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T I M E  K E E P E R S  O F  T H E  M O D I F I E D  E A RT H

“Do you know why you are here, Mister 
Clogwell?”

“I can only assume it has something to do with 
Stark’s death.  Word travels fast in the bureau…  Am 
I in any sort of  trouble?”

“At this time we are only trying to gather 
information.”  They always say that when they don’t 
want you to know you are a suspect in a murder 
investigation.  “We know that Mister Stark was the 
evaluating offi  cer on your fi rst day, and when we dug 
up his report, we found a few blips in the 
documentation.  We are just looking for a bit of  
clarifi cation.  Perhaps you can tell us — with as much 
detail as possible — what happened on your fi rst day 
at the bureau.”

“I’ll do my best, ma’am, though it has been a 
number of  years hence.”  I cleared my throat.  “I 
suppose I should begin with our fi rst assignment of  
the day.  It was around the turn of  the century…”
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I knew that Stark had something to say to me; he 
was only taking his time formulating the words.  
“I’ve been doing this for a long time now, been 
around the block, and if  there’s one thing I’ve come 
to realize, it’s that the more things change, the more 
they stay the same,” he said.  

“Oh?” I asked.  “How do you mean?”

“Take it how you want.  Look, kid, today’s your 
first day on the job, so just keep your mouth shut 
and your eyes and ears open, alright?  Do as I say, 
and you’ll be fine.”  I don’t think he knew how 
often he spoke in clichés.  I don’t think he knew 
that his stubbly, rigidly square jaw was also a 
cliché.

“Aren’t you supposed to be testing me, or 
certifying me, or something to that effect?”  Stark 
ignored me as he pulled our borrowed Coupe de Ville 
to the side of  the road.  He put something in his 
mouth, took out a matchbox, and lit the thing with a 
match.  I’d like to tell you that Mister Cliché used his 
stubble to spark the flame, but I suppose we’re going 
for accuracy here, aren’t we?

It would be appreciated, Mister Clogwell, given the 

circumstances of  this debriefing.

Right.  “What is that?” I asked.  “It smells 
terrible!”
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He inhaled, and the end of  it went red.  “It ain’t 
often enough I get an assignment in the twentieth 
century where these babies exist in abundance.”  He 
cropped his mouth to the side, forcing the smoke 
away from me and out through the cracked open 
window.  “What time you got?”

I removed my timepiece.  “Says it’s 18:01, June 
21, 1990.  Did they have the Internet in the nineties?”

“If  you ever want to be a decent Time Keeper, 
you might want to brush up on your Prime History.”

“I know my Prime History like the back of  my 
hand, Stark.”  Now who spoke in clichés?  

“Then how come you don’t even know what this 
is?” he waved the burning stick of  paper in my face.

“I have trouble remembering some of  the details.”

“It’s the details that matter, Clogwell.  ‘Specially 
in our line of  work.”  He inhaled again, and my nose 
wrinkled as the smoke tickled my nostrils.  I removed 
my deerstalker and waved it at the smoke.  “Alright.  
First assignment of  the day warrants a first test.  
What do you know about our target?”

The file on Steven Page lay in a manila envelope 
in my lap, but I knew that Stark wouldn’t approve of  
me peeking at it.  “According to the true historical 
records, Page was a Canadian musician and song 
writer that formed The Barenaked Ladies with 
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singer Ed Robertson.  He grew up in Scarborough, 
Ontario where he took piano lessons for about ten 
years, but he mostly sang and played guitar thereafter.  
He was half  Jewish and half  Anglo Protestant, he 
married twice, and had three children.  He suffered 
from a bipolar disorder, and was arrested in 2008 for 
possession of  — ”

“When is his birthday?” interrupted Stark, 
uninterested in my report, and I admit he had me 
stumped.  I had only glimpsed at Page’s bio that 
morning, and though I am usually good with 
numbers, I had forgotten that particular detail.  
Stark rolled his eyes and slapped the file packet in 
my lap.  “Just look at the damn file.”

“Sorry,” I said, opening the manila envelope.  
“He was born on June 22, 1970.  Why, tomorrow is 
his twentieth birthday!”

“Precisely.  And it is exactly then, in his parents’ 
basement, that he is supposed to write his 
groundbreaking song ‘Brian Wilson’.  To iron out 
this particular ripple in time, we are going to have to 
ensure he still writes that song.”

“I thought he wrote ‘John Lennon’ around that 
time.  Decent song, although I don’t care much for 
the verse about his murder.”

“Never heard it.”  He got out of  the car.  I 
followed him.  “But I know enough to know that 
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‘John Lennon’ ain’t no Prime History song.  It’s 
exclusive to History-S; it isn’t supposed to exist.  He 
was supposed to sing about Brian Wilson.”

I didn’t question my assignment; I never 
questioned my assignments, you know.  I suppose I 
never thought myself  bright enough to question why 
something so seemingly insignificant as the 
production of  one song over another could be so 
important to the restoration of  the timeline.  I mean, 
I get it — it’s the butterfly effect — I just never 
understood how you guys determined which errors 
in time were significant, and which ones weren’t.

We have many analysts.  Please, continue.

So I said, “What do you have in mind?  We are a 
day early — are we on a stakeout?”

“You want to start using that brain of  yours, kid?”  
He took one last puff and flicked the remaining bit 
of  paper out the window.  “What does protocol 
state?”

I recited it like a mechanized android.  “When on 
a restoration mission, the Time Keeper must adhere 
to a non-interference code of  conduct.  The most 
effective non-interference approach is inferred 

persuasion.”  A light flickered in my head.  “I see.  We 
have to trick Page into writing the original song 
rather than the unintended song, without him 
knowing we tricked him.”
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Stark sighed as he buttoned up his trench coat.  
Who knew on a clear night in June the weather 
could be so cool?  “We ain’t tricking nobody.  We just 
have to recreate the circumstances that made it 
possible for him to write the original song.  It’s just a 
bit of  restoration.  It goes like this: Strickland invents 
the time machine, uses it once, disrupts the timeline, 
and then reality becomes distorted with tiny ripples.  
In turn those ripples cause bigger distortions — that’s 
just class one-oh-one stuff.  One particular ripple 
was traced back to Page, or more precisely, to the 
song ‘John Lennon’.  We fix that and we’re one step 
closer to pinpointing Strickland’s original incursion.”  
I knew all of  this already, but I wasn’t about to return 
his attempt to belittle me with a sly retort of  my 
own… not on my first day.

I flipped through the file until I reached the 
analyst’s page.  “In Prime History he writes ‘Brian 
Wilson’, and includes it as one of  fifteen songs on 
The Barenaked Ladies’ first album, alongside a song 
called ‘Be My Yoko Ono’.”  I looked up from the 
page.  “But according to History-S they never 
included ‘Be My Yoko Ono’, fearing that having two 
Beatles-related songs in one album would greatly 
imbalance it.  I confess I have never even heard the 
latter song.”

“Whatever,” said Stark.  He removed a set of  
lock-picks from his coat pocket as we approached 
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one of  the houses on that particularly quiet 
Scarborough road.  “I only listen to hard rock.”  I 
didn’t believe him.  I bet he just loved the classics.  I 
bet he was singing one of  U2’s best in his head right 
then, as he jammed those picks into the lock on the 
front door.  He was having considerable trouble with 
the lock too.

“A two millimeter carbo-oscillator would really 
come in handy right now.”  He looked up at me, 
leering.  “I know, I know.  We are only allowed the 
tech of  the age, save for the timepiece,” I said as I 
patted my coat where my gizmo lay.  He finally got 
the lock open.  We crept inside the house and shut 
the door behind us.  Intel said that the Page family 
would be away this evening; it would be a quick in-
and-out job.  No interference, and no need for 
subterfuge — perfect for my first job in the field.

We found the basement quickly; I have to say it 
wasn’t as I expected it to be.  I imagined a soundproof  
studio with a wall of  hanging guitars, a soundboard, 
and an old drum set that Page might’ve bought, but 
never used.  This basement was nothing like that.  
For one, it was only half  finished.  Thin panels were 
nailed to simple wood frames, providing dividers 
that made up a number of  walls.  Pink insulation 
poked out from the perimeter behind the panels, 
and a purplish carpet (that was clearly cut out using 
an Exacto Knife and a loose eye) lined the floors.  In 
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the corner of  one room sat an eighties record player 
atop a number of  vinyl albums; a guitar lay flat 
against a cheap metal stand beside it.  There was a 
couch, a desk, and a number of  posters on the wall 
(none of  which I recognized, save for the Raiders of  
the Lost Arc poster, with Mel Gibson in a fedora, 
cracking a whip).

You know, in Prime History it was Harrison Ford that 
played Indiana Jones.

Really?  Han Solo?  Richard Kimble?  I can’t see 
it.

“What do we have here?”  I said, flipping through 
a stack of  papers that I found on the desk.  “Sam 
The Record Man receipts.”

“It was a record shop on Yonge Street that existed 
between 1937 and 2001.”  I think he was only half  
listening to me.  “This is it.”  He stood over a pile of  
vinyls, looking down on them with a self-affirming nod.  
I found my way to his side, and read what he read.

“Rubber Soul.”

“It is our axis,” said Stark, pointing at The 
Beatles’ sixth album.

My first axis…

How can I describe to you how I felt in that 
moment?  To see it with my own eyes — to see an 
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actual junction point where our two histories 
connected.  The books don’t adequately prepare 
you for your first one.  Heck, I was lucky.  Most of  
the time axes aren’t so distinct.

“Well kid, are you gonna’ do it, or are you just 
gonna’ stand there and stare at it until Page returns?  
I don’t think you want the agency finding out that 
history has changed to accommodate Steven Page’s 
groundbreaking song ‘Henry Clogwell’.”  Even 
when he joked he didn’t smile.

“What… what do I do?” I stammered.

“Swap one for the other.  It doesn’t get any 
simpler.”

I bent down and gently slid my fingers along the 
album cover.  The axis: the bisecting line between 
two worlds.  Slowly, I lifted up Rubber Soul, and 
beneath it laid one of  The Beach Boys’ earliest 
albums, Surfer Girl.  Brian Wilson and the other 
Endless Summer Boys stared back at me from 
behind a surfboard with their carefree looks and 
their sun-kissed hair.  In that moment I wished that 
I could freeze time.  I wished I could retain that 
feeling, where the fate of  the future world rested in 
my two hands.

“No time like the present,” said Stark with crossed 
arms and a raised eyebrow.  That confirmed it: he 
was eternally stuck in cliché mode.  I swapped the 
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two, leaving Surfer Girl on top, with Rubber Soul 

beneath it where it would no longer be Page’s 
inspiration.

“What now?”

“Now?” Stark replied as he turned around.  “Now 
we leave.”

“You mean, that’s it?  It’s that simple?”

“Congrats, kid.  We are now one step closer to 
Prime History.  Tomorrow Steven Page is going to 
pick up that guitar and try to write himself  a little 
birthday song.  When he glances over at that pile of  
records, you can be sure he won’t be singing about 
any Nowhere Man.”

I knew it — he did listen to classic rock.

Then what happened?

Then we left.  We returned the car and found a 
safe place for the time jump.

“When and where to next, sir?”

“Set your timepiece for 03:32, 02-29, 2080.  
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Adjust coordinates to 4.602 degrees latitude, 
-74.0726 degrees longitude.”

I fiddled with the dial.  “Bogotá.  We’re going to 
Colombia?”  I smacked the side of  the timepiece 
with my open palm, “That’s odd; the clock is 
reporting an error.”

“It does that with leap years; it won’t affect the 
jump.”  Stark lit up another one of  those rolled up 
papers, and took a puff.  He saw that I was curious, 
but afraid to ask him a second time.  “It’s called a 
cigarette.  Want one?”  He handed me his last stick 
before I could refuse.

“Can I chew it?”

He began to cough violently; like I had said 
something so ridiculous it had him choking on his 
own saliva.  He recovered quickly.  “You smoke it.  
What time period did you say you were from?”  He 
lit my cigarette.

“The Daedalus Era.”

“Great.  That’s all this bureau needs: another 
trigger-happy flying man from the year twenty-
three-and-I-could-give-a-rat’s-ass,” he said to me 
(but, just so we’re clear: not all of  us can fly).  “You 
gonna’ smoke that or not?”

I inhaled, and I immediately began to heave.  My 
throat burned and I tasted burnt ash.  My eyes began 
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to water, and my lungs began to seize up.  I coughed 
uncontrollably.  I couldn’t stop hacking, and all I can 
recall thinking is that I’d be remembered as the only 
idiot Time Keeper who died on his first day on the 
job.

When I finished lurching, scraping my tongue 
against my teeth, and pounding my own chest with 
my fist, I handed him back the cigarette.  “Alright 
then,” I managed to rasp between labored breaths, 
“what time period are you from?”  He put his 
cigarette in his mouth, licked his fingers and doused 
the cherry ember on the one I returned before 
putting it back into the pack.

“Me?  Nineteenth century.  My mentor plucked 
me right outta’ London around 1846.  I was a bobby 
sergeant on my way to becoming inspector before I 
joined the I.B.T.R.”

“Interesting.”

“Is it?” he asked.  I don’t think he expected a 
response.  I don’t think he cared for a response, or 
for the conversation (or for me, for that matter).  But 
he really cared about that cigarette; he couldn’t take 
his eyes off it — that or he was lost somewhere in 
that big head of  his.

“Wasn’t Strickland from London?” I asked.

“Who?”
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“Ugh… The first time traveler, went back in time, 
changed a few things, ripple effect, and then boom!  
No more Prime History, enter History-S?  ‘S’ is for 
Strickland?  He is the reason the International 
Bureau of  Timeline Restoration even exists?  That 
Strickland?”

“Right, yeah, he was from London too.”  It was 
the latter; he was lost in his head.  He saw now that 
I was watching him, and he knew that at any moment 
I would ask him what was the matter.  He flicked the 
cigarette away and removed his timepiece, setting it 
to 03:32 in Bogotá, 02-29, 2080.  “Let’s get a move 
on.  Time’s a wastin’.”  It seemed he wasn’t sharing 
today.

I activated my timepiece and found myself  
standing in a park that was surrounded by many tall 
buildings.  Stark was standing next to me.  “You 
know, I always thought there’d be an effect.”

“What’s that now?”

“Star Trek had teleporting devices with lights 
and a humming sound; we press the switch and 
there isn’t even a pop sound.  One second we’re in 
Scarborough and the next we’re in Bogotá.  There’s 
no effect.”

“What the heck is a star track?  Whatever, don’t 
answer that — time is money.  Chop-chop.”  He put 
away his timepiece and unbuttoned his jacket.  I did 
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the same.  It was hot here… very hot.  I the day the 
sun reflected off of  the grey steel buildings and 
turned the park into a veritable sauna.  Now, even in 
the middle of  night, the park wasn’t much cooler.

We walked as I enquired about our next 
assignment.  “Where is the target?”

“Office of  State Revenue.  Gimme’ that folder.”  
I handed him the manila envelope that contained 
our assignments for the day.  He opened it as we 
walked onto the tarmac road, and handed me a 
sheet of  paper.  “Memorize this.”

I scanned the page.  “It’s a script.  What’s it for?”

“All in due time, kid.”  He hastened his pace.  I 
rolled up the paper, meaning to read it later as I 
strode to catch up to him.  

We walked for some time before we saw anyone 
else.  It didn’t surprise me.  For one, it was nearly 
four in the morning here, and (if  I remember my 
History-S correctly) not many people still traveled 
about the ground by the twenty-eighties.

“You know that it was a Daedalus Man that killed 
Strickland before he could tell us where his original 
time-jump occurred?”  I didn’t want to dignify his 
rather hollow jab at me with a response, but it did 
give me a bit of  insight as to why I truly felt he’d be 
loath to give me the time of  day, if  I asked for it.
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We entered the large, marbleized lobby of  
Estructura Número Cuatro-Siete — that is, ‘Structure 
Number Four Dash Seven’ — of  the parliament 
offices (they never closed, it seemed) and made our 
way to the elevators.  There weren’t any plants, or 
carpets… or any real décor for that matter.  If  the 
lobby had a personality it would be as blunt as a 
baseball bat; Stark would fit right in.  He pressed 
eleven, the doors closed, and then he handed me a 
government keycard with my face on it.  “Clip this 
to your lapel,” he said.  He had come prepared for 
the day’s work.

“Here comes test question number two, kid: who 
was the crooked Board of  Directors member in 
Colombia’s revenue department that was convicted 
of  attempted murder of  five other board members 
in 2083?”

“That’s an easy one.  Antanas Gorge Dão.  He 
planted a bomb in the elevator shaft and ushered each 
of  his fellow board members into the lift after their 
morning meeting.”  I felt a chill as we gained altitude, 
watching the numbers slowly rise from one to eleven.  I 
tell you I never suffered from claustrophobia before 
that day.  “He triggered the explosive, but didn’t know 
the lift had a failsafe mechanism installed, preventing 
the elevator from actually falling.  DNA found in the 
elevator shaft matched that of  Antanas Gorge Dão, 
and he later confessed to planting the bomb.”
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“Give the man a gold star,” replied Stark, rather 
sardonically.

“Learning about his indictment was part of  the 
regular high school curriculum in my time.  I believe 
it was in our World History class, section three, on 
Colombia becoming a superpower.  Dão’s trial was 
a big deal in Colombia.”

“Yeah well, in my time Colombia was where we 
got our coffee and our cocaine, and it wasn’t very 
big.”  The elevator opened and we stepped out onto 
the eleventh floor.  “This way.  I hope you’ve 
memorized your script.”

We walked down an empty hallway, turned, 
and then followed another.  There were very few 
lights on, and only a handful of  security guards 
patrolling the floor.  Of  the three that passed us in 
the hallway, only one of  them glanced at our 
keycards.  “That was the thing, Stark,” I said, 
hoping to rekindle the flame of  conversation once 
our unnerving walk through the dark corridors of  
Estructura Número Cuatro-Siete had reached its end, 
“After the biological attack on the northern part 
of  Brazil in 2026, Colombia, Ecuador, and Peru’s 
crops had all but perished.  The land became 
unable to support the growth of  either coffee, or 
the coca plant for cocaine.  When the drug lords 
no longer found it profitable to stay in Colombia, 
they moved elsewhere, leaving Colombia’s 
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government to flourish in the hands of  some of  
their most admired and respected people.”

“Thanks professor.  Time and again you amaze 
me.”  Another sardonic comment — No, mentor of  
mine, thank you for your attentiveness and your 
warm words of  wisdom… jerk.

We found an office in one of  the quieter wings.  
Stark pointed at the desk chair as he left the door 
open a crack.  He kept the lights off and joined me 
at the desk.  The lights of  the other buildings shone 
through the office window, illuminating one side of  
Stark’s face.  He reminded me of  my favorite Batman 
villain.

We just restored that, you know.  In History-S, Batman 
was called ‘The Cricket’.

You don’t say!  Strickland did quite the number 
on the timeline, didn’t he?  

So, I said, “I’m guessing that Antanas Dão is the 
key subject in this ripple, but where is the axis?”

“Keep your voice down!  And there isn’t one.  We 
have to create an axis.  In about ten minutes Dão is 
going to walk past that door, and we need to make 
sure he overhears our conversation.”

 I hadn’t had the chance to look over the script; of  
course then I became curious to read what it was about.  
“You’ve got to be kidding me,” I said as I looked it over.
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“I said keep your voice down!”

“I’m not saying this!  It isn’t right.”

“If  you don’t say it, then we’ll fail in this 
assignment, the thread will be lost, and we’ll be that 
much further away from restoring our history to 
Prime.  I’m sure you don’t want that lingering on 
your conscience, newbie.”

“You’re asking me to help Dão kill those board 
members.  I won’t do it; there has to be another 
way.”

“There ain’t, and you’re not helping Dão kill 
anyone.  In the original timeline he does it all on his 
own.  If  those board members live, the bureau may 
lose any chance it had of  finding Strickland’s original 
incursion.  Now, I might give a shitake mushroom 
about the lives of  five questionably innocent board 
members if  it weren’t my job to iron these ripples out, 
but it is my job,” and then, with two pointed fingers 
he added, “and yours.  Look, try not to think about 
it.  We do this slightly reprehensible deed now for 
the greater good of  tomorrow.  A stitch in time saves 
nine, right?”

“A stitch in time was what caused all of  this!  I 
don’t think I can condone this, even if  it will help to 
restore the timeline.”  My anger welled up in my 
throat.  What can I say?  It was my first day in the 
field; I suppose I thought we’d just be swapping 
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record albums all day long.  “Stark, we may be here 
to set things right, but we have an opportunity to 
make a better history for ourselves — the best history,” 
and as soon as I said it I knew I was wrong, for wasn’t 
that what Strickland tried to do?

“A better history for ourselves…” echoed Stark, 
and then he didn’t speak for a very long time.  I knew 
what he was going to say to me when finally he did 
speak.  I knew that he’d tell me my line of  thinking 
was going to get me fired — if  he hadn’t already 
decided to report my behaviour, in which case I’d be 
packing my bags at the end of  the day.  I knew he’d 
berate me for my lack of  fortitude, being on the job 
one day and already ready to disobey my sworn 
edict not to meddle.

I think he knew what I was already thinking, for 
he didn’t even say a word.  Nor did he look at me for 
the next four minutes; I had not the stones to speak 
again.  Somehow, the song ‘Brian Wilson’ got stuck 
in my head.  I thought of  the parallel song, ‘John 
Lennon’; I knew I would go to sleep tonight, and 
when I awoke the next morning my brain would (in 
a sense) reboot, and I would no longer remember the 
song.  It’s amazing how the human brain works — how 
it protects us from the discrepancies of  time 
alteration.

Stark removed his timepiece.  The wood-framed 
mechanism told him how much time remained 
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before Dão would walk by, but all I could see was the 
gauge on its flipped-up front side, indicating the 
lifespan of  its power cell.  “It’s time,” he said at last, 
and I was glad for the silence to be over.

I unrolled the script, set it on my lap just so the 
light of  the next building illuminated it, and began 
to read.  “I hope you’ve prepared your report for tomorrow’s 

levy assessment.”

“I only finished it now.  Why do you think I’m up so 
late?” replied Stark, reading from his own script.

“Good.  I think we have a real shot at convincing the 
governor to lower our lines by four percent in the next 

quarter.”

“What is this?” I whispered to him, but then 
I heard footsteps.

He ignored my unscripted question.  “Do you 

think the treasurer will go for it?”

“I don’t see why she wouldn’t.  The numbers are 
there, and everyone stands to gain from the plan.  Look, 
I’ve got to head home.  It’s late and we have an early start 
tomorrow.  Plus, my ride is parked four flights up and 
I’m not looking forward to the climb.”

“After all this time you still don’t trust the lift.”

“It shakes a lot.”

“If  anything happens, it’s got a failsafe mechanism to 
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stop it from falling.  You need to relax.”

“I need to sleep.”  I deserved an academy award.

“He is gone,” said Stark after a time.  “That 
should do it.  He’s now aware of  the failsafe, and will 
take proper measures to insure that the bombing 
succeeds.”  His voice seemed level, without emotion.  
He rose from his seat, snatched the script from my 
hands, and headed for the door.

“I still don’t like it.”

“It’s not our job to like what we do.”

We headed for the stairwell so as to avoid running 
into Dão while he rigged the elevator for tomorrow’s 
main event.  We went up two flights — in 
silence — until we found a deserted room.  “Where 
to next?”

He didn’t respond right away.  “I think you’ve 
learned enough for one day.  Why don’t you head 
back to the bureau and I’ll meet you there after I 
finish this last job?”

“I’m good, sir.  I can stay.”

“I don’t think you should, kid.  I’d better do this 
last one alone.”

“This is because of  what I said earlier, isn’t it?”  
He rolled his eyes.  It was because of  what I said 
earlier; he just wouldn’t confirm it.  “Look, I get 
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why we’re here, but I admit that I’m having some 
difficulty coming to terms with what we just did.”  
He was looking at me now with cold, grey eyes.  I 
continued, “What if  we are wrong about all of  
this?  What if  History-S is the true history, and 
Strickland was meant to go back in time and 
change things?”

He leaned in close and peered into my eyes.  I 
remember smelling his cigarette breath as I tried to 
return his penetrating gaze.  What he said next, I 
would not have expected.  “Why don’t we just find 
out?”  He tore open the flaps of  my jacket and 
retrieved my timepiece from the inner pocket.  He 
adjusted the dial and returned it to me.

I looked at the readout.  London, England, circa 
1822, July.  “That’s where you were born.  Is this 
some kind of  joke?”

“You wanted to know if  what we are doing here 
is right.  I’ve been on the job coming on seventeen 
years now, and frankly, I’m quite tired of  asking 
myself  that very same question.  I think it’s time we 
tried out a little experiment.”

“We aren’t authorized to go there.”

He removed his timepiece and began to fiddle 
with the dial.  “1822, that would make me about 
fourteen years old.”
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“I get it — ” I said, creaking my neck to get the 
knot out.  

“My sister was twelve.  She died.”

“You’re testing me.  This is a test.  You aren’t 
really going to go back in time to meddle with your 
own past.  You want me to solve the issue logically.  I 
just have to think about it for a moment.”

He smiled — it was the only time I remember seeing 
it — and then he pressed the button.  He was gone.

I didn’t think he would actually do it.  Should I go 
after him?  Should I report what had happened?  I 
could either go back with him now, while I still had 
a window to do so, or I could stay and report him, 
though no one would ever know what kind of  
mischief  he might have caused during his 
unsanctioned leap.

So you followed him.

Yeah, I followed him.  What choice did I have?

“Long time no see,” said Stark, greeting me as I 
found myself  in a nineteenth century London 
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bathhouse.  The pool area was empty now; luckily 
nobody had seen us enter.  I have always been 
amazed by the analysts’ ability to determine the 
precise coordinates and timeframe for a safe and 
unobserved jump.  Our journey was wholly 
unplanned; anyone could have been around to see 
us appear out of  thin air.

“We need to go back, now!  This isn’t a game.”

“My dear Clogwell, I thought you wanted 
answers.”  He removed the cigarette pack and 
matches from his trench coat, and placed the coat 
on a hook before entering the change room.  I 
followed.

“I’m sorry.  I take it back; let’s just carry out our 
assignments and go home.”  I was scared.  I mean, 
dammit, it was my first day!  Why was he doing this?  
“Stark, we are way out of  line here.  What if  
something we do here changes the course of  
history?”

“Isn’t that what we’re here to find out?”  He 
struck the match and relit the partially smoked 
cigarette I had earlier returned to him.  He tossed 
the match on the floor.  I looked at it for what must 
have been half  a minute, then bent down to pick it 
up, pocketing it as I rose.  Stark snickered, knowing 
that as a Time Keeper I would be inclined to pick up 
the match so as not to taint the timeline further.
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Just then I heard a noise coming from the pool 
area.  I poked my head out through the change room 
door and saw a young boy and girl with their mother.  
“Mum!  I’m old enough to take care of  myself,” said 
the young boy.

“Yes, I can see that,” she laughed, “but are you 
old enough to watch over your sister for half  an 
hour?”

“Uh-huh.  Please, mum?”  The little boy was 
tugging at his mother’s blouse.  She sighed, looked at 
her pocket watch and grimaced.  “Alright.  I’m going 
to the butcher’s.  Don’t leave the bathhouse, do you 
understand me, William?”  The boy nodded with a 
grin.  “Okay, I’m trusting you.”  I ducked back into 
the change room.

“Your first name is William.”

“That it is.”

“You said that you were about fourteen, and your 
sister was twelve in 1822.”

“When she died, yes.”  He took another puff of  
that last cigarette of  his.  I knew then that he must 
have had all of  this planned from the get-go.  He 
knew the bathhouse would be empty at that time 
because he was there; luck had nothing to do with 
our unseen jump.  But the risk he was now taking 
was too big.
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“We really need to leave before we create a 
paradox.”  I pulled out my timepiece and set the 
coordinates for home.  There was one problem:  
Stark’s timepiece was in his coat, which was outside 
the change room.  Somehow we’d have to get it 
without his younger self  spotting us, and I’d have to 
convince him to return with me.

“What?  And miss the axis?  Relax, kid, we still 
have about five minutes before he comes running 
in.”  He looked older then, and tired.  In the light of  
the change room I could see just how heavily his 
seventeen years of  service had weighed on him.

“What are you going to do?”

“Why, I’m going to kill my younger self, and then 
maybe we’ll finally have some answers.”

At first I didn’t think I heard him correctly.  “Are 
you completely nuts?  The kid is only fourteen.  He’s 
innocent!”

“Innocent my ass!”  Stark stood at once.  His 
voice was a balancing act between wanting to shout 
at me, and keeping quiet enough so as not to attract 
attention to us.  “In the next few minutes I’m going 
to come in here, change into my swimsuit, and then 
dare my little sister to dive headfirst into the shallow 
end.”  His calloused finger was pointing out there, 
towards the pool.  “I knew she would likely hit her 
head on the bottom of  the pool; I knew she could be 
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seriously hurt, and I still dared her to do it.”

“You were just a kid, Stark.”

“Yeah, but I knew what I was doing.  I just wasn’t 
thinking.  If  it weren’t for me she’d still be alive.  The 
way I see it, we have an opportunity to kill two birds 
with one stone.  We can save my little sister from 
drowning, and we can find out if  the world will 
explode upon creating a paradox.  Sound good to 
you, kid?”

“Of  course it doesn’t sound good.  I can’t condone 
this any more than I could condone killing those five 
board members.  Get your coat, Stark, and let’s go.”

“Look, Clogwell, this ain’t no spur of  the moment 
gesture on my part.  I’ve actually given this a lot of  
thought, so hear me out before you lose your shirt, 
okay?”  He was getting nervous, and perhaps a bit 
scared.  “What we are really trying to discover here 
is whether or not there are multiple universes, where 
things differ only slightly between them.  If  that is 
the case, then Prime History and History-S might 
simply be alternate, but equally valid timelines.”

He had me intrigued.  “Okay.”  

“If  so, then we ain’t changing anything; we’re 
just travelling between alternate realities.  Say this is 
Prime History,” he drew a line in the air, directed 
away from his left side.  “If  I go back in time and kill 
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myself…” he arched his finger back to the starting 
point, “…a new timeline will emerge from that 
point, where I don’t exist after age fourteen.”  From 
that point he drew a line in the air, directed to his 
right side, away from the original timeline.  “Prime 
History still exists somewhere, where I live beyond 
my teens and eventually become a Time Keeper, but 
by coming here and killing my younger self, I’ll never 
be able to go back.  Now I’m a visitor, a spectator, in 
a new universe where younger me dies.”

“I get it.  Two exact worlds, where everything is 
the same except that in one you die, and in one you 
live, and we’re just travelling between those worlds.  
If  that is the case, then no matter what we do, the 
bureau isn’t changing anything.  Still, I can’t let you 
kill that boy just so that you might prove your point.”

“Then there is the second scenario.  What if  
there aren’t multiple universes?”  I know he heard 
me; I think he just wanted to make sure I heard him.  
“If  the first theory is untrue and there really is only 
one universe, then what we do as Time Keepers 
really does make a difference, because we are altering 
our genuine past.”  He took a jittery puff of  his 
cigarette.  It was odd, and rather discordant, seeing 
the scraggly-looking man speaking like a physicist.

“If  history is hardwired and cannot be rewritten 
then when I try to kill myself, I will undoubtedly fail.  
Before we got here, history would have already 
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recorded that we came with the intention of  killing 
young William.  Since I don’t remember anyone 
being here when I enter as a child, it means a 
circumstance arises that forces us to leave before 
younger me sees us.  Therefore Prime History is 

History-S, and again what we do as Time Keepers 
doesn’t matter.  We aren’t doing any harm in being 
here.”

I decided to interject.  “But, that would mean we 
have no supremacy over time, and whether we think 
we are restoring the timeline or not, it is a moot 
point.  If  it was meant to happen, then it already 
happened; you cannot possibly kill your younger 
self.”  I favoured that scenario.  But there was 
another possibility…  “What if  there is only one 
universe, and you succeed in killing your younger 
self ?”

He shrugged.  “Boom!” he said with an explosive 
gesture.  “I create a paradox and the world blows 
up… that or we get caught in some kind of  loop 
where I exist until I kill myself, and then I’ll cease to 
exist until the time in which I’d go back and kill 
myself.  Then I’d be alive, having no one to kill me, 
and so I’d live to kill myself  again — ”

He was talking in circles and I knew there wasn’t 
much time left before young William walked through 
the door to meet his fate.  I had to think.  In the first 
scenario, it didn’t matter what we did; somewhere in 
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another universe Strickland hadn’t changed history, 
and all was well with the world.  Our attempts to 
restore Prime History were merely the means to 
travel between alternate realities that looked more 
and more like the original one.  In the second 
scenario Stark could kill his younger self, and then 
he would cease to exist, thus creating a paradox, and 
Boom!

I didn’t want to think about that possibility.  I was 
already getting a headache.

That left the final scenario.  History was history 
and there was no changing it.  In that vain no matter 
what Stark tried to do, he’d never be able to kill his 
younger self, and young William would never see us.  
I wanted to believe in that possibility, for it offered 
the most favourable result for all.  Young William 
would live, Stark and I would have our answers, and 
the mystery of  the universe would be solved.  It 
would mean that History-S was meant to overlap 
Prime History, and together they became a greater, 
overarching history.  In that regard, what Strickland 
had done was not a perversion of  reality, but rather 
a natural circumstance within it.  Of  course, 
William’s sister would still die.

“Dammit!” I said through gritted teeth as I 
looked up, staring at the ceiling tiles.  The time for 
contemplation had ended.  It was time to act.
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“You know what, Stark?  I don’t think we will find 
what we are looking for today,” I said as I grabbed 
him by the arm and dragged him into the next room.  
It smelled of  old latrine here.  “If  you want to kill 
yourself, you can do it on your own time.”

Stark looked at me with discerning eyes while 
giving me the look-who-just-grew-a-spine face.  He 
took one final toke of  his cigarette and tossed it to 
the ground.  He stepped on it to put it out; of  course 
I bent down to pick it up.  I wish I had anticipated 
his knee hitting my jaw.  I fell to the floor at once, 
stunned by the sudden attack.  I spit blood.

“I thought you wanted answers,” he said.

“Not at the expense of  a boy’s life.  We aren’t 
even supposed to be here, Stark.  The bureau hasn’t 
authorized this visit.”  I got up and punched him in 
the stomach.

“Oh, now the Daedalus Man wants to adhere to 
code.  What, did the maze get too complicated for 
you?  You flew too high, had a taste of  the gods’ 
nectar, and now the sun is melting your wings.”  He 
was mixing up his Greek mythology, but I understood 
what he was trying to say.  He slapped me, and then 
he grabbed hold of  my arm and twisted it.  He 
pulled it behind my back and pinned me against the 
wall.  Again I could smell his ashen breath.  “Look 
kid, if  I’ve said it once, I’ve said it a thousand times: 
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life ain’t all neat and tidy.  Did you know that in my 
seventeen years with the I.B.T.R. I’ve killed hundreds 
of  people?  Like those five board members, I had to 
extinguish many lives just so we might restore what 
Strickland took from us.  Sometimes I was directly 
responsible, having to put a bullet in people who 
weren’t supposed to exist in the first place.  So you 
tell me, Clogwell, is killing worthless old me worth 
finding out some real answers?  It’s my life to give, 
and I’m telling you it is worth the tradeoff.”

I stopped struggling and he let me go.  My 
deerstalker had fallen to the ground in the struggle, 
and I was wary of  picking it back up, but he didn’t 
attack me this time.

“Now, I’m going to go out there and do what I 
have to do.  If  it turns out I can’t do it due to 
circumstances that are out of  my control, well then 
we’ll have some answers.  If  I don’t come back at all 
after killing him, then we’ll also have some answers.”  
I didn’t respond.  The blood on my lips tasted like 
copper.  He turned to leave, making his way back to 
the change room where little William would surely 
be heading this very instant.

I don’t remember much after that, so I cannot tell 
you what I was thinking.  All I know is that I could 
not let him go through with killing his young self.  I 
removed my timepiece,  — already set for 
home — and I leapt at him.  With the timepiece 
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lodged between his back and my chest, I pressed the 
button.

“So, you left Stark’s timepiece back in London, in 
1822.”  I looked down at my lap.  This hearing 
wasn’t going well at all.  “What happened after that, 
Mister Clogwell?”

I looked up.  “What do you mean?  We returned 
to the bureau.”

“And, how was Mister Stark’s behaviour?  Was he 
angry with you?”

“I don’t know what he was.  He barely said two 
words to me after that.  I asked him if  he was going 
to try to kill himself  again; he just grumbled 
something I didn’t understand as he fi led away our 
documentation.  He looked rather resigned by that 
point, I think.  I asked him what he would write in 
my evaluation, but he just said, ‘you still have a job’ 
in that gruff  voice of  his, and then he left.  Before he 
closed the door I told him I would go back for his 
timepiece. ‘I’ll take care of  it.  Go home,’ he said.  
He closed the door and that was the last time I saw 
him.”
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“For a time?”

“No, forever.  We never crossed paths in the bureau 
after that, though now and again I’d hear his name 
come up.”

“You never enquired about the lost timepiece?  You 
never wondered whether or not Stark had recovered 
it?”

I brushed my sweaty palms against my legs.  “I 
was new; he was a veteran.  When he said he would 
take care of  it, I suppose I trusted that he would.”  It 
wasn’t until just then that I began to suspect they 
weren’t trying to pin Stark’s death on me, but 
something far worse.

“Mister Clogwell, I think you should know that 
the timepiece is neither in our inventory, nor was it 
in Stark’s possession when he died.  We reviewed the 
equipment logs over the past few years, and do you 
know what we discovered?”

Oh no… I knew where this was going.  “I’m 
guessing Stark never signed the timepiece back in.  
It must still be in London.”

“It isn’t.  We’ve already sent an agent to investigate.  
She found Stark’s jacket lying on a bench, but she 
did not recover the timepiece.”  She let that sink in 
for a moment.  I gulped.

An immeasurable amount of  time seemed to pass.
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“Mister Clogwell, did you ever go back for the 
timepiece?  Is it in your custody now?”  I think 
they were hoping I’d say yes.  They could more 
easily deal with an insubordinate Time Keeper in 
possession of  stolen bureau property than with 
the alternative.  But I was telling the truth — I 
hadn’t seen Stark or his timepiece after that day.  
“No,” I replied, to both questions, and I could tell 
they were most displeased with my answer.  
Whether Stark had gone back for his timepiece or 
not, whether he had sold it or broken it, or if  
someone else had taken it before he could return 
to 1822, it no longer mattered; a timepiece was 
unaccounted for, which spelled trouble for the 
bureau.

“Mister Clogwell, thank you for your report.  You 
may go.”

“Am I in any sort of  trouble?”

“Not at this time.”

“What happens if  we don’t find the timepiece?”

“We’ll find it, Mister Clogwell.”

And that was that.  They never called on me 
again, and I never heard anything else on the 
subject of  the missing timepiece, or of  Stark’s 
death.  I’m sure in their investigations they 
discovered a clerical error in the sign-in 
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documentation, thus recovering the timepiece in 
some old inventory locker or storeroom.  Things 
got lost all the time here, in the International 
Bureau of  Timeline Restoration; I knew there 
was probably nothing to worry about.

London, England, July of  1822.  The accidental 
death of  a twelve-year-old girl in a bathhouse had 
police offi  cers taping off  the area.  The young, up-
and-coming Constable Strickland patrolled the 
swimming area when he came across a jacket that 
hung near the change room.  “Well, what have we 
here?”  In his long, not-much-to-do shift, curiosity 
got the better of  him.  He took up the coat, tried 
it on, and patted his hands against the lapels.  He 
felt something bulging from the inner pocket, so 
he removed it.  “What a magnifi cent looking 
timepiece.”

Strickland couldn’t take his eyes off  it; he hadn’t 
seen another like it before.  He removed the trench 
coat and placed it on a bench before sitting next 
to it.  Fiddling with the dials, he became amazed 
with the intricate readout that lay under the 
piece’s clock hands.  “And, what do you do?” he 



00:38

asked the timepiece as he pressed the button at 
the center of  the face.

Constable Strickland disappeared without so 
much as a ‘pop’.
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