M CHAEL THOVAS
THE TI ME TH EF
THE STRANGER APPEARED at the crest of the knoll.

Mark and his friends, playing tag through the carcass of the abandoned Model

Tl

did not see or hear himapproach, but Mark gradually sensed the man's presence
the way a di sturbing thought lingers at the edge of consciousness before
bursting full blown into the m nd.

The steering wheel was safe and Mark rested his hands on the wheel while the
Mel lon twins, their scrawny red-headed bodies |ooking |ike waltzing carrots,
scanpered away from pudgy and flat- footed Joey Hanson. Soot fromthe bl ast
furnaces coated the rusting car, turning Mark's fingertips black where they
touched the wheel. He wi ped his hands on his knickers, then with a spidery
ki nd

of feeling knew that he was bei ng watched, caught at playi ng hookey fromthe
ei ghth grade even before he | ooked up and saw the nan. At first the stranger
was

just a silhouette on the hill framed by the sawtoothed battlements of the
Ford

Rouge Pl ant. Black snmoke fromthe coke ovens monmentarily blotted out the sun
transformng the man fromsil houette to hawk-faced stranger. As Joey and the
Mellon twins clinbed through the car to Mark's side, he pointed at the man and
t hey watched as the stranger slowy descended the hill toward them

"Service Departnent?" Joey whispered.

"Must be," Pete Mellon said.

"Hobo, " Mark guessed.

"Must be," Paul Mellon said.

The man reached the foot of the hill, stuck his hands on his hips and grinned
?;e boys. He wore a brown | eather aviator's jacket, threadbare and ripped, and
ﬁat with the brim shadowi ng his forehead. He was thin with deep-set eyes and
sunken cheeks, convincing Mark that he was indeed a hobo, probably having just
ridden the rails fromout west to find work at the Ford Pl ant.

"Excuse me, boys, but is that the Ford Rouge Plant?" the stranger asked.

"That's Ford's," Mark said.

The Mellon twins stifled | aughter over anyone being so dunb as to not know
Ford's.

"They hirin?" the man asked.
"Maybe," Joey said. "But they'll only start you at $6 a day."
"Yeah," Mark said. "My dad started at $6 a day and he worked his way up to

al rost $10 a day doing tool and die and then they fired him They just hired
hi m



back and nade himstart at $6 again."”

"Least he got hired back," Joey said. "My old man got laid off and hasn't
wor ked
for six nonths."

Mar k bl ushed and studi ed his shoes; he should have been happy that his father
was back to work, but he felt awkward, alnost ashanmed of the fact around his
friends whose fathers were still jobless and broke. The Mellon famly took in
boarders, Joey's nother cleaned houses to make sure they had food. So Mark
shoul d have felt lucky, but actually felt ashamed, a feeling which had becone
his natural state.

For as long as he could renmenber his father had swung on a denmented pendul um
bet ween working overtinme six days a week and losing his job. Wth each sw ng
of

t he pendul um Mark's shame grew worse; it always seened as if his father |ost
his job because there was sonmething wong with himor with the famly. The
first

time it happened, nmen fromthe Ford Soci ol ogi cal Department cane to inspect

t he

house and the fanmly to nake sure they were living decently and were deserving
of his father's profit-sharing bonus. No one knew exactly what standards old
Henry Ford thought were befitting a bonus, but whatever they were, the nmen in
suits who poked and prodded through the dirty |laundry and exam ned the pantry
for liquor bottles found no evidence that Mark's family lived up to their
quality control. Not only did his father lose his profit-sharing bonus, he

| ost

his job. Now, the Sociol ogical Departnent was gone, but in the ten years

si nce,

his father had been rehired five times and lost his job four times, always for
some reason that inplied it was the man's own fault, or the famly's fault,
and

each tine Mark's shane grew deeper

"Sounds like things are tough around here," the stranger said.

"M ster, where you been?" Joey | aughed, puckering his pudgy face. "It's hard
times. But things is gonna change. There's gonna be a march on the plant and
t hey say thousands of guys is gonna .... "

Mar k jabbed an el bow into Joey's ribs.
"OM What's the big idea?"
"You shouldn't go talking to strangers about things," Mrk whispered.

Pete Mellon's eyes forned discs beneath his nmop of red hair. "Yeah. He m ght
be
a Service Departnent spy."

"Service Departnent spy,"” his brother said.

The stranger chuckled to himself, his lips curling upward, bunching his thin
face into a death's head grin. "Has there ever been a march on the plant?"

"Q@uess not," WMark said.

The man nodded, nore to hinmself than to the boys. "Then this is the fight
one,"



he said. "It's 1932." He tipped his hat and said, "Mich obliged. You boys have
yourself a good day." He started back up the hill, hesitated, turned and

t ossed

a quarter to each boy.

"Ceez, thanks, mster," Joey called after him

Mark fingered his quarter and watched the stranger disappear over the rise of
the hill as if the snoke and flames and nmassive walls of the plant were a

dr agon

that had swal | owed the man whol e.

Then the man reappeared and beckoned themw th a crook of his finger
"Let's run," Pete Mellon said.

"Run," Paul said.

"I ain't going up there," Joey said.

Drawn for sone reason he could not understand, Mark clinbed the hill and
stared

down with the stranger at the plant. It stretched like its own dark city al

t he

way to the Rouge River where freighters docked and skel etal gantries unl oaded
the ore. Lines of snokestacks carved a fence pattern across the sky, the
bui | di ngs housing the assenbly lines crowded each other |ike the caves of sone
race of toiling dwarves, and over all the smoke fromthe blast furnaces

wr apped

the plant in a shroud.

The stranger pointed and said, "lIs that MIler Road down there?"
"Yep," Mark said.

The stranger nodded. "By the way, do you know .... "The man hesitated, then
shook his head. "Never mnd. It's better if I find himnyself."

Mark waited, but the man only went on staring at the craggy sunmits of the

bl ast

furnaces. At last, Mark turned and raced down the hill. It was a warm day for
March, but Mark shivered. Wth a start, he realized he was frightened, not
knowi ng why, only knowi ng the stranger's appearance was an omen, as unlucky as
wal ki ng under a | adder.

THE BOYS DEBATED what to do with their quarters, the Mellons wanting to see
Scarface and Joey and Mark hol ding out for parfaits at Henderson's Drug Store.
At last the parfaits won and the boys sat at the counter, eating with

| ong- handl ed spoons, specul ati ng about the stranger.

"Maybe he's a communist,"” Pete Mellon said.

"I still think he's Service Departnent,"” Joey Hanson sai d.

"He's just a hobo," Mark said.

As they tal ked, Mark's conviction about the man weakened. Sonethi ng about the
stranger, sonething knowing in the sunken eyes nade himsure the man was nuch

nore than a hobo. But he couldn't believe the man was one of the goons from
t he



Ford Service Departnent. Goons al ways wore suits and ties. Still, there was
somet hing not quite right about the nman. Maybe Joey was right, maybe the guy
was

a spy trying to find out about the Hunger March

He sipped nelted ice creamfromthe bottomof the glass with a straw, then
snel |l ed aftershave and his nood bri ght ened.

"How s ny favorites?" Randy Randol ph said. He sat on a swivel stool at the
counter, played with one of his ruby rings, straightened his tie, smoothed his
greased-back hair. Randy had the | ook of an eager Dobernman pinscher and just
about as nuch fashion sense, but to Mark he was as heroic as Charles

Li ndber gh.

Randy started out life like them living off the Ford Plant Iike rats |iving
of f

a garbage dunp, but now Randy dressed better than a politician and had no fear
of layoffs or the Service Department. Randy was the lord of numbers; his

nast ers

weren't foremen, but the kind of guys you saw in novies, riding the running
boards of cars, Tommy guns in hand.

Randy made a quarter appear from behind Mark's ear, then repeated the sleight
of

hand, pulling a stack of white cards from behind Mark's other ear. Randy
fanned

hinself with the cards and gri nned.

"I"ll sell twice as many as | ast week," Mark said.

"Il beat you any day of the week," Joey said.

The Mellons | eaped for the cards.

"Hold up there," Randy said. "There's plenty for everybody."

Mar k pocketed his allotnment of cards; he would be on MIler Road at shift
change, ready to sell the betting cards to plant workers, eager to inpress
Randy, just as eager to collect his five percent conm ssion. Qther runners
only

made two percent, but Randy took care of his runners, paid better, acted as
buddy, confidant and father figure to Mark and his friends.

Randy ordered a chocol ate shake, ruffled Mark's hair for no reason, then
forced
a conb through his own grease-caked hair.

Joey clinmbed onto the stool next to Randy. "Hey Randy, you gonna be in the
mar ch?"

"Mar ch?" Randy asked.

"The march on the plant. You know. "

Nhrk sensed they should keep quiet, but this was Randy, after all, and he
3;2? io | oose his spot as Randy's nunber one pal. "There's gonna be

t housands, "

Mar k sai d.

"That a fact?" Randy said. "I suppose your dads will be there, right in the



front row
"You bet," Mark said.

Randy shook his head. "Suckers," he said. "It's all a sucker's gane. Renmenber
what | told you guys. You don't want to be the ones buying the cards, you want
to sell them Nobody gets rich playing the cards and nobody gets rich working
in

some factory. You think marching on Ford's is going to nmake things better? Fat
chance. And even if it does, your fathers will just be replacing one naster
with

another. | got this cousin who works in a nmine. They got a union. You know
what
that means? It means they still work in the nines only they got to pay union

dues on top of everything el se and do what the union bosses say to do. No, the
only way to get ahead is with guts. You got to be an entrepreneur."”

"A what ?" Joey asked.

"You heard the nman," Mark said, even though he had no idea what an
ent r epr eneur
was.

Randy tapped the tobacco down on a Chesterfield and |lit the cigarette. "Go out
on your own. Take ne, for exanmple. The boss tells ne what to do, but he
doesn' t

give a rat's ass about how !l do it. As long as they get their cut, I'ma free
man. So if | want to pay you guys nore, that's fine and dandy. | don't report
to

nobody. And when | go hone, ny old lady's got steak on the table. My boy
doesn' t

hold his pants up with rope. He's got more suspenders than you guys got teeth.
So wise up. Ford's is for suckers."

"Right," Mark agreed. Randy was always right; his vision of life lingered with
Mark, filled himwth a |um nous sense of life's possibilities, as rich as a
stomach full of steak. The alternative was the assenbly line, his future as
predi ctable and fixed as engi ne bl ocks runbling along the line in their

singl e-nmi nded ferocity.

"For instance," Randy said, "I can foretell the future. | predict there's nore
| ayoffs com ng."'

"How do you know t hat?" Joey asked

"Because that shelf over there is enpty. Do you know what used to be on that
shel f? Hair dye. All the old guys are busy dying their hair so they | ook young
and maybe fool people into thinking they still got what it takes. Happens
every

time runmors about layoffs start. Ain't that pathetic? Like | says, only
suckers

buy the cards."

"Right," Mrk said.

"So you guys just stay away fromthis march. Wen is it now?"

"Day after tonorrow, " Mark said.

"That's right. You told nme that already. And what tine was it again? \Were's



it
starting?"

"Mller," Joey said. "Nine o'clock sharp, ny dad says."

Randy grinned and said, "Right. That's right." He | eaned on the counter and
stared at the Mellon twins. "Cat got your tongue?"

Peter and Paul shook their red heads, synchronized |ike clockwork dolls.

"You guys are brain-damaged," Randy said and | aughed. Cigarette dangling from
his lip, he exam ned his appearance in the mrror behind the soda fountain,
patting down his |acquered hair, using Joey's shirt to wi pe the grease from
hi s

fingertips. "Well now, | got to be on ny way. See you boys tomorrow, right?"

"Right," they all said and watched Randy swagger fromthe drugstore as if he
was
| eavi ng the swi nging doors of a sal oon

It was time to go home, so they followed Randy into the street. The air had
turned the color of dirty snow, the |ow hanging clouds erecting a bunker

ar ound

the sun. Mark and his friends passed the M chigan Arns where plant workers

crowded the | obby to find a woman and rent a room by the hour. Pete Mellon

suddenly lurched to a halt and threw his armacross his friends.

The stranger turned the corner, at first stared past the boys as if searching
for sonething or someone, then recogni zed them and gri nned.

"Al'l of that," the stranger said, sweeping his armtoward the fields extending

behi nd Henderson's Drug Store, "will be gone within years. A great war will
cone

and your fathers will be building tanks and arny trucks instead of cars.
Thousands of people will cone north to work in the plants and at first they'l
live in Quonset huts, but eventually there will be houses and stores and
office

parks and hospitals ....

The man went on while the boys gl anced at each other, nade circular notions
with

their fingers at their tenples.

"Ah, mster," Joey Hanson said. "Were you been? The G eat War has al ready

been
fought. W& won."

The stranger blinked at him for a nonment |ooked lost, then snmiled. "O
course, "

he said. "Only | wasn't tal king about that war. This will be another war. And
there will be wars beyond that one. | shouldn't tell you boys this, but I Iike
you. Tell your fathers to buy these fields here. If they do, they'll make nore

nmoney than you can dream about."

Mark stared at the enpty fields, hone to old tires, bottles, dead grass and
cattails, and decided the man wasn't Service Department, but a plain old
madman.

"Now, " the stranger said. "If a man around here wanted to get some action
wher e



woul d he go?"

They all pointed in unison to the Mchigan Arnms. The stranger watched it for a
nmonent, then said, "No, that's very tenpting, but that's not what | meant.

Waat

if a guy wanted to wager sonme money, on nunbers, say. Were would he get a
card?"

Four hands shot up hol di ng cards.

The stranger |aughed. "Well now, you boys certainly are the young busi nessmen.
I"minpressed. But | was thinking about talking to the person who woul d supply
you with such cards. | always believe in going right to the source.”

The Mellon twins | ooked as if they were about to blurt out Randy's nane, but
Mark | eaped in front of them "W don't know his nane."

The man narrowed his eyes at Mark, studied him finally shrugged his
shoul ders.
"Well, nuch obliged anyways. You boys have yourself a good day."

Mar k wat ched hi m wal k away, his head swiveling fromside to side as if
sear chi ng
for somet hing.

"What's he up to?" the tw ns asked.
"Maybe he's a G Man," Mark said.

The boys stared at each other, amazed at the enormity of being hunted by
G Men.
As if being chased by sonething on claws, they bolted for their hones.

That night, Mark's nother made hash and potatoes fried in lard. His father ate
two platefuls, his face | ow over his plate as he spooned the food into his
nmout h, then straightening up, grease dripping fromhis lips to stain his
shirt.

After dinner his father told himto go to his room

"But the ganme's on the radio and ...."

H s father, eyes like lunps of coal, glared at him Mark began to obey, then
lingered in the kitchen doorway. "Dad," he said. "How many guys do you think
will be in the march?"

"Don't know," his father said.

"What time do you think we should be there,"

H s father | ooked up at him unconprehending then formed slits with his

eyel i ds.
"You aren't going to any march."

Mark was sure he must have m sunderstood. "But all the guys ...."
"l said no."

"Il stay right by you. | promise | won't

H s father snorted. "What makes you think I'mgoing to march in any foo



par ade?
Besides, they're all reds and I ain't no red."

"Joey Hanson's dad isn't a red. M. Mellon isn't. And you hel ped organize ....

"Well, | changed ny mind. | just got ny job back and |I'm sure as hell not

goi ng
to do anything to lose it again."”

A void formed in Mark, something as dark as the snmoke fromthe Rouge Plant's
coke ovens. "All the guys are goings" he said | anely.

"And | say shut the hell up!" his father yelled. "You go anywhere near that
march and I'll give you sonething to whine about."

Mar k knew enough to keep quiet when his father's voice went high-pitched and
hi s

fingers curled into a mallet. Years ago during one of his layoffs, there had
been runors of a forenman beaten up in an alley. Police came and talked to his
father, but never charged himw th anything. Joey Hanson told Mark his father
had heard Mark's father bragging about it in a bar.

Mark retreated to his bedroom where he sprawl ed on his bed and for a noment
choked back tears. He would not let hinself cry. Randy Randol ph didn't cry.
Randy didn't beat up guys in alleys. He didn't care what his father said; he
was

going to march in the denonstration, shoulder to shoulder with Joey Hanson and
the Mellon twins. Maybe Randy was right, naybe they were all suckers, but at

| east he wasn't chicken like ....

He couldn't bring hinmself to finish the thought, even though the bitterness he
felt toward his father lingered like the aftertaste of vomt. H s father
probably deserved to lose his job tinme and tine again.

Later that night, his father came to his roomand sat on the edge of his bed
and
said, "Look, I'msorry | yelled at you. You're a good kid. | didn't nean it."

"It's all right," Mark said.

"You just have to understand that a nman has to do what he has to do. | put

f ood

on the table for you and your nother. | put clothes on your back. I'd rather
be

marching with nmy friends, but, well, | just can't. Wen you grow up you'l

understand. Life ain't pretty and sonmetines you do things for the best, not
because you want to do them™

"Sure, | understand," Mark said.

He felt his father's hand in his for a nmonent, felt the cold of coins.

"Here's fifty cents,” his father said. "Buy yourself sonething."

"Thanks," Mark said. For a noment he wanted to hug his father, but he remained
still on the bed. He was afraid that if he touched his father he would realize

how much the man had shrunk

IN THE MORNI NG Mark snuck a bottle of his father's Bryl cream and pl astered



hi s

hair back before setting off for school. After school, Mark desperately wanted
to spend his fifty cents, share his wealth with his friends, but he could not
bring hinself to explain that his newfound noney was a bribe to hide his
father's cowardi ce. He wanted to tal k, about what he wasn't quite sure, and at
the sane tinme yearned to be al one where he woul d never have to explain
anyt hi ng

to anybody.

He net his friends at the parking lot on MIller Road and peddl ed his betting
cards at shift change. Afterward, Joey wanted to play Indian Ball, but Mrk
still wanted to be alone so he faked a stomachache. Wen they were gone he
headed for Henderson's and bought the | atest Popular Science and a fistful of
Tootsie Rolls, then sauntered across fields, paying nore attention to the ads
in

t he back of the magazine pronmising wealth for your inventions than to his
desti nati on.

He found hinself on the banks of the Rouge River. Bluegills once swam beneath
the currents, ripe to be picked by anyone with a pole and patience. Now sl udge
rode the water |ike mutant plankton and sewage coll ected al ong the banks |ike
cancerous puff balls. Mark skimed a few rocks across the river, then wandered
across the field toward the old Model T where he could read his magazine in
private.

He clinbed into the driver's seat, opened the nagazine, then screanmed when the
hand appeared over the seat back

He tunbled fromthe car and whirled. Slowy, the stranger pulled hinself to a
sitting position in the back, rubbed his eyes, then grinned at Mark

"Sorry about that," the man said. "Didn't nean to scare you."

"Jeezus, mister."

"Sorry." He rubbed his eyes again and stared at Mark. "Good nagazi ne?"
"Yeah. You been sl eeping here?"

"As good a place as any."

Hobo, Mark deci ded, definitely hobo.

"I's that what you spent your quarter on?" the man asked.

"Naw. My dad gave ne fifty cents. He got his job back."

"So you said. You're lucky.'
of
the rear bench seats and pulled his boots on

The man opened the car door and sat on the edge

"Yeah," Mark said, "as long as we can |live good enough to keep it."

The stranger's deep eyes narrowed, his head cocked quizzically. "Live good
enough?"

"They' re al ways wat ching you at the plant. If you don't act right you can get
canned. Used to be that guys fromthe plant came to inspect your house and if
you weren't living right then you didn't get your profit sharing, or |ost your
job. See, M. Ford wants people to live right, but | don't think they actually



go to your house anynore."

The stranger |eaned forward, intense, peering at Mark. "What does living right
mean?"

Mar k shrugged his shoul ders, blushed, felt the need to tell soneone and the
stranger seened harm ess enough. "Oh, you know, clean house and no fooling
around with wonmen and stuff."

"I's that a fact?" the man said. Suddenly he threw his head back and | aughed.
"So

old Henry was into social engineering. | never knew that. He was a man ahead
of

his tinme."

The blush on Mark's face deepened, burned into his skin. "It's not funny!"
The stranger stopped |laughing. "I wasn't |aughing at you," he said. "Actually
it's not very funny. Even now there are social engineers comng to power in
Europe that will make old Henry Ford |l ook like a rank amateur and bring doom

upon t he heads of many people, thenselves included." The man smled gently and
said, "Cone here. Sit down and show ne your nmgazi ne."

For sone reason he couldn't grasp, Mark ignored his instinctive caution and
sat

on the edge of the front seat and thunbed through the Popul ar Science while
t he

man rested his chin on the seat back and wat ched.

"So why did your dad lose his job this time?" the stranger asked.
"He stole tine," Mark said.
"He what ?"

"They said he was a time thief, that he stole M. Ford's time. This guy on the
line next to himwas a spotter and he kept track of all the time my dad went
to

t he bat hroom and he turned ny dad in. They said he went to the bathroomtoo
nmuch

and that was stealing M. Ford's tinme so they fired him™"

The man shook his head. "So M. Ford thinks he can even own tine, does he?"

"Quess so," Mark said and suddenly needed to change the subject. "Look at
this,"

Mark said. "Soneday there's going to be spaceshi ps and people living on the
nmoon. See, this article tells how people will wear these big boots with
nmagnet s

on the bottons so they can nove around in spaceshi ps where there's no
gravity."

"Yes," the man said. "People will live on the noon one day. And Mars. |'m sure
you're right."

"They had this neat story in Astounding Science Fiction about how t hese guys
went to Mars and they dug up this canal and they found these Martians |iving
underneath that had four arnms and they were just waiting for someone to cone
al ong so they could steal their spaceship and invade Earth."



In a far-off, distracted voice, the man said, "That sounds like quite a story.
You |like stories? Wuld you like nme to tell you one?"

"Sure," Mark said.

The stranger gazed at the plant beyond the hill, at the snoke turning the

cl ouds

the color of bruised skin, finally said, "Once upon a tinme, there was a man
who

di ed, was nurdered actually, and that had a terrible effect on his fanily
because they al ways depended on himto earn noney and put food on the table.
The

not her had no way of supporting her son except taking in laundry and cl eani ng
houses because wonmen weren't --aren't trained to do much nore. They fell into
poverty, but the son nanaged to hel p out by running nunbers for sone | oca
hoods. Pretty soon he started making contacts, as they say in the business,
friends who knew the right people to talk to if some guy wanted to nmake sone
qui ck money. And all the time this kid had a burning hate inside of him
because

of what had happened to his father. Al he really wanted was to get back at
everybody and everyt hi ng.

"Then a great war cane and all the young men, including the son, had to go off
and fight in the war. Wll, this son was a pretty smart guy and while

ever ybody

else in the arnmy was busy fighting the war, he got an idea on how to nmake sone
money off of it. See, wars aren't the way you see themin novies. GQuys go into
battle and they're so scared they even piss in their pants. That's not bad,
you

know. It's just the way it is. Being scared doesn't make you any |ess heroic.
In

fact you wouldn't be so heroic if you didn't have that fear to conquer. But
still, if there was sone way you could take the edge off that fear |ike taking
a

drink of whiskey, then so nmuch the better. Well this man, boy really since he
was only eighteen, knew about sonething even better than whiskey to help drive
a

man's fear away, a drug that would make everything in the world seemright.
Hs

old contacts fromthe streets supplied himand he sold it to his arny pals and
by the end of the war he was a very rich nman.

"After the war the man came back to this country and he used his noney and his
smarts and his old buddies to build up a business, a crime business, doing al
ki nds of things I wouldn't want a young guy like yourself to hear about. Let's
just say he becane very rich and very powerful and his sons carried on the
busi ness and their sons and the sons of the next generation."”

The stranger paused, |ooked even nore far away, as insubstantial as the

sil ence

bet ween seconds. At |ast he shook hinmself and continued. "All of this took
many

years, of course, and during this time the world changed drastically. Men did
i ndeed wal k on the moon and on Mars and sent probes into deep space. Back on
Earth other scientists explored i nner space, the worlds deep w thin your

cells.

They knew that everything we are is witten in a code within our cells. Bit by
bit they began to deci pher that code and with the keys to human life they
created miracles. They could alter the way a person woul d be while that person
was still an enbryo in the womb. They could tell who would get sick from which



di seases by studying the cells in a person's parents. They coul d nmake peopl e
super intelligent, handsone, anything they wanted. They coul d be gods.

"The problemwas that all this nagic took noney. If you had enough noney you
coul d engi neer your children any way you wanted, engi neer your own cells to
stave off disease. If you didn't have enough noney you were shit out of |uck
So

the weal thy and the powerful becane nore wealthy and nore powerful while the
poor grew poorer and nore envious with each new di scovery. Before |long there
were riots and nore wars. Soon the powerful took the next |ogical step. Since
t hey possessed the power to alter human beings, they coul d engi neer the whole
human race, take control of evolution itself."

"Ah, mister, | don't think |I understand,” Mark said.
The stranger smiled. "You don't have to."
"But what about the crime guys?"

"Be patient. I'mgetting there. Anyways, the people with the power took charge
and they decided what traits were val uabl e and whi ch ones were not. They

bl aned

the viol ence on the poor and their genes, used that as an excuse to w thhold

t he

technol ogy of genetic engineering fromthem said they were acting in the best
interests of the human race, weeding out the defective, the immoral, the

st upi d.

O course the funny thing was that the right genes just happened to be the
ones

that the nost powerful and wealthy people had."

Mark was still having trouble followi ng the story. "Wat about the crine
guys?"

he asked agai n.

"Well, by now the great grandson of our hero was the head of the famly
busi ness

and he had inherited his famly's gift for knowi ng how to nake a buck. Just as
hi s ancestor had made a fortune off of a bad situation, he could do the sane.
So

he gave the poor what they wanted. He started a bl ack market in genetic

engi neering and sold intelligence and health and good | ooks just the way somne
peopl e sold liquor during prohibition or sone people run nunbers right now
Oly

it got out of hand, because they could never be sure they were doing it right,
not cutting corners, not ripping people off. Terrible things happened.
Children

nmut at ed or were born dead. The worst was a new di sease that nmade the old
devastating di seases | ook Iike the common cold. It was a plague and mllions
of

people died fromit. And that only made things worse and there were nore
riots,

nore death."”

The man paused and went on staring at the jagged teeth of the factory and the
bl ack haze. Mark thought the man woul d continue, but there was only silence.
Finally he asked, "How did it end?"

The man roused hinself fromhis trance and shrugged his shoulders. "It hasn't
ended yet. Sanity did return to the human race, denocracy and all that. People



did learn to be nore hunmane when they finally realized that the real nessage
of

human evolution is that altruismis self-serving. Wat affects one nenber of
t he

group affects all nenbers eventually. But it all came too |ate for our hero
because the crinme lord' s beautiful wife died fromone of the diseases his
illegal business had mistakenly created. In his sorrow he canme to hate hinself
and everything his famly stood for and he began to wonder what woul d happen
i f

his ancestor, the first one to be nurdered, had Iived. Wuld everything have
been different? Because, you see, the scientists had by then gotten very
smart,

so smart they even managed time travel ."

"H G Wells!" Mark yel ped, finally understandi ng sonet hing, happy he could
contribute to the story.

"Yeah," the man said, "just like HG WIlls. Only that was a story and this
was

real . They | earned about things called paradoxes and path determ nants. Let's
say this man went back in tine and stopped his ancestor from being killed.

Maybe
that would alter history so nuch that the man woul d never be born. How coul d
someone who was never born go back in time and kill his ancestor?"

Mar k shrugged his shoul ders; he wasn't even sure about the cell stuff.

"So the man realized he could not change the past. But what if you wanted to
go

back in tine not to change it, but to sinply watch it, live through it,
actual ly

experience the events that were part of your story and led to what you had
become? Maybe, just maybe, if you could experience all those nmajor events and
all the different people involved, then you could finally understand it al
and

get those tw sted parts of you out of your system and maybe, just maybe, find
peace. Have you ever been scared, really scared?"

"Yes "
"I'"1l bet you told sonmebody about it. And then someone el se, over and over
again

until it finally wasn't so scary. Right?"

"Yeah. "

"Well this was the same way. This man had to go back and relive not just his
own

life, but the crucial nmonents in his whole fanily's past so that finally he
could be free and find out who he was."

Again the man | apsed into silence.

"I's that 1t?" Mark asked.

"Yes," the man said.

Mark |iked the story about the Martians nuch better. By now the |ight had
dwi ndl ed and the air had grown cool, the factory walls only dimcrags in the

gray light.



"I have to get hone," Mark said.

"Sure," the man said. "You'd better run along hone."

As Mark clinbed fromthe car, he asked, "You gonna get a job at Ford's?"

"I don't think so," the man said. He reached into his aviator's jacket and

wi t hdrew a bl ack box the size of a bar of soap. "Actually I'mgoing to record
the march on the plant."

Mark wasn't sure what the stranger neant. "You mean take pictures?"

"In a way, yes. This is a kind of canera. Very advanced."

"I guess so," Mark said. Suddenly he grinned. "You nean |like the ones in Life?
Ww, maybe me and my friends will be fanous.”

The man flinched as if Mark had spit at him "Wat do you nean?"
"Take our pictures in the march and sell it to Life."
"You're not going to be part of this march, are your"

"Sure. Everybody is. Me and Joey and Pete and Paul will be right there ....
"Mark hesitated, finally lied, "Marching with our dads."

Slowy the man unfurled hinself fromthe car and wal ked to Mark. "Don't do
that," he said.

"Are you crazy?"

"It mght be -- dangerous,"
Mar k

yanked away fromthe man's touch

the man said. He put a hand on Mark's shoul der

"I got to go hone now. "

"Wait," the man said, suddenly wild-eyed and grasping for him "Wat's your
name?"

Mar k dodged t he madman.
"Please tell ne your nane!"

Mark ignored him raced up the hill, running from sonething, not know ng what,
hearing the man call, "Don't go near MIIler Road when they march. Understand?"

Mar k hopped a wooden fence and raced the alleys, convinced the man was
foll ow ng
him finally sl owed when he knew he was al one.

The man was crazy, his story even crazier, stupid stuff adults like to tel
ki ds

and scare them Still, the man had told his story as if he had read it froma
newspaper. It was |like hearing a good ghost story; even when you know it's not
true you still believe in sone deep closet of your mind. Wiy had the man said

the march woul d be dangerous? Wul d sonet hi ng happen at the march tonorrow?
Wyul d sormeone die and doomhis kid and ultimtely much of the world? Crazy
tal k,



Mar k deci ded.

He wal ked back to Henderson's Drug Store, needing to be with someone, needing
an

adult like Randy Randol ph. He would have liked to talk to his father, but he
t hought Randy was nore of a man. Randy woul d know. He ran a conb through his
newl y greased-back hair and used his remaining quarter to order a chocol ate
soda

and buy the | atest copy of the Katzenjamrer Kids.

Near six o'clock, Randy swaggered in, spun hinmself around on a counter stool
patted down a cowick and wi nked at Mark. "Good hunting?" Randy said.

Mar k handed himfive dollars.

"That's it?" Randy said.

Mark shrugged his shoulders. "I didn't feel good."

Randy sl apped hi mon the back. "Hey, happens to the best of us."
“I'l'l do better tonorrow. "

Randy went on grinning, but his expression faltered, his jaw tensed fromthe
effort of maintaining the smle. "Wiy don't you skip tonorrow. "

"No, really, | feel good now "

"Right, right, | knowthat. It's just maybe you'd better skip tomorrow. You
know, the march and all. Nobody's gonna buy cards anyways with all the
commmot i on

goi ng on."

"Really, it's...."

"Just stay away," Randy said. "Tell your friends to take the day off."
Fear sent cobwebs through Mark's nerves. For the second time he had been
war ned

away fromthe march. "Randy?" he asked. "What's going to happen tonorrow?"

Randy stared through the plate-glass w ndow. "Happen? Nothing's going to

happen.

Bunch of guys will nake a big noise, then go home. That's all."

Mar k shook his head. "Sonething's going to happen,” he said. "I knowit. You
don't think the police or the plant guys will start anything, do you ?"
"Course not. Don't worry. Now you scram | have to get home. The little
wonman' s

got neatl oaf waiting and she don't let the kid eat until I'mthere."

Randy hopped fromthe stool, made for the door, then hesitated when Mark

gr abbed

his sleeve. "Joey's dad will be there. Other guys and their dads. Somnething' s
going to happen and | don't want themto get hurt."

"I told you...."

"But maybe you don't know. Maybe things will just go crazy. | think I'd better



warn...."'

Randy yanked his arm away from Mark, knelt and grabbed his shoul ders. "You
aren't saying nothing to no one. The cops and the plant goons aren't going to
do

anyt hi ng. "

"How do you know?" Mark asked, then, with a terrible certainty |like the news
of
a death in the famly, he whispered, "Wat do you know?"

"I just know, that's all. You go home and keep your mouth shut. Understand?"

Mar k nodded his head and watched Randy hurry fromthe drug store. He told,
Mar k

t hought. He punped us for information and then he sold it to the cops and to
t he

pl ant. They know exactly where the marchers will be and when. They woul d be
wai ting for the men.

The stranger's story cane back to himlike a menory of the future. The
stranger

knew people would die. For a noment it seemed to Mark that the drug store
vani shed, everything vani shed, and he was al one and stranded and, worse of
all,

betrayed. Betrayed by Randy, by his father's cowardice, by life itself. Only
suckers buy the cards. He had bought the cards.

That night, as his father and nother listened to the radio, Mark lay in his
bed,

face in his pillow, first nunb as death, then feeling as if he needed to
scream

What if everything the stranger had said was true? Wo woul d di e? Wose
ancest or

woul d | eave a | egacy of doon? He knew he had to warn someone, at |east Joey
and

the twins, tell themnot to let their fathers march. But what good woul d that
do? If the stranger was right about the march, then he was right about the
future. He had said you can't change the future. So warni ng them was
poi ntl ess.

What ever was about to happen woul d happen no matter what Mark did.

Late that night, when the house was dark and quiet, when all he could hear was
the pul se of blood at his tenples, Mark knew that he was no | onger the sane,
that a glinpse of an awful and terrifying truth had opened up before him a
vision of life that had at its core essentially nothing. Future and present
and

past all curved in on thenselves to formone inplacable, pointless and
unchangeabl e assenbly I|ine.

He sl ept and dreant of guns roaring, then awoke and the blast of the guns
becane
a poundi ng on gl ass.

Beyond hi s wi ndow, Joey Hanson grinned at him the Mellon twi ns danced with
excitenent.

"It's starting," Joey called. "Come on."

"Cone on," the tw ns echoed.



Mark scranbled into his overalls and flannel shirt, bolted into the kitchen.
The

house was silent, his father, now on the afternoon shift, probably asleep and
snoring. For a monent he yearned to wake the man up, tell himeverything, but
instead hurried into the yard. There was no point in telling himanything.
Even

if you could change the future, his father was not the man to change anyt hi ng.

Mark ran through Johnson's Junk Yard, cut across fields, scranbled through an
alley, reenerged into the streets intine to see the front of the
denonstrati on

reach Vernor at the boundary between Detroit and Dearborn. The sight took his
breat h away.

They had tal ked about thousands, a big nunber that no one took seriously, but
there they were, an arny of the unenployed, the poor, the starving, the

curi ous,

t he troubl emakers, the conmunists, the fledgling union organizers, nmen, wonen
and children, jammed into the street, their pace slowed to a crawl by the
sheer

wei ght and press of their humanity. The line stretched seemingly to the

hori zon

as if it started in the cold March sky itself, pouring not fromthe city, but
fromthe | ow hangi ng charcoal clouds and surging through a valley formed by

t he

storefronts on either side. Red banners rippled in the wind, clenched fists
formed exclamation points in the air.

Al ong the sidewal ks and in the side streets, Detroit police steadied their
horses or patrolled the crowd on foot, content to watch and wait.

But no one worried about the Detroit police. Just beyond the front line of the
march was Dearborn, the conpany town, where, Mark guessed, the Dearborn police
waited. If the marchers nmade it past that gauntlet, then there were still the
Servi ce Departnent goons waiting at the plant.

Mar k struggl ed through the crowd of curious onl ookers and intersected the head
of the march. Joey Hanson was there, as Mark knew he woul d be, wal king next to
his father, and the twins behind their red-haired father. Joey caught sight of
hi m and waved hi m over, pushed against his father's leg to make room for Mark

Now he was in the march, wal king toward the plant, trying not to | ook at the
police lining the sidewal ks and their blue steel revol vers.

Soneone was going to die.

"Where's your old man?" Joey said.

Mar k | ooked past him yanked on M. Hanson's leg. He had to tell soneone.
"W'd

better stop," he said. "Please.'

M. Hanson peered down at him "Wy's that?

"They know everything. They're waiting. There's gonna be trouble."

"How do you know t hat ?"

"Someone's going to die."



"Nobody's going to die."

"Yes they are, please....’'

Like a guillotine, the sound of someone calling his nane stopped himcold.
Lumbering toward them red faced and breathl ess, was his father

No, no, no, go away, go away. ..

H s father trudged toward them glared down at him fists clenched, voice high
pi tched and hysterical. "I told you not to cone here. | told you!" He grabbed
Mark's arm "Come hone right now "

For a nonent, Mark yielded, let his father take himtoward safety.

Pushed on by the crowd, they reached the city Iimts of Dearborn. "Christ,"
M.
Hanson snapped.

They faced a wall of police, blocking MIler Road, rifles at the ready. Mark
stared, anazed at the rifles, cold steel lethal things, not |ike the BB gun

t he

Mel l on Twi ns owned. Dread, just as cold as the rifles, burrowed into Mark's

gut .

A nmetallic voice cane at them half garbled by a negaphone, telling themto
turn
back, telling themit was unl awful

Men in the front row yelled, "Keep going. W' re not breaking any |aws."

The netal voice shouted that they had no permt.

"Screw the permit,"” nmen yelled back

M. Hanson said, "You boys nove back so you're not in the front row.

Wth shock, Mark realized his father wasn't draggi ng hi m horme, but was being
shoved forward by the crowd.

Mark pulled at him "W've got to go, we've got to go now, please!"

H s father glared ahead at the line of police. "Bastards," he said. Mark saw
hi s

father glance at M. Hanson, saw his father's jaw set with anger, knew in that
nmonent that his father had changed his mind, that he could not |eave his
friends

in the face of danger.
"No, no, we have to go honme now " Mark pl eaded.

A concussion slamred into him sent himstunbling backward. He lost his grip
on

his father's hand. Sonething whizzed over their heads. Mre concussions, then
cani sters expl oded around them Wthin seconds the marchers and the street and
the police vanished within a fog as thick as the smoke fromthe bl ast

furnaces.

Then Mark thought he was dying. His eyes stung as if someone had poured



al cohol

into them a fist crushed his chest. He fought to stay on his feet. Bodies
crashed into him People screamed and bolted in their blind panic. Mark knew
i f

he fell he would be tranpl ed.

Blind, he lurched forward, finally grasped brick with his fingers. \Wen he
opened his eyes, he was out of the cloud, supporting hinself on a building
wal | .

Through his tears he saw peopl e staggering through the cloud, running and
falling in their blind panic. Mdre tear gas canisters exploded on the street.
The denonstration, a few seconds ago seeming as |large and as i nmovable as a
mount ai n, shattered into a myriad of groups all bolting in different
directions.

Please let this be it, Mark thought.
Marchers ran past him swearing, rubbing furiously at their eyes, headed for

t he
al | eys and open fields.

Mark realized everyone was still headed for the plant, only they were hopping
fences and chargi ng down side streets and cutting across open fields in so
many

groups that the police had no chance to stop them

Desperately he | ooked for his father, M. Hanson, anyone famliar, but saw
only
angry, red, unknown faces blurring through the tears that would not cease.

For the first tinme Mark wondered if his father was about to die and he was the
one foretold by the stranger. He gagged, his head swam Then he ran

Mark foll owed the nmob along the nearest alley. In the streets, the police
scranbled to head them of f. Hoofs gall oped al ong asphalt, sirens blared. Tear
gas canisters shattered the wi ndows of a dry goods store.

Mark's tears finally dried, |eaving grime coated across his face. Hs arms
punpi ng |ike pistons, he bolted ahead of the marchers, turned into Ml ler
Road,

al nrost ran headlong into a line of fire trucks bl ocking the street and the
entrance to the plant.

"Shit," soneone yell ed.

Only the trucks had been depl oyed to block the street, no one guessing that
t he
denonstrators would come fromall sides.

Everywhere in M|l er Road people were running through the spray of water as
hard

as cannon balls fromthe fire hoses. Those closest to the fire trucks were
upended and sent crashing to the street, but fromthe fields and alleys to the
si des, beyond the reach of the hoses, the marchers swarned and overran the
trucks. Firefighters toppled fromtheir trucks as the fragnented nob now
reunited into a river surging down M|l er Road toward the Ford Pl ant.

To one side of MIler Road was the parking lot and to the other was the
fortress-like plant. An overpass spanned MIler Road fromthe lot to the plant
like a drawbridge spanning a noat. As Mark ran he saw the figures in suits



hi gh

on the overpass waiting with nmore hoses. Torrents flowed fromthe heights in
t he

cold air. There was no choice. The demonstrators charged through the manmade
waterfall, the freezing water hitting themlike fists.

Sone turned back, nbst ran on

Mark instinctively held his breath as he crashed through the torrent. The cold
convul sed himwi th a massive spasm threatened to knock himout, but sonehow
he

managed to stay conscious and ran until he was clear of the overpass.

By the time he reached the plant gates there were too nany people jamred up
agai nst the fence for Mark to get close. He heard people shouting, managed to
get a glinpse of a short man in a suit charging out of the gate and scream ng
at

one of the marchers.

Mar k desperately searched for his father, screamed his nane, his voice drowned
out by other shouts and screans.

Then he saw the stranger at the fringe of the nob, hol ding up his black box.
Mar k el bowed his way through the cromd toward him Maybe the stranger could
explain it to him Mybe the stranger could make it all right.

As Mark inched his way forward, the man caught a glinpse of him The man
screanmed at him waved himaway. As Mark tried to get closer, the man | owered
the box and started toward Mark

"Who is it?" Mark screaned, but his words were lost in the chaos. "Is it nme?
Is
it ny dad?"

A flurry of nmovenent at the gate caught Mark's eye. A chunk of asphalt sailed
fromthe crowd, graceful as a dove as it arced through the air, then hurtling
downward, gaining frenzied speed, crashing into the plant nan's head. The
little

man screamed, hands flying to his face, crinmson seeping through his fingers.
He

[ urched forward, grabbed the marcher for support, then, in each other's arms
like lovers, they both toppled to the ground. The marcher staggered to his
feet,

only, as he stood, his back suddenly arched and his mouth opened in a

soundl ess

scream

Li ke an echo of the scream Mark heard the shots: machine guns. Bullets
screaned

past the nmob's head, ricocheted against the fence, the roar of the guns
finally

drowned out by the scream ng people. Bodies crashed into Mark, sending him
spraw i ng as people bolted. There was no hope of fighting his way to his feet,
so Mark curled up and threw his arnms over his head and waited out the

st anpede,

repeating no, no, no to hinself.

When he dared to open his eyes he saw a body, dead eyes watching him
shattered
mouth still open to scream There were others.



Mark clinbed to his feet and stared around him dazed, too shocked to think of
much. Abstractly he counted four bodies. Other marchers, wounded and dazed,

| ay

inthe street, their linmbs twisted into rag doll shapes. Everywhere people
bolted for safety. Sirens wail ed a banshee's scream

And then he saw his father, standing, staring about him | ooking dazed and
sickened. Mark ran to him al nbst knocked the nan over as he threw his arns
around him

"Thank God," his father said and held him
It was all right, it was...
And then it wasn't all right.

Men stood around them M. Hanson and M. Ml lon and others, furious,
shout i ng.
One nman held a | ead pipe, another held a coil of rope.

M. Hanson knelt before Mark and grabbed his arm "How did you know?" he
yel | ed.
"You knew sonet hi ng was going to happen. Wio told thenP"

Mark's father pushed M. Hanson aside. "Leave him al one."

"He knew. He tried to warn us. There are dead and dying all around us! W'l
find the son of a bitch who told themand we'll kill the bastard!"

Mark | ooked up at the nen, then | ooked past them The stranger was wi th them
hol ding up his black box as if it were a canera, eyes w de, expectant,
wai ting.

Mark knew, saw the future as clearly as the dead bodies in MIler Road. It al
made sense. Randy Randol ph was about to die. Mark would tell the angry

bet rayed

men and they would go after Randy and Randy's son would grow up to exact his
terrible revenge on the world. And fromthe ook on his face, Mark knew his
father's rage would | ead t he nob.

This was Mark's part to play. He was about to tell them Randy had brought this
down on their heads. He had no choice. He had to betray Randy just as Randy
had

betrayed him The script had al ready been witten.

H s father knelt and | ooked himin the face. "Do you know sonet hi ng?" the man
asked.

Mark | ooked his father in the eye and said, "No."

"How di d you know?" M. Hanson said.

"I had this bad dream" Mark said

Fear much larger than fear of the men or fear of the violence swept through
Mark; it was fear of the universe, as if his lie went against the fabric of

time
itsel f.



Suddenly, he didn't care

H s father said, "He doesn't know anything. He's just scared. It could have
been
any one of their spies."

The nob seened to deflate, their rage now i npotent. Wth no one to take
revenge
on, they turned away and began to hel p the wounded.

Mark stared after them people still raced back and forth, hel ping the
wounded,

firefighters and police restoring order and protecting the plant. Men in suits
ran through the crowd, sonme snatching away caneras fromreporters, others

t aki ng

pi ctures of the denonstration's | eaders. He saw one man kneel and hold up his
cunber some 4x5 canera and take a shot of his father stooping to help a fallen
man. That picture would be anal yzed and Mark's father would again | ose his

j ob.

Det ached, Mark watched the scene play out as if it were a news reel; he seened
to inhabit a different world.

For a nonent, he struggled to identify sonmething, as if he had forgotten a
very

i mportant fact, but sensed its presence the way a disturbing thought |ingers
at

t he edge of consciousness before bursting full blown into the mnd

Then the nenory canme of a man in an aviator's jacket telling himodd stories
about travel in time and warning himof the doomthat now cane true before the
gates to the plant.

He wasn't sure if it was a nenory of a man or a dream then he was positive

t he

stranger existed, only now he was part of Mark's past and the past, as al ways,
no | onger existed, just as Mark was now part of the stranger's past. But the
stranger had come fromthe future to record the past. Mark changed the man's
past and thus there was no reason in the future for the stranger to return to
the Ford Rouge Plant in the year 1939. and so he had not conme fromthe future,
only he had come fromthe future, a future that was no | onger Mark's future,
but

the future in a world that had suddenly careened at an angle away from Mark's
wor | d.

Wth a kind of denented clarity, Mark saw hinself in some other universe
betrayi ng Randy Randol ph even as he knew for sure that he had not betrayed
Randy

Randol ph, except that his menmory of the stranger proved that he had done both
si mul t aneousl y.

He knew this was true even as he could not understand how it could be true. At
first he thought he should be afraid, but the fear never came. Instead he felt
a

jazz band of giddiness erupt into full swing in his head. If this is what the
universe is like then anything is possible.

For the first tine in years, Mark did not feel ashaned

He ran through the carnage on M|l er Road, trying not to |augh out loud, to
hel p



his father with the wounded and to tell himthat if he was smart he'd buy sone
of those enpty fields over by Henderson's Drug Store because one day they'd be
worth a fortune when the future cane.



