggy still stood there, listening to the radio. Behind her, the streetlights rising along the curve of the Ring Road were flickering once more. Off. On. Off. On. “Shit. This is even weirder.” She walked up to him, her face pale. She handed him the other ear bud again.

Static. Buzzing. Then a voice. Male. The static hid what he was saying at first. Then the words became clear, and along with them, the sense of desperation.

“Can anybody hear me?” cried the voice. “…<static>…anybody out there? Oh, god, is there …<static>…left alive?”

“Jeezus,” Ziggy whispered, as the street lights flicked off and stayed off. “That’s not ‘Moon Over Morocco’.”

“Anybody? Anyone at all? If you’re alive…<static>…can hear me, then…<static>”

The streetlights flicked back on, staying on. The voice disappeared, and Liam flinched as the ending crescendo of the Stone’s “You Can’t Always Get What You Want” exploded into his ear. He yanked the bud out.

“Sorry,” Ziggy said, wincing herself. “Cranked the volume, trying to hear what that guy was saying. That was freaky. He sounded, y’know, serious. Like it was real.” She looked up at him, biting her lip.

“You change stations?” he asked, trying to forget the emptiness in the voice.

She checked the dial. “Nope.”

“Maybe they switched to another radio play.”

She tilted her head, listening. “It’s Dawg again. No mention of ‘Moon,’ nothing about that guy. And that ‘Moon’ ep had just started. Why would he only play a few minutes of it? Then switch to something else, then back to music?”

The loneliness in the man’s words came back to him, and he shivered, but covered it with a shrug. He really didn’t give a shit, especially tonight. He had his own loneliness to worry about.

She looked at him, shrugged back. Pulling out the ear bud, she wrapped the headphones around the radio and shoved it in her pocket. “Yeah. You’re right. Let’s go get drunk. Large quantities of alcohol will make all of this so much clearer.” She lit the joint she’d been holding and handed it to him.

~~

THREE HOURS LATER, they sat slumped against the wall of South Campus Hall, after exiting the Grad Club at the







































































































































































































































OPS/CoverDesign.jpg
Jackie was dead.
Liam wanted her back.

Radio Nowhere

JdGL

D
SMIT

T





