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IT'S BEEN A rough day. Everything gone wrong. A

tremendous tie-up on the freeway going to work, two accounts

canceled before lunch, now some inconceivable botch by the

weather programmers. It's snowing outside. Actually snowing.

He'll have to go out and clear the driveway in the morning. He

can't remember when it last snowed. And of course a fight with

Alice again. She never lets him alone. She's at her most deadly

when she sees him come home exhausted from the office. Ted

why don't you this, Ted get me that. Now, waiting for dinner,

working on his third drink in forty minutes, he feels one of his

headaches coming on. Those miserable killer headaches that can
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destroy a whole evening. What a life! He toys with murderous

fantasies. Take her out by the reservoir for a friendly little stroll,

give her a quick hard shove with his shoulder. She can't swim.

Down, down, down. Glub. Goodbye, Alice. Free at last.

In the kitchen she furiously taps the keys of the console,

programming dinner just the way he likes it. Cold vichyssoise,

baked potato with sour cream and chives, sirloin steak blood-

rare inside and charcoal-charred outside. Don't think it isn't

work to get the meal just right, even with the autochef. All for

him. The bastard. Tell me, why do I sweat so hard to please

him? Has he made me happy? What's he ever done for me

except waste the best years of my life? And he thinks I don't

know about his other women. Those lunchtime quickies. Oh, I

wouldn't mind at all if he dropped dead tomorrow. I'd be a great
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widow—so dignified at the funeral, so strong, hardly crying at

all. And everybody thinks we're such a close couple. Married

eleven years and they're still in love. I heard someone say that

only last week. If they only knew the truth about us. If they only

knew.

Martin peers out the window of his third-floor apartment in

Sunset Village. Snow. I'll be damned. He can't remember the

last time he saw snow. Thirty, forty years back, maybe, when

Ted was a baby. He absolutely can't remember. White stuff on

the ground—when? The mind gets wobbly when you're past

eighty. He still can't believe he's an old man. It rocks him to

realize that his grandson Ted, Martha's boy, is almost forty. I

bounced that kid on my knee and he threw up all over my suit.

Four years old then. Nixon was President. Nobody talks much

about Tricky Dick these days. Ancient history. McKinley,
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Coolidge, Nixon. Time flies. Martin thinks of Ted's wife, Alice.

What a nice tight little ass she has. What a cute pair of jugs. I'd

like to get my hands on them. I really would. You know

something, Martin? You're not such an old ruin yet. Not if you

can get it up for your grandson's wife.

His dreams of drowning her fade as quickly as they came. He

is not a violent man by nature. He knows he could never do it.

He can't even bring himself to step on a spider; how then could

he kill his wife? If she'd die some other way, of course, without

the need of his taking direct action, that would solve everything.

She's driving to the hairdresser on one of those manual-access

roads she likes to use, and her car swerves on an icy spot, and

she goes into a tree at eighty kilometers an hour. Good. She's

shopping on Union Boulevard, and the bank is blown up by an

activist; she's nailed by flying debris. Good. The dentist gives
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her a new anesthetic and it turns out she's fatally allergic to it.

Puffs up like a blowfish and dies in five minutes. Good. The

police come, long faces, snuffly noses. Terribly sorry, Mr. Porter.

There's been an awful accident. Don't tell me it's my wife, he

cries. They nod lugubriously. He bears up bravely under the

loss, though.

“You can come in for dinner now,” she says. He's sitting

slouched on the sofa with another drink in his hand. He drinks

more than any man she knows, not that she knows all that

many. Maybe he'll get cirrhosis and die. Do people still die of

cirrhosis, she wonders, or do they give them liver transplants

now? The funny thing is that he still turns her on, after eleven

years. His eyes, his face, his hands. She despises him but he

still turns her on.
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The snow reminds him of his young manhood, of his days

long ago in the East. He was quite the ladies’ man then. And it

wasn't so easy to get some action back in those days, either.

The girls were always worried about what people would say if

anyone found out. What people would say! As if doing it with a

boy you liked was something shameful. Or they'd worry about

getting knocked up. They made you wear a rubber. How awful

that was: like wearing a sock. The pill was just starting to come

in, the original pill, the old one-a-day kind. Imagine a world

without the pill! ("Did they have dinosaurs when you were a

boy, grandpa?") Still, Martin had made out all right, Big

muscular frame, strong earnest features, warm inquisitive eyes.

You'd never know it to look at me now. I wonder if Alice realizes

what kind of stud I used to be. If I had the money I'd rent one

of those time machines they've got now and send her back to
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visit myself around 1950 or so. A little gift to my younger self.

He'd really rip into her. It gives Martin a quick riffle of

excitement to think of his younger self ripping into Alice. But of

course he can't afford any such thing.

As he forks down his steak he imagines being single again.

Would I get married again? Not on your life. Not until I'm good

and ready, anyway, maybe when I'm fifty-five or sixty. Me for

bachelorhood for the time being, just screwing around like a kid.

To hell with responsibilities. I'll wait two, three weeks after the

funeral, a decent interval, and then I'll go off for some fun.

Hawaii, Tahiti, Fiji, someplace out there. With Nolie. Or Maria. Or

Ellie. Yes, with Ellie. He thinks of Ellie's pink thighs, her soft

heavy breasts, her long radiant auburn hair. Two weeks in Fiji

with Ellie. Two weeks in Ellie with Fiji. Yes. Yes. Yes. “Is the

steak rare enough for you, Ted?” Alice asks. “It's fine,” he says.
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She goes upstairs to check the children's bedroom. They're

both asleep, finally. Or else faking it so well that it makes no

difference. She stands by their beds a moment, thinking, I love

you, Bobby, I love you, Tink. Tink and Bobby, Bobby and Tink. I

love you even though you drive me crazy sometimes. She

tiptoes out. Now for a quiet evening of television. And then to

bed. The same old routine. Christ. I don't know why I go on like

this. There are times when I'm ready to explode. I stay with him

for the children's sake, I guess. Is that enough of a reason?

He envisions himself running hand in hand along the beach

with Ellie. Both of them naked, their skins bronzed and gleaming

in the tropical sunlight. Palm trees everywhere. Grains of pink

sand under foot. Soft transparent wavelets lapping the shore. A

quiet cove. “No one can see us here,” Ellie murmurs. He sinks

down on her firm sleek body and enters her.
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A blazing band of pain tightens like a strip of hot metal across

Martha's chest. He staggers away from the window, dropping

into a low crouch as he stumbles toward a chair. The heart. Oh,

the heart! That's what you get for drooling over Alice. Dirty old

man. “Help,” he calls feebly. “Come on, you filthy machine, help

me!” The medic, activated by the key phrase, rolls silently

toward him. Its sensors are already at work scanning him,

searching for the cause of the discomfort. A telescoping steel-

jacketed arm slides out of the medic's chest and, hovering

above Martin, extrudes an ultrasonic injection snout. “Yes,”

Martin murmurs, “that's right, damn you, hurry up and give me

the drug!” Calm. I must try to remain calm. The snout makes a

gentle whirring noise as it forces the relaxant into Martin's vein,

He slumps in relief. The pain slowly ebbs. Oh, that's much
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better. Saved again. Oh. Oh. Oh. Dirty old man. Ought to be

ashamed of yourself.

Ted knows he won't get to Fiji with Ellie or anybody else. Any

realistic assessment of the situation brings him inevitably to the

same conclusion. Alice isn't going to die in an accident, any

more than he's likely to murder her. She'll live forever.

Unwanted wives always do. He could ask for a divorce, of

course. He'd probably lose everything he owned, but he'd win

his freedom. Or he could simply do away with himself. That was

always a temptation for him. The easy way out, no lawyers, no

hassles. So it's that time of the evening again. It's the same

every night. Pretending to watch television, he secretly indulges

in suicidal fantasies.

Bare-bodied dancers in gaudy luminous paint gyrate

lasciviously on the screen, nearly large as life. Alice scowls. The
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things they show on TV nowadays! It used to be that you got

this stuff only on the X-rated channels, but now it's everywhere.

And look at him, just lapping it up! Actually she knows she

wouldn't be so stuffy about the sex shows except that Ted's

fascination with them is a measure of his lack of interest in her.

Let them show screwing and all the rest on TV, if that's what

people want. I just wish Ted had as much enthusiasm for me as

he does for the television stuff. So far as sexual permissiveness

in general goes, she's no prude. She used to wear nothing but

hunks at the beach, until Tink was born and she started to feel a

little less proud of her figure. But she still dresses as revealingly

as anyone in their crowd. And gets stared at by everyone but

her own husband. He watches the TV cuties. His other women

must use him up. Maybe I ought to step out a bit myself, Alice

thinks. She's had her little affairs along the way. Not many,
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nothing very serious, but she's had some. Three lovers in eleven

years, that's not a great many, but it's a sign that she's no

puritan. She wonders if she ought to get involved with

somebody now. It might move her life off dead center while she

still has the chance, before boredom destroys her entirely. “I'm

going up to wash my hair,” she announces. “Will you be staying

down here till bedtime?”

There are so many ways he could do it. Slit his wrists. Drive

his car off the bridge. Swallow Alice's whole box of sleeping

tabs. Of course those are all old-fashioned ways of killing

yourself. Something more modern would be appropriate. Go into

one of the black taverns and start making loud racial insults?

No, nothing modern about that. It's very 1975. But something

genuinely contemporary does occur to him. Those time

machines they've got now: suppose he rented one and went
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back, say, sixty years, to a time when one of his parents hadn't

yet been born. And killed his grandfather. Find old Martin as a

young man and slip a knife into him. If I do that, Ted figures, I

should instantly and painlessly cease to exist. I would never

have existed, because my mother wouldn't ever have existed.

Poof. Out like a light. Then he realizes he's fantasizing a murder

again. Stupid: if he could ever murder anyone, he'd murder

Alice and be done with it. So the whole fantasy is foolish. Back

to the starting point is where he is.

She is sitting under the hair-dryer when he comes upstairs.

He has a peculiarly smug expression on his face, and as soon as

she turns the dryer off she asks him what he's thinking about. “I

may have just invented a perfect murder method,” he tells her.

“Oh?” she says. He says, “You rent a time machine. Then you go

back a couple of generations and murder one of the ancestors of
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your intended victim. That way you're murdering the victim too,

because he won't ever have been born if you kill off one of his

immediate progenitors. Then you return to your own time.

Nobody can trace you because you don't have any fingerprints

on file in an era before your own birth. What do you think of it?”

Alice shrugs. “It's an old one,” she says. “It's been done on

television a dozen times. Anyway, I don't like it. Why should an

innocent person have to die just because he's the grandparent

of somebody you want to kill?”

They're probably in bed together right now, Martin thinks

gloomily. Stark naked side by side. The lights are out. The house

is quiet. Maybe they're smoking a little grass. Do they still call it

grass, he wonders, or is there some new nickname now?

Anyway the two of them turn on. Yes. And then he reaches for

her. His hands slide over her cool, smooth skin. He cups her
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breasts. Plays with the hard little nipples. Sucks on them. The

other hand wandering down to her parted thighs. And then she.

And then he. And then they. And then they. Oh, Alice, he

murmurs. Oh, Ted, Ted, she cries. And then they. Go to it. Up

and down, in and out. Oh. Oh. Oh. She claws his back. She

pumps her hips. Ted! Ted! Ted! The big moment is arriving now.

For her, for him. Jackpot! Afterward they lie close for a few

minutes, basking in the afterglow. And then they roll apart.

Goodnight, Ted. Goodnight, Alice. Oh, Jesus. They do it every

night, I bet. They're so young and full of juice. And I'm all dried

up. Christ, I hate being old. When I think of the man I once was.

When I think of the women I once had. Jesus. Jesus. God, let

me have the strength to do it just once more before I die. And

leave me alone for two hours with Alice.
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She has trouble falling asleep. A strange scene keeps playing

itself out obsessively in her mind. She sees herself stepping out

of an upright coffin-size box of dark gray metal, festooned with

dials and levers. The time machine. It delivers her into a dark,

dirty alleyway, and when she walks forward to the street she

sees scores of little antique automobiles buzzing around. Only

they aren't antiques, they're the current models. This is the year

1947. New York City. Will she be conspicuous in her futuristic

clothes? She has her breasts covered, at any rate. That's

essential back here. She hurries to the proper address, resisting

the temptation to browse in shop windows along the way. How

quaint and ancient everything looks. And how dirty the streets

are. She comes to a tall building of red brick. This is the place.

No scanners study her as she enters. They don't have

annunciators yet or any other automatic home-protection
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equipment. She goes upstairs in an elevator so creaky and

unstable that she fears for her life. Fifth floor. Apartment 5-J.

She rings the doorbell. He answers. He's terribly young, only

twenty-four, but she can pick out sips of the Martin of the future

in his face, the strong cheekbones, the searching blue eyes. “Are

you Martin Jamieson?” she asks. “That's right,” he says. She

smiles. “May I come in?” “Of course,” he says. He bows her into

the apartment. As he momentarily turns his back on her to open

the coat closet she takes the heavy steel pipe from her purse

and lifts it high and brings it down on the back of his head.

Thwock. She takes the heavy steel pipe from her purse and lifts

it high and brings it down on the back of his head. Thwock. She

takes the heavy steel pipe from her purse and lifts it high and

brings it down on the back of his head. Thwock.
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Ted and Alice visit him at Sunset Village two or three times a

month. He can't complain about that; it's as much as he can

expect. He's an old, old man and no doubt a boring one, but

they come dutifully, sometimes with the kids, sometimes

without. He's never gotten used to the idea that he's a great-

grandfather. Alice always gives him a kiss when she arrives and

another when she leaves. He plays a private little game with

her, copping a feel at each kiss. His hand quickly stroking her

butt. Or sometimes when he's really rambunctious it travels

lightly over her breast. Does she notice? Probably. She never

lets on, though. Pretends it's an accident touch. Most likely she

thinks it's charming that a man of his age would still have at

least a vestige of sexual desire left. Unless she thinks it's

disgusting, that is.
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The time-machine gimmick, Ted tells himself, can be used in

ways that don't quite amount to murder. For instance. “What's

that box?” Alice asks. He smiles cunningly. “It's called a

panchronicon,” he says. “It gives you a kind of televised

reconstruction of ancient times. The salesman loaned me a

demonstration sample.” She says, “How does it work?” “Just

step inside,” he tells her. “It's all ready for you.” She starts to

enter the machine, but then, suddenly suspicious, she hesitates

on the threshold. He pushes her in and slams the door shut

behind her. Wham! The controls are set. Off goes Alice on a

one-way journey to the Pleistocene. The machine is primed to

return as soon as it drops her off. That isn't murder, is it? She's

still alive, wherever she may be, unless the saber-tooth tigers

have caught up with her. So long, Alice.
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In the morning she drives Bobby and Tink to school. Then she

stops at the bank and post office. From ten to eleven she has

her regular session at the identity-reinforcement parlor.

Ordinarily she would go right home after that, but this morning

she strolls across the shopping center plaza to the office that the

time machine people have just opened. TEMPONAUTICS, LTD.,

the sign over the door says. The place is empty except for two

machines, no doubt demonstration models, and a bland-faced,

smiling salesman. “Hello,” Alice says nervously. “I just wanted

to pick up some information about the rental costs of one of

your machines.”

Martin likes to imagine Alice coming to visit him by herself

some rainy Saturday afternoon. “Ted isn't able to make it

today,” she explains. “Something came up at the office. But I

knew your were expecting us, and I didn't want you to be
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disappointed. Poor Martin, you must lead such a lonely life.” She

comes close to him. She is trembling. So is he. Her face is

flushed and her eyes are bright with the unmistakable glossiness

of desire. He feels a sense of sexual excitement too, for the first

time in ten or twenty years, that tension in the loins, that

throbbing of the pulse. Electricity. Chemistry. His eyes lock on

hers. Her nostrils flare, her mouth goes taut. “Martin,” she

whispers huskily. “Do you feel what I feel?” “You know I do,” he

tells her. She says, “If only I could have known you when you

were in your prime!” He chuckles. “I'm not altogether senile

yet,” he cries exultantly. Then she is in his arms and his lips are

seeking her fragrant breasts.

“Yes, it came as a terrible shock to me,” Ted tells Ellie.

“Having her disappear like that. She simply vanished from the

face of the earth, as far as anyone can determine. They've tried
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every possible way of tracing her and there hasn't been a clue.”

Ellie's flawless forehead furrows in a fitful frown. “Was she

unhappy?” she asks. “Do you think she may have done away

with herself?” Ted shakes his head. “I don't know. You live with

a person for eleven years and you think you know her pretty

well, and then one day something absolutely incomprehensible

occurs and you realize how impossible it is ever to know another

human being at all. Don't you agree?” Ellie nods gravely. “Yes,

oh, yes, certainly!” she says. He smiles down at her and takes

her hands in his. Softly he says, “Let's not talk about Alice any

more, shall we? She's gone and that's all I'll ever know.” He

hears a pulsing symphonic crescendo of shimmering angelic

choirs as he embraces her and murmurs, “I love you, Ellie. I

love you.”
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She takes the heavy steel pipe from her purse and lifts it high

and brings it down on the back of his head. Thwock</i>. Young

Martin drops instantly, twitches once, lies still. Dark blood begins

to seep through the dense blond curls of his hair. How strange

to see Martin with golden hair, she thinks, as she kneels beside

his body. She puts her hand to the bloody place, probes timidly,

feels the deep indentation. Is he dead? She isn't sure how to

tell. He isn't moving. He doesn't seem to be breathing. She

wonders if she ought to hit him again, just to make certain.

Then she remembers something she's seen on television, and

takes her mirror from her purse. Holds it in front of his face. No

cloud forms. That's pretty conclusive: you're dead, Martin. R.I.P.

Martin Jamieson, 1923-1947. Which means that Martha

Jamieson Porter (1948- ) will never now be conceived, and that

automatically obliterates the existence of her son Theodore
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Porter (1968- ). Not bad going, Alice, getting rid of unloved

husband and miserable shrewish mother-in-law all in one shot.

Sorry, Martin. Bye-bye, Ted. (R.I.P. Theodore Porter, 1968-

1947. Eh?) She rises, goes into the bathroom with the steel pipe

and carefully rinses it off. Then she puts it back into her purse.

Now to go back to the machine and return to 2006, she thinks.

To start my new life. But as she leaves the apartment, a tall,

lean man steps out of the hallway shadows and clamps his hand

powerfully around her wrist. “Time Patrol,” he says crisply,

flashing an identification badge. “You're under arrest for

temponautic murder, Mrs. Porter.”   

Today has been a better day than yesterday, low on crises

and depressions, but he still feels a headache coming on as he

lets himself into the house. He is braced for whatever bitchiness

Alice may have in store for him this evening. But, oddly, she
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seems relaxed and amiable. “Can I get you a drink, Ted?” she

asks. “How did your day go?” He smiles and says, “Well, I think

we may have salvaged the Hammond account after all.

Otherwise nothing special happened. And you? What did you do

today, love?” She shrugs. “Oh, the usual stuff,” she says. “The

bank, the post office, my identity-reinforcement session.”

If you had the money, Martin asks himself, how far back

would you send her? 1947, that would be the year, I guess. My

last year as a single man. No sense complicating things. Off you

go, Alice baby, to 1947. Let's make it March. By June I was

engaged and by September Martha was on the way, though I

didn't find that out until later. Yes: March, 1947. So Young

Martin answers the doorbell and sees an attractive girl in the

hall, a woman, really, older than he is, maybe thirty or thirty-

two. Slender, dark-haired, nicely constructed. Odd clothing: a
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clinging gray tunic, very short, made of some strange fabric that

flows over her body like a stream. How it achieves that liquid

effect around the pleats is beyond him. “Are you Martin

Jamieson?” she asks. And quickly answers herself. “Yes, of

course, you must be. I recognize you. How handsome you

were!” He is baffled. He knows nothing, naturally, about this gift

from his aged future self. “Who are you?” he asks. “May I come

in first?” she says. He is embarrassed by his lack of courtesy and

waves her inside. Her eyes glitter with mischief. “You aren't

going to believe this,” she tells him, “but I'm your grandson's

wife.”

“Would you like to try out one of our demonstration models?”

the salesman asks pleasantly. “There's absolutely no cost or

obligation.” Ted looks at Alice. Alice looks at Ted. Her frown

mirrors his inner uncertainty. She also must be wishing that
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they had never come to the Temponautics showroom. The

salesman, pattering smoothly onward, says, “In these

demonstrations we usually send our potential customers fifteen

or twenty minutes into the past. I'm sure you'll find it

fascinating. While remaining in the machine, you'll be able to

look through a viewer and observe your own selves actually

entering this very showroom a short while ago. Well? Will you

give it a try? You go first, Mrs. Porter. I assure you it's going to

be the most unique experience you've ever had.”

Alice, uneasy, tries to back off, but the salesman prods her in

a way that is at once gentle and unyielding, and she steps

reluctantly into the time machine. He closes the door. A great

business of adjusting fine controls ensues. Then the salesman

throws a master switch. A green glow envelops the machine and

it disappears, although something transparent and vague—a
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retinal after-image? the ghost of the machine?-remains dimly

visible. The salesman says, “She's now gone a short distance

into her own past. I've programmed the machine to take her

back eighteen minutes and keep her there for a total elapsed

interval of six minutes, so she can see the entire opening

moments of your visit here. But when I return her to Now Level,

there's no need to match the amount of elapsed time in the

past, so that from our point of view she'll have been absent only

some thirty seconds. Isn't that remarkable, Mr. Porter? It's one

of the many extraordinary paradoxes we encounter in the

strange new realm of time travel.” He throws another switch.

The time machine once more assumes solid form. “Voila!” cries

the salesman. “Here is Mrs. Porter, returned safe and sound

from her voyage into the past.” He flings open the door of the

time machine. The passenger compartment is empty. The
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salesman's face crumbles. “Mrs. Porter?” he shrieks in

consternation. “Mrs. Porter? I don't understand! How could there

have been a malfunction? This is impossible! Mrs. Porter? Mrs.

Porter?”

She hurries down the dirty street toward the tall brick

building. This is the place. Upstairs. Fifth floor, apartment 5-J.

As she starts to ring the doorbell, a tall, lean man steps out of

the shadows and clamps his hand powerfully around her wrist.

“Time Patrol,” he says crisply, flashing an identification badge.

“You're under arrest for contemplated temponautic murder, Mrs.

Porter.”

“But I haven't any grandson,” he sputters. “I'm not even

mar—” She laughs. “Don't worry about it!” she tells him. “You're

going to have a daughter named Martha and she'll have a son

named Ted and I'm going to marry Ted and we'll have two
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children named Bobby and Tink. And you're going to live to be

an old, old man. And that's all you need to know. Now let's have

a little fun.” She touches a catch at the side of her tunic and—

the garment falls away in a single fluid cascade. Beneath it she

is naked. Her nipples stare up at him resembling blind pink eyes.

She beckons to him. “Come on!” she says hoarsely. “Get

undressed, Martin! You're wasting time!”

Alice giggles nervously. “Well, as a matter of fact,” she says

to the salesman, “I think I'm willing to let my husband be the

guinea pig. How about it, Ted?” She turns toward him. So does

the salesman. “Certainly, Mr. Porter. I know you're eager to give

our machine a test run, yes?” No, Ted thinks, but he feels the

pressure of events propelling him willy-nilly. He gets into the

machine. As the door closes on him he fears that claustrophobic

panic will overwhelm him; he is reassured by the sight of a
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handle on the door's inner face. He pushes on it and the door

opens, and he steps out of the machine just in time to see his

earlier self coming into the Temponautics showroom with Alice.

The salesman is going forward to greet them. Ted is now

eighteen minutes into his own past. Alice and the other Ted

stare at him, aghast. The salesman whirls and exclaims, “Wait a

second, you aren't supposed to get out of—” How stupid they all

were! How bewildered! Ted laughs in their faces. Then he rushes

past them, nearly knocking his other self down, and erupts into

the shopping-center plaza. He sprints in a wild frenzy of

exhilaration toward the parking area. Free, he thinks. I'm free at

last. And I didn't have to kill anybody.

Suppose I rent a machine, Alice thinks, and go back to 1947

and kill Martin? Suppose I really do it? What if there's some way

of tracing the crime to me? After all, a crime committed by a
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person from 2006 who goes back to 1947 will have

consequences in our present day. It might change all sorts of

things. So they'd want to catch the criminal and punish him, or

better yet prevent the crime from being committed in the fast

place. And the time-machine company is bound to know what

year I asked them to send me to. So maybe it isn't such an easy

way of committing a perfect crime. I don't know. God, I can't

understand any of this. But perhaps I can get away with it.

Anyway, I'm going to give it a try. I'll show Ted he can't go on

treating me like dirt.

They lie peacefully side by side, sweaty, drowsy, exhausted in

the good exhaustion that comes after a first-rate screw. Martin

tenderly strokes her belly and thighs. How smooth her skin is,

how pale, how transparent! The little blue veins so clearly

visible. “Hey,” he says suddenly. “I just thought of something. I
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wasn't wearing a rubber or anything. What if I made you

pregnant? And if you're really who you say you are. Then you'll

go back to the year 2006 and you'll have a kid and he'll be his

own grandfather, won't he?” She laughs. “Don't worry much

about it,” she says.

A wave of timidity comes over her as she enters the

Temponautics office. This is crazy, she tells herself. I'm getting

out of here. But before she can turn around, the salesman she

spoke to the day before materializes from a side room and gives

her a big hello. Mr. Friesling. He's practically rubbing his hands

together in anticipation of landing a contract. “So nice to see

you again, Mrs. Porter.” She nods and glances worriedly at the

demonstration models. “How much would it cost,” she asks, “to

spend a few hours in the spring of 1947?”
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Sunday is the big family day. Four generations sitting down to

dinner together: Martin, Martha, Ted and Alice, Bobby and Tink.

Ted rather enjoys these reunions, but he knows Alice loathes

them, mainly because of Martha. Alice hates her mother-in-law.

Martha has never cared much for Alice, either. He watches them

glaring at each other across the table. Meanwhile old Martin

stares lecherously at the gulf between Alice's breasts. You have

to hand it to the old man, Ted thinks. He's never lost the old

urge. Even though there's not a hell of a lot he can do about

gratifying it, not at his age. Martha says sweetly. “You'd look

ever so much better, Alice dear, if you'd let your hair grow out

to its natural color.” A sugary smile from Martha. A sour scowl

from Alice. She glowers at the older woman. “This is its natural

color, “ she snaps.
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Mr. Friesling hands her the standard contract form. Eight

pages of densely packed type. “Don't be frightened by it, Mrs.

Porter. It looks formidable but actually it's just a lot of empty

legal rhetoric. You can show it to your lawyer, if you like. I can

tell you, though, that most of our customers find no need for

that.” She leafs through it. So far as she can tell, the contract is

mainly a disclaimer of responsibility. Temponautics, Ltd., agrees

to bear the brunt of any malfunction caused by its own

demonstrable negligence, but wants no truck with acts of God or

with accidents brought about by clients who won't obey the

safety regulations. On the fourth page Alice finds a clause

warning the prospective renter that the company cannot be held

liable for any consequences of actions by the renter which

wantonly or willfully interfere with the already determined

course of history. She translates that for herself: If you kill your
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husband's grandfather don't blame us if you get in trouble. She

skims the remaining pages. “it looks harmless enough,” she

says. “Where do I sign?”

As Martin comes out of the bathroom he finds Martha blocking

his way. “Excuse me,” he says mildly, but she remains in his

path. She is a big fleshy woman. At fifty-eight she affects the

fashions of the very young, with grotesque results; he hates that

aspect of her. He can see why Alice dislikes her so much. “Just a

moment,” Martha says. “I want to talk to you, Father.” About

what?” he asks. “About those looks you give Alice. Don't you

think that's a little too much? How tasteless can you get?”

“Tasteless? Are you anybody to talk about taste, with your face

painted green like a fifteen-year old?” She looks angry: he's

scored a direct hit. She replies, “I just think that at the age of

eighty-two you ought to have a greater regard for decency than
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to go staring down your own grandson's wife's front.” Martin

sighs. “Let me have the staring, Martha. It's all I've got left.”

He is at the office, deep in complicated negotiations, when his

autosecretary bleeps him and announces that a call has come in

from a Mr. Friesling, of the Union Boulevard Plaza office of

Temponautics, Ltd. Ted is puzzled by that: what do the time-

machine people want with him? Trying to line him up as a

customer? “Tell him I'm not interested in time trips,” Ted says.

But the autosecretary bleeps again a few moments later. Mr.

Friesling, it declares, is calling in reference to Mr. Porter's credit

standing. More baffled than before, Ted orders the call switched

over to him. Mr. Friesling appears on the desk screen. He is

small-featured and bright-eyed, rather like a chipmunk. “I

apologize for troubling you, Mr. Porter,” he begins. “This is

strictly a routine credit check, but it's altogether necessary. As
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you surely know, your wife has requested rental of our

equipment for a fifty-nine-year time jaunt, and inasmuch as the

service fee, for such a trip exceeds the level at which we extend

automatic credit, our policy requires us to ask you if you'll

confirm the payment schedule that she has requested us to—”

Ted coughs violently. “Hold on,” he says. “My wife's going on a

time jaunt? What the hell, this is the first time I've heard of

that!”

She is surprised by the extensiveness of the preparations. No

wonder they charge so much. Getting her ready for the jaunt

takes hours. They inoculate her to protect her against certain

extinct diseases. They provide her with clothing in the style of

the mid-twentieth century, ill-fitting and uncomfortable. They

give her contemporary currency, but warn her that she would do

well not to spend any except in an emergency, since she will be
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billed for it at its present-day numismatic value, which is high.

They make her study a pamphlet describing the customs and

historical background of the era and quiz her in detail. She

learns that she is not under any circumstances to expose her

breasts or genitals in public while she is in 1947. She must not

attempt to obtain any mind-stimulating drugs other than

alcohol. She should not say anything that might be construed as

praise of the Soviet Union or of Marxist philosophy. She must

beat in mind that she is entering the past solely as an observer,

and should engage in minimal social interaction with the citizens

of the era she is visiting. And so forth. At last they decide it's

safe to let her go. “Please come this way, Mrs. Porter,” Friesling

says.

After staring at the telephone a long while, Martin punches

out Alice's number. Before the second ring he loses his nerve
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and disconnects. Immediately he calls her again. His heart

pounds so furiously that the medic, registering alarm on its

delicate sensing apparatus, starts toward him. He waves the

robot away and clings to the phone. Two rings. Three. Ah.

“Hello?” Alice says. Her voice is warm and rich and feminine. He

has his screen switched off. “Hello? Who's there?” Martin

breathes heavily into the mouthpiece. Ah. Ah. Ah. Ah. “Hello?

Hello? Hello? Listen, you pervert, if you phone me once more—”

Ah. Ah. Ah. A smile of bliss appears on Martin's withered

features. Alice hangs up. Trembling, Martin sags in his chair. Oh,

that was good! He signals fiercely to the medic. “Let's have the

injection now, you metal monster!” He laughs. Dirty old man.

Ted realizes that it isn't necessary to kill a person's

grandfather in order to get rid of that person. Just interfere with

some crucial event in that person's past, is all. Go back and
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break up the marriage of Alice's grandparents, for example.

(How? Seduce the grandmother when she's 18? “I'm terribly

sorry to inform you that your intended bride is no virgin, and

here's the documentary evidence.” They were very grim about

virginity back then, weren't they?) Nobody would have to die.

But Alice wouldn't ever be born.

Martin still can't believe any of this, even after she's slept

with him. It's some crazy practical joke, most likely. Although he

wishes all practical jokes were as sexy as this one. “Are you

really from the year 2006?” he asks her. She laughs prettily.

“How can I prove it to you?” Then she leaps from the bed. He

tracks her with his eyes as she crosses the room, breasts

jiggling gaily. What a sweet little body. How thoughtful of my

older self to ship her back here to me. If that's what really

happened. She fumbles in her purse and extracts a handful of



Many Mansions by Robert Silverberg

44

coins. “Look here,” she says. “Money from the future. Here's a

dime from 1993. And this is a two-dollar piece from 2001. And

here's an old one, a 1979 Kennedy half-dollar.” He studies the

unfamiliar coins. They have a greasy look, not silvery at all.

Counterfeits? They won't necessarily be striking coins out of

silver forever. And the engraving job is very professional. A two-

dollar piece, eh? Well, you never can tell. And this. The half-

dollar. A handsome young man in profile. “Kennedy?” he says.

“Who's Kennedy?”

So this is it at last. Two technicians in gray smocks watch her,

sober-faced, as she clambers into the machine. It's very much

like a coffin, just as she imagined it would be. She can't sit down

in it; it's too narrow. Gives her the creeps, shut up in here. Of

course, they've told her the trip won't take any apparent

subjective time, only a couple of seconds. Woosh! and she'll be
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there. All right. They close the door. She hears the lock clicking

shut. Mr. Friesling's voice comes to her over a loudspeaker. “We

wish you a happy voyage, Mrs. Porter. Keep calm and you won't

get into any difficulties.” Suddenly the red light over the door is

glowing. That means the jaunt has begun: she's traveling

backward in time. No sense of acceleration, no sense of motion.

One, two, three. The light goes off. That's it. I'm in 1947, she

tells herself. Before she opens the door, she closes her eyes and

runs through her history lessons. World War II has just ended.

Europe is in ruins. There are forty-eight states. Nobody has been

to the moon yet or even thinks much about going there. Harry

Truman is President. Stalin runs Russia, and Churchill—is

Churchill still Prime Minister of England? She isn't sure. Well, no

matter. I didn't come here to talk about prime ministers. She
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touches the latch and the door of the time machine swings

outward.

He steps from the machine into the year 2006. Nothing has

changed in the showroom. Friesling, the two poker-faced

technicians, the sleek desks, the thick carpeting, all the same as

before. He moves bouncily. His mind is still back there with

Alice's grandmother. The taste of her lips, the soft urgent cries

of her fulfillment. Who ever said all women were frigid in the old

days? They ought to go back and find out. Friesling smiles at

him. “I hope you had a very enjoyable journey, Mr.—ah—” Ted

nods. “Enjoyable and useful,” he says. He goes out. Never to

see Alice again—how beautiful! The car isn't where he

remembers leaving it in the parking area. You have to expect

certain small peripheral changes, I guess. He hails a cab, gives

the driver his address. His key does not fit the front door.
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Troubled, he thumbs the annunciator. A woman's voice, not

Alice's, asks him what he wants. “Is this the Ted Porter

residence?” he asks. “No, it isn't,” the woman says, suspicions

and irritated. The name on the doorplate, he notices now, is

McKenzie. So the changes are not all so small. Where do I no

now? If I don't live here, then where? “Wait!” he yells to the

taxi, just pulling away. It takes him to a downtown cafe, where

he phones Ellie. Her face, peering out of the tiny screen, wears

an odd frowning expression. “Listen, something very strange has

happened,” he begins, “and I need to see you as soon as—” “I

don't think I know you,” she says. “I'm Ted,” he tells her. “Ted

who?” she asks.

How peculiar this is, Alice thinks. Like walking into a museum

diorama and having it come to life. The noisy little automobiles.

The ugly clothing. The squat, dilapidated twentieth-century
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buildings. The chaos. The oily, smoky smell of the polluted air.

Wisps of dirty snow in the streets. Cans of garbage just sitting

around as if nobody's ever heard of the plague. Well, I won't

stay here long. In her purse she carries her kitchen carver, a

tiny nickel-jacketed laser-powered implement. Steel pipes are all

right for dream fantasies, but this is the real thing, and she

wants the killing to be quick and efficient. Criss, cross, with the

laser beam, and Martin goes. At the street corner she pauses to

check the address. There's no central info number to ring for all

sorts of useful data, not in these primitive times; she must use a

printed telephone directory, a thick tattered book with small

smeary type. Here he is: Martin Jamieson, 504 West Forty-fifth.

That's not far. In ten minutes she's there. A dark brick structure,

five or six stories high, with spidery metal fire escapes running

down its face. Even for its day it appears unusually run-down.
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She goes inside. A list of tenants is posted just within the front

door. Jamieson, 3-A. There's no elevator and of course no

liftshaft. Up the stairs. A musty hallway lit by a single dim

incandescent bulb. This is Apartment 3-A. Jamieson. She rings

the bell.

Ten minutes later Friesling calls back, sounding abashed and

looking dismayed: “I'm sorry to have to tell you that there's

been some sort of error, Mr. Porter. The technicians were

apparently unaware that a credit check was in process, and they

sent Mrs. Porter off on her trip while we were still talking.” Ted

is shaken. He clutches the edge of the desk. Controlling himself

with an effort, he says, “How far back was it that she wanted to

go?” Friesling says, “It was fifty-nine years. To 1947.” Ted nods

grimly. A horrible idea has occurred to him. 1947 was the year

that his mother's parents met and got married. What is Alice up
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to? The doorbell rings. Martin, freshly showered, is sprawled out

naked on his bed, leafing through the new issue of Esquire and

thinking vaguely of going out for dinner. He isn't expecting any

company. Slipping into his bathrobe, he goes toward the door.

“Who's there?” he calls. A youthful, pleasant female voice

replies, “I'm looking for Martin Jamieson.” Well, okay. He opens

the door. She's perhaps twenty-seven, twenty-eight years old,

very sexy, on the slender side but well built. Dark hair, worn in a

strangely boyish short cut. He's never seen her before. “Hi,” he

says tentatively. She grins warmly at him. “You don't know me,”

she tells him, “but I'm a friend of an old friend of yours. Mary

Chambers? Mary and I grew up together in—ah—Ohio. I'm

visiting New York for the first time, and Mary once told me that

if I ever come to New York I should be sure to look up Martin

Jamieson, and so—may I come in?” “You bet,” he says. He
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doesn't remember any Mary Chambers from Ohio. But what the

hell, sometimes you forget a few. What the hell.

He's much more attractive than she expected him to be. She

has always known Martin only as an old man, made unattractive

as much by his coarse lechery as by what age has done to him.

Hollow-chested, stoop-shouldered, pleated jowly face, sparse

strands of white hair, beady eyes of faded blue—a wreck of a

man. But this Martin in the doorway is sturdy, handsome,

untouched by time, brimming with life and vigor and virility. She

thinks of the carver in her purse and feels a genuine pang of

regret at having to cut this robust boy off in his prime. But there

isn't such a great hurry, is there? First we can enjoy each other,

Martin. And then the laser.

“When is she due back?” Ted demands. Friesling explains that

all concepts of time are relative and flexible; so far as elapsed



Many Mansions by Robert Silverberg

52

time at Now Level goes, she's already returned. “What?” Ted

yells. “Where is she?” Friesling does not know. She stepped out

of the machine, bade the Temponautics staff a pleasant

goodbye, and left the showroom. Ted puts his hand to his

throat. What if she's already killed Martin? Will I just wink out of

existence? Or is there some sort of lag, so that I'll fade gradually

into unreality over the next few days? “Listen,” he says

raggedly, “I'm leaving my office right now and I'll be down at

your place in less than an hour. I want you to have your

machinery set up so that you can transport me to the exact

point in space and time where you just sent my wife.” “But that

won't be possible,” Friesling protests. “It takes hours to prepare

a client properly for—” Ted cuts him off. “Get everything set up,

and to hell with preparing me properly,” he snaps. “Unless you

feel like getting slammed with the biggest negligence suit since
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this time-machine thing got started, you better have everything

ready when I get there.”

He opens the door. The girl in the hallway is young and good-

looking, with close-cropped dark hair and full lips. Thank you,

Mary Chambers, whoever you may be. “Pardon the bathrobe,”

he says, “but I wasn't expecting company.” She steps into his

apartment. Suddenly he notices how strained and tense her face

is. Country girl from Ohio, suddenly having second thoughts

about visiting a strange man in a strange city? He tries to put

her at her ease. “Can I get you a drink?” he asks. “Not much of

a selection, I'm afraid, but I have scotch, gin, some blackberry

cordial—” She reaches into her purse and takes something out.

He frowns. Not a gun, exactly, but it does seem like a weapon of

some sort, a little glittering mew device that fits neatly in her
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hand. “Hey,” he says, “what's—” “I'm so terribly sorry, Martin,”

she whispers, and a bolt of terrible fire slams into his chest.

She sips the drink. It relaxes her. The glass isn't very clean,

but she isn't worried about picking up a disease, not after all the

injections Friesling gave her. Martin looks as if he can stand

some relaxing too. “Aren't you drinking?” she asks. “I suppose I

will,” he says. He pours himself some gin. She comes up behind

him and slips her hand into the front of his bathrobe. His body is

cool, smooth, hard. “Oh, Martin,” she murmurs. “Oh! Martin!”

Ted takes a room in one of the commercial hotels downtown.

The first thing he does is try to put a call through to Alice's

mother in Chillicothe. He still isn't really convinced that his little

time-jaunt flirtation has retroactively eliminated Alice from

existence. But the call convinces him, all right. The middle-aged

woman who answers is definitely not Alice's mother. Right phone
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number, right address—he badgers her for the information—but

wrong woman. “You don't have a daughter named Alice Porter?”

he asks three or four times. “You don't know anyone in the

neighborhood who does? It's important.” All right. Cancel the old

lady, ergo cancel Alice. But now he has a different problem. How

much of the universe has he altered by removing Alice and her

mother? Does he live in some other city, now, and hold some

other job? What has happened to Bobby and Tink? Frantically he

begins phoning people. Friends, fellow workers, the man at the

bank. The same response from all of them: blank stares,

shakings of the head. We don't know you, fellow. He looks at

himself in the mirror. Okay, he asks himself. Who am I?

Martin moves swiftly and purposefully, the way they taught

him to do in the army when it's necessary to disarm a

dangerous opponent. He lunges forward and catches the girl's
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arm, pushing it upward before she can fire the shiny whatzis

she's aiming at him. She turns out to be stronger than he

anticipated, and they struggle fiercely for the weapon. Suddenly

it furs. Something like a lightning bolt explodes between them

and knocks him to the floor, stunned. When he picks himself up

he sees her lying near the door with a charred hole in her

throat.

The telephone's jangling clatter brings Martin up out of a

dream in which he is ravishing Alice's luscious young body. Dry-

throated, gummy-eyed, he reaches a palsied hand toward the

receiver. “Yes?” he says. Ted's face blossoms on the screen.

“Grandfather!” he blurts. “Are you all right?” “Of course I'm all

right,” Martin says testily. “Can't you tell? What's the matter

with you, boy?” Ted shakes his head. “I don't know,” he

mutters. “Maybe it was only a bad dream. I imagined that Alice



Many Mansions by Robert Silverberg

57

rented one of those time machines and went back to 1947. And

tried to kill you so that I wouldn't ever have existed.” Martin

snorts. “What idiotic nonsense! How can she have killed me in

1947 when I'm here alive in 2006?”

Naked, Alice sinks into Martin's arms. His strong hands sweep

eagerly over her breasts and shoulders and his mouth descends

to hers. She shivers with desire. “Yes,” she murmurs tenderly,

pressing herself against him. “Oh, yes, yes, yes!” They'll do it

and it'll be fantastic. And afterward she'll kill him with the

kitchen carver while he's lying there savoring the event. But a

troublesome thought occurs. If Martin dies in 1947, Ted doesn't

get to be born in 1968. Okay. But what about Tink and Bobby?

They won't get born either, not if I don't marry Ted. I'll be

married to someone else when I get back to 2006, and I

suppose I'll have different children. Bobby? Tink? What am I
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doing to you? Sudden fear congeals her, and she pulls back from

the vigorous young man nuzzling her throat. “Wait,” she says.

“Listen, I'm sorry. It's all a big mistake. I'm sorry, but I've got

to get out of here right away!”

So this is the year 1947. Well, well, well. Everything looks so

cluttered and grimy and ancient. He hurries through the chilly

streets toward his grandfather's place. If his luck is good and if

Friesling's technicians have calculated things accurately, he'll be

able to head Alice off. That might even be her now, that slender

woman walking briskly half a block ahead of him. He steps up

his pace. Yes, it's Alice, on her way to Martin's. Well done,

Friesling! Ted approaches her warily, suspecting that she's

armed. If she's capable of coming back to 1947 to kill Martin,

she'd kill him just as readily. Especially back here where neither

one of them has any legal existence. When he's close to her he
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says in a low, hard, intense voice, “Don't turn around, Alice. Just

keep walking as if everything's perfectly normal.” She stiffens.

“Ted?” she cries, astonished. “Is that you, Ted?” “Damned right

it is.” He laughs harshly. “Come on. Walk to the corner and turn

to your left around the block. You're going back to your machine

and you're going to get the hell out of the twentieth century

without harming anybody. I know what you were trying to do,

Alice. But I caught you in time, didn't?”

Martin is just getting down to real business when the door of

his apartment bursts open and a man rushes in. He's middle-

aged, stocky, with weird clothes—the ultimate in zoot suits, a

maze of vividly contrasting colors and conflicting patterns,

shoulders padded to resemble shelves—and a wild look in his

eyes. Alice leaps up from the bed. “Ted!” she screams. “My God,

what are you doing here?” “You murderous bitch,” the intruder
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yells. Martin, naked and feeling vulnerable, his nervous system

stunned by the interruption, looks on in amazement as the

stranger grabs her and begins throttling her. “Bitch! Bitch!

Bitch!” he roars, shaking her in a mad frenzy. The girl's face is

turning black. Her eyes are bugging. After a long moment Martin

breaks finally from his freeze. lie stumbles forward, seizes the

man's fingers, peels them away from the girl's throat. Too late.

She falls limply and lies motionless. “Alice!” the intruder moans.

“Alice, Alice, what have I done?” He drops to his knees beside

her body, sobbing. Martin blinks. “You killed her,” he says, not

believing that any of this can really be happening. “You actually

killed her?”

Alice's face appears on the telephone screen. Christ, how

beautiful she is, Martin thinks, and his decrepit body quivers

with lust. “There you are,” he says. “I've been trying to reach
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you for hours. I had such a strange dream—That something

awful had happened to Ted—and then your phone didn't answer,

and I began to think maybe the dream was a premonition of

some kind, an omen, you know—” Alice looks puzzled. “I'm

afraid you have the wrong number, sir,” she says sweetly, and

hangs up.

She draws the laser and the naked man cowers back against

the wall in bewilderment. “What the hell is this?” he asks,

trembling. “Put that thing down, lady. You've got the wrong

guy.” “No,” she says. “You're the one I'm after. I hate to do this

to you, Martin, but I've got no choice. You have to die.” “Why?”

he demands. “Why” “You wouldn't understand it even if I told

you,” she says. She moves her finger toward the discharge stud.

Abruptly there is a frightening sound of cracking wood and

collapsing plaster behind her, as though an earthquake has
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struck. She whirls and is appalled to see her husband breaking

down the door of Martin's apartment. “I'm just in time!” Ted

exclaims. “Don't move, Alice!” He reaches for her. In panic she

fires without thinking. The dazzling beam catches Ted in the pit

of the stomach and he goes down, gurgling in agony, clutching

at his belly as he dies.

The door falls with a crash and this character in peculiar

clothing materializes in a cloud of debris, looking crazier than

Napoleon. It's incredible, Martin thinks. First an unknown broad

rings his bell and invites herself in and takes her clothes off, and

then, just as he's about to screw her, this happens. It's pure

Marx Brothers, only dirty. But Martin's not going to take any

crap. He pulls himself away from the panting, gasping girl on the

bed, crosses the room in three quick strides, and seizes the

newcomer. “Who the hell are you?” Martin demands, slamming
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him hard against the wall. The girl is dancing around behind

him. “Don't hurt him!” she wails. “Oh, please, don't hurt him!”

Ted certainly hadn't expected to find them in bed together.

He understood why she might have wanted to go back in time to

murder Martin, but simply to have an affair with him, no, it

didn't make sense. Of course, it was altogether likely that she

had come here to kill and had paused for a little dalliance first.

You never could tell about women, even your own wife. Alley

cats, all of them. Well, a lucky thing for him that she had given

him these few extra minutes to get here. “Okay,” he says. “Get

your clothes on, Alice. You're coming with me.” “Just a second,

mister,” Martin growls. “You've got your goddamned nerve,

busting in like this.” Ted tries to explain, but the words won't

come. It's all too complicated. He gestures mutely at Alice, at
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himself, at Martin. The next moment Martin jumps him and they

go tumbling together to the floor.

“Who are you?” Martin yells, banging the intruder repeatedly

against the wall. “You some kind of detective? You trying to

work a badger game on me?” Slain. Slam. Slam. He feels the

girl's small fists pounding on his own back. “Stop it!” she

screams. “Let him alone, will you? He's my husband!”

“Husband!” Martin cries. Astounded, he lets go of the stranger

and swings around to face the girl. A moment later he realizes

his mistake. Out of the corner of his eye he sees that the

intruder has raised his fists high above his head like clubs.

Martin tries to get out of the way, but no time, no time, and the

fists descend with awful force against his skull.

Alice doesn't know what to do. They're rolling around on the

floor, fighting like wildcats, now Martin on top, now Ted. Martin
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is younger and bigger and stronger, but Ted seems possessed

by the strength of the insane; he's gone berserk. Both men are

bloody-faced, and furniture is crashing over everywhere. Her

first impulse is to get between them and stop this crazy fight

somehow. But then she remembers that she has come here as a

killer, not as a peacemaker. She gets the laser from her purse

and aims it at Martin, but then the combatants do a flipflop and

it is Ted who is in the line of fire. She hesitates. It doesn't

matter which one she shoots, she realizes after a moment. They

both have to die, one way or another. She takes aim. Maybe she

can get them both with one bolt. But as her finger starts to

tighten on the discharge stud, Martin suddenly gets Ted in a

bearhug and, half lifting him, throws him five feet across the

room. The back of Ted's neck hits the wall and there is a loud

crack. Ted slumps and is still. Martin gets shakily to his feet. “I
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think I killed him,” he says. ‘Christ, who the hell was he?” “He

was your grandson,” Alice says and begins to shriek hysterically.

Ted stares in horror at the crumpled body at his feet. His

hands still tingle from the impact. The left side of Martin's head

looks as though a pile-driver has crushed it. “Good God in

heaven,” Ted says thickly, “what have I done? I came here to

protect him and I've killed him! I've killed my own grandfather!”

Alice, wide-eyed, futilely trying to cover her nakedness by

folding one arm across her breasts and spreading her other hand

over her loins, says, “If he's dead, why am you still here?

Shouldn't you have disappeared?” Ted shrugs. “Maybe I'm safe

as long as I remain here in the past. But the moment I try to go

back to 2006, I'd vanish as though I've never been. I don't

know. I don't understand any of this. What do you think?”
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Alice steps uncertainly from the machine into the

Temponautics showroom. There's Friesling. There are the

technicians. Friesling says, smiling, “I hope you had a very

enjoyable journey, Mrs.—ah—uh—” He falters. “I'm sorry,” he

says, reddening, “but your name seems to have escaped me.”

Alice says, “It's, ah, Alice—uh—do you know, the second name

escapes me too?”

The whole clan has gathered to celebrate Martin's 83rd

birthday. He cuts the cake, and then one by one they go to him

to kiss him. When it's Alice's turn, he deftly spins her around so

that he screens her from the others and gives her rump a good

hearty pinch. “Oh, if I were only fifty years younger!” he sighs.

It's a warm springlike day. Everything has been lovely at the

office—three new accounts all at once—and the trip home on the

freeway was a breeze. Alice is waiting for him, dressed in her
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finest and most sexy outfit, all ready to go out. It's a special

day.

Their eleventh anniversary. How beautiful she looks! He

kisses her, she kisses him, he takes the tickets from his pocket

with a grand flourish. “Surprise,” he says. “Two weeks in Hawaii,

starting next Tuesday! Happy anniversary!” “Oh, Ted!” she cries.

“How marvelous! I love you, Ted darling!” He pulls her close to

him again. “I love you, Alice dear.”
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