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But the best evidence we have that tine travel is not possible, and
never will be, is that we have not been invaded by hordes of tourists fromthe
future.

St ephen Hawki ng, "The Future of the Universe"

| REMEMBER now how |l onely | was when | nmet Cross. | never |et anyone
know about it, because being al one back then didn't make me quite so unhappy.
Besides, | was just a kid. | thought it was my own fault.

It |ooked like |I had friends. In 1962, | was on the swi mteam and got
el ected Assistant Patrol Leader of the Wil f Patrol in Boy Scout Troop 7. Wen
si des got chosen for kickball at recess, | was usually the fourth or fifth
pick. I wasn't the best student in the sixth grade of John Jay El enentary
School -- that was Betty Garolli. But | was smart and the other kids made ne
feel bad about it. So I stopped raising ny hand when | knew t he answer and
wat ched ny vocabul ary. | renenber | said albeit once in class and they teased
me for weeks. Packs of girls would cone up to me on the playground. "Ch Ray,"
they'd call and when | turned around they'd scream "All beat it!" and run
away, choking with | aughter.

It wasn't that | wanted to be popular or anything. Al | really wanted
was a friend, one friend, a friend | didn't have to hide anything from Then
cane Cross, and that was the end of that.

One of the problems was that we lived so far away from everythi ng. Back
t hen, Westchester County wasn't so suburban. Qur house was deep in the woods
intiny WIIoughby, New York, at the dead end of Cobb's H Il Road. In the
wi nter, we could see Long Island Sound, a silver needle on the horizon
pointing toward the city. But school was a half hour drive away and the
nearest kid lived in Ward's Hollow, three niles down the road, and he was a
dunb fourth-grader.

So | didn't have any real friends. Instead, | had science fiction. Mom
used to conplain that I was obsessed. | watched Superman reruns every day
after school. On Friday nights Dad used to let ne stay up for Twilight Zone,
but that fall CBS had tenporarily cancelled it. It cane back in January after

everyt hi ng happened, but was never quite the sane. On Saturdays, | watched old
sci-fi movies on Adventure Theater. My favorites were Forbi dden Pl anet and The
Day The Earth Stood Still. | think it was because of the robots. | decided
that when | grew up and it was the future, | was going to buy one, so

woul dn't have to be al one anynore.
On Monday nornings |1'd get my weekly allowance -- a quarter. Usually
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I'd get off the bus that sane afternoon down in Ward's Hollow so | could go to
Village Variety. Twenty five cents bought two comics and a pack of red
licorice. | especially loved DC s G een Lantern, Marvel's Fantastic Four and
Incredible Hulk, but I'd buy al nost any superhero. | read all the science
fiction books in the library twi ce, even though Mom kept nagging ne to try
different things. But what | |oved best of all was Gal axy nagazi ne. Dad had a
subscription and when he was done reading themhe would slip themto nme. Mm
didn't approve. | always used to read themup in the attic or out in the
lean-to 1'd |l ashed together in the woods. Afterwards |I'd store them under ny
bunk in the bonb shelter. | knew that after the nuclear war, there would be no
TV or radio or anything and 1'd need sonmething to keep me busy when | wasn't
fighting nutants.

| was too young in 1962 to understand about Momis drinking. | could see
that she got bright and wobbly at night, but she was always up in the norning
to make me a hot breakfast before school. And she woul d have graham crackers
and peanut butter waiting when | came home -- sonetimes cinnanon toast. Dad
said | shouldn't ask Momfor rides after five because she got so tired keepi ng
house for us. He sold Andersen wi ndows and was away a lot, so | was pretty
much stranded nost of the time. But he always made a point of being home on
the first Tuesday of the nonth, so he could take ne to the Scout neeting at
7:30.

No, | ooking back on it, | can't really say that | had an unhappy
chil dhood -- until | net Cross.

* * * %

| remenber it was a warm Saturday afternoon in Cctober. The | eaves covering

the ground were still crisp and their scent spiced the air. | was in the
lean-to 1'd built that spring, nostly to practice the square and di agona
| ashings | needed for Scouts. | was reading Gal axy. | even renenber the story:

"The Ballad of Lost C Mell" by Cordwai ner Smith. The squirrels nust have been
chittering for sonme time, but | was too engrossed by Lord Jestocost's probl ens

to notice. Then | heard a faint crunch, not ten feet away. | froze, |istening.
Crunch, crunch ... then silence. It could ve been a dog, except that dogs
didn't usually slink through the woods. | was hoping it m ght be a deer --

I'd never seen deer in WIIoughby before, although I'd heard hunters shooti ng.
| scooted silently across the dirt floor and peered between the dead saplings.

At first | couldn't see anything, which was odd. The woods weren't al
that thick and the | eaves had | ong since dropped fromthe understory brush. |
wondered if | had inmagined the sounds; it wouldn't have been the first tine.
Then | heard a twi g snap, maybe a foot away. The wall shivered as if sonething
had brushed against it, but there was nothing there. Nothing. | mght have
screanmed then, except ny throat started to close. | heard whatever it was
skulk to the front of the lean-to. | watched in horror as an unseen wei ght
pressed an acorn into the soft earth and then | scranbled back into the
farthest corner. That's when | noticed that, when | wasn't |ooking directly at
it, the air where the invisible thing should have been shimrered like a
mrage. The lashings that held the frame creaked, as if it were bendi ng over
to see what it had caught, getting ready to drag ne, squealing, out into the
sun and ...

"Ch, fuck," it said in a high, panicky voice and then it thrashed away
into the woods.

In that nonment | was transformed -- and | suppose that history too was
forever changed. | had sonehow scared the thing off, twelve-year-old scrawny
me! But nore inmportant was what it had said. Certainly | was well aware of the
exi stence of the word fuck before then, but | had never dared use it mnyself,
nor do | remenber hearing it spoken by an adult. A spaz |ike the Mirphy kid
m ght say it under his breath, but he hardly counted. 1'd always thought of it
as | anguage' s atom ¢ bonb; used properly the word shoul d make brains shrivel,
eardrunms expl ode. But when the invisible thing said fuck and then ran away, it
betrayed a vulnerability that made nme reckless and nore than a little stupid.

"Hey, stop!" | took off in pursuit.



| didn't have any trouble chasing it. The thing was no Davy Crockett;
it was noisy and clunmsy and slow. | could see a flickery outline as it
| unbered along. | closed to within twenty feet and then had to hold back or
woul d' ve caught up to it. | had no idea what to do next. W blundered on in
slower and slower motion until finally | just stopped.
"WWait," | called. "WWat do you want?" | put my hands on ny wai st
and bent over like | was trying to catch ny breath, although I didn't need to.
The thing stopped too but didn't reply. Instead it sucked air in wheezy,
ragged hooofs. It was harder to see, now that it was standing still, but I
think it nmust have turned toward ne.
"Are you okay?" | said.
"You are a child." It spoke with an odd, chirping kind of accent. Child
was Ch-eye-el d.

"I'"'min the sixth grade."” | straightened, spread nmy hands in front of
me to show that | wasn't a threat. "What's your nane?" It didn't answer. |
took a step toward it and waited. Still nothing, but at least it didn't bolt.
"I"'m Ray Beaumont," | said finally. "I live over there." | pointed. "How cone

I can't see you?"

"What is the date?" It said da-ate-eh.

For a monent | thought it neant data. Data? | puzzled over an answer. |
didn't want it thinking | was just a stupid little kid. "I don't know, " | said
cautiously. "Cctober twentieth?"

The thing considered this, then asked a question that took nmy breath
away. "And what is the year?"

"Ch jeez," | said. At that point | wouldn't have been surprised if Rod
Serling hinself had popped out from behind a tree and started addressing the
unseen TV audi ence. Which m ght have included nme, except this was really
happeni ng. "Do you know what you just ... what it means when ..."

"What, what?" Its voice rose in alarm

"You're invisible and you don't know what year it is? Everyone knows

what year it is. Are you ... you're not from here."

"Yes, yes, | am 1962, of course. This is 1962." It paused. "And | am
not invisible." It squeezed about eight syllables into invisible. | heard a
sound |i ke paper ripping. "This is only canmel.” O at least, that's what |
t hought it said.

" Camel ?"

"No, canp." The air in front of me crinkled and slid away froma dark
face. "You have not heard of campoufl age?"

"Ch sure, cano."

| suppose the thing nmeant to reassure ne by showing itself, but the
effect was just the opposite. Yes, it had two eyes, a nose, and a nouth. It
stripped off the canouflage to reveal a neatly-pressed gray three piece
busi ness suit, a white shirt and a red and blue striped tie. At night, on a
crowded street in Manhattan, | mght've passed it right by -- Dad had taught
me not to stare at the kooks in the city. But in the afternoon light, | could
see all the things wong with its disguise. The hair, for exanple. Not exactly
a crewcut, it was nore of a stubble, like M. Rudowski's chin when he was
growi ng his beard. The thing was way too thin, its skin was shiny, its fingers
too long and its face -- it |ooked like one of those Barbie dolls.

"Are you a boy or a girl?" | said.

It started. "There is sonethi ng wong?"

| cocked nmy head to one side. "I think maybe it's your eyes. They're
too big or sonething. Are you wearing makeup?"

"I amnaturally male." It -- he bristled as he stepped out of the
canoufl age suit. "Eyes do not have gender."

"I'f you say so." | could see he was going to need hel p getting around,
only he didn't seemto knowit. | was hoping he'd reveal hinself, brief me on
the mssion. | even had an i dea how we coul d contact President Kennedy or
whoever he needed to neet with. M. Newell, the Scoutnaster, used to be a
colonel in the Arny -- he would know sone general who could call the Pentagon



"What's your nanme?" | said.

He draped the suit over his arm "Cross."

| waited for the rest of it as he folded the suit in half. "Just
Cross?" | said.

"My given nane is Chitmansing." He warbled it like he was calling
bi rds.

"That's okay," | said. "Let's just make it M. Cross.”

"As you wi sh, M. Beaunont." He folded the suit again, again and again.

"Hey! "

He continued to fold it.

"How do you do that? Can | see?"

He handed it over. The canp suit was nore inpossible than it had been
when it was invisible. He had reduced it to a six inch square card, as thin
and flexible as the queen of spades. | folded it in half nyself. The two sides
seened to meld together; it would ve fit into ny wallet perfectly. | wondered
if Cross knew how close | was to running off with his amazing giznp. He'd
never catch me. | could see flashes of ny brilliant career as the invisible
superhero. Tales to Confound presents: the origin of Canpb Kid! | turned the
card over and over, trying to figure out howto unfold it again. There was no
seam no latch. How could | use it if I couldn't open it? "Neat," | said.

Rel uctantly, | gave the card back to him

Besi des, real superheroes didn't steal their powers.

| watched Cross slip the card into his vest pocket. | wasn't scared of
him What scared nme was that at any mnute he mght walk out of ny life. | had
to find a way to tell himl was on his side, whatever that was.

"So you live around here, M. Cross?"

"I amfromthe island of Mauritius."

"Where's that?"

"It is in the Indian OCcean, M. Beaunont, near Mdagascar."

| knew where Madagascar was from playing Risk, so | told himthat but
then | couldn't think of what else to say. Finally, | had to blurt out
something -- anything -- to fill the silence. "It's nice here. Real quiet, you
know. Private."

"Yes, | had not expected to neet anyone." He, too, seened at a |loss. "I
have business in New York Gty on the twenty-sixth of COctober."

"New York, that's a ways away."

"I's it? How far woul d you say?"

"Fifty mles. Sixty, maybe. You have a car?"

"No, | do not drive, M. Beaunont. | amto take the train."

The nearest train station was New Canaan, Connecticut. | could ve hiked
it in maybe half a day. It would be dark in a couple of hours. "If your
business isn't until the twenty-sixth, you'll need a place to stay."

"The plan is to take roons at a hotel in Manhattan."
"That costs noney."
He opened a wallet and showed me a wad of crisp new bills. For a mnute

| thought they nust be counterfeit; | hadn't realized that Ben Franklin's
pi cture was on noney. Cross was giving me the goofiest grin. | just knew
they'd eat himalive in New York and spit out the bones.

"Are you sure you want to stay in a hotel?" | said.

He frowned. "Why would | not?"

"Look, you need a friend, M. Cross. Things are different here than ..
than on your island. Sonetimes people do, you know, bad stuff. Especially in
the city."

He nodded and put his wallet away. "I am aware of the dangers, M.
Beaurmont. | have trained not to draw attention to nyself. | have the proper
equi prent. " He tapped the pocket where the canp was.

| didn't point out to himthat all his training and equi pnent hadn't
kept himfrom bei ng caught out by a twelve-year-old. "Sure, okay. It's just
Look, | have a place for you to stay, if you want. No one will know. "



"Your parents, M. Beaunont

"My dad's in Massachusetts until next Friday. He travels; he's in the
wi ndow busi ness. And nmy nmom won't know. "

"How can she not know that you have invited a stranger into your
house?"

"Not the house," | said. "My dad built us a bonmb shelter. You'll be
safe there, M. Cross. It's the safest place I know "

* * * %

I remenber how Cross seened to lose interest in nme, his nmission and the
entire twentieth century the monent he entered the shelter. He sat around al
of Sunday, dodging ny attenpts to draw himout. He seemed distracted, l|ike he
was listening to a conversation | couldn't hear. When he woul dn't talk, we
pl ayed ganmes. At first it was cards: Gn and Crazy Eights, nostly. In the
afternoon, | went back to the house and brought over checkers and Mnopoly.
Despite the fact that he did not seemto be paying nuch attention, he beat ne
like a drum Not one gane was even close. But that wasn't what bothered ne. |
bel i eved that this man had cone fromthe future, and here | was buil di ng
hotel s on Baltic Avenue!

Monday was a school day. | thought Cross would object to ny plan of
locking himin and taking both nmy key and Momis key with me, but he never said
a word. | told himthat it was the only way | could be sure that Momdidn't
catch himby surprise. Actually, | doubted she'd cone all the way out to the
shelter. She'd stayed away after Dad gave her that first tour; she had about
as much use for nuclear war as she had for science fiction. Still, | had no
i dea what she did during the day while | was gone. | couldn't take chances.
Besides, it was a good way to make sure that Cross didn't skin out on ne.

Dad had built the shelter instead of taking a vacation in 1960, the
year Kennedy beat N xon. It was buried about a hundred and fifty feet fromthe
house. Nothing special -- just a little cellar wi thout anything built on top
of it. The entrance was a steel bul khead that |ed down five steps to anot her
steel door. The inside was cranped; there were a couple of cots, a sink and a
toilet. Alnost half of the space was filled with supplies and equi pnent. There
were no wi ndows and it always snelled a little nmusty, but | |oved going down
there to pretend the bonbs were falling.

When | opened the shelter door after school on that Mnday, Cross |ay
just as | had left himthe night before, sprawl ed across the big cot, staring

at nothing. |I remenber being a little worried; | thought he m ght be sick.
stood beside himand still he didn't acknow edge ny presence.
"Are you all right, M. Cross?" | said. "I bought Risk." | set it next

to himon the bed and nudged himw th the corner of the box to wake himup
"Did you eat?"

He sat up, took the cover off the gane and started reading the rules.
"President Kennedy will address the nation," he said, "this evening at seven
o' clock."

For a monent, | thought he had rmade a slip. "How do you know t hat ?"

"The announcenent cane last night." | realized that his pronunciation
had i nproved a | ot; announcenment had only three syllables. "I have been
studying the radio."

| wal ked over to the radio on the shelf next to the sink. Dad said we
were supposed to | eave it unplugged -- sonething about the bonbs naking a
power surge. It was a brand new solid-state, nulti-band Heathkit that 1'd
hel ped himbuild. Wien | pressed the on button, woren i mediately started
si ngi ng about shoppi ng: Where the values go up, up, up! And the prices go
down, down, down! | turned it off again.

"Do ne a favor, okay?" | said. "Next tine when you're done would you
pl ease unplug this? | could get in trouble if you don't." | stooped to yank
t he pl ug.

When | stood up, he was holding a sheet of paper. "I will need sone
things tonorrow, M. Beaunont. | would be grateful if you could assist ne."

| glanced at the Iist w thout conprehension. He nust have typed it,



only there was no typewiter in the shelter

To buy:

-One CGeneral Electric transistor radio with earplug
-One General Electric replacenent earplug

-Two Eveready Heavy Duty nine volt batteries
-One New York Tinmes, Tuesday, Cctober 23

-Rand McNally map of New York City and vicinity
To receive in change

-Five dollars in coins

-twenty nickels

-ten dines

-twel ve quarters

VWhen | | ooked up, | could feel the change in him H's gaze was
electric; it seemed to crackle down ny nerves. | could tell that what | did
next would matter very much. "I don't get it," | said

"There are inaccuracies?"

| tried to stall. "Look, you'll pay al nost double if we buy a
transistor radio at Ward's Hollow. I'Il have to buy it at Village Variety.
Wait a couple of days -- we can get one nmuch cheaper down in Stanford."

"My need is imedi ate." He extended his hand and tucked sonething into
t he pocket of ny shirt. "I amassured this will cover the expense."

I was afraid to | ook, even though | knew what it was. He'd given ne a
hundred dollar bill. I tried to thrust it back at himbut he stepped away and
it spun to the floor between us. "I can't spend that."

"You must read your own money, M. Beaunont." He picked the bill up and
brought it into the light of the bare bulb on the ceiling. "This note is | ega
tender for all debts public and private."

"No, no, you don't understand. A kid like ne doesn't walk into Village
Variety with a hundred bucks. M. Rudowski wll call my nmom"

"If it is inconvenient for you, I will secure the itens nyself." He
of fered nme the noney again.
If | didn't agree, he'd | eave and probably never cone back. | was

getting mad at him Everything would be so nuch easier if only he'd adnit
what we both knew about who he was. Then | could do whatever he wanted with a
cl ear conscience. Instead he was keeping all the wong secrets and acting
really weird. It nmade nme feet dirty, like | was helping a pervert. "Wat's
goi ng on?" | said.

"I do not know how to respond, M. Beaunont. You have the list. Read it
now and tell ne please with which itemyou have a problem"

| snatched the hundred dollars fromhimand janmed it into ny pants
pocket. "Wy don't you trust nme?"

He stiffened as if | had hit him

"I let you stay here. | didn't tell anyone. You have to give ne
somet hing, M. Cross."

"Well then ... " He | ooked unconfortable. "I would ask you to keep the
change. "

"Ch jeez, thanks." | snorted in disgust. "Ckay, okay, |I'Il buy this

stuff right after school tomnorrow "

Wth that, he seened to | ose interest again. Wen we opened the Risk
board, he showed nme where his island was, except it wasn't there because it
was too small. W played three games and he crushed me every tinme. | renmenber
at the end of the last game, watching in disbelief as he finished building a
wal I of invading arnmies along the shores of North Africa. South Anmerica, ny
| ast continent, was dooned. "Looks like you win again," | said. | traded in
the last of ny cards for new arnies and | aunched a final, useless
counter-attack. When | was done, he studied the board for a nonent.

"I think Risk is not a proper simulation, M. Beaunont. We should both
| ose for fighting such a war."



"That's crazy," | said. "Both sides can't |ose."

"Yet they can," he said. "It sonetinmes happens that the victors envy
the dead."

* * * %
That night was the first time | can renenber being bothered by Momtal king
back to the TV. | used to talk to the TV too. Wen Buffal o Bob asked what tine
it was, | would screech It's Howdy Doody Tine just |ike every other kid in
Aneri ca.

"My fellow citizens," said President Kennedy, "let no one doubt that
this is a difficult and dangerous effort on which we have set out." | thought
the president |ooked tired, like M. Newell on the third day of a canpout. "No
one can foresee precisely what course it will take or what costs or casualties
will be incurred.”

"Ch ny god," Momscreanmed at him "You're going to kill us all!"

Despite the fact that it was close to her bedtime and she was shouting
at the President of the United States, Mom | ooked great. She was wearing a
shiny black dress and a string of pearls. She always got dressed up at night,

whet her Dad was honme or not. | suppose nost kids don't notice how their
not hers | ook, but everyone always said how beautiful Momwas. And since Dad
t hought so too, | went along with it -- as long as she didn't open her nouth.
The problemwas that a ot of the tine, Momdidn't make any sense. \Wen she
enbarrassed ne, it didn't nmatter how pretty she was. | just wanted to craw
behi nd the couch.

" Nbm "

As she leaned toward the television, the martini in her glass cane
cl ose to slopping over the edge.
Presi dent Kennedy stayed calm "The path we have chosen for the present

is full of hazards, as all paths are -- but it is the one npst consistent with
our character and courage as a nation and our conmitments around the world.
The cost of freedomis always high -- but Americans have always paid it. And

one path we shall never choose, and that is the path of surrender or
submi ssion. "

"Shut up! You foolish man, stop this.'
then some of her drink did spill. "Ch, dam!"

"Take it easy, Mom"

"Don't you understand?" She put the glass down and tore a Kleenex from
the box on the end table. "He wants to start Wrld War I11!" She dabbed at the
front of her dress and the phone rang.

| said, "Mom nobody wants World Var I11."

She ignored ne, brushed by and picked up the phone on the third ring.

"Ch thank CGod," she said. | could tell fromthe sound of her voice that
it was Dad. "You heard himthen?" She bit her Iip as she listened to him
"Yes, but...."

Wat chi ng her face made nme sorry | was in the sixth grade. Better to be
a stupid little kid again, who thought grownups knew everything. | wondered
whet her Cross had heard the speech.

"No, | can't, Dave. No." She covered the phone with her hand. "Raynie,
turn off that TV!"

| hated it when she called ne Raynie, so | only turned the sound down.

"You have to cone hone now, Dave. No, you listen to ne. Can't you see
the man's obsessed? Just because he has a grudge agai nst Castro doesn't mean
he's allowed to ..."

Wth the sound off, Chet Huntley | ooked as if he were speaking at his
own funeral

"I amnot going in there wthout you."

| think Dad must have been shouting because Mom hel d the receiver away
from her ear.

She waited for himto cal mdown and said, "And neither is Raynie. He'l
stay with ne."

"Let me talk to him" | said. | bounced off the couch. The | ook she

She shot out of her chair and



gave nme stopped ne dead.

"What for?" she said to Dad. "No, we are going to finish this
conversation, David, do you hear ne?"

She listened for a nmonent. "Ckay, all right, but don't you dare hang
up." She waved ne over and sl apped the phone into ny hand as if | had put the
mssiles in Cuba. She stalked to the kitchen.

| needed a grownup so bad that | alnost cried when | heard Dad's voi ce.
"Ray," he said, "your nother is pretty upset."

"Yes," | said.

"I want to conme hone -- | will come honme -- but | can't just yet. If |
just up and leave and this blows over, I'Il get fired."

"But, Dad ...."

"You're in charge until | get there. Understand, son? If the tine
cones, everything is up to you."

"Yes, sir," | whispered. I'd heard what he didn't say -- it wasn't up

to her.

"I want you to go out to the shelter tonight. Wait until she goes to
sl eep. Top off the water drums. Get all the gas out of the garage and store it
next to the generator. But here's the nost inportant thing. You know the
sacks of rice? Drag themoff to one side, the pallet too. There's a hatch
underneath, the key to the airlock door unlocks it. You ve got two new guns
and plenty of anmunition. The revolver is a .357 Magnum You be careful wth
that, Ray, it can blow a hole in a car but it's hard to aim The
doubl e-barrel ed shotgun is easy to aimbut you have to be close to do any
harm And | want you to bring down the Ganemaster fromny closet and the .38
fromny dresser drawer." He had been talking as if there would be no tonorrow
he paused then to catch his breath. "Now, this is all just in case, okay? |
just want you to know "

I had never been so scared in ny life.

" Ray ?"
| should have told himabout Cross then, but Mom weaved into the room
"CGot it, Dad," | said. "Here she is."

Momsmled at me. It was a lopsided snmle that was trying to be brave
but wasn't doing a very good job of it. She had a new glass and it was full.
She held out her hand for the phone and | gave it to her

* * * %
I remenber waiting until alnbst ten o' clock that night, readi ng under the
covers with a flashlight. The Fantastic Four invaded Latveria to defeat Doctor
Doonm Supernman tricked M. Myzptlk into saying his nane backwards once again.
When | opened the door to nmy parents' bedroom | could hear Mom snoring. It
spooked me; | hadn't realized that wonen did that. | thought about sneaking in
to get the guns, but decided to take care of themtonorrow

| stole out to the shelter, turned ny key in the lock and pulled on the
bul khead door. It didn't nove. That didn't make any sense, so | gave it a
hard yank. The steel door rattled terribly but did not swing away. The air had
turned frosty and the sound carried in the cold. |I held my breath, listening
to ny bl ood pound. The house stayed dark, the shelter was quiet as stones.
After a few monents, | tried one last tine before | admtted to nyself what
had happened.

Cross had bolted the door shut fromthe inside.

* * * %
| went back to nmy room but couldn't sleep. | kept going to the wi ndow to
wat ch the sky over New York, waiting for a flash of killing light. I was al
but convinced that the city would burn that very night in thermonuclear fire
and that nomand | would die horrible deaths soon after, pounding on the
unyi el di ng steel doors of our shelter. Dad had left me in charge and | had | et
hi m down.

| didn't understand why Cross had | ocked us out. If he knew that a
nucl ear war was about to start, he might want our shelter all to hinself. But
that made hima nonster and | still didn't see himas a nonster. | tried to



tell nmyself that he'd been asleep and couldn't hear ne at the door -- but that
couldn't be right. What if he'd cone to prevent the war? He'd said he had
business in the city on Thursday; he could be doing something really, really
futuristic in there that he couldn't let ne see. O else he was having
probl ems. Maybe our twentieth century gerns had got to him like they killed
H G Wlls's Mrtians.

| rmust have teased a hundred different ideas apart that night, in
bet ween uneasy trips to the wi ndow and glinpses at the clock. The last tinme |
renenber seeing was 4:16. | tried to stay up to face the end, but | couldn't.

* * * %

| wasn't dead when | woke up the next norning, so | had to go to
school. Mom had Cream of \Weat all ready when | dragged nyself to the table.
Al t hough she was all bright and bubbly, | could feel her giving me the
nmot her's eye when | wasn't | ooking. She always knew when sonet hi ng was w ong.
| tried not to show her anything. There was no tine to sneak out to the
shelter; | barely had time to finish eating before she bundled ne off to the
bus.

Ri ght after the norning bell, Mss Toohey told us to open The Story of
New York State to Chapter Seven, Resources and Products and read to oursel ves.
Then she left the room W |ooked at each other in amazenment. | heard Bobby
Coni ff whi sper sonething. It was probably dirty; a few kids snickered. Chapter
Seven started with a map of product synbols. Two teeny little cows grazed near
Bi nghant on. Rochester was cog and a pair of glasses. Elmra was an adding
machi ne, Oswego an apple. There was a lightning bolt over N agara Falls. Dad

had prom sed to take us there soneday. | had the sick feeling that we'd never
get the chance. M ss Toohey | ooked pal e when she canme back, but that didn't
stop her fromgiving us a spelling test. | got a ninety-five. The word |
spel l ed wong was enigma. The hot |unch was Anmerican Chop Suey, a roll, a

salad and a bow of butterscotch pudding. In the afternoon we did deci mals.

Nobody sai d anythi ng about the end of the world.

| decided to get off the bus in Ward's Hollow, buy the stuff Cross
wanted and pretend |I didn't know he had | ocked the shelter door last night. If
he said sonething about it, I'd act surprised. If he didn't ... | didn't know
what |'d do then.

Village Variety was next to Warren's Esso and across the street from

the Post Office. It had once been two different stores |ocated in the sane
bui | di ng, but then M. Rudowski had bought the buil ding and knocked down the
dividing wall. On the fun side were pens and pencil and paper and greeting

cards and magazi nes and coni cs and paperbacks and candy. The other side was
all boring hardware and smal |l appliances.

M. Rudowski was on the phone when | canme in, but then he was al ways on
t he phone when he worked. He could sell you a hammer or a pack of basebal
cards, tell you a joke, ask about your famly, conplain about the weather and
still keep the guy on the other end of the line happy. This time though, when
he saw nme cone in, he turned away, wrapping the phone cord across his
shoul der.

I went through the store quickly and found everything Cross had wanted.
| had to bl ow dust off the transistor radio box but the batteries | ooked
fresh. There was only one New York Times |left; the headlines were so big they
were scary.

US | MPOSES ARMS BLOCKADE ON CUBA

ON FI NDI NG OF OFFENSI VE M SSI LE SI TES

KENNEDY READY FOR SOVI ET SHOADOAN

Ships Must Stop - President Grave - Prepared To Ri sk War

| set ny purchases on the counter in front of M. Rudowski. He cocked
his head to one side, trapping the tel ephone receiver against his shoul der
and rang nme up. The paper was on the bottom of the pile.

"Since when do you read the Tinmes, Ray?" M. Rudowski punched it into



the cash register and hit total. "I just got the new Fantastic Four." The cash
drawer popped open

"Maybe tonorrow, " | said.

"Al'l right then. It comes to twelve dollars and forty-seven cents."

I gave himthe hundred dollar bill.

"What is this, Ray?" He stared at it and then at ne.

| had ny story all ready. "It was a birthday gift fromm grandma in
Detroit. She said | could spend it on whatever | wanted so | decided to treat
nmysel f but 1'mgoing to put the rest in the bank."

"You' re buying a radi o? From ne?"

"Well, you know. | thought maybe | should have one with ne with al
this stuff going on."

He didn't say anything for a noment. He just pulled a paper bag from
under the counter and put ny things into it. H's shoul ders were hunched; |
t hought maybe he felt guilty about overcharging for the radio. "You should be
listening to nusic, Ray," he said quietly. "You like Elvis? Al kids like
Elvis. O maybe that col ored, the one who does the Tw st?"

"They're all right, | guess."

"You're too young to be worrying about the news. You hear ne? Those
politicians ..." He shook his head. "It's going to be okay, Ray. You heard it
fromne."

"Sure, M. Rudowski. | was wondering, could | get five dollars in
change?"

| could feel himwatching me as | stuffed it all into ny book bag.
was certain he'd call ny mom but he never did. Home was three nmiles up Cobb's
HIll. I didit in forty mnutes, a record.

* * * %

I remenber | started running when | saw the flashing lights. The police car
had left skid marks in the gravel on our driveway.

"Where were you?" Mm burst out of the house as | cane across the | awn.
"Ch, my God, Raymie, | was worried sick." She caught nme up in her arns.

"I got off the bus in Ward's Hollow " She was about to snother me; |
squirmed free. "Wat happened?”

"This the boy, ma'an?" The state trooper had taken his time catching up
to her. He had al nost the same hat as Scoutmaster Newell.

"Yes, yes! Oh, thank God, officer!"

The trooper patted me on the head Iike | was a | ost dog. "You had your
mmworried, Ray."

"Raynmi e, you should' ve told ne."

"Somebody tell ne what happened!" | said.

A second trooper cane from behind the house. W watched hi m approach
"No sign of any intruder." He | ooked bored: | wanted to scream

"I ntruder?" | said.

"He broke into the shelter,"” said Mom "He knew nmy nane."

"There was no sign of forcible entry," said the second trooper. | saw

hi m exchange a glance with his partner. "Nothing disturbed that | could see."
"He didn't have tinme," Momsaid. "Wien | found himin the shelter,
ran back to the house and got your father's gun fromthe bedroom™
The t hought of Momwith the .38 scared ne. | had ny Shooting nerit
badge, but she didn't know a hamer froma trigger. "You didn't shoot hin®"
"No." She shook her head. "He had plenty of time to | eave but he was
still there when | canme back. That's when he said nmy nane."
| had never been so mad at her before. "You never go out to the

shelter."

She had that puzzled | ook she always gets at night. "I couldn't find ny
key. | had to use the one your father |eaves over the breezeway door."

"What did he say again, ma'an? The intruder."

"He said, 'Ms. Beaunont, | present no danger to you.' And | said, 'Who

are you?' And then he came toward ne and | thought he said 'Margaret,' and
started firing.



"You did shoot him"

Both troopers must have heard the panic in ny voice. The first one
said, "You know somet hi ng about this man, Ray?"

"No, I-1 was at school all day and then | stopped at Rudowski's ...." |
could feel ny eyes burning. | was so enbarrassed; | knew | was about to cry in
front of them

Mom act ed annoyed that the troopers had stopped paying attention to
her. "I shot at him Three, four tinmes, | don't know. | nust have m ssed,
because he just stood there staring at nme. It seenmed |like forever. Then he
wal ked past me and up the stairs |ike nothing had happened.”

"And he didn't say anything?"

"Not a word."

"Well, it beats me," said the second trooper. "The gun's been fired
four times but there are no bullet holes in the shelter and no bl oodstains."

"You mind if | ask you a personal question, Ms. Beaunont?" the first
trooper said.

She col ored. "I suppose not."

"Have you been drinking, ma'an®"

"Ch that!" She seened relieved. "No. Well, | nean, after | called you,
| did pour nyself a little something. Just to steady nmy nerves. | was worried
because ny son was so late and ... Raymie, what's the matter?"

| felt so snmall. The tears were pouring down ny face.

* * * %
After the troopers left, | remenber Mom baki ng brownies while |I watched
Superman. | wanted to go out and hunt for Cross, but it was already sunset
and there was no excuse | could cone up with for wandering around in the dark
Besi des, what was the point? He was gone, driven off by ny nother. I'd had a

chance to help a man fromthe future change history, nmaybe prevent World War
11, and I had blowmn it. My Iife was ashes.

I wasn't hungry that night, for brownies or spaghetti or anything, but
Mom made that clucking noi se when | pushed supper around the plate, so | ate a
few bites just to shut her up. | was surprised at how easy it was to hate her
how good it felt. O course, she was oblivious, but in the nmorning she would
notice if | wasn't careful. After dinner she watched the news and | went
upstairs to read. | wapped a pillow around ny head when she yelled at David
Brinkley. | turned out the lights at 8:30, but | couldn't get to sleep. She
went to her rooma little after that.

"M . Beaunont ?"

| rmust have dozed off, but when | heard his voice | snapped awake
i medi at el y.

"I's that you, M. Cross?" | peered into the darkness. "I bought the
stuff you wanted." The roomfilled with an awful stink, |ike when Mom drove
wi th the parking brake on.

"M . Beaunont," he said, "I am damaged."

| slipped out of bed, picked nmy way across the dark room | ocked the
door and turned on the light.

"Ch jeez!"

He sl umped agai nst nmy desk like a nightmare. | remenber thinking then
that Cross wasn't human, that naybe he wasn't even alive. H s proportions were
wrong: an ear, a shoulder and both feet sagged like they had nelted. Little
wi sps of steamor something curled off him they were what smelled. H's skin
had gone all shiny and hard; so had his business suit. 1'd wondered why he
never took the suit coat off and now | knew. H's clothes were part of him The
m ddl e fingers of his right hand beat spasnodically against his palm

"M . Beaunont," he said. "l calculate your chances at 10716 to 1."

"Chances of what?" | said. "What happened to you?"

"You must listen nost attentively, M. Beaunont. My decline is very bad
for history. It is for you nowto alter the time line probabilities.”

"l don't understand."

"Your governnent greatly overestimates the nucl ear capability of the



Soviet Union. |If you a originate a first strike, the United States will
achi eve overwhel mng victory."

"Does the President know this? W have to tell him"

"John Kennedy will not wel cone such information. If he starts this war,
he will be responsible for the deaths of tens of millions, both Russians and
Ameri cans. But he does not grasp the future of the arms race. The war nust
happen now, because those who cone after will build and build until they
control arsenals which can destroy the world many tines over. People are not
capabl e of thinking for very long of such fearsome weapons. They tire of the
i dea of extinction and then becone nunb to it. The buil dup sl ows but does not
stop and they congratul ate thensel ves on having survived it. But there are
still too many weapons and they never go away. The Third War cones as a
surprise. The First War was called the one to end all wars. The Third War is
the only such war possible, M. Beaunont, because it ends everything. History
stops in 2009. Do you understand? A year later, there is no life. Al dead,
the world a hot, barren rock."

"But you ...?"

"I am nothing, a construct. M. Beaunont, please, the chances are 10716
to 1," he said. "Do you know how i nmprobabl e that is?" H s |augh sounded like a
hi ccup. "But for the sake of those few precious tine |lines, we rmust continue.
There is a man, a politician in New York. If he dies on Thursday night, it

will create the incident that forces Kennedy's hand."
"Di es?" For days, | had been desperate for himto tal k. Now all
wanted was to run away. "You're going to kill somebody?"
"The world will survive a Third War that starts on Friday, October 22,
1962. "
"What about ne? My parents? Do we survive?"
"l cannot access that time line. | have no certain answer for you.
Pl ease, M. Beaunont, this politician will die of a heart attack in |less than

three years. He has nade no great contribution to history, yet his
assassi nati on can save the world."

"What do you want from ne?" But | had al ready guessed.

"He will speak npbst eloquently at the United Nations on Friday evening.
Afterward he will have dinner with his friend, Ruth Fields. Around ten o'clock
he will return to his residence at the Waldorf Towers. Not the Wal dorf Astoria
Hotel , but the Towers. He will take the elevator to Suite 42A. He is the
Aneri can anmbassador to the United Nations. His nanme is Adlai Stevenson."

"Stop it! Don't say anything else.”

When he sighed, his breath was a cloud of acrid steam "I have based ny
calculation of the time line probabilities on tw data points, M. Beaunont,
whi ch | discovered in your bomb shelter. The first is the .357 Magnum
revol ver, |ocated under a pallet of rice bags. | trust you know of this
weapon?"

"Yes." | whispered.

"The second is the collection of magazi nes, |ocated under your cot. It
woul d seemthat you take a interest in what is to come, M. Beaunont, and that
may |lend you the terrible courage you will need to divert this time line from
di saster. You should know that there is not just one future. There are an
infinite nunber of futures in which all possibilities are expressed, an
i nfinite nunber of Raynond Beaunonts"

"M. Coss, | can't ..."

"Perhaps not," he said, "but | believe that another one of you can."

"You don't understand ... ." | watched in horror as a boil swelled on
the side of his face and popped, expelling an evil jet of yell ow steam
"What ?"

"Ch fuck." That was the |l ast thing he said.

He slid to the floor -- or maybe he was just a body at that point. Mre
boils formed and burst. | opened all the windows in nmy roomand got the fan
down out of the closet and still | can't believe that the stink didn't wake

Mom up. Over the course of the next few hours, he sort of vaporized.



When it was over, there was a sticky, dark spot on the floor the size
of my pillow. | mnmoved the throw rug fromone side of the roomto the other to
cover it up. | had nothing to prove that Cross existed but a transistor radio,
a couple of batteries, an earplug and ei ghty-seven dollars and fifty-three
cents in change.

* * * %
| mght have done things differently if | hadn't had a day to think. | can't
renmenber going to school on Wdnesday, who | talked to, what | ate. | was
feverishly trying to figure out what to do and howto do it. | had no place to
go for answers, not Mss Toohey, not ny parents, not the Bible or the Boy
Scout Handbook, certainly not Gal axy magazi ne. \Watever | did had to cone out
of me. | watched the news with Momthat night. President Kennedy had brought
our mlitary to the highest possible state of alert. There were reports that
some Russian ships had turned away from Cuba; others continued on course. Dad
called and said his trip was being cut short and that he woul d be hone the
next day.

But that was too |ate.

| hid behind the stone wall when the school bus came on Thursday

nmorni ng. Ms. Johnson honked a couple of tinmes, and then drove on. | set out

for New Canaan, carrying ny bookbag. In it were the radio, the batteries, the
coins, the map of New York and the .357. | had the rest of Cross's nobney in

ny wall et.

It took nore than five hours to hike to the train station. | expected
to be scared, but the whole tine | felt light as air. | kept thinking of what
Cross had said about the future, that | was just one of mllions and nillions
of Raynmond Beaunonts. Mst of themwere in school, diagrami ng sentences and
wat ching M ss Toohey bite her nails. | was the special one, walking into
history. | was super. | caught the 2:38 train, changed in Stanford, and
arrived at Gand Central just after four. | had six hours. | bought nyself a
hot pretzel and a coke and tried to decide where | should go. | couldn't just
sit around the hotel |obby for all that time; | thought that would draw too

much attention. | decided to go to the top of the Enpire State Building. |
took my time wal king down Park Avenue and tried not to see all the ghosts |
was about to make. In the |obby of the Enpire State Building, | used Cross's
change to call hone.

"Hell 0?" | hadn't expected Dad to answer. | woul d' ve hung up except
that I knew | m ght never speak to him again.

"Dad, this is Ray. |'msafe, don't worry."

"Ray, where are you?"

"I can't talk. I'"'msafe but | won't be home tonight. Don't worry."
"Ray!" He was frantic. "Wat's going on?"

“I'"msorry. "

"Ray! "

| hung up; | had to. "I love you," |I said to the dial tone.

| could imagi ne the expression on Dad's face, how he would tell Mm
what |'d said. Eventually they would argue about it. He woul d shout; she
would cry. As | rode the elevator up, | got mad at them He shouldn't have
pi cked up the phone. They shoul d've protected me from Cross and the future he
cane from | was in the sixth grade, | shouldn't have to have feelings like
this. The observation platformwas al nost deserted. | wal ked conpl etely around
it, staring at the city stretching away fromne in every direction. It was
dusk; the buildings were shadows in the failing light. | didn't feel |ike Ray
Beaunmont anynore; he was ny secret identity. Now | was the superhero Bonmb Boy;
| had the power of bringing nuclear war. Wherever | cast ny terrible gaze,
cars nmelted and people burst into flane.

And | loved it.

It was dark when | came down fromthe Enpire State Building. | had a
sausage pizza and a coke on 47"th Street. Wiile | ate, | stuck the plug into
my ear and listened to the radio. | searched for the news. One announcer said

the debate was still going on in the Security Council. Qur anbassador was



guesti oni ng Ambassador Zorin. | stayed with that station for a while, hoping
to hear his voice. | knew what he | ooked I|ike, of course. | knew Adl ai
Stevenson had run for President a couple of times when | was just a baby. But
| couldn't renmenber what he sounded like. He might talk to ne, ask ne what |
was doing in his hotel; | wanted to be ready for that.

| arrived at the Wal dorf Towers around nine o' clock. | picked a plush
velvet chair that had a direct view of the elevator bank and sat there for
about ten mnutes. Nobody seemed to care but it was hard to sit still. Finally
| got up and went to the men's room | took my bookbag into a stall, closed
the door and got the .357 out. | aimed it at the toilet. The gun was heavy
and | could tell it would have a big kick. | probably ought to hold it with
both hands. | put it back into nmy bookbag and fl ushed.

VWen | came out of the bathroom 1 had stopped believing that | was
goi ng to shoot anyone, that | could. But | had to find out for Cross's sake.
If I was really neant to save the world, then | had to be in the right place
at the right tine. | went back to ny chair, checked ny watch. It was
ni ne-twenty.

| started thinking of the one who would pull the trigger, the unlikely
Ray. What woul d nake the difference? Had he read sone story in Galaxy that |
had ski pped? Was it a problemw th Mon? O Dad? Maybe he had spell ed eni gma
right; maybe Cross had |lived another thirty seconds in his tine line. O maybe
he was just the best that | could possibly be.

| was so tired of it all. | must have wal ked thirty nmiles since norning
and | hadn't slept well in days. The | obby was warm People | aughed and
mur mur ed. El evator doors dinged softly. | tried to stay up to face history,
but | couldn't. | was Raynond Beaunont, but | was just a twelve-year-old kid.

| remenber the doornman waking ne up at el even o' clock. Dad drove al
the way into the city that night to get nme. \When we got honme, Mom was al ready
in the shelter.

Only the Third War didn't start that night. O the next.

I lost television privileges for a nonth.

* * * %

For nost people ny age, the nmpbst traumatic nenory of grow ng up came on
November 22, 1963. But the date |I remenber is July 14, 1965, when Adl ai
St evenson dropped dead of a heart attack in London

|"ve tried to do what | can, to make up for what | didn't do that

night. I've worked for the cause wherever | could find it. | belong to CND and
SANE and the Friends of the Earth and was active in the nuclear freeze
nmoverent. | think the Green Party (ww greens.org) is the only politica

organi zation worth your vote. | don't know if any of it will change Cross's
awful probabilities; maybe we'll survive in a few nore tine |lines.

VWen | was a kid, | didn't mnd being lonely. Now it's hard, know ng
what | know. Ch, | have lots of friends, all of themwonderful people, but
peopl e who know ne say that there's a part of myself that | always keep
hi dden. They're right. | don't think I'lIl ever be able to tell anyone about

what happened with Cross, what | didn't do that night. It wouldn't be fair to
t hem
Besi des, what ever happens, chances are very good that it's ny fault.

At www. fictionwi se.com you can

* Rate this story
* Find nore stories by this author
* Read the author's notes for this story

* Get story recommendations


www.greens.org
www.fictionwise.com




