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DETERMINED



by D. A. Hahn




Chapter 1

May 2006







For a moment, Sophia existed solely as disembodied consciousness in a void of utter darkness. Her body’s atoms had been momentarily suspended in space-time, attempting to disassemble and reassemble twenty years in the past.

She winced as awareness of her body returned—tingling pins and needles, not painful, but not entirely comfortable either. Her vision slowly returned, a bedroom materializing into view. She tried to raise an arm and move her head but remembered she was tethered down. Dizziness gripped her for a moment before she collected her thoughts. She couldn’t afford to waste what little time she had.

Her focus fell onto the petite young woman relaxing on a bed a few feet away. Her eyes were closed, blissfully absorbed in the music blaring from her earphones. Sophia’s 18-year-old self had long, dark hair that swayed as she bobbed her head, a faint smile playing upon her pale, heart-shaped face. The girl hadn’t noticed her yet.

Waves of nostalgia hit as she glanced around her childhood room. The layout was imprinted in her memory. An IKEA dresser sat in one corner, the bed in the other. She couldn’t stop the wistful smile as she saw the posters of Harry Potter and P!nk on the walls. She glanced back at her younger self. She couldn’t get distracted.

Phia hadn’t noticed the apparition of her older self. Sophia didn’t want to scare the girl, but she had to give her the message before time ran out. “Phia,” she whispered.

The girl was oblivious, lounged on her bunched pillows, eyes closed, foot bobbing. She would be graduating high school in a few weeks. The poor kid had no idea what was in store.

“Phia,” she repeated, louder.

Phia’s eyes flew open, her eyes widening as she sat bolt upright in bed, ripping the earphones from her ears. “What—what’s this?” she gasped, looking up and down at the woman before her. 

Sophia glanced down at herself – she was naked and floating above the floor at an angle. She could imagine the young girl’s shock and gave her a strained smile.

“Listen to me carefully, Phia. I don’t have much time. I’m you from the future….”

“What the hell? What?” Phia blinked, eyes narrowing in suspicion. She scooted back toward the headboard, snatching up a pillow and clutching it in front of her as though to use it as a shield. 

“I’m sorry I’ve scared you, but this is important,” said Sophia. She gestured to herself. “Look at me, Phia. I’m you.”

Her own younger face studied her, frightened eyes wandering from her face to the maroon crescent birthmark on her left breast. She gasped with recognition. 

Sophia remembered what she was like back then, almost finished with high school, excited for the future, the whole world at her feet. How things had changed. To Sophia’s relief, Phia finally gave a slight nod. 

“Millions of lives are at stake,” she said. “Grab that notebook off your nightstand and write down everything I say.”

Phia continued to stare at her, frozen.

“Hurry up, Phia, this is real!” Sophia snapped. “Write this down!” 

Phia startled, glancing at her nightstand and back to the time traveler. Without taking her eyes off Sophia, she snatched up her Twilight journal and a pen with trembling hands. Breathing hard, she shakily opened the notebook to a new page. “Okay,” she finally stammered. “Tell me.”

As Sophia spoke, her young self furiously scribbled notes. 

“I am you from the future. I came here from April 15th, 2026. The future president, Zachary Mirren, born in 1985, will eventually start World War Three and be responsible for the deaths of millions. You must kill him.”

Phia gasped and looked up from the notebook. “This is insane.”

“You’ll believe it later. Keep writing!” Sophia shouted. “I’ll disappear soon! This time portal opening could end any second!” Her face crumpled. “Albert said I only have a couple of minutes.”

Phia nodded and took a deep breath. “Ok, go on.”

“You—I—am the Executive Chef in the White House and have access to President Mirren,” Sophia sputtered, feeling the now familiar tingling beginning in her fingers and toes. “I know you’re undecided on a career right now, but you must choose culinary school. Do everything you can to excel and eventually work at the White House. You need to stop Mirren. He launches nukes on April 10th, 2026! I tried, but I failed.” To Sophia’s horror, the tingling spread to her limbs, to her stomach, as her vision dimmed. She was out of time. There was so much more she wished she could say.

Once again, she floated between the ethereal and the physical. All was black, and her senses disappeared. She floated in darkness, not even hearing her own breathing. Fear flooded her non-existent veins. What if something had gone wrong, and she was forced to float in limbo forever?







Chapter 2

May 2006







Phia stared at the empty space in the middle of her bedroom, her heart racing. She gripped the notebook until her fingers hurt. The sunset cast a pink light through the edges of her curtain, and her clock read 7:38pm.

A 38-year-old version of herself had apparently time-traveled here…and ordered her to kill someone? Maybe she was dreaming. She pinched her arm. Nope, not dreaming.

She exhaled, frowning, as scintillations sparkled in her peripheral vision. The first tendrils of pain burrowed into her skull, and she groaned, massaging her temples. A migraine was coming. 

Were hallucinations a new kind of migraine aura? She glanced down at the hasty scribbles. Her stomach lurched. She tossed the notebook and iPod aside and dashed to the bathroom just in time to puke.

She knelt over the toilet, waiting for the waves of nausea to subside as bile burned in her throat. 

“Are you sick, kiddo?” Grandma Lizzie’s soft voice was like a warm blanket wrapping around her shoulders.

Convinced the worst was over, Phia wiped her mouth with tissues. “Migraine.”

Her grandmother stroked her hair. “Need an Advil?”

“Yeah. Please.” Phia got up. Her knees trembled, but at least the dizziness had subsided.

She sat at the kitchen counter a few moments later, clutching her head as her grandmother got her some water and pills. The barstool creaked as Sophia reached over the rust-colored seventies countertop for the glass and tablets. 

Grandma Lizzie’s forehead creased and the crow’s feet outlining her eyes deepened as she studied Phia. “Your mama used to get migraines a lot. Hope you don’t start having them often.”

Phia swallowed the ibuprofen. Should she tell her about the vision of a naked woman hovering in her bedroom, giving her a task for the future? Her head throbbed. She could hardly think about it right now. She just wanted to crawl into bed with the lights off. “I’m going to sleep.”

“I was going to make stir fry for dinner. Don’t you want to eat?”

“Not hungry,” she muttered, rising from the chair. “Night, Gram.”

◆◆◆
 
She awoke to warm sunlight on her face and the lilting chirps of cactus wrens. She cracked open an eye to glance at her clock. 9:25. For a moment she panicked, thinking she’d overslept school, but quickly remembered she was on spring break.

Damn, she'd slept almost fourteen hours. Thankfully, the migraine was gone, and she rose with no discomfort, except for a dry sensation in her throat.

She stretched, then sat up. Last night seemed so long ago, somehow. She’d had that weird hallucination, then the migraine. How would she explain what she’d seen to anyone without sounding crazy?

Phia scooted off the bed. The notepad was still on the floor, the smoldering pale vampire, Edward, gracing its cover. As she reached down to retrieve it, she spotted something on the brown shag where the apparition had been. 

Her heart sank as she approached the faint triangle burnt into the carpet. She tentatively touched the charred and melted threads, which spanned about two feet per edge. 

Holy crap. Had Phia really been visited by herself from the future? Was this evidence?

She sat on the floor and reread the hastily scribbled notes. Despite how impossible it was, Phia’s gut told her it wasn’t the hallucination-driven ramblings of a crazy person. Right now, this Zachary Mirren, if he existed, would only be twenty-one years old. It might be years until the guy would get into politics. Years until she would know if her future self had really visited. What was she supposed to do until then? 

Future-Sophia had told her to become a chef. Certainly, it was a suitable career—Phia had always enjoyed cooking and had even given the idea some thought before—in fact, it was one of her top three career considerations, the other two being nursing and business. She’d planned to attend community college for a year to think about her options. So, the apparition wasn’t asking her to do something she hadn’t already considered. It wouldn’t hurt to do as the woman had said, would it?

The loud honk of a car down the street made her jump. She looked at the clock on the antique side table: 10:15. Grandma Lizzie would be wondering about her. 

She got up and wandered into the living room where her grandmother was relaxing in her recliner, watching her soap operas. She still had one of those old boxy analog TVs and recorded her shows on VHS. Phia had offered to help her modernize her electronics for years but had long since given up.

“Hey.”

“Hey, sugar. Feeling better?”

“Yeah, way better. Headache’s gone.”

Phia poured some cereal and brought it to the couch across from her grandmother. A knot formed in her stomach—she wanted to tell Gram everything, but how could she? She wasn’t even sure if she believed it herself. 

The woman who had materialized in her room looked like her; she weighed a few pounds more and had the faintest of lines at the corners of her eyes, but they shared the same red crescent birthmark on their chest and the same gold-flecked amber eyes.

If the vision had been true, as was suggested by that strange burn on her rug, and if she really would need to kill someone, she certainly couldn’t tell anyone. But if it had all been some migraine-induced hallucination or dream… that meant she was losing her mind. If that were the case, she would probably have more hallucinations. 

Either way, only time would tell. Bringing it up now would not be a good idea.

“Gram, I was thinking—instead of starting at the community college, I think I’d like to go to culinary school.” 

Grandma Lizzie muted the TV and looked at her granddaughter, tucking her graying curly hair behind her ear. “Well, you have the ability and grades to do just about anything you want, honey. You scored 99th percentile on the SATs, for gosh sakes. If you want to be a chef,  I think that’s just fine. Great in fact.” She smiled.

Warmth filled Phia as she smiled back at her grandmother, buoyed by her pride and confidence. 

“We can research programs this week and work on getting you into the best one out there. I’m sure some are still accepting for the Fall.” 

“Thanks, Gram.” Phia’s smile faltered as she swallowed the lump in her throat, but she hid her anxiety by eating some cereal. 

So, it was decided.







Chapter 3

January 2007







The quaint, nineteenth-century campus of John Adams University was nestled in the heart of the bustling downtown DC. The student body size was relatively small, at about three thousand, but its eight-acre campus ensured there was plenty to do and see. Its alumni included many well-known local business and governmental leaders and influencers in the arts. 

Her first semester passed in a blur, and she had excelled in every class, studying hard at night. Pursuing a double major in business and culinary arts left no time for Phia to socialize, or so she reasoned. She was the dormitory hermit, and while other students had initially tried to engage her in activities, a couple of months of polite rebuffs had resulted in their leaving her alone. She was glad the dorm rooms were private. Though they were small—only a seven-by-ten-foot space with a tiny bathroom—she appreciated the quiet.

She’d always been an introvert but a friendly one. In the past, when her few high-school friends had coaxed her to hang out—going to movies or shopping—she’d enjoyed it. But it had never felt essential. The friendships hadn’t had real depth. In part, she admitted to herself due to her own unease with openness. She hadn’t kept in touch with them after she left Tucson. 

Tonight, Phia leaned over the desk under her loft bed, eyes blurred as she tried to concentrate on the accounting text. Debits and credits just were not interesting. She rested her head on her crossed arms. There was that ache again in her chest and the familiar stinging in her eyes. She realized she was lonely. 

When she had left Tucson, she’d decided to avoid getting close to anyone new. Besides keeping in touch with Gram, she’d figured it was best that she kept to herself. Excelling in college was her top priority. She didn’t want to get distracted by social drama. And someday, she would only hurt anyone who cared for her—because she was either mentally ill or destined to become a murderer. 

Five months alone, however, had taken their toll. Phia was having trouble ignoring the depression the self-imposed isolation had brought. 

She lifted her head. Maybe she could hang out with people a little bit? Not get too close, but just get out sometimes? Everyone needed some social time, right? Although she talked on the phone with Grandma Lizzie a couple nights a week, it wasn’t the same as spending time with someone. And, she reasoned, if her increasingly gloomy mood affected her grades, she wouldn’t be passing culinary school.

It was Saturday night, and most of her dormmates were out, but she suspected Jenny might be in her room down the hall. She’d met Jenny and all the other women in the dorm at the meet-and-greet gathering at the start of the school year. 

She’d since spotted Jenny when they both left their rooms for class or occasionally in the common area when she went down for vending machine snacks. Her impression was that Jenny didn’t tend to go out much either, but she seemed nice.

Phia sat straight and stretched her arms above her head. Jenny would probably think she was strange if she came knocking at her door after making it so apparent to everyone that she didn’t want to interact. Butterflies fluttered in Phia's stomach as she got to her feet, determined to try. Maybe she could come up with a plausible excuse for talking to her.

She took a deep breath, grabbed her purse, and headed down the hall. The floorboards creaked under her shoes. 

Her soft knock was answered after a moment. Jenny stood blankly looking at Phia through her thick, coke-bottle glasses at her open door. Her black hair was pulled back in a messy ponytail, and Hello Kitty pajamas clung to her slim frame.

“Hey, Jenny,” she stammered. “I’m Phia from down the hall.”

Jenny nodded and gave a faint smile. “Yes, yes, I remember.” 

“Do you have, um, some paperclips?” 

Jenny scratched her head, loosening some strands which fell over her face. She glanced back at her cluttered desk, then at Sophia. “Oh, no, I’m sorry. I don’t.”

Sophia shifted on her feet. “Oh well, thanks! Hey, I’m tired of studying. Would you want to go with me to the cafeteria for a snack?”

Jenny’s smile faltered, and she looked down. “Thank you for asking, but I have a test on Monday. I really need to study. Sorry.”

“Oh, um, okay.” Phia’s cheeks burned. Jenny probably thought she was weird to suddenly ask her to hang out. “Maybe another time?” 

Jenny’s forehead creased, and her hand gripped the door handle. “Sure, uh, okay.” 

Phia walked back to her room, her stomach tight. I guess that’s what I get for not being friendly to people. She made it to her room before the tears started flowing.

She climbed the ladder to her small bed and curled up around her body pillow. She felt even more alone than before.

◆◆◆
 
A couple of weeks passed, and Phia pushed away feelings of isolation, renewing her focus on becoming a successful chef. She couldn’t wait to start at this semester’s training restaurant, Hemingway’s, a local, modest eatery offering a variety of cuisine. She’d be there every Saturday, learning the ropes of the restaurant business. Of course, classroom work was essential, but she was itching to get hands-on experience. Ah, to cook again—there was only so much she could make on a hot plate in a dorm room.

Growing up, Grandma Lizzie had begun teaching Phia to cook from a young age. By her teenage years, she’d practically taken over the household task. She loved studying recipes and adding her own twists and variations. Over the years, she’d tried many dishes on Gram and her grandmother’s best friends, Darla and Vicki. For birthdays and Christmas, while other teens requested video games and accessories, Phia had requested specialized cookware and utensils. Though she didn’t go to church nearly as often as Grandma Lizzie, she’d make up various dishes for the potlucks and widow’s luncheons. When people in the community were ill or bereaved, Phia prepared a week of meals for them.

Her college adviser had urged her to undertake an international internship for a semester. She’d be going in just a few more months—from June through December. Thanks to glowing recommendations from her professors, she’d applied and been accepted to a prestigious internship in France under the world-renowned Chef Bardot. Hopefully, her Saturdays at Hemingway’s would help prepare her.

Hemingway's, in all appearances, was your standard mid-scale DC eatery. Tucked within a row of casual dining and shopping storefronts, it faced the busy 10th St NW. It was one of several restaurants around town that served as training sites for Adams’ culinary students. 

As she stepped into the restaurant on her first shift, she smoothed down her teal button-down shirt with the “John Adams University, Culinary Arts Program” logo and black pants. Her long dark brown hair was neatly back in a smooth ponytail.

Then Mark Zorokowski happened. He was tall and classically handsome, with light brown hair and hazel eyes. He wore the standard wait staff uniform well. Mark was clearly a man who knew he looked good as he leaned upon the bar counter like he owned the place with smooth confidence. He stopped mid-conversation with the bartender to study Phia as she walked in. He smiled and approached, hand out. “Hi, I’m Mark. Are you one of the new students?”

Her pulse quickened. “Y-yes, I’m Phia Alexander, from Adams U.” 

Mark’s smile was so bright and mischievous that she couldn’t help grinning back. His hand was warm and firm. 

“Awesome! You can head back to the kitchen. Chef Hemingway will go over everything with you.”

“Great, thank you.” She hurried to the swinging door.

“Pleasure to meet you, Phia. Please let me know if you need anything.”

She glanced back at Mark, and he winked at her. She turned quickly, acutely aware of her burning cheeks.

◆◆◆
 
On Tuesday nights and Sundays, Phia worked at the university library. Although she was on a full academic scholarship, the job helped pay for her room and board, along with the $300 Grandma Lizzie sent each month. 

This weekend she had advanced to a checkout desk position. She’d done her time first semester in sorting and shelving and now looked forward to having a chance to study during her downtime rather than skimming the stacks for out-of-order books.

First thing Sunday morning, Mr. Reynolds reviewed the book checkout process and frequent questions patrons might present. It seemed a straightforward process. 

Once Phia settled into one of the three checkout positions, she began waving over people from the line. Once Mr. Reynolds was satisfied that she had the hang of it, he stopped hovering over her shoulder. 

When her shift was up, she made her way over to Periodicals, as was her routine. Each Sunday after work, she spent an hour or two scanning phonebooks and microfiche of birth announcements from all over the US, specifically looking for any sign of a Zachary Mirren, born in 1985.

It was like looking for a needle in a haystack. Besides having no idea what city he might be from, what were the odds that his parents had even submitted a birth announcement to a newspaper? It was a long shot, yet she found herself searching every week. Once, she’d found a ‘Zachary Mirren’, but he was born in 1956. Another time she found a “Z. Mirren” in a phone book in Texas, but it turned out to be a ‘Zabrina’.

Though she didn’t personally use social media, she’d set up fake accounts for Myspace and Facebook to do searches. She found nothing. Always nothing.

Mirren would be twenty-two now—wasn’t it strange that he couldn’t be found anywhere? A small but growing doubt gnawed at her. She needed to know for sure.

She thought back to what her future self had told her. She’d memorized all the details and destroyed the notebook before leaving for college. Besides the information about Mirren and the date he would launch nuclear missiles—April 10th, 2026, she had mentioned someone named Albert, who was helping her with the time travel. Sophia sighed. How many millions of Alberts were there in the world? She’d never figure out who he was.

Tonight’s search was just as fruitless as always, and she stopped after an hour. Her stomach was growling, and she was tired from working on new tasks all day. Besides, there was an economics test tomorrow. She’d look more next week.







Chapter 4

March 2007







Now that she’d been at college for six months, Phia had settled into a routine of spring semester classes, her job in the library, and working at the restaurant. Every Saturday morning, she awoke anxious but excited—not only would she be doing what she loved—working in the kitchen and learning new recipes—but she would see Mark.

Phia had never had a boyfriend or even been on a date. Her constant worries about stupid Zachary Mirren, and the grind of university, had made it impossible to even consider dating. But she couldn’t stop thinking about Mark. He was not only handsome but just so friendly and always seemed happy to see her. She wondered if he had an interest in her too.

She’d told herself not to develop a crush on him, but she couldn’t help noticing the way his eyes glowed when he saw her, how he made a beeline to chat with her when they were in the same room. The other women had noticed it, too. She’d caught several glares from one server in particular: Stella, a woman in her twenties who would have been pretty had she not always looked like she’d just been forced to swallow a lemon. Maybe she was jealous? The thought made Phia feel guilty yet oddly excited.

Mark was a little too smooth, a little too comfortable in his skin. Later, Phia would realize her nervousness around him may have been a subconscious warning, but she chalked it up to infatuation. Had she known what would happen later, she would have avoided him. 

But wasn’t this what it was like in the movies? Nervous stammering, blushing, and butterflies? Pining and counting down the days until they’d meet again?

Phia tried her best to concentrate on her work. No matter how she felt, her career had to come first. The students rotated through various duties—cooking, waiting, and bussing, and listening to Chef Hemingway discuss the business side of running a restaurant.

As she cleared up a recently vacated table after lunch, Phia heard a familiar voice behind her, making goosebumps spring up on her arms.

“Hey, gorgeous,” Mark said softly, coming around the table to help her pick up empty plates. Phia’s heart fluttered. She’d never been called gorgeous before.

She glanced up, fighting hard to stay cool. “Hey.” 

She couldn’t help smiling back when Mark beamed at her. His light brown hair caught the light. He really is handsome. “How’s school going?”

“It’s, uh, fine. Busy.” She could hardly form a coherent sentence when Mark spoke to her, and she sounded stupid as usual. Her heart raced as he leaned in over the table, and she hoped he couldn’t see how her cheeks burned. He smelled of aftershave and something savory from the kitchen, his eyes warm as they met hers.

“I was wondering,” he said, “Next Saturday there’s a party, and a bunch of people from the restaurant are going. Want to go?”

A party? Phia hesitated. The last party she could remember was the one Grandma Lizzie had thrown for her sixteenth birthday, a sleepover with girlfriends. She wanted to branch out, get out more—didn't she? It was best not to overthink it. This was an opportunity to hang out with Mark when she wasn’t elbow deep in dirty plates.

“Sure.” It tumbled out before she had fully decided. “But I don’t have a car,” she babbled. “I ride my bike here from the dorm. Where’s the party?”

“Awesome!” he looked pleased, and she swallowed, glad he was happy. “It’s at Lou’s apartment, but I can totally pick you up. Like at ten or so.” He grinned and headed for the kitchen with the dishes. 

Phia realized she was watching the lithe movement of Mark’s body as he walked away, and heat crept up her face as she furiously wiped down the table. 

Throughout the rest of her shift, her mind raced. Was this a date, or was Mark just being friendly? She felt so naïve about these things. Hell, she would be nineteen in two weeks. Most people her age had at least some experience with dating. She shouldn’t overanalyze it. 

◆◆◆
 
The following week passed quickly as Phia immersed herself in studying to avoid the nagging anxiety about the upcoming party. She was tempted to back out. She fought her fears, deciding she’d spent enough time alone. Whether this turned out to be a date, it could be fun and a chance to meet new people. Whatever she might have to do in twenty years, she was only eighteen now. Why shouldn’t she enjoy life? She couldn’t stand the thought of isolating herself any longer than she already had.

After the restaurant shift, she went back to the dorm and showered. She fiddled with her long, brown hair, trying it in various ponytails and braids, wondering at the mirror if she looked too pale, too plain. Eventually, she decided to leave it down, cascading down her back. She experimented with the few outfits she had, going through dresses and jeans and shorts before settling on a casual skirt and a light shirt.

She paced for the last twenty minutes before ten o’clock, wondering what she’d be expected to do, to say. Would it be obvious she’d never been to a party? Would everyone think she was awkward? At ten o’clock, she grabbed her purse and perched on a bench outside the dorm, waiting. The spring evening was warm, and she scanned the road, wondering if Mark was already waiting. 

As the minutes clicked past ten, she nervously glanced at her watch, wondering if he’d forgotten, if she’d gotten the date wrong. She double-checked the time on her flip phone.

Finally, Mark rolled up at 10:15 in a shiny red corvette.

He rolled down the passenger window, looking utterly gorgeous in the light of the streetlamps. “I’m so sorry I’m late. Hop in.”

“Oh, no problem,” Phia stuttered, trying to act casual, as though she hadn’t spent the last fifteen minutes in a nervous panic. She slid into the passenger’s seat and fastened her seatbelt, glancing at Mark. She’d never been in his car before, and it was odd seeing him outside the restaurant and in casual clothes. She was glad she’d dressed down; he wore a simple shirt and jeans.

“I’m glad you decided to come,” he grinned, starting up the engine. “It’ll be a blast. Hope you don’t mind some music?” He turned up “SexyBack”, the thumping bass vibrating the seats as they slid away from Phia’s dormitory. 

“Um… not at all.” She returned Mark’s smile and exhaled, fidgeting with her purse strap, wishing she had something interesting to say.

Luckily, Mark was a master of easy conversation, taking the pressure off with talk of her studies, YouTube, movies, and antics from the restaurant. 

“He tries to balance the tray as best he can, but as he leans over, he slips and drops salsa all over this woman’s lap,” Mark laughed, turning a corner into a residential area. “She wasn’t happy. But by then, he just didn’t care anymore. Everyone agreed she deserved it. God, she was a nightmare….”

By the time they arrived, Phia was wiping away tears of laughter. She loved how the corners of Mark’s mouth curled when he was grinning, how all his focus was on her, and the way his strong hands held the steering wheel with confidence. She found her gaze lingering on his forearms, over his lips as he talked, moving to where his neck was slightly visible above the collar of his shirt.

“You ready?” he asked as they pulled up to an apartment building, where they heard the low thumping of music and chattering voices. Phia found herself eagerly nodding back, and when she got out of the car, he took her hand in his. Her stomach did a somersault.

When they joined the party, all eyes turned to them, the warm scent of booze and cheap perfume washing over her. “After you, sweetheart,” Mark said, his hand on her back. Beyoncé’s “Crazy in Love” thumped in the living room, crowded with college students standing or sitting on sofas, holding red plastic cups and bottles of beer. Girls in tight dresses and makeup chatted in groups, while boys with gel in their hair laughed together, glancing at the prettiest girls, and daring each other to talk to them. Phia didn’t recognize any of them, but they all looked around her age, maybe a little older.

Mark took her straight to the kitchen. “Let’s grab some drinks.”

“Ok,” Phia trailed after him. Several people from the restaurant were there and greeted her with smiles. 

A woman turned from her conversation with Lou. She looked so different with her dark hair in curls and a sparkling silver dress that Phia didn’t recognize Natasha at first. The bartender grinned when she saw them both. “Yay! Mark and—sorry, hon, what’s your name again?” 

Mark spoke up before she could answer. “You all remember Phia, right? One of our Adams students?”

Several people nodded and said hello. Stella was sitting on a barstool, her hair in a bun on top of her head, wearing a colorful top and leggings that showed off her long, slender legs. Phia could feel Stella’s piercing glare—she had no idea what Stella was always angry about. Phia gave her a wide berth and greeted the others, thanking Lou for welcoming her to the party.

“No worries,” he said, waving his hand. “And I know you’re not twenty-one yet, but we won’t tell if you don’t.”

Smirking, Mark handed her a red cup filled almost to the brim with pink liquid. “Here you go. Jungle juice. Careful, it’s strong.”

Phia took the cup, the pungent smell filling her nose. She had tried her grandmother’s wine before but had never drank more than a sip. Everyone was watching her. She took a swig of the jungle juice and coughed at the sharp, bitter taste. It was like swallowing gasoline. It burned down her throat as Natasha whooped, “Easy, girl!” 

Stella rolled her eyes, leaving the kitchen. Lou motioned to the now empty barstool. “Come have a seat and join us, Phia.”

Phia glanced at Mark. He grinned at her and turned to talk to one of the other waiters.

She would look silly if she stayed at his side all night. She perched on the stool, thanking Lou when he offered her some pretzels. She munched on them as the warmth of the liquor diffused in her chest. She listened to the others joking and gossiping as she sipped at her drink, thanking Mark or Lou when they came to refill her cup. The tension melted off her shoulders, and she felt light and airy. This was… fun. How long had it been since she’d just relaxed with people? She swayed in her seat to the rhythm of the music and found herself in cheerful small talk with passing strangers. 

People asked about school, and she told the group about her boring business classes and library work. Though they took polite interest, she wished she had something more interesting to say. She glanced at Mark across the kitchen and found him looking at her intensely. His gaze quickened her breath and made her body ache. She looked away, pretending to be absorbed in a conversation with a drunk older woman who kept patting her shoulder and calling her “dearie.”

When Phia got up to relieve herself, her balance was off, taking her by surprise; the room swam around her as she blinked, catching the door frame to steady herself. A giggle burst from her lips. When she staggered out of the bathroom to head back to the kitchen, Mark waited outside the door. 

“Phia.” He reached out, his fingers caressing her cheek. Her breath caught.

She was transfixed by his gaze upon hers, but her vision was funny; it was like the walls were dancing behind him, and Mark suddenly had three eyes. She frowned, blinking, and heard herself slur, “Yeees?”

Mark leaned down and kissed her, soft lips on hers. It was so sudden that all she could do was close her eyes, her heart almost bursting from her chest, fire igniting her body. He pulled her close, his warm body pressing against hers. She exhaled as he pulled back from the kiss and whispered in her ear. “Do you want to hang out at my place?”

The thought was exciting. Why not, especially if there could be more of this kissing involved. It felt nice. Sophia was buzzing—was this what being drunk was like?—but she hadn’t seen Mark drink more than one beer, so he should be safe to drive. “Yes,” she said, all the breath suddenly gone from her lungs.

Mark kissed her again, then took her hand. “Come on then, sweetheart.” He led her out to his car.

He stroked the back of her hand with his thumb. Phia bit her lip, excited at the prospect of making out. That’s what this meant, right? Making out? So, this was a date, after all. Phia smiled at Mark, trying not to stumble as the neighboring houses swayed around her. He winked at her, and she giggled.

The car ride passed in a blur, and she slumped in the seat, a smile on her face. Finally, she was living life. She was thrilled at the thought of having Mark as a boyfriend—to hell with school and duty. She reached over to caress his arm as he drove, feeling dizzy and excited and nervous.

Mark lived in an unfamiliar part of town, but Phia found herself not caring where she was. It was unlike her, but she basked in the warm relaxation, watching the lamplight flit past until they stopped outside a quiet apartment building. She didn’t remember the clumsy walk up the stairs, only the scent of liquor and cologne on Mark’s shirt, the feel of his arm around her waist.

His apartment was dark, a small corridor awaiting them. Some discarded socks were on the floor, and the coffee table was a mess of beer cans and DVD cases. As soon as they entered the living room, he pulled her to him and kissed her. In the quiet, truly alone, Phia was bolder. She wrapped her arms around his neck, eagerly opening her mouth to invite him in, loving the feeling of his tongue dancing with hers, the smell of him, his hands roaming from her back to her cheeks, caressing her face before moving down her chest, where he gently clasped her breasts. She sighed into his mouth, nerves and excitement tingling on her skin like static. This was her first… everything. She barely noticed her clothes dropping away, so overcome by passion and dizzy from the drink. 

Then her skirt was up and her panties around her ankles. Alarm penetrated the happy buzz. This was too fast; perhaps they should stop. The room was spinning, and she felt dizzy in Mark’s arms, like if she moved, she’d lose her balance. They stumbled to the couch, Mark turning her over the armrest and lifting her skirt above her hips. 

Her arousal was tempered by a growing tendril of fear as she realized her bare behind was pointed at him. The room spun, nausea churning her stomach. She groaned as his fingers ran up her thighs and her butt cheeks, leaving burning fire in their wake.

They were going pretty far now, weren’t they? Shouldn’t they slow down?

“Uh, M-Mark?” she stammered, trying to stand up straight. “I’m not on birth control.”

“That’s ok, babe,” he breathed, his voice thick with passion. “I’ll pull out.”

Phia stiffened. “Wha—?” Before she could say more, Mark plunged himself into her. She gasped with the sharp pain. How did things go this far so fast? 

After a few seconds, Mark pulled out, and she felt wetness on her buttock. “Oh, shit,” he gasped. “I’m sorry,” he whispered, sounding more embarrassed than apologetic. “Why didn’t you tell me you were a virgin?” He gave her a hand and helped her up.

“Um…” Phia exhaled, trembling. She looked down – a small amount of blood was running down her thigh. “I need your bathroom.”

“Absolutely.” Mark led her to the bathroom, a small room with grime on the sink and a bobblehead of some video game character on the windowsill. “Come join me in bed when you’re ready.” He smiled as she closed the door. 

Phia held onto the wall for balance. She sat on the toilet and covered her face with her hands. She felt fuzzyheaded and disoriented, with a growing feeling of shame in the pit of her stomach. She closed her eyes and took deep breaths. The shaking was finally subsiding. 

What had she done? It had all gone so fast, but she liked Mark ... didn’t she? He liked her, too. Maybe he just hadn’t realized she wasn’t ready. 

When she left the restroom, she was beckoned by Mark’s open arms to cuddle with him in bed. Her heart warmed. This all meant they were in a relationship now, didn’t it? In the morning, she could talk to him about taking things slower.

She slid into the sheets to lie with him, resting her head on his arm. This felt nice. He kissed her forehead, and soon, he was softly snoring. Phia stared at the posters on the walls in the dim streetlight, wide awake. She wasn’t sure she’d be able to sleep in an unfamiliar place, with Mark beside her, with what had happened. Part of her wanted to snuggle up to his warmth, and part of her wanted to run far, far away.

She turned in bed, stomach still aching, freeing up the arm that had fallen asleep underneath her. She glanced at the nightstand. On top of it was a framed photo of a beautiful young woman with a broad smile and blonde hair. 

Phia’s gut sank. She stared at the picture for a full minute, uneasiness clawing at her still fuzzy thoughts. She nudged Mark on the shoulder. “Mark?”

“Hmm?”

“Who’s the girl in this photo?” 

“Her? That’s my fiancé.”

It felt like the whole world fell beneath her. “Your what?” Phia sat up, staring at him.

Mark rubbed his face. “My fiancé. It’s okay; we have an open relationship. She’s back home in Chicago.”

Phia’s breath caught, and she pulled the comforter to her chest, shame and rage rising in her core.  “You—you should have told me.”

“Really, it’s no big deal,” he said. “She sees other people, too.” His eyes were open now, looking at her with an unreadable expression.

“I want to go home,” she said through gritted teeth. She scooted off the bed and stumbled to the living room to gather her clothes. She felt steadier now, clearer, and she didn’t want to be here for another minute. “Now.”







Chapter 5

March 2007 







Phia was grateful she had a shift at the library the next day, though her head hurt, and nausea still swirled in her stomach. She’d barely slept. 

She trudged across campus, the bright, crisp March air and chirping birds a sharp contrast to her cloudy mood. She had gotten drunk, and things had gone way further than she’d wanted. And Mark, that asshole, should have told her he was engaged—she would never have gone out with him in the first place had she known. 

Mark had protested taking her home in the early hours, grumbling that she should at least wait until morning. She’d eventually called a taxi, hating him more with each passing moment. She’d cried in the cab, not that the driver had cared. She felt stupid and used. Even a shower and her own bed hadn’t made her feel better.

Now the Saturdays at Hemingway’s were going to be awkward. More than awkward. Only two months left until the end of the semester—she’d just have to get through it. Phia had no intention of ever speaking to Mark again if she could help it. 

The library was busy as people were studying for midterms, and she welcomed the books and computers like old friends. Phia’s brain felt sluggish, and she had a headache, but the work was mindless, and the hours sped by. She decided to skip the periodical searches this week. When she returned to her dorm room, she grabbed her iPod, collapsed on her bed, and lost herself in Evanescence.

She barely heard the faint tapping on her door. Wiping her eyes, she pulled out her earphones and listened again—yes, someone was knocking. She hesitated. She really didn’t want to talk to anyone.

She sighed and climbed down the bunk. She cracked the door open and saw Jenny standing with a raised fist, about to knock again. She was wearing sweats and flip-flops, and her long black hair was tucked behind her ears. She gave a shy smile.

“Oh hey, Jenny.” Sophie opened the door wider. “What’s up?”

Jenny didn’t answer for a moment. It looked like she was debating whether to say anything. Finally, she stammered, “Hi, Phia. How about that snack?”

Phia didn’t particularly want to go out. She could say she had to study. “Hmm, well…” 

Then she stopped. Jenny was shifting on her feet, looking at the floor like she was embarrassed. Going out wouldn’t kill me, would it? It was better than lying in bed feeling sorry for herself. “You know what? Yes.” She smiled. “I’d like to get out for a while.”

Jenny’s face lit up. “Great! Shall we go?”

Dusk had settled on the campus, the first of the stars twinkling on the horizon. Phia pulled on her jacket and crossed her arms against the wind. She felt a lot better than she had this morning, but dull pain still pounded at her temples, fatigue pulling at her muscles. She didn’t want to drink again anytime soon. 

The yellow haze of the setting sun gave the historic brick buildings an antique glow. The air was thick with the smell of orange blossoms. It was calming.

Jenny broke the brief silence. “I don’t get out much. I didn’t even do anything for Chinese New Year. Since I got to the US, it feels like I’ve done nothing but study.”

“Are you from China originally?” Phia asked. Jenny didn’t have an accent.

“My mom’s Chinese and my dad’s from the US—an expat from New York. Everyone I know is back in Beijing.”

It must have been lonely, with all her friends on the other side of the world. “I can relate,” said Phia. “I haven’t done much socializing since I moved here from Arizona. It’s hard, between school and work.” And not wanting to get close to people. Her thoughts flitted to the previous night, to the ache that still lingered in her abdomen. She shoved it out of her mind. They rounded the corner to the Student Union. “What’s your major?” she asked.

“Interpretation and translation with a minor in political science. How about you?”

“Double major in culinary arts and business. I want to be a chef.”

Students with rumpled clothes and tired eyes slouched in the booths of the dimly lit cafeteria, typing on laptops or bent over books.

Jenny gestured toward the hot meal line as they wound their way around tables. “A chef, huh? Awesome. Maybe you could give some pointers to these guys.” 

Phia laughed. It felt good to laugh. “Are you a freshman, too?”

“Sophomore, actually. Two years and two months to go. I’m hoping to get on with the government here in DC as a translator.”

They took their snacks to the register and paid. Jenny gestured to the tables. “Want to sit a while, or do you need to head back?”

Phia paused. She’d finished her studying, and Jenny put her at ease. Plus, this could take her mind off Mark. “Let’s sit.” 

They sat and chatted about their families, hometowns, and indie bands that they both loved. They were both only children. Phia shared that she’d grown up with her grandmother after her parents had died in a car accident when she was little. Unlike her autonomous life with Grandma Lizzie, Jenny had grown up with a controlling and demanding helicopter mom and a mostly absent businessman dad.

“It’s awful to say, but I’m happy to be on the other side of the world. I don’t feel like my every move is scrutinized anymore. I used to feel like a constant disappointment to them.” Jenny fiddled with her straw. “If I report back good grades, my mother is satisfied. I feel a little guilty about not missing them, though.”

“It’s understandable, I think. You spent so long under your mother’s thumb. I’m sure she meant well, but I could see how it’d be tough to live like that all the time.”

Jenny sighed. “Yep. You and your grandmother get on well?”

Phia smiled. “She’s the best person I know. I hate being so far away, but I feel like this is something I have to do.” She frowned when she thought of the vision—or hallucination—that had led to her decision to move to the capital. 

“Summer’s in two months. You can go back home then for a while.”

“Actually, I can’t. Within a week of the end of the semester, I’ll be starting a six-month internship in France. It’s an amazing opportunity; I’m psyched. But I won’t get back home until the end of December. That’s ok; I talk with Gram on the phone a couple of times a week.” 

Jenny smiled. “France! That’s amazing.” She pushed up her glasses. “I’m glad we decided to do this. Maybe we should make it a routine? At least until your internship?”

Phia found herself nodding. She enjoyed hanging out with Jenny. “Yeah! It’s probably good for us to get out of our caves.”

They chuckled, and Phia’s heart felt lighter as they returned to their dormitory. Jenny had no idea how much she’d helped settle Phia’s nerves.

◆◆◆
 
 Saturday came sooner than Phia wanted. She’d hardly slept the night before. Her stomach knotted, and her pulse raced as soon as she awoke. After what happened, how could she face Mark and everyone at Hemingway’s? Maybe she could get transferred to a different restaurant. She couldn’t think of a good reason to give her advisor. I got drunk and slept with a waiter, and now it’s awkward. No, that wouldn’t work. She’d hold her chin up and pretend nothing happened. It wasn’t long until she went to France, anyway.

Even as she dressed, her heart felt like it was splitting in two. Her first time was supposed to be special, but she’d been used. Mark had seemed so nice, but he’d gotten her drunk and used her. She was torn between wanting to ask him why and knowing she should avoid him. He was engaged, for God’s sake. Even without how ugly it had been, spending more time with him would be wrong.

Natasha greeted her as she entered, looking conservative and professional again with her dark hair tied in a neat braid. “Hey, Phia! We’re going to have a busy day today—there’s a large party booked at noon. Hope you have your running shoes on.”

Good, less downtime would mean less opportunity for anyone to try to talk with her. Natasha didn’t mention the party, for which Phia was grateful. As she headed to the kitchen, Mark was exiting with a tray. He smiled and said, “hi,” but Phia looked straight ahead. If she met his eyes, she wouldn’t be able to keep herself together. Her throat constricted, and her face burned. She beelined to Chef Hemingway.

Her voice shook. “I hear we have a crowd coming.”

“Yes indeed, Phia,” said the chef, not noticing she was upset. “Throw on an apron and help me with the rolls.”

“Yes, sir,” she exhaled, steadying herself. So far, so good. Hopefully, Mark would get the hint and leave her alone. 

The next few hours put her skills to the test. She baked, sautéed, chopped, and served, following every order and instruction. The flow and encouraging praise from Chef Hemingway channeled her attention away from her torment. She barely noticed as Mark scurried around for orders. She couldn’t escape him at the end of the shift, though. 

He tapped her shoulder as she gathered her things. “Can we talk a second?”

Her heart lifted, but she quickly quenched it. “I don’t think there’s much to talk about,” she said instead, as coldly as possible. “I have to get going.” She shouldered her satchel and stepped toward the door.

“Please, Phia. I just want to tell you I’m sorry. I should have been more upfront,” Mark said in a low voice, following her out the back way.

“Yes, you should have.” She walked straighter, hoping he couldn’t see her tremble. 

“Can we be friends?”

Phia stopped and looked at Mark, at the sadness on his face. He wasn’t used to being rejected. Now she would look like a jerk for not wanting to be friends, but at that moment, she was so angry she didn’t care. No. Fuck him.


“We’re not friends. Just leave me alone. Let me do my work here. You do yours.” She turned away, kneeled, and unlocked her bike. She heard Mark apologize again as she rode away. Her neck burned, but she didn’t look back.

◆◆◆
 
 Phia couldn’t sleep again that night, and the Sunday library shift crawled by. She had tossed and turned, thinking about the brief conversation with Mark. The more she thought about what had happened, the more violated she felt. He had been sober and should have known she was in no state of mind to consent to sex. Had she consented? It seemed like she hadn’t, but the memory was such a blur. She tried to put it out of her mind.

Her motivation to search the microfiche for Zachary Mirren after her shift was lagging, but she dragged herself over to the department. Today would be Oklahoma newspapers and 1985 birth announcements. She’d broken her search down by state to stay organized. 

She picked out the fiche of the major Oklahoma newspapers and stared at the blank screen for a while before she began skimming. She’d do one hour, then go to the dorm and sleep. 

As she skimmed, looking into the reader, and turning the knob on the reel, her eyes caught something her brain didn’t quite register. What was that? She pressed rewind. It was a birth announcement in the Tulsa World paper:




Mr. and Mrs. Dane Mirren 

are proud to announce 

the birth of their son,

Zachary Mirren,

on the first of June 1985.




Phia sucked in a breath. Holy shit. 

It was him.







Chapter 6

May 2007







Snack runs with Jenny became a routine every Saturday and Wednesday night. Neither had much interest in other outings, and they were both intensely focused on their studies. The biweekly Student Union hangouts were a welcome reprieve. Sometimes they would study together for a few hours and talk on breaks; other times, they left their books at home while they sipped coffee and chatted about anything that came to mind. 

The discovery that Zachary Mirren did truly exist brightened Phia’s outlook. She no longer worried that she had hallucinated. She had a new resolve, and although the news doomed her to a future of trying to stop the man’s actions, she felt lighter and freer. Now she had a purpose, a goal to work toward, and she could let go of her self-doubt. 

Yet the request from her future self haunted her. She’d told her she would have to kill a man. Could she really do it, even if it meant saving millions more?

Jenny tossed a Cheeto at her. “Hey, you’re spacing out.”

Phia had been deep in thought about Zachary Mirren and hadn’t heard what Jenny was saying. “Oh, sorry. Nothing. Just spacing.” 

Phia could feel another headache coming on. She’d had several migraines in the past few weeks since she’d discovered the birth announcement. She’d chalked it up to increased stress and less sleep.

“You look a little pale. You okay?”

“I’m always pale. Actually, it feels like another migraine is coming. I should probably head back and get to bed early.”

“You’ve been getting a lot of headaches lately. Are you ok?”

“I’m fine.”

Jenny’s dark eyebrows knit together with concern. “Maybe you should see Dr. Atwell at Student Health this week,” she suggested. “She could give you a prescription for Imitrex or something. My aunt takes that; it works well for her.”

Phia nodded as they packed up their laptops. “Great idea, I will.”

◆◆◆
 
 The doctor was younger than Phia expected, maybe in her mid-thirties. She had medium-length brown hair and striking green eyes. “Hi, there. I’m Dr. Atwell. What brings you in today?” She crossed the room with a warm smile as Phia inhaled the smell of antiseptic and soap.

Phia shifted, the paper crinkling under her. The room was a touch colder than she would have liked, and she felt oddly vulnerable on the exam table. However, the entrance of the kind-looking doctor had calmed her growing unease. “Well, I’ve been getting a lot more migraines lately.”

“I see. Do you get the usual nausea, sensitivity to light, and such?”

Phia nodded.

“Are you under more stress? Perhaps not sleeping as well?”

“For sure.” Phia nodded. “School stuff,” she added, reluctant to elaborate.

“Are the migraines coinciding with your cycle? Sometimes hormonal shifts can set them off. When was your last menstrual period?”

Phia thought back to the weeks of study, the library shifts, the stress of restaurant training, and avoiding Mark. When had she…?

Her stomach dropped. Mark. When was her last period? It was over two months ago, before the party. “Oh, no.”

“What’s wrong?”

“My… my period is late. The last one started at the beginning of March.”

“Have you been sexually active?” Dr. Atwell’s eyebrows furrowed.

“One time,” Phia squeaked. Her heart raced. It couldn’t be… could it?

“We’d better run a pregnancy test, then. It’ll just take a few minutes.” She reached toward a basket of urine cups on the counter and handed Phia one, an encouraging smile on her face. “Don’t worry. Sometimes stress can affect your period. But we’d better make sure.”

Phia nodded, tears welling. Please, God, don’t let me be pregnant. The very thought was horrifying. Accidental pregnancy happened to girls who slept around, who partied every weekend. She’d only been with Mark, any boy, once… he said he’d pulled out… he did, didn’t he?

You also thought he was single. You idiot, Phia!

She voiced none of this as she took the cup to the bathroom. She was so anxious she could hardly go. Afterward, she settled back onto the exam table, the antiseptic smell strong in her nostrils, her thoughts racing. Five minutes felt like hours. She hugged herself and took deep breaths, her heart fluttering.

When Dr. Atwell walked back in, she gave Phia a sad and sympathetic look. “Phia, your test is positive.”

Phia couldn’t hold back as tears broke free, and she sobbed. Dr. Atwell came and put an arm around her. She clung to the doctor, suddenly missing her grandmother desperately. She hadn’t been hugged in months.

“What am I going to do?” she sniffled and took the tissue handed to her by the doctor, dabbing her eyes. “I have to finish school. In two weeks, I’m leaving for a six-month internship in France. I can’t raise a baby.”

“You have several choices and don’t have to decide right now,” Dr. Atwell’s voice was soothing, kind, and free of judgment. “First thing is to see an OB. I’ll give you a referral to Dr. Haight, he is outstanding, and his clinic is next to campus.”

“When’s my due date?”

“You said your last period was at the beginning of March, so around December 9th.” Dr. Atwell turned to write on some papers, then handed them to Phia. “Here is a prescription for prenatal vitamins and a referral to Dr. Haight. It’s going to be okay. If you can’t keep the baby, please do consider adoption.”

“Yes, Doctor. Thank you.” She took the papers and dried her eyes. Her head was swimming with confusing thoughts. Never in a million years had she thought she would end up with an unplanned pregnancy, and while at university, no less. All she wanted to do now was go to bed and cry.

“Please call or come in if you have any questions at all, Phia. Obviously, I can’t give you migraine meds right now, but follow up when you return from France.”

◆◆◆
 

Pregnant. I’m pregnant. The thought had been consuming Phia all week. She unconsciously rubbed her lower abdomen. This Saturday would be her last shift at Hemingway’s before the end of the semester. Hopefully, it would be the last time she would see Mark and have to ignore him. The right thing would be to tell him, wouldn’t it? What would she say, and what was she expecting from him? 

She hadn’t told anyone yet, not even Jenny or Grandma Lizzie. Jenny had asked how her visit with Dr. Atwell had gone, and Phia had lied that it went fine and she would try the Imitrex. She’d spent their Wednesday meetup absorbed in studying to avoid conversation and told Jenny she was stressed out about finals. She wasn’t really—no one could be more prepared for finals than she was—but it was a good excuse for having her mind elsewhere.

Dr. Atwell had mentioned giving the baby up for adoption. Phia reasoned that would probably be for the best. She was barely nineteen, after all, and basically had the future of the country in her hands. 

She couldn’t ask Grandma Lizzie to help. Gram had raised Phia after her parents died; there’s no way she could ask her to raise yet another baby. She didn’t want to terminate the pregnancy. Although she tried not to judge people who did so, she would personally always regret it. 

She’d still be in France at the time of the birth—maybe she could arrange the adoption there, avoid it being something people here would know about and disapprove of.

During her Hemingway’s shift, she pulled Mark aside. “Can I talk to you after the shift?” She hated how his hazel eyes still made her stomach flip. Pull yourself together, Phia.

“Sure. What’s up?” He looked shocked that she acknowledged his existence after two months, much less talking to him.

 “Later.” She turned and went back to the kitchen. A wave of nausea hit, and she excused herself to the restroom to throw up. She fought back tears and took some deep breaths. Now wasn’t the time to lose it.

Chef Hemingway looked up as she reentered the kitchen, grabbing a glass of water. “You all right, Phia?”

“Yes, I’m fine. I’ve had a lot of migraines lately.”

He looked concerned for only a moment longer before he said, “Just so you know, it’s been a pleasure to have you with us this semester. I wish you could be here again in the spring, but I think it’s good to experience different sites in your training. When you graduate, though, I would love to have you come work here. And I’m happy to give you a letter of recommendation if you ever need one.”

It was the best thing she’d heard in months, and she found herself beaming at him. “Thank you so much, Chef Hemingway. It’s been an amazing experience. I’ll definitely keep in touch.”

She took a tray of rolls to the dining room, ignoring Mark’s questioning look when she passed. The shift was close to over. She wished so badly that she didn’t have to talk with him about the pregnancy, but it wouldn’t be fair to him if she didn’t.

She suppressed a scoff at the thought. None of this was fair. 

When eight o’clock came, Mark followed her to the break room as she retrieved her bag. Phia glanced around; they were alone.

“So, what’s up?”

She looked him square in the eyes. “I’m pregnant.”

Mark blanched as he stared at her, taking a few moments to speak. “You think it’s mine?”

She bristled. “It can only be yours.” Phia put her hands on her hips. She didn’t know what she wanted or expected Mark to say, but the ball was in his court.

The door to the break room opened, and Stella came in, scowling at Phia. She beelined to Mark and put her hand on his arm. “Are you ready to go, babe?”

Phia’s stomach knotted. Babe. 

Mark glanced at her. He at least had the courtesy to look shaken. “Give me a minute to talk to Phia, please.”

Stella huffed. “Fine, but we’re supposed to be meeting people at the club in a few minutes, so hurry up.” She gave Phia one last glare and then left the room.

Mark took out his wallet and fished out a wad of bills. She looked at his outstretched hand. “What’s that for?”

“This should help with the cost of getting rid of it,” he sounded detached, uncaring, as though they were discussing the weather. “Obviously, neither of us can take care of it.”

“I don’t want your money,” she snapped, stepping away from him. She shouldered her bag and shoved past Mark, any glimmer of affection she may have still had for him turning to disgust, burning in her throat like bile. “I’ll take care of this myself. Have a good life.” 

As she left the room, Stella frowned at her. 

“Good luck to you, too, Stella. Mark’s an asshole.” She shouldered through the back door and hopped onto her bike. She’d miss Hemingway’s but thank God she’d never have to see Mark again.

◆◆◆
 
Phia’s anger battled her tears on the way home, and she finally collapsed onto her bunk when she got back to the dorm. 

Mark’s reaction had been expected, but that didn’t mean it hurt any less. The thought of lying here alone was unbearable, and before long, Phia was knocking on Jenny’s door.

Jenny answered, wearing Phineas and Ferb pajamas and a towel draped over her shoulders, hair still wet from a shower. “Phia,” she said, her expression surprised, then concerned when she saw Phia’s tears. “Are you all right?”

“Can I come in?” Phia asked, brushing at a tear sliding down her cheek.

“It’s a mess, but… yes, of course,” Jenny beckoned her inside. Bob Marley was playing on her laptop, and there was a lingering smell of deodorant and vanilla candles. 

Phia gave a sigh, and before she knew it, she’d told Jenny everything – Mark, their night together, the pregnancy, and her rising fears about how it would affect her internship. It felt good to tell someone, the knot in her chest loosening.

There was a pause when it was over, and Phia added lamely, “Sorry I interrupted your night. I just don’t have anyone else to talk to.”

Jenny stepped over and folded her in a tight hug. Phia sighed against her shoulder, guilt and love squeezing her heart as she hugged her back, Jenny’s damp hair cool on her burning cheek.

“You’re strong, Phia,” Jenny whispered. “I’m here for you. What are you going to do?”

“Dr. Atwell suggested adoption,” Phia sniffled, pulling away. “I think I’ll do that. No one in France knows me….”

They sat on beanbags and talked for a while, then watched the latest episode of Lost on Jenny’s laptop. Phia was grateful for Jenny’s friendship—she’d never felt before that she could trust someone, besides her grandmother, with something so private. She felt stronger and ready to handle the next few months.







Chapter 7

June 2007







Stepping off the plane at Aéroport de Toulouse-Blagnac was as exhilarating as it was terrifying. Phia had never been out of the United States before, much less halfway around the world, in a country that primarily spoke another language. 

Her grandmother had told her during their phone conversation before her flight how proud she was. Phia’s skin had prickled at the thought of the child growing inside her, feeling awful she couldn’t tell Grandma Lizzie what was really going on. She’d insisted she was nervous about the flight when she’d asked. She couldn’t wait for this to be over. She was sick of lying to everyone. Only Jenny knew the truth, and now she was thousands of miles away.

Her advisor had helped arrange a low-cost room rental with one of the bookkeepers of the restaurant, Marcella Picou, within walking distance to Chef Bardot’s restaurant in Toulouse. Marcella would be picking her up from the airport, for which she was glad – the flight had been long, and she was exhausted, not wanting to try to navigate the public transport by herself. As she shuffled through the weary crowd of travelers, catching nauseating whiffs of body odor, she looked around for anyone holding a card with her name.

Much to her relief, most airport signs were written in both French and English. Her advisor had assured her that the basic French she knew from high school would be adequate and that many French people know English, including Chef Bardot. Maybe she could improve her French during her time here.

A lady with graying temples and a severe bun stood near the entrance to Hall A, holding a card reading Sophia Alexander.

Phia approached her, pushing away her nerves with a smile. “That’s me,” she said, pointing to the sign.

Marcella gave a slight nod and smile, which softened her features. “Excellent,” she said in heavily accented English. “Come with me. We shall gather your bags. Then I will take you to the restaurant to meet Chef Bardot and afterward my apartment to show you to your room.”

“Yes, Madame. Thank you so much. Um… merci.”

She immediately felt silly, but Marcella gave her an amused smile. 

As she rode in Marcella’s compact car, Phia fiddled with her purse strap, taking in the scenery. Autoroute A621 reminded Phia of any number of American freeways—long stretches of asphalt and wire fencing with concrete medians flanked by low green trees and occasional modern buildings. The familiarity of the scenery surprised her—if the signs were in English, she could easily believe she was in Virginia on the Capital Beltway. She realized she’d subconsciously expected to see centuries-old buildings and streets everywhere.

“The restaurant is near Cathédrale Saint-Étienne,” said Marcella. “I live within walking distance, near the Jardin du Grand Rond—a park. Most students who have roomed with me have enjoyed sightseeing, and I would be pleased to advise you on things to see.”

After they crossed the Garonne River, they took city streets into the heart of the city. They drove through narrow, winding streets of tall brick buildings of pink and ochre, their mystery somewhat dented by the high street stores. Men in suits and women wearing scarves and heels flitted through the crowd, clutching shopping bags or sitting in cafés, mugs of coffee in their hands and sunglasses on their heads as they chattered in groups or couples. Some roads were little more than alleyways, and Phia wondered how old some of these buildings must be.

As they drove, it grew darker, streetlights glowing and casting shadows on the city’s corners.

Marcella pointed. “Here, on the left, we are passing the Basilique Saint-Sernin. It is one thousand years old.”

A thousand! Phia’s breath caught as she gazed up at the imposing white stone cathedral illuminated by external lighting in the gathering twilight. She’d seen many historic buildings in the US, but their age paled in comparison. Her eye caught on the spire in the center, its arched openings glowing. She had to check this place out first. It made her heart ache to look at it.

“It’s beautiful.” 

The sidewalks were lined with pedestrians and cyclists. Those seemed to be the preferred modes of transportation within the city, and Phia could see why—the streets were mostly one-way mazes, tiny alleyways, and stone steps. It was exciting and intimidating all at once.

Marcella seemed oblivious to the aggressive driving around her as the tiny car stop-started along. “Ahead is Le Capitole, the Capitol building. Much to do in the city occurs in and around there. It is a nice place to tour.”

Phia caught herself unconsciously rubbing her lower abdomen and stopped. This lovely city would be her baby's birthplace and home. She turned from Marcella, pretending to study the terracotta buildings, as she struggled to compose her expression into one of pleasant wonder.

This should have been an exciting time, an adventure in a new place, learning from an expert chef and starting her career. Yet she couldn’t shake the heavy, tense feeling that had followed her here.

She’d read about pregnancy. She probably wouldn’t show until she was at least sixteen weeks along—she was thirteen now. She still felt sick and tired a lot of the time. Thankfully, the first trimester had ended, so she no longer threw up. That would have been difficult to explain.

I’ll have a pregnant belly. Sophia tried not to imagine herself struggling to waddle around the restaurant with an enormous belly she’d try to hide. She almost missed the next part of her tour.

“Here we are: Le Cadeau.” Marcella pulled the car over in a back alley, among brick walls and the soft glow of streetlights. “Chef Bardot will be busy with the suppertime crowd, but I shall introduce you. Restaurants here are generally open for two periods each day—noon to one-thirty, and seven-thirty to nine-thirty p.m., so they have just opened for the evening hours.” 

As they exited the car, the background cacophony of traffic and honking increased. The absurd mix of ancient and modern was odd, but Phia felt excited. This was her first day in a new city, a new country, where she’d be working in an authentic French restaurant. 

They entered through the back door and were met with a rich, savory scent and bright lights, making Phia blink. The first thing they heard was Chef Bardot's booming voice shouting in French at an employee.  

Phia could make out the gist of it. The employee was an idiot whose mother was a goat. He had ruined the beans. Phia wasn’t intimidated—she was aware there could be plenty of bluster in kitchens, and tempers could rise when the pressure was high. The restaurant business was not a place for thin skins.

The chef was distracted by the entrance of the women, allowing the hapless employee an opportunity to slink away and restart the beans. He was tall, his longish, graying hair flopped over his flushed forehead. He absently wiped his hands on his apron as he approached them. 

“Marcella! Who have you brought?” he spoke in English, showing that he really knew who Phia was.

Phia stepped forward, offering her hand. “Je suis Sophia Alexander. Ravi de vous rencontrer, Monsieur Bardot,” she responded in imperfect, halting French. Hopefully, in addition to cooking, she’d improve her language skills. She’d had a few semesters in high school and reviewed French for Dummies during her flight.

She also figured now was as good a time as any to drop her childhood nickname.

Chef Bardot cracked a smile, responding in perfect English. “I was impressed by your letters of recommendation, petite beauté. Are you ready to work hard and learn a lot?”

“Yes, sir. Monsieur Bardot.”

“Tomorrow, arrive at ten in the morning, and we’ll see what you can do.” 

◆◆◆
 
Marcella had set Sophia up in a tiny but comfortable room. The décor reminded her of her grandmother’s taste. Frilly. Perhaps whether Irish American or French, women of that generation had similar tastes. Nevertheless, it was pleasant and cozy. She felt better after a long shower and readied herself for an incredible six months. Nothing would spoil this opportunity.

The summer temperatures in Toulouse were mild, with August highs peaking in the mid-eighties. Sophia slept with her window open most nights and awakened to a warm stream of sunlight upon her face and the singing of birds outside. 

She made a habit of walking to the restaurant each morning, taking different routes to see different scenery, always arriving by eight o’clock. Often, she was the first to arrive and sat on a nearby bench, reading a paperback novel while waiting for the restaurant to open.

She’d not been a regular breakfast eater in the past but eating a bun or pastry as she walked settled her mild nausea. She was five months along now, and loose clothes were becoming inadequate to hide the fullness of her lower abdomen.

Neither Marcella nor people at the restaurant had asked, but she had noticed furtive glances toward her middle. She pretended not to notice, but she was becoming acutely aware that she wouldn’t be able to hide it for much longer.

The local obstetrician assured her that all was progressing normally. She’d declined to find out the gender; it might make things harder. Though the pregnancy had initially terrified her, she’d found herself daydreaming of a baby, stroking her belly at night. It was impossible, though. School, her situation, her task for the future… she couldn’t bring a child into that, no matter how attached she felt. 

Last week, she’d told the obstetrician her plans to give up the baby for adoption. He’d given her names of local agencies who could help arrange everything. She had yet to call them; she wasn’t ready to think about it.

Chef Bardot was the first to arrive this morning. She could hear the deep buzz of his motorcycle before he rounded the corner. He parked next to her and gave her a friendly grin bordered by his close-cropped salt and pepper beard. He tucked his helmet under his arm and retrieved restaurant keys from his pocket.

“Good morning, ma chère.” 

“Bonjour,
Monsieur Bardot.”

“Did you have a good Sunday?”

“Yes, I visited Musée Aeroscopia.” Toulouse was heavily involved in aeronautics, and the museum featured an impressive collection of planes. Over the past two months, Sophia had visited multiple points of interest, including the impressive Basilique Saint-Sernin, several beautiful gardens, and numerous local restaurants. She had yet to visit the landmark closest to here—Cathédrale Saint-Étienne. Perhaps she’d go this weekend. She liked to keep busy on her days off.

“Wonderful!” He unlocked the door and held it for her as she passed. “Begin the vegetables. I’ll start the meats.”

Sophia nodded; she’d fallen in step with the morning prep routine in short order and could manage the tasks efficiently. She chopped celery as Chef Bardot gutted a fish. He certainly didn’t have to do these mundane tasks, but she suspected he enjoyed the quiet morning preps as much as she did. Focusing on the ingredients before they were transformed and fused into something beautiful and delicious was gratifying.

Hemingway’s back in DC had been informal, the staff often joking around together, and its busiest times were the mid-day lunch rush or someone's birthday. The main diners had been working people on break or locals spending time with friends to eat comfortable food. La Cadeau was different—more refined. The chefs took pride and always looked to improve each dish, and its diners were elite businesspeople and high-class couples who had to book weeks in advance for a table. The difference in dynamics was a challenge she’d taken on with enthusiasm.

“Sophia, dear ...” 

She looked up at the chef, but he was still slicing. 

“Your skills have developed faster than any student I’ve ever had. You have a natural sense of flow and timing. Now that you have been here almost three months, I want to set you loose. I would like for you to experiment during the time between lunch and supper—let your creativity flow. I’ll happily be your test subject.”

She blushed and smiled. His confidence and kind words warmed her. “Thank you, Monsieur. That’s an amazing compliment.”

He looked up. “How do you feel things are going?” He glanced at her stomach—long enough for it to be clear he was looking.

Her blush deepened. “Very well. Very, very well,” she stuttered. She focused on the celery.

“Excellent. Today I will begin teaching you more about wine. You’ll try many types and learn the best pairings.”

Sophia paused the chopping. She glanced at the chef. He was studying her. A wave of cold panic flooded her belly and chest like ice. She couldn’t drink alcohol. What could she say?

“Unless, of course, there is some reason you cannot drink, ma chère?” Chef Bardot said quietly.

He knew. She knew he knew. But the thought of saying it aloud terrified her. What would Chef, and everyone else, think? It was to the point where it couldn’t be hidden and would soon be evident to everyone. She’d been avoiding the inevitable.

“Yes, there is a reason,” she mumbled to the celery.

Chef Bardot nodded encouragement. “What is it?”

Sophia exhaled. So, he was going to make her say it. “I’m pregnant.”

The chef’s face broke into a wide grin. “Why, that is wonderful news!” His smile faltered as he saw her expression. “Is it not?”

Sophia shook her head. She blinked back tears. “It wasn’t planned.” 

“Ah, I see.” The chef put aside the fish and washed his hands. He disappeared for a moment into the back refrigerator and reemerged with chicken. “What are your plans?”

“Adoption.” The word came out as a whisper.

Chef Bardot opened his mouth, but the door opened as two employees entered. “We’ll chat later.” 

Sophia nodded and chopped bell peppers as Chef Bardot set the assistants to their tasks.

◆◆◆
 
 During lunch, Sophia contemplated what dish she should create for Chef Bardot during the intermission. She thought about his background. Chef had grown up in Northern France, in Dunkirk, near the border of Belgium. Although the restaurant’s dishes catered to the Southern French palates of its customers, Sophia thought a dish reminiscent of his childhood might be a treat for him.

Sophia had studied the spices, flavors, and combinations of many regions and had experimented with a few Northern French dishes on her own over the years. She’d go with Waterzooï, a rich stew with burbot fish and vegetables. 

The aroma was wonderful, and Chef Bardot immediately recognized the scent as soon as he returned in the early evening, his bushy eyebrows rising as their eyes met.

“Waterzooï? It smells amazing.”

Sophia grinned. “Please, help yourself.” She stepped back from the pot.

The chef sipped a spoonful directly from the boiling pot. For a moment, he smacked his lips, then he closed his eyes with a pleasured moan. “À tes souhaits. Bless you. It is much like my grandmother made before using chicken became more common.” He took up a large bowl of the stew and motioned for her to join him in the dining room. 

Sophia scooped her own bowl and sat across from him at a white table-clothed table. She sipped water as steam rose from the bowl.

“I was considering your situation.” Chef Bardot said in a quiet voice and nodded toward her belly. “Have you already arranged the adoption?”

Sophia shifted in the seat. Why was he asking? Did he think he could talk her into keeping the baby? A small part of her hoped that he would talk her into it. Give her a reason why doing so would be the best option. A justification.

“No, sir, not yet.”

The chef ate some stew, chewing slowly. His expression was bliss. “This is excellent. We may have to incorporate it into the menu.” 

“Thank you.” Sophia sat on the edge of her seat, waiting. She ate some stew, the savory flavors running over her tongue.

“My younger sister, Claudette, is forty-five years old and has tried for many years to conceive.”

Ah.

“She is single but has a good job as an actuary. She does most of her work from home. Of course, I know her probably better than anyone—she is a good, kind person.”

Sophia put her spoon down. She didn’t want to commit, but the thought of knowing who would raise the baby, having some idea of their character, was appealing. “Perhaps I could meet her?”

Chef Bardot beamed. “Yes! Yes, of course. Do not feel obligated, but please consider her as an adoptive parent. I would love to be an uncle and promise to help the child any way I can.”

That Chef thought highly enough of her that he wanted to bring her baby into his family filled her with warmth. Yes, she did want to meet Claudette. 

◆◆◆
 
 For the rest of the week, Sophia felt alternating relief and doubt. Having the secret out and a potential adoptive parent lifted an enormous weight on her shoulders. It also made everything more… real. Though she ate well, avoided alcohol, and even allowed herself to think of the baby at times, having it a secret had meant it was easier not to think about it.

She walked to Cathédrale Saint-Étienne on her Thursday off. She’d noticed the cathedral many times on her walks, with its quirky exterior—it looked like the builders couldn’t decide what architecture they wanted, so they’d fitted two lopsided halves of different churches together. She’d read that the construction spanned over five hundred years, beginning in 844. The construction had passed between many different hands. 

One side reached toward the sky with a bell tower, and the other was squat and grounded, with a rose window. Like many other buildings in this city, the bricks were pinkish and white.

When she ventured into the cool interior, she was greeted with the familiar musky dust smell and thick air of the city’s old churches. A few people wandered inside, looking at the art, but the cathedral was otherwise empty. 

She dipped her fingers in the font and crossed herself, then slowly walked up the center aisle, marveling at the centuries-old paintings and carvings adorning the walls. Rows of wooden chairs lined the path, facing the tabernacle, where slits of light from outside shone onto the gray floor. She approached the front, knelt before the empty tabernacle, then rose and took a seat a few rows back. She wanted to sit and think a while. She wanted answers to questions she dared not ask.

She looked around the church, then closed her eyes, resting her hands on the bulge, which was becoming more and more apparent as the days wore on. She hadn’t bothered with loose clothes today and had dressed in a shift that hid nothing. 

Sophia thanked God for her health, her baby’s health, and for giving her the ability to succeed in her training. Usually, she didn’t ask for anything when she prayed but focused on things she was grateful for. Despite the positive thoughts, she felt the pressure of tears rising from her throat. She scrunched her face, fighting it.

A deep voice startled her. “Comment allez-vous?”

She looked to the aisle, where a young priest with dark skin stood looking at her with raised eyebrows, his hands clasped before him. She was surprised by his dreadlocks, having thought this church would be too conservative to allow any uncropped hairstyles. He’d asked how she was.

She straightened and smoothed her dress. “I’m fine, Father. Très bien, merci.”

“American?” He gave a small smile.

She nodded, blushing.

“May I sit?” He gestured to a seat along the aisle, two seats from her.

“Yes, please do.” Sophia looked away at the wall murals. With all these empty seats, why was the priest sitting near her? She was not in a mood to talk. She closed her eyes again, hoping he’d understand that she was praying.

“You’re going through a hard time,” he said softly.

She glanced sideways at the priest. He was staring at her, something between pity and amusement in his dark eyes. “Yes.” She bit her lip and looked down at her hands.

“Do you need to talk?”

She shook her head. “I appreciate that Father, but no. Thank you.”

The young priest rose. “You have a difficult decision ahead, but you will do the right thing. You will make the best choices for your baby. God has a path for you, an important task. The world is depending on you, Sophia.” He turned and strode away quickly.

She sat bolt upright, startled. “Wait—”

The priest disappeared around a corner, and Sophia followed. How did he know her name? Her heart pounded. She rounded the corner and saw only tourists giving her curious glances. No priest. 

She wandered around the eclectic layout of the church until she found an elderly volunteer. She asked in clumsy French about the priest, but the lady was not aware of a man of his description being part of the clergy. 

Sophia gave up finding him. His words tumbled over and over in her mind. He’d seemed to know a lot more than he should—such as her name—but his words had been a comfort. Perhaps it was because they were in a house of God, or perhaps because they were what she needed to hear. She would make the right decision. The world depended on her.

◆◆◆
 
 Claudette could be described as “mousy.” She greeted Sophia with nervous over-enthusiasm when she opened the door to her modest home on the outskirts of town. 

“Please, come in. Sit down. Would you like something to drink? Eat? Please excuse the mess.” She waved to the immaculate living room, clearing her throat.

Sophia was also nervous, but not to the same degree. She understood that Claudette must feel enormous pressure to prove herself worthy to mother her baby. 

“No, thank you.” She sat. She wondered how to begin this conversation. Chef Bardot had told her more about his sister, and she certainly sounded like a decent person. She had never met the right man but had always wanted a child and was now at an age that it seemed destined to not happen. A fluffy brown cat wound around Sophia’s legs as she absently rubbed his head.

After exchanging more pleasantries about Sophia’s exploration of the city and training at the restaurant, and Claudette’s work and love of knitting, Sophia brought up the topic of adoption. 

Claudette cleared her throat. “I would love for you to consider me,” she said sincerely. “I’ve contacted my attorney about the process, and he says he can walk us through everything.” Her hand shook as she rose a cup and sipped coffee. “Please feel free to ask me anything you would like. Nothing is too personal.”

Sophia asked her a few more questions. Nothing unusual stood out about Claudette. She seemed to be straightforward, if a bit anxious. She’d gone to university in England many years ago. She was politically and religiously moderate and active in volunteering. She was college-educated, steadily employed, and financially stable.

And she doesn’t have to kill a future president.

After clearing her throat, which Sophia now understood to be a prerequisite to speaking, Claudette asked the question Sophia had been dreading. “May I ask—and you don’t have to answer—who is the father?”

Sophia didn’t want to tell her, but she didn’t know what to say. “He’s an acquaintance from Chicago. I don’t know him that well. I’d… rather not talk about him.”

Claudette put her hands up. “Oh, that’s totally fine! Not important.” She briskly tidied the coffee table. “I’ll be back in a moment.” She took her cup and napkin into the kitchen.

Sophia sat back on the couch cushions, more relaxed now that the unpleasant question was out of the way. She looked around the living room. She hadn’t earlier, not wanting to seem rude. Claudette seemed to really like pastels. And pictures of cats. The room smelled faintly of lavender. She tried to imagine a child here, petting the cat and playing with toys. The thought made her feel sad, but the child would have a good stable home, with a kind, if slightly fussy, mother and a cool chef for an uncle. That Chef Bardot happened to have a sister looking to adopt felt like destiny. And the mysterious priest last week had assured her she would make the right decision. 

Although Claudette was in many ways different than her, Sophia somehow felt she would be the best mother for her baby. When Claudette returned, Sophia smiled at her. “I’ve decided. I’d like you to adopt the baby.”

“Oh! Mon Dieu! Merci!" she rushed over and embraced Sophia, kissing her on both cheeks. “I promise, I will take good care of them. Thank you.” She stepped back, her eyes glassy with happy tears. “May I touch your belly?”

“Yes.”

Claudette patted her rounded abdomen, cooing in soft French to the baby within.

So, it was decided. Sophia exhaled. Her relief was tinged with sadness, but she knew she’d made the right choice.

◆◆◆
 
 The pain and bleeding came while she prepped lunch at Le Cadeau on December 4th, five days before her due date. Sophia doubled over with a pained groan, and Chef Bardot rushed to her side. 

“Sophia,” his voice sounded panicked. “There’s blood on your pants. I’m no expert, but isn’t it supposed to be water?”

Sophia gritted her teeth. This was the worst pain she’d ever felt; it was stabbing and prickling, tearing through her lower back and stomach. Fear flooded her. “Something’s wrong.”

Chef Bardot stayed with her until the ambulance came. They’d soon loaded her up on a gurney, transferred her inside, and rushed to Hôpital Sainte Marie with the siren blaring.

“Placental abruption,” the doctor explained in a thick French accent.

“What does that mean?” asked Sophia. “Is the baby okay?”

“Your child’s vitals are stable, but this could turn quickly. We have to do a cesarean.”

As they whisked her back to the OR, Sophia pleaded with a nurse, “Tell Claudette Bardot. She is the adoptive mother. The baby is going to her. Her brother, Louis Bardot, is the chef at the Le Cadeau.”

“We’ll let them know,” said the doctor. Sophia breathed hard, pain searing through her lower abdomen. “Please relax, madame. You will be put under for this, and surgery must begin at once. Do you want to see the baby when you wake?”

Sophia thought for a moment. Terrible sadness filled her. “No. That’ll make it harder. I just want to know if the baby is okay. That’s all.”

The ceiling swam above, drowsiness washing over her. “Count down from ten,” said a nurse’s voice.

“Five… four… three….”

Sleep came.

◆◆◆
 



When she awoke in a bright room, antiseptic stung her nostrils. A nurse gently patted her shoulder. “Hello, Sophia. All went well. The baby is healthy and in the nursery with the adoptive mother. Rest now. You lost some blood.”

Exhaustion pummeled Sophia’s senses, weighing heavy on her eyelids. She tried to sit up but froze midway, the sharp pain in her lower belly making her inhale sharply through her teeth.

“No, no. Lie down.” The nurse gently eased her down. 

Sniffling, Sophia let sleep pull her back under.

◆◆◆
 
 The woman she shared a room with had noisy visitors. The curtain between their beds didn’t help. Sophia curled up with a pillow over her ear. Her aching belly felt empty.

Her baby was alive and well, and for that, she was glad. But she felt so lonely. She ran a hand over her much smaller belly, her breasts aching, pains sharp along her incision, reminding her of her loss.

It wasn’t long before Chef Bardot visited, looking strangely out of place without his toque. He took her hand—the one without the IV—and smiled gently. 

“Sophia! How are you feeling?”

“As well as expected, I think.” She was tired and sore. The pain meds made her dizzy and slightly itchy.

“The baby girl is beautiful, and Claudette is in love. Our family is so grateful for this gift.”

A girl. She’d been wondering about that in the hazy moments between sleep and wake, wondering if the baby was napping, taking a bottle, being cuddled. Part of her longed to see and hold her, though it would be hard to let her go if she did. There was no sense in making things harder, she reasoned. She’d had second thoughts every step of the way, but there was truly no going back now.

“Would you like to see her?” she heard the hesitation in his voice, as though he shared her worries.

“Part of me wants to,” she murmured. “But I think it might be more difficult for me if I do. I’d… better not.”

“I understand. Please take your time recovering. Get well and strong before you return to the restaurant.”

“The doctor said I should be able to go back in a week to ten days if I don’t do any lifting.”

“No hurry, but that would be wonderful. You’ll have two more weeks with us, then it’s back to America.”

“Yes.”

“You’re going to do great things, Sophia,” said Chef Bardot. He looked as though he wanted to hug her but then thought the best of it. “You’re immensely talented and intuitive. It’s been such a pleasure to have you with us.”

“Thank you, Chef Bardot.”

Her forced formality was meant to help keep tears at bay. She felt exposed and self-conscious—naked below her thin gown except for padded mesh underwear, her hair tousled, her emotions a mess. 

She managed to keep it together until he left the room, calling promises of looking forward to her return.

She held her belly as silent tears streamed down her cheeks.




◆◆◆
 
 Despite insisting that she shouldn’t see the baby, Sophia felt an overwhelming urge to see her on the day she was to leave for America. It was now or never. She knew the address of Claudette’s house and rode a taxi there before she could change her mind. Her heart fluttered the whole way.

She hesitated as she reached up to knock on the door. Should she really be here?

As she turned to leave, she caught a sudden movement at the curtain. There were several quick footsteps, and the door opened. Claudette was there, strands of hair escaping her bun and on her face. Her eyes widened when she saw Sophia.

Sophia barely registered her. In Claudette’s arms was a baby wrapped in a pink blanket. She had a small, perfect, chubby little face, eyes half-closed, with a tiny nose. Her skin was milky-white, and she already had a soft fuzz of brown hair and rosy cheeks.

“God,” she breathed, her soul bleeding. Her baby. Her daughter.

Claudette’s daughter, she corrected herself.

“Sophia, how lovely to see you,” Claudette said, collecting herself. “Please, come in. I’ll make you some tea.”

Sophia’s head spun as she followed Claudette and perched on the edge of the couch. The room looked the same, except there was a lovely, milky baby smell. A bassinette sat nearby; several colorful toys scattered around. Sophia’s heart ached. 

“I must say, it’s a surprise to see you, but maybe I shouldn’t be too shocked,” said Claudette, pressing a hot mug of tea into Sophia’s hands. She sipped absent-mindedly, unable to take her eyes off the baby.

“Would you…?” Claudette hesitated. “Would you like to hold her?”

Sophia nodded before she could stop herself, tears stinging her eyes as she reached her arms out.

“Meet Margot.”

Margot. The baby gurgled in her arms, half asleep, warm, and real, and smelling of everything beautiful and innocent in the world.

She kissed her cheek, her heart shattering. But when she looked at Claudette, at how much love was in the woman’s eyes, her heart mended again.

“Thank you so much for this gift,” Claudette whispered.

“Take care of her,” said Sophia, handing Margot back to… her mother. Claudette was her mother now. Sophia had a world to save.

“You know I will,” she said, reaching to pull Sophia into a hug.

She didn’t cry until she was in the taxi. Then she sobbed for her lost daughter.







Chapter 8

Winter 2007







Sophia flew back to Tucson a couple of days before Christmas. She slept most of the way, awaking to cold droplets running in horizontal streams on the window, the city lights sparkling in welcome. She felt a warmth in her chest along with terrible sadness. She was home.

Grandma Lizzie met her at the Arrivals walkway. She hadn’t changed one bit. Her wrinkled face broke into a huge, happy smile, brown eyes sparkling as she held out her arms.

“Phia, honey, I’ve missed you so much!” 

Her grandmother’s warm embrace was comforting, and Sophia melted into her arms, not realizing how much she’d missed her until that moment. She relaxed, the noise of other arrivals and suitcase wheels dissolving as they hugged in their happy bubble.

Lizzie stepped back and took Sophia’s face in her hands. “Look at you! I swear you look so much more grown up than last year. Your hair’s getting long,” she tucked a stray, dark lock behind Sophia’s ear. “You’ve put on a little weight, too—it suits you. How are you doing, sweetie?”

“It’s all that delicious French food,” Sophia smiled, squeezing her grandmother’s fingers. “I’m better now. Really tired.”

“Let’s get your bags and get to the house. You’ve got to be exhausted.”

Sophia couldn’t put into words how glad she was to be back. France had been a great learning experience, and she’d miss the quaint cafes and the scent of fresh bread on the cobblestoned streets, but there wasn’t quite anywhere like home. It felt so good to be with Grandma Lizzie again, inhaling her perfume, hearing her chatter about the goings-on around the neighborhood and with family friends.

The Tucson sunset lit the sky in golds and reds, spreading out from the horizon like a blaze. After a year away, seeing her childhood home brought waves of nostalgia and longing. She wished she would have more than two weeks here before heading back to DC for college. She listened to her grandmother’s chatter as jet lag tugged at her eyelids, watching the buildings go by, France already feeling like a half-forgotten dream.

“Here we are,” said Grandma Lizzie, pulling up outside their home. It suddenly felt like she’d never been away; everything was as Sophia remembered it. She felt herself grinning in delight at the small tan slump block house and desert landscape of chollas and barrel cacti dispersed within a sea of beige pebbles. 

“Let’s get your bags in, then you can relax. Are you hungry? I made your favorite pecan pie.”

“Yum. That sounds great.” They unloaded the bags into the foyer, dragging her wheeled suitcase while her grandmother carried her backpack. “I think I’ll take a quick shower, some pie, and bed. I’m exhausted. Maybe we can catch up tomorrow?”

“Of course. You’re gonna relax while you’re here. You’ve been so busy and need some good downtime. Want some hot chocolate with the slice?”

“Mmm, yes please.” She hugged her grandmother again before heading upstairs, grimacing as her shirt stuck to her back, anticipating the hot shower. She ran her fingers along the wallpaper, smiling at Gram’s figurines and framed photos of Sophia in various stages of growth. She was going to cherish every moment she spent here.

◆◆◆
 
On Christmas morning, Sophia and her grandmother exchanged gifts. They had decorated together, hanging up pretty cards and setting up the small Christmas tree they’d used every year, covering it with shining ornaments and sparkling red and silver tinsel pieces.

“Oh, what a beautiful sweater! I love it,” Grandma Lizzie said, hugging Sophia close. They always spent Christmas alone together. Her grandmother wasn’t close to her family. When Sophia was fifteen, she’d confided in her that it was because she’d been abused by her own mother. Her family had failed to believe or protect her. Though it was awful, Sophia had only felt closer to her grandmother when spending special days together. She knew that Lizzie felt the same.

With a few days’ rest, Sophia shook off the jet lag and helped around the house as much as always. They cooked a Christmas dinner that was a little less traditional as Sophia wanted to show off what she’d learned in France: duck confit sous vide and roasted beets with goat’s cheese and walnuts. 

“Phia, you’ve always been a good cook, but this is amazing.” Lizzie got up for a second helping, grinning at her. “Truly. I feel like I’m at a five-star restaurant.”

Sophia’s cheeks warmed as she returned her smile. “I only wish I could be closer and cook for you more.”

“I do too, honey. But I’m so proud of you. I’m glad you’re working hard to do what you want. It’s what you should be doing at this stage of life.”

Grandma Lizzie didn’t know how close her words hit home. Sophia had no choice; she had to become a top chef in Washington DC and eventually work at the White House. It would be selfish of her to want anything else. Though it wasn’t easy knowing her life was planned out for her, she looked forward to her destined career most of the time. But not being able to keep her baby, see her grandma, or have a normal damn life, was hard. Her eyes suddenly burned, and she bent her head, poking at her food.

When she looked up, Grandma Lizzie’s forehead was creased with concern. “Are things going okay for you? You look a little sad.”

“No, no, I’m fine.” Sophia shook her head, avoiding Lizzie’s gaze. She blinked hard. Her chest felt heavy like a stone had settled there. She didn’t want to cry, especially at their Christmas dinner.

“Phia? What’s wrong? You’ve seemed preoccupied ever since you got back. You know you can tell me.”

Sophia’s tears broke despite her efforts, and she grabbed a napkin to wipe her eyes. “I just—” She couldn’t possibly keep it all to herself. She absolutely couldn’t tell her about Mirren; that would open a massive can of worms. The thought of telling her about the baby filled her with prickling shame. But that was something she should confess, at least. She desperately hoped Grandma Lizzie wouldn’t think she was a terrible person for getting pregnant and then giving up her child. But keeping it a secret was tearing her apart.

“I… I made a mistake, Grandma,” she sobbed.

Lizzie reached over to give Sophia’s arm a gentle squeeze. “Whatever it is, we’ll get through it. What’s going on, sweetie? Is it money?”

“I…” she gave a rattling sigh, straightening. “No, it’s not money. Something happened before I went to France. I… I got pregnant.”

Grandma Lizzie inhaled sharply.

“I gave up the baby,” Sophia whispered, choking on the words. She remembered how soft and warm little Margot had felt in her arms. “For adoption. The head chef’s sister… it was a few weeks before I got back, and…” her words melded into tearful babble as Grandma Lizzie pulled her into an embrace.

“Oh, honey,” she murmured. “Come here. It’s okay. It’s okay.”

Sophia sobbed into her chest like a child, unable to stop once it started. She felt like a pressure cooker, like all her stress and worries and secrets had bubbled to the surface and overflown. She pulled away from her grandmother when she finally calmed down, sniffling, eyes red and burning. Lizzie listened as Sophia told her about the party, finding out she was pregnant and trying to hide it from everyone, and having the baby in France at the beginning of December. “I’m so sorry, Grandma. I couldn’t take care of her, and I couldn’t burden you with another baby.” She couldn’t look at her. She felt so ashamed.

Grandma Lizzie took Sophia’s hands in hers. They were cool and familiar, light blue veins visible under her delicate, translucent skin. “Listen to me, Phia. I can’t imagine how hard any of this was for you, but… I think you made the right decision.”

Sophia met Lizzie’s warm brown eyes, surprised. “You… do?”

“Yes, I do,” she said, stroking the back of her hand. “It had to be a difficult decision. I wish you’d felt like you could tell me, but I understand. I want you to stop feeling bad about it now. It would have been difficult for you to raise a child, and I wouldn’t have been able to help as I did with you. Not because I wouldn’t want to, but because of something I haven’t told you about yet. A… health concern.”

Apprehension stirred in Sophia’s stomach, dark and swirling, dampening her relief. “What? A health concern?”

A thousand terrible scenarios flashed through Sophia’s mind. A heart problem. Terminal cancer.

“I didn’t want to worry you, sweetie. They’re still doing some tests. But it looks like I may have the beginnings of Parkinson’s disease.”

Sophia stiffened, squeezing her grandmother’s hands. Grandma Lizzie looked spry and energetic as ever. “I don’t know much about Parkinson’s,” she said, searching her memory. “What’s going to happen?”

“Well, I noticed a small tremor,” she raised one wizened hand, palm down, where it shook ever so slightly. “I went to see my doc, and he sent me to a neurologist. They did a head scan and some tests. He thinks it’s probably Parkinson’s and had me take some medicine to see if it would help. It does.”

Sophia let out a breath. “So, you just need to be on the medicine, and it’ll all be fine?”

Lizzie gave a small smile. “It helps, but it will still worsen gradually if it is Parkinson’s. People can do well for many years with it, though, so there’s no need to worry.”

It would be hard not to worry. They’d lost Grandpa Joe several years ago from a sudden heart attack on the golf course. Still, the shock and pain had been tempered by Grandma Lizzie’s conviction that he was at peace in heaven. Though Sophia’s faith didn’t run as deep, she’d found comfort in her grandmother’s calm and assurance. Gram had always been strong and dependable, and Sophia had childishly felt like she would be around forever.

Sophia made a mental note to find out as much as she could about Parkinson’s disease, and how to treat it, when she could. “Wow, Gram. I hope it’s not that. Will you keep me updated on how you’re doing? I’d rather know than wonder.”

“How about a deal?” said Grandma Lizzie, patting her hand. “You keep me updated on how you’re doing—how you’re really doing—and I’ll keep you updated, too.”

“Deal.”

They smiled, their confessions out in the open, and the air suddenly felt clearer.







Chapter 9

January 2008







Sophia hated leaving Gram on her own for the spring semester, but she looked forward to getting back into the routine of classes. One and a half years down, three and a half to go. This semester, she would carry an ambitious class load of eighteen units and work Saturdays at a new restaurant, Perdition, while continuing to work the library job on Sundays.

Though it didn’t surprise her that the college hadn’t changed, approaching her dormitory still felt surreal. The green of the campus was striking compared to the desert scenery she’d left in Tucson. 

At least she’d be living in the same dorm. On Sunday, her first stop after unloading her bags was Jenny’s room. Jenny swung open her door, breaking into a huge grin as she squealed, “Phia! You’re back!”

Sophia pulled her into a hug, inhaling her familiar girlish scent. “Indeed I am.”

“Oh, Phia, how are you?” she pulled back, and Sophia noticed Jenny’s dark eyes flick to her stomach for a moment.

“I’m… okay,” she said, squeezing her wrist to show she understood what she meant. “I’ll be okay. How’s it been without me?”

“Dang boring,” said Jenny as Sophia followed her into her room. It still smelled of Jenny’s vanilla candles, though she’d upgraded her laptop and bought new bedsheets of pale lilac. “I missed you so much. How was France? Those pictures you emailed were gorgeous.”

“I learned a lot, though I’m glad it’s over.” The topic they were avoiding—the baby—weighed heavy in the air. “Want to grab dinner in a couple of hours?”

“Of course. You think I’d let you get back and not hang out?” She gave a smile somewhere between enthusiasm and sympathy. 

◆◆◆
 
They scooted into their usual booth in the student union cafeteria with their trays. It was still the same; microwaved food, snacks, and sodas were served on trays of blue plastic.

“Did you make it back home at all?” Sophia asked.

“No, it’s been a while,” Jenny frowned as she popped her straw into her drink. “Gosh, a year and a half, I guess.” She sighed. “I know I should. I just can’t seem to get myself over there. It’s expensive, and let’s just say it’s not very enjoyable being nagged by my mom the whole time I’m there.”

“I could see how that’d be tough. In many ways.”

“She’s bad enough on Skype. There’s no ‘end call’ button when you’re talking to someone in person.” Jenny rolled her eyes.

They carefully avoided the topic of the pregnancy and the baby, and Sophia was silently grateful. Jenny must know it was a sensitive topic, and she didn’t pry with questions. Maybe they’d talk about it someday, maybe not. Now that her grandmother knew, it was already a weight off Sophia’s shoulders.

“There’s something else,” Jenny paused. “I’ve met someone.”

“That’s great!” Sophia stopped when she saw Jenny’s expression. Jenny was biting her lip, looking anxious. “Isn’t it?”

“Yeah,” Jenny gave a nervous laugh.

“What’s his name?”

Jenny looked away as she fiddled with her straw, a faint blush creeping to her cheeks. “Um. Her name’s Jessica.”

Sophia blinked, understanding. “Sweet! I’m so happy for you. Does she go to school here?”

Jenny’s eyes lit up, and her shoulders lost some of their tension. “Yes, she does. Nursing major.” She grinned. “Wednesday night, I’ll see if she can join us so you can meet her.”

“I’d like that.” Sophia took a bite of her apple, crunchy sweetness bursting onto her tongue. “How’s your class schedule looking?”

Jenny groaned. “Good, except I ended up in linguistics 280 instead of linguistics 320 like I’m supposed to. I’ll have to go wait in line at the registrar first thing in the morning.”

“I’ll go with you,” Sophia offered. “I need to check on my waitlisted accounting class.”

“That’ll make it less painful,” said Jenny in relief, and they shared relieved smiles.

◆◆◆
 
The line at the registrar moved at a snail’s pace, but they passed the time chatting, both glad they weren’t alone. Finally, one person was left ahead of them, a tall young man with dark hair who appeared to be throwing a fit.

“You don’t understand! I need to get into Dr. Perry’s class this semester. I graduate in June,” the student said, sounding like he was speaking through his teeth. 

The registrar, a young woman with cropped hair, looked bored. “You and everyone else. Albert Perry’s time travel class is the most popular on campus. He only takes fifteen students per semester. The waitlist is three years long.”

Sophia listened, her heart jumping to her throat. Time travel? Albert Perry?

“What’s up, Sophia?” asked Jenny.

The student ahead of them wouldn’t drop it. “Can’t you work some magic on your computer? My father donates a lot of money to this school—”

The registrar gave a barely perceptible eye roll. “Sorry. It’s first-come, first-serve for the waitlist.”

The young man turned and stormed off. “Fine. You’ll hear from my advisor.”

“‘Wait ‘til my father hears about this,’” whispered Jenny, quoting Harry Potter. Sophia stifled a laugh.

“Sure thing,” the registrar said dryly. “Next.” 

Jenny gestured for Sophia to go, and she stepped up. “Hi. A couple of things—I’m on a waitlist for accounting 290. I’m also interested in that class you were talking with that guy about, the time travel class with Dr. Perry?”

“The waitlist for that class is about three years,” said the registrar in the same bored voice as though she’d said it a million times before.

“No problem, I should still be here,” Sophia’s palms were sweating. She needed to meet Dr. Perry. Albert Perry. It had to be the same ‘Albert’ who’d sent her back in time two years ago—or eighteen years from now—however you wanted to look at it. 

“Alrighty, I’ll put you on the list. The professor asked that we hand out a reading list. It’ll be a while before you join, but you might as well take it now,” she rifled through a nearby filing cabinet and handed a paper to Sophia. “Check back each semester; sometimes the list is updated.”

Sophia glanced at the list. A Brief History of Time by Stephen Hawking, Kindred by Octavia Butler, Confessions Book XI by St. Augustine, and The Oxford Handbook of Free Will. An interesting assortment.

After they figured out their other classes and left the registrar, Jenny raised an eyebrow, nodding to the list still clasped in Sophia’s fingers. “Time travel?”

“Yeah. It’s a fascinating topic.” Sophia smiled. “Don’t you think so?”

“Maybe you’re more of a nerd than I realized.” Jenny chuckled. 

“Maybe I am,” Sophia grinned back, though her mind was racing. She still remembered her future self’s visit as clear as if it had happened an hour ago, despite so many years of trying to quench the memory. It was too much of a coincidence for there to be a scientist named Albert with an interest in time travel at this exact university. This made the whole thing even more real. Nausea clawed her insides. She remained silent, half-listening to Jenny’s chatter until they reached the dormitory. “See you later,” she said with as much cheer as she could muster. “Hope you have a good first day.”

“Catch you later, Phia.”







Chapter 10

December 2010







As the registrar had predicted, it took three years for Sophia to land her turn in Dr. Perry’s philosophy of time travel course. It would be in the last semester before she graduated, in spring 2011. Before the winter break, Dr. Perry’s graduate assistant called the students on the waiting list, letting them know they had been accepted into the class and instructing them to pick up a new reading list.

Sophia had already read the Hawking, Butler, Oxford Handbook of Free Will, and St. Augustine books. Over break, she would need to read From Eternity to Here by Sean Carroll and The Time Machine by H. G. Wells. She picked them up from the bookstore before her flight to Tucson. Holding the paperbacks in her hands made everything feel more real. Finally, she would be taking her first steps toward what she’d been destined to do since she was a teenager. She’d be able to meet the man who had sent back her older self to deliver the message. The idea made her head spin.

Grandma Lizzie greeted her at the airport, hunched over a walker, frizzy tendrils of her salt and pepper hair escaping a loose ponytail. Sophia hadn’t realized the Parkinson’s had gotten this bad, and it broke her heart to see her so frail, though her bright, cheerful smile hadn’t changed one bit. Her grandmother shuffled slowly and had to stop frequently to rest on the walker’s seat, rolling her eyes with a smile as if it were a minor inconvenience.

“Gram,” Sophia said tentatively, “it seems like walking is getting tough for you—a lot harder than when I saw you in the summer. Has the Parkinson’s gotten worse?”

“It seems like the medications aren’t working as well as they used to,” Grandma Lizzie puffed, sinking onto a nearby bench to catch her breath, pinpricks of sweat on her shirt. The tremors in the hands in her lap were worse; her fingers shook like a small animal in the cold.

“I think we should talk about moving you to DC to live with me after I graduate,” said Sophia, sitting next to her. “I’ll be starting a new job in June at the District Bistro. I could take care of you.”

“Honey, that is sweet of you. As you know, I want to keep my independence. There’s still life in these old bones yet,” she winked. “But I’m no fool. I know there may come a point when I need help. It’s a lot for you to take on, though. Early twenties, just starting your career—I’d feel like a burden.”

“You wouldn’t be a burden, Gram!” The very thought was ridiculous. “Am I a burden when I visit you on holidays?”

“Well, no.” 

“If—when—it gets to the point that you need help, you’re coming to live with me,” said Sophia. “I know you’re stubborn, but I am too. I insist.”

“All right, if I have to,” Grandma Lizzie heaved a sigh, though she was joking around now. She rose and walked again, nothing but a slight wince showing her pain. “I called us a cab. I’m not driving anymore. They’re getting us at the arrivals curb.”

Sophia swallowed the lump in her throat. Her grandmother had always been strong, her rock. It was hard to see her struggle to even walk. Pity mingled with fierce respect blossomed in her chest.

“So, tell me, Phia. Any boyfriends yet?” Lizzie grinned.

Sophia smirked. “Who has time for boyfriends?” 

She’d been on a few dates over the last couple of years, but she’d avoided anything serious. She didn’t want to get attached or have anyone become attached to her; that wouldn’t be fair. Her friendship with Jenny was her only indulgence in closeness to anyone—except for Gram. Anything else would just complicate things.

The two weeks home in Tucson were busy, which was how Sophia liked it. She cooked her best recipes and helped Grandma around the house, marveling at how her grandmother had managed to keep the house nearly spotless despite her condition. In her downtime, she curled up in an armchair in the living room to read the assigned books for her upcoming time travel class. The professor had chosen an interesting assortment—non-fiction, popular science, fiction, and philosophy. From what she understood, the course would be a mix of science and non-science majors, though it had no math or science prerequisites. Her heart thundered whenever she thought about it, an odd mix of excitement and apprehension. Part of her wanted to hurry back to DC and start right away, and another part of her longed-for Christmas break to last forever. 

She noticed how hard day-to-day things were for her grandmother but didn’t bring up moving her to DC again. She drove her to the store a few times for groceries, took her to church, and they went to get their hair and nails done together. Despite Grandma Lizzie’s protests, she arranged for the installation of grip bars throughout the house, bought a shower chair, and arranged her grandma’s cabinets and drawers, so everything was within easy reach.

Leaving her behind was hard, but Sophia was looking forward to starting her final semester. She only had three classes left—employee management, nutrition, and time travel. She would also be working thirty hours a week at Bistro because she was saving up for a down payment on a condo when she graduated.

After making Grandma Lizzie promise to let her know if things got any worse, Sophia caught a taxi to the airport, watching the flat Tucson landscape sail by, her heart fluttering in anticipation.







Chapter 11

Spring 2011







Since her teenage encounter with her older self, Sophia had expected to meet a scientist named Albert, but she’d never had a face to match the name. She'd imagined a guy in his fifties, perhaps, an eager older man with a lab coat and wispy hair, a mix of Albert Einstein and Dr. Emmett Brown from Back to the Future. What did a philosopher of time travel look like, anyway?

Dr. Albert Perry was younger than Sophia had expected. He couldn’t be far past thirty. He had an impressive afro that made his six-foot-something frame even taller and a warm dimpled smile on a face far too handsome for a teacher. When he walked into the room, Sophia realized she had seen him around campus.

The class had fifteen students, and Dr. Perry greeted each with a kind smile. “Welcome, class, to the philosophy of time travel. It’s great to meet you all, and I’m looking forward to our discussions. We have a variety of majors and backgrounds here,” he gestured to the young people sitting before him, “Which should add depth and interest to our discussions.”

A few people nodded. Sophia sat in the front, trying to imagine an older version of herself working with him, taking the steps toward real time travel.

“Your grade in this class will be solely based on participation,” Dr. Perry added, his gaze sweeping the room. “There will be no tests or papers.”

A few of the students glanced at each other, but nobody said anything. Sophia, not a fan of tests, leaned forward in her seat.

“I trust you have all read the books on the reading list. If not, you’ll have a lot of reading to do this week.” His dark eyes twinkled. “As many of you know, I am an astrophysicist. But this is not an astrophysics class, or at least, that’s not all it is. We will be exploring not only some basic concepts regarding time travel, but also ethical and philosophical questions about the meaning of time, free will, and what is right or wrong about humanity potentially changing timelines.”

He smiled at them all as if nothing gave him greater joy than teaching them.

“Let me start by posing a question. If you could travel back to 1930, would you kill Adolf Hitler?”

Sophia’s heart raced at the word “kill.” She glanced around at the many raised hands.

Dr. Perry pointed to a young woman in the front with a shock of curly auburn hair. “Yes, your name?”

“Hi. Marie Steiner.” She said in a thick New York accent. “As you might be able to guess from my name, I’m Jewish. Many people in my family died in the Holocaust. So, my answer is yes, absolutely, I would kill Hitler. Without question.”

Many of the other students nodded or murmured in agreement.

Dr. Perry nodded and spoke softly. “Thank you, Marie. I do think many people would agree with you. Any other thoughts on the matter? You, sir.” He pointed to the back of the room.

Sophia turned to look at a man who was sitting alone. He appeared around thirty years old and had close-cropped red hair, a ruddy complexion, and a stocky, muscular build. A large scar traversed his forehead, and some of the fingers of his left hand were missing.

“Hi, everyone,” he gave a brief nod to everyone. “My name’s Ryn McNaughton. I have a different point of view, which may not be as popular, but which has been affected by my own experience as a veteran. Taking lives as an abstract thought is different from real life. Killing Hitler may seem straightforward, but what happens after that? Could someone even worse fill Hitler’s shoes? What are the ethics involved in killing him while he’s still innocent? In 1930, as I recall, Hitler was influential in the Nazi party but not yet Chancellor. What if you could positively influence him, or others in power, or derail the momentum of the Nazi party instead of simply killing him?” 

Sophia was transfixed. She hadn’t thought much of the possibility—in her own situation—of influencing the future president without having to harm him. She realized she was still staring at Ryn when he stopped speaking. He grinned at her, and her cheeks burned. She gave a weak smile back and turned back to the teacher.

“Would you settle for maiming him?” quipped a dark-skinned woman wearing a colorful African dashiki dress to Sophia’s right. 

Ryn laughed along with the others. “Yeah, okay. Push the ‘innocent’ Hitler down the stairs if you must but save the killing for when he is endangering people.”

“Anyone else?” asked Dr. Perry.

Sophia tentatively raised her hand.

Dr. Perry turned to her. “Yes, Miss…?”

“Sophia Alexander.”

Dr. Perry regarded her with interest. “Sophia, hmm? I feel like I’ve seen you before. Have you been in another class of mine?”

She hesitated. Would whatever time travel loop they might be involved in make her seem familiar? He had probably seen her around campus, just as she had seen him. “No, I don’t think we’ve met before. I have more of a question than an answer.”

“Go ahead.”

“Hypothetically, could the timeline even be changed?” she asked. “I know there are many theories on this topic. Some people say you could change the current timeline, and it would go on from there. That seems to be the most popular outlook, in fiction at least.”

Dr. Perry nodded, his hands behind his back as she continued. 

“Others, such as Hawking, say you would create a paradox by doing so. Instead, the timeline would splinter off into multiple timelines, and they would all exist simultaneously. Yet others, like Novikov, say nothing would change at all, that what happened will always have happened, no matter what you’d try to do to change it.”

“Absolutely. That’s an excellent question,” Dr. Perry smiled. “On that note, I would like for us to review, this week, the various theories on the meaning of time itself. Then we will discuss theories on changing timelines, as Sophia mentioned.”

She smiled, proud that the professor had liked her question and profoundly relieved that she might start getting some answers to questions she’d dare not ask before. 

“For those of you who are science majors, we’ll be attempting to keep the scientific discussion at a freshman level for our classmates who are not familiar with many advanced concepts.” One or two of the students nodded. “Keep in mind this is a course offering of philosophy, not physics. For everyone else, you’ll need to know some basics. I believe what you’ve read in the Hawking and Carroll books will be a good enough overview for now.

“Let’s start by discussing what time is. Anyone want to explain Einstein’s point of view?”

A couple of hands raised. Probably science majors, Sophia mused. The student who answered certainly sounded like one.

“Einstein said time is relative, meaning it can slow down, speed up, or even bend, depending on how something is moving relative to something else, and depending on gravity,” said one girl all in one breath, sounding like she’d swallowed a textbook. “But unlike the three dimensions of space, time only moves one direction—forward.”

“Very good,” said Dr. Perry. “Thus far, Einstein’s theory of special relativity seems to be holding up. For the sake of our discussions, let’s stick with that. I know it is a mind-boggling concept for those who are not familiar; heck, it’s mind-boggling for those who are.”

Dr. Perry spent the rest of the class discussing the nature of time and reviewing basic concepts. The hour flew by, and by the time it ended, Sophia couldn’t wait to be back in this class next Thursday. 

She noticed the veteran, Ryn, walking by with a limp as she gathered her things. She unobtrusively watched him go. What had happened to him?

◆◆◆
 
“Hey,” she said, sliding next to Ryn that Thursday. “Mind if I sit here?”

“Not at all,” he said. Ryn wasn’t exactly handsome, but there was a warmth to him that Sophia felt drawn to. She noticed he kept his hand under the table. Maybe he felt awkward about the missing fingers? 

“Sophia, right?”

“Right. Interesting take on the Hitler thing the other day,” she commented, taking out her notebook.

“Yeah, I wasn’t sure how it’d go down, to be honest,” he said. “I mean, who wouldn’t say they’d kill Hitler, right? Or anyone who was planning to murder millions of people?”

“Yeah,” she agreed, though nerves prickled her skin.

◆◆◆
 
Not only was Dr. Perry’s class fascinating, but Sophia enjoyed arriving to class early on Tuesdays and Thursdays and chatting with Ryn. They adopted two back-row seats next to each other and were usually the first to arrive in the empty classroom. Their discussions of time, ethics, and the nature of the universe were a perfect warmup for the engaging class. Ryn was a philosophy major and seemed to be as excited about the topic of time travel as Sophia, if not more so.

Sophia was curious about Dr. Perry. How did a young astrophysicist get into the concept of time travel? After her library shift that Sunday, she searched through some old student newspapers. It didn’t take her long to find an article from seven years ago.






May 15, 2004

AN INTERVIEW WITH PROFESSOR ALBERT PERRY, ASTROPHYSICIST AND TEACHER OF PHILOSOPHY OF TIME TRAVEL

By Laura Jones

I had the pleasure of sitting down for an interview with Adams University’s favorite professor, Dr. Albert Perry. Professor Perry has been at Adams for two years and has already become well-known on campus for his groundbreaking research and engaging classes.

Laura: Thank you for speaking with me today, Dr. Perry.

Dr. Perry: My pleasure, Laura.

Laura: You’ve been with us for two years now, and your courses have become some of the most popular on campus. No other class has such a long wait list! Can you give us some history on your background and how you came to work here at Adams?

Dr. Perry: Well, I grew up in rural Alabama, the third of five kids. I was fascinated with science from an early age, and my parents always supported and encouraged my interest. Just about every weekend, they drove me into town so that I could spend the day at the University of Alabama library perusing the science section while my brothers and sisters were playing football or hanging out with their friends. I graduated high school at fifteen and went to MIT for my bachelor’s. I got my Ph.D. at Caltech when I was twenty and continued there as a postdoc until I took my position here at Adams. I often feel awkward telling people these things because I don’t want it to come across as boasting. I am immensely grateful to all the people in my life who’ve supported me. I couldn’t have done it without my parents and teachers’ encouragement.

Laura: Wow, that’s incredible. I don’t think it sounds like boasting, Dr. Perry. You’re just stating the facts, and amazing ones at that! I’m sure you’re an inspiration to many. How do you feel about being a role model for African American kids in the sciences?

Dr. Perry: Am I really seen as a role model? That’s so humbling! I’m honored. Well, as an African American yourself, Laura, you can probably relate somewhat to the feeling of pressure. Nobody wants to be held as a representative of their race. But if what I’ve done in my life encourages kids of any background to pursue a future in science, then I’m happy about that. You know what I’m saying?

Laura: Absolutely. Your philosophy of time travel course is extremely popular and already has a long wait list for science majors and non-science majors alike. Can you tell us more about the course?

Dr. Perry: I feel fortunate that Adams University has afforded me the opportunity to pursue my research in depth and allowed me quite a bit of say over what my course offers. I envisioned the time travel course as a multidisciplinary conversation—a chance to explore the many considerations in the concept of time travel, not only scientific but humanistic as well. In all honesty, I highly doubt that time travel into the past is possible. Time travel into the future, though, is very possible. So, we must consider—if we can do something, does that mean we should?

Laura: Tell us a little more about your interests outside the University. What do you like to do for fun?

Dr. Perry: I’m quite the homebody. I love spending time with my wife, Sarah, who teaches English literature at Georgetown, our three-year-old daughter, Chloe, our baby boy, Malcolm, and our two dogs. I also like tinkering in my workshop when I’ve got some time to myself.

Laura: Thank you so much for speaking with me today, Dr. Perry. What you’ve said is fascinating, and we’re happy to have you teaching here at Adams.

Dr. Perry: Thank you, Laura. It’s been my pleasure.

◆◆◆
 
As the weeks slipped by, Sophia wondered if she should say something to Dr. Perry about her own time travel. The discussions on timelines were interesting, but there was no indication of where she should start. He had said in his interview that he didn’t believe time travel to the past was possible. Had he been telling the truth or lying to protect his secret research? The article was from seven years ago, so perhaps he hadn’t started working on a time machine at that point. He may not have even started now. Her time travel event was still 15 years away. 

She had been so careful not to say anything to anyone, to avoid compromising what she had to do or, equally, not be judged insane.

She had a feeling she should bring it up to Dr. Perry, though.  That now was the time. Not the information about Zachary Mirren, maybe, but the fact that he’d sent her to the past.

On the last day of class, anxiety stirred in her belly as she readied herself to reveal her secret. When the bell rang, and there was a rustle of papers as everyone got up to leave, she decided to go with her gut feeling. 

She took her time packing away her notebook, then rose to approach Dr. Perry. She felt a tap on her shoulder and turned to see Ryn. 

“Hey Sophia, I was wondering,” His face flushed red, almost matching his hair. “Would you like to hang out sometime? Outside class?”

Sophia was pleasantly surprised. “Yes! Absolutely, Ryn. That’d be great.”

“How about lunch tomorrow between classes? Around noon at the cafeteria?”

“Perfect. I'll see you there.” She liked Ryn; he’d be fun to hang out with. She’d only had Jenny all these years, and it’d be nice to have another friend. She glanced at Dr. Perry to make sure he was still there. Several students surrounded him, thanking him for the class or approaching him with last-minute questions.

Ryn’s cheeks were still flushed. “You okay?” she asked.

“Yeah, I’m fine.”

“Great,” she smiled at him. “I have to go talk to the professor about something, but I'll see you tomorrow.” 

He grinned, waving as he walked away.

After the crowd around Dr. Perry dissipated, Sophia hung back, smiling shyly at the other students. “Dr. Perry, do you mind if we talk for a minute?”

“Sure, Sophia, what's up?”

Sophia looked around, waiting for the last of the stragglers to leave. When they were alone, she lowered her voice. “I haven't told anyone about this, but I feel like I need to tell you.”

“Tell me what?” His forehead wrinkled as he took a seat at his desk. She remained standing.

“You sent me back in time.”

Dr. Perry glanced around the empty classroom and gave a nervous laugh. “What do you mean? There’s no way to send people back in time. It’s only a theory.”

She put her hands on his desk, looking down at him. “I’m not joking, sir. On April 15th, 2026, you sent me back to visit myself in 2006. I had to give myself an important message. I don’t feel like I should get into what the message was, but I had a feeling I should tell you.”

Dr. Perry crossed his arms, frowning slightly. “Well, that sounds rather strange, doesn’t it? I don’t have any way to send someone back in time. Perhaps it was a dream?”

Sophia stood upright, planted her hands on her hips, and sighed. Was she making a mistake in telling him? “No, it wasn’t a dream. Trust me, it’s been bothering me for five years. An older version of me appeared in the middle of my bedroom, floating about a foot off the floor like a ghost. She wasn’t moving and reclined back at an angle, with her arms down. And she was, uh, naked. She said that someone named Albert sent her back from April 15th, 2026, to warn me to stop… um… a killer. A triangle had burned into my carpet below where she appeared.”

At her last words, he inhaled sharply. He rubbed the back of his neck, his dark eyes scanning the room. “Okay,” he muttered. “All right. I believe you. You know some details about the setup that you wouldn’t know otherwise.” 

Sophia let out a breath. She had never told anyone about her vision, and the fact that Dr. Perry finally believed her lifted a weight she hadn’t known was pressing on her. Her shoulders felt lighter.

He continued, “You said you had to stop a killer? Sophia, listen to me. It’s extremely important that you don’t tell anyone about this. No one knows what I’m working on, not even my wife. And, don't tell me more details of what the message was; if I sent you back for it, obviously it was important. If I know what it is, I may inadvertently do something to mess up the future. Also, I must send you back again on April 15th, 2026, whether you accomplish your goal or not.”

Sophia’s forehead creased. “Why is that?”

“To complete the time loop. To avoid a paradox.”

She swallowed and gave a curt nod. “Okay. I’ll find you before that date no matter what.”

“I think it would be best if we don't associate too closely for now,” he said, straightening some papers on his desk. “Whatever you need to do, I don't want any attention drawn to me by being associated with you. That could interfere with accomplishing what we need to do in the future.”

“I agree, Dr. Perry. I'm so relieved you believe me. We'll be in touch in… fifteen years, I guess.”

“Okay, Sophia. And call me Albert.”

“Thank you, uh, Dr. Albert.” Sophia grinned. He believed her. He didn’t think she was crazy. And he was working on a time machine.

They exchanged contact information—Dr. Perry gave her his phone number and address, and she gave him her number and the address of her grandmother’s house in Tucson, where the time travel had occurred.

As she walked out, she wondered if this news would change or encourage his research. After all, he wouldn’t give up on his work now he knew it was all possible. Had she created a new paradox by telling him?

◆◆◆
 
On Friday, Sophia finished the final exam of her college career. She met up with Ryn at the cafeteria for lunch, feeling lighter now the burden of cramming for exams was gone. She felt cheerful as she spotted his large frame at a table near the window. 

“Hey, Sophia!” he greeted her with a big grin as he pulled out a chair at his table for her. “How’s your last day going?”

“Awesome, now that my last class is over.” She set her tray before his, feeling suddenly ravenous. “Are you finished too?”

“One more class at two, then I’m done,” he took a big bite of his sandwich and swallowed. “What are your plans after graduation?”

“I’ll be starting full time at District Bistro on Monday as their new assistant chef.” She grinned with pride.

“District Bistro? Wow, that’s a great restaurant. I’ll have to come by for a meal or two before I move.”

“You’re moving?” A brief pang of sadness surprised her.

“I’ll be leaving for Massachusetts, Harvard Law School, in a few weeks.”

“That’s fantastic,” she said, though she was disappointed they’d be saying goodbye soon. “Do you have a place to live set up and everything?”

“Going to room with an Army buddy of mine up there.”

They ate in silence. The midday sun shone through the windows, illuminating the crowded cafeteria. It was easy to see who still had exams; they sat hunched over notebooks and laptops, sipping sodas. The students who were done chattered, joked with friends, and talked about the upcoming summer vacation and what they were doing after graduating.

“How long were you in the Army?” she asked.

“Eight years,” said Ryn, unwrapping a protein bar. “Special Forces. It would have been a career, but fate decided otherwise.” He hesitated, then held up his left hand, showing the missing fingers.

“Yeah,” she said, glancing at them. “That sucks,” she added lamely. It seemed like a weak thing to say to someone who had half his hand blown off.

“It does. A suicide bomber took out most of my hand, my left leg, and some other things. Not the best time of my life.” His chin quivered slightly. He shook his head and forced a smile. “It’s all good. Can’t complain. Some of my buddies weren’t as fortunate.”

Sophia reached out to put her hand on his arm. She couldn’t imagine seeing her friends die before her eyes. “I’m really sorry all that happened to you.”

“I appreciate that,” he said. His arm was warm beneath her fingertips. “So hey, tell me more about District Bistro.”







Chapter 12

June 2011







District Bistro was a French restaurant in Georgetown, DC. It was the kind of establishment people attended for anniversaries and special occasions. They also catered big White House events. 

When Sophia had first walked through the enormous foyer, she’d been charmed at the elegant décor and the rich, authentic scents wafting from the kitchen. It was the perfect place for Sophia to get her foot in the door and get to know the White House chefs.

With her background knowledge in French cuisine, her excellent work ethic, and natural talent, it didn’t take long for Sophia to climb the ranks at Bistro. She was the assistant head chef by the end of her second year.

Of course, Sophia stayed in touch with Jenny. They saw each other once or twice a month for drinks or coffee, often accompanied by Jenny’s girlfriend, Jessica. 

She’d taken to Jessica immediately when she’d met her. She was a talkative person with a sharp wit who liked to chat about various topics—from her nursing job, to politics, to art, and beyond. Her dark brown eyes twinkled whenever Jenny spoke, and Sophia was pleased to see how much Jessica adored her best friend.

She also kept in touch with Ryn, exchanging emails and texting, sometimes late into the night. Despite his encouragement, she resisted getting involved in social media. It would be best to keep as low of a profile as possible regarding her personal life. He would be back in DC in another year when he’d finished law school, having accepted a job with a local firm. She was ecstatic for him and couldn’t wait to be in the same city again. 

She’d gotten closer to him than she’d planned and thought about him during the quiet hours at Bistro, wondering how he was doing and whether he’d met anyone. Sophia was looking forward to seeing him and spending time with him, more than she wanted to admit. Sharing her hopes, aspirations, and things happening in her personal life—such as her grandma’s failing health—was easy with Ryn as a pen pal.

After graduating college, Sophia had opted for a first-floor condo with two bedrooms, just in case Grandma Lizzie needed to move in. Last year she finally had. When the time came that Lizzie could no longer walk without help, she gave in to Sophia’s insistence that she come to DC. 

Though it hurt to see her deteriorate, Sophia was glad to be there with her every step of the way and when she needed her most. Some days, especially after a long day at work, caregiving was hard. Most of the time, though, she cherished living in the same place as Grandma Lizzie and getting to keep an eye on her.

Over the past few months, Grandma Lizzie’s condition had worsened to the point that she needed help while Sophia was at work. She was soon bedridden, and worst of all, her mental state declined, and she was barely vocal. Her physicians tried every medication, but nothing was helping anymore. They recommended a hospice facility, but Grandma Lizzie was so horrified at the idea that they soon gave that up. Finally, the fact that she could have hospice at home, in Sophia’s condo, convinced her.

Sophia took what days off she could to help the kind caretaker that came four days a week. It wouldn’t benefit either of them to jeopardize her job, but everyone at Bistro was understanding. Jenny and Jessica visited when they could and would spend hours sitting at Lizzie’s bedside, reading her books, playing her favorite songs, and chatting with her about everyday things, even if she couldn’t say much. Sophia was eternally grateful for their kindness.

She tried to be strong and keep things positive around Lizzie. Still, it was hard seeing her turn from the supportive and kind grandmother to barely being able to move on her own. Sometimes when she was on the phone with Ryn, she would cry. It was difficult seeing the strong woman who had raised her slowly fading. The only blessing was that she was not in pain and hadn’t needed the morphine the hospice had provided. 

Ryn listened. After a particularly hard day, he opened up more about his injuries and past depression when they were video chatting. 

“Something I learned the hard way was not to keep everything bottled up. For a long while, I felt that feeling bad for myself was a luxury I didn’t deserve since some of my buddies had died. I isolated myself.”

“I can’t even imagine,” said Sophia. “It must have been so tough.”

“It was. Still is sometimes.” He paused and cleared his throat. 

Sophia unconsciously reached out and lightly touched the image of his face on her screen. Though he was scarred, she had come to adore the face before her. She wished she could reach through the screen and caress his cheek.

“The shrapnel didn’t just take out my leg and fingers. It… shredded my scrotum, too,” Ryn looked away, blinking hard. “I can’t have kids.”

Sophia’s stomach clenched, hot pity surging through her. “Oh God,” she murmured. “Oh, Ryn. I’m so sorry.” She wished she could hug him and provide him with support that simple words couldn’t.

Ryn regained his composure and looked at her. “I reached a dark, hopeless place about a year after it happened,” he said. “I stopped going to college; I didn’t go for a whole semester. I was… suicidal. Every day, I was on the verge of overdosing on painkillers I’d hoarded when I realized I couldn’t go through with it. I felt like throwing my life away would be a slap in the face to those who didn’t make it—that I owed it to them to get help. So, I called a crisis hotline, and they connected me with a psychiatrist. I began counseling, and slowly the overwhelming feelings improved. Of course, I still have bad days, but nothing like it was.”

Sophia stroked his image on the phone. “I’m so thankful for you, Ryn.”

He smiled. “I’m thankful for you too, Sophia. My point is that you should try not to keep things to yourself; it can destroy you. I’m always happy to listen. Or just be here if you need to cry.”

Sophia trusted Ryn. She felt she could tell him anything—well, almost anything. She had to keep Zachary Mirren to herself. It was a burden that weighed even heavier because of its secrecy. She hadn’t mentioned the baby, either, never seeing a reason to confess that to him. It was part of her past she tried to avoid thinking about, and even Jenny hadn’t brought it up for years now.

Although Sophia had not been much of a churchgoer, she silently prayed at her grandmother’s bedside every night. She thanked God for giving Lizzie a long, happy, and mostly healthy life. She didn’t ask for a cure or some miracle recovery—Gram had taught her that asking God for things was selfish. Her prayers had always been used to express gratitude and kind thoughts toward others.

Guilt rippled through her as she thought about how she hadn’t prayed much. For years. She suspected Gram had always hoped she would connect more with her Catholic roots and follow her devout example. 

Though Sophia wasn’t deeply religious, she usually felt a small comfort after expressing her silent thanks. For her, God had always felt distant, more of a concept than a being, but she still hoped something in the Universe heard her.

One evening, when Lizzie was lying peacefully in bed with her eyes closed, Sophia felt a sudden, overwhelming urge to tell her about the vision of her future self and what she had been told to do. 

The home health assistant was gone for the day; they were alone. She took a nutrition shake to Lizzie, who was lying propped with the head of her hospital bed up. She helped her get the straw into her mouth, held the drink, and studied her grandmother as she sipped.

Lizzie’s hair was thinner than it used to be, blue veins visible through her translucent skin, and dark shadows under her eyes. She never lost that sparkle, though. She may not have been able to move or speak well, but Sophia was sure she was mostly still there, mentally. Another thing to be grateful for.

Yes, it felt safe to tell her everything. “Gram, there’s something I want to tell you,” she said, reaching to give Lizzie’s ever-trembling fingers a squeeze. 

Lizzie looked at Sophia momentarily, gave a slight nod, then closed her eyes.

Sophia told her every detail of that night seven years ago, the details pouring out of her, coming more easily the more she spoke. She told of finding Zachary Mirren’s birth announcement, the oddly prophetic utterance from the priest in France that the world depended on her, and the conversation with Albert Perry. She shared her initial fears that she was crazy or hallucinating and her feeling now that it was all true. 

Lizzie lay quietly, but Sophia could sense she was awake. By the time she’d finished her story, she felt relieved. She’d confessed the deepest secret of her life.

Grandma Lizzie opened her eyes and fixed her gaze upon Sophia, looking more alert than she had for weeks. “Sophia,” she said, her voice gravelly.

Sophia’s eyes widened as she leaned in toward her. “Gram? Yes?”

“I believe you. I believe it’s all true. I’ve always felt you were here for a higher purpose,” she whispered, slightly lifting her head from the bed as she stared at Sophia and weakly squeezed her hand. “You must stop him. Keep my pain killers in case you need to use them.” Her eyes fluttered closed, and her head rested back from the enormous effort.

“Grandma?” Her heart was pounding. Had she really understood what Sophia was telling her? Not only understood… but agreed that she needed to kill the future president? 

Sophia felt like, yes, she really had.

She fell asleep beside her grandmother that night, listening to her slow breathing, her dreams melting between the past and the future and everything in between.

Toward the end, when Grandma Lizzie was no longer conscious, eating, or drinking, the hospice nurse began more round-the-clock help. They told Sophia it was only a matter of days before the end. She took two weeks off and set up a cot in her grandmother’s room so that she could always be there. Jenny and Jessica brought food and card games, as did some of her coworkers. Sophia was grateful for their kind support. 

Ryn texted to see how she was doing as well. Some evenings, he was her only outlet. She didn’t like to bombard him with bad news, but she felt she could talk to him about it.

When the hospice nurse told her it was almost time, they summoned a priest for Lizzie’s last rights. Sophia stepped back as the priest ministered, and tears streamed down her cheeks as he anointed her forehead with oil.

Sophia had not experienced death before and didn’t know what to expect when her grandmother passed. Part of her refused to believe it, clinging to a desperate hope that there would be some miracle, that Grandma Lizzie would open her eyes one morning and be like she was ten years ago.

It never happened, of course. 

On August 28th, during a warm, overcast afternoon, Grandma Lizzie stopped breathing.

Sophia was holding her hand. She watched her chest for movement, confusion filling her. Then she went numb, the world freezing like time was standing still, as she looked at Grandma Lizzie’s unmoving face, pale and peaceful. 

The hospice nurse put a gentle hand on her shoulder. “I’m sorry, Sophia. She’s gone.”

Sobs burst from Sophia. Grandma Lizzie… was gone, and she was never coming back. Tears fell hot and fresh down her cheeks, pain like nothing she’d known before slicing through her chest as she sank into Lizzie’s sheets, choking on tears. Faint footsteps approached, padding on the carpet, and a new, warmer hand rested feather-light on her back. Jenny wrapped her arms around her, holding her close.

Grandma Lizzie hadn’t wanted a funeral. She had broken off from her family many years ago. Despite that, Jenny helped Sophia organize a remembrance party. It wouldn’t feel right to have nothing at all for the woman who’d raised her. A couple of Gram’s cousins and old friends came from far-off states, and Sophia greeted them numbly. 

“Thank you so much for coming,” she sighed when Ryn arrived, his red hair cut short, a tailored suit on his broad shoulders. She melted into his arms, and he held her close, planting a kiss on her forehead as she inhaled his woody scent, peace filling her. He hadn’t known Grandma Lizzie, but he’d still made an effort to come from Massachusetts and pay his respects.

Lizzie’s friends from Tucson, Darla, and Vicki, told funny and fond stories about her, and Gram’s cousins shared memories from childhood. They had a small potluck at Sophia’s condo. It was a pleasant way to laugh and joke without being disrespectful, and the heavy stone that had settled in Sophia’s chest felt a little lighter. 

Jenny and Jessica spoke about the year they had known Grandma Lizzie and what a sweet woman she had been. As everyone quietly chatted, picking at the food and sipping wine, Ryn sat beside Sophia on the couch, softly taking her hand.

As the hour grew late, Sophia got to her feet. “Everyone, I’d like to say a few words for Gram.”

Everyone looked at her. The summer air was warm, wafting in gently from a nearby window. Sophia smiled at the friendly faces around her, and though grief pulled her down, she felt comforted surrounded by friends. 

“She… was really special to me,” she said, smiling at everyone who’d thought to be here today. “She was my best friend, a steady support. She talked to me about my mom and dad. I don’t remember my parents, but I’ll always remember her. I’ll always be grateful for her love.”

She wiped away a tear that slid down her cheek. “Just… thank you, everyone.”

“She’ll be with you forever,” said Ryn, squeezing her fingers.

After she hugged Jenny and Jessica goodnight and the last of the guests had trickled out, she asked Ryn to stay. “Just hold me,” she said that night, and he let her cry in his arms, her grief finally pouring out. He kissed her forehead, murmuring comforting words in her ear. She felt safe here with him.

Though nothing happened between them that night, something had changed. Ryn still had nine months left of law school and had to head back to Massachusetts the next morning. Sophia knew that when he moved back to DC, she wanted them to start a relationship. She had avoided boyfriends or anything lasting longer than a week or two, but she could not avoid Ryn. She didn’t want to.

◆◆◆
 
Every year, on December fourth, Sophia had a little private birthday celebration for her daughter. She lit a single candle on a cupcake and wished Margot a happy birthday. Today, she would be six. She would be in kindergarten, or whatever the French equivalent was.

When Sophia was out at stores or the restaurant and would see children around her daughter's age, her gaze couldn’t help but linger. She’d thought of her every day. What did she look like? Had she inherited Sophia’s dark locks or Mark’s hazel eyes? What kinds of things was she learning?

She knew, of course, that she had made the right decision. Even Grandma Lizzie had agreed. But she still felt a dull ache in her chest whenever her little girl crossed her mind. She looked at the urn holding Lizzie’s ashes, reaching out a hand to gently touch the ceramic. It had been four months since she’d died. Thoughts of her occasionally stung her with sadness but more often brought a melancholy nostalgia. She tried to remember all the best things about her grandmother—how she’d raised her to be kind and hardworking, how her brown eyes had crinkled when she laughed, how she’d supported her every step of university and her career.

As she ate the last bit of her cupcake and wiped away a tear, her phone rang. It was Ryn.

“Hey, Sophia. How’s it going?”

“Hi, Ryn. It’s going okay.” She sniffled.

“Is everything okay?” His voice sounded concerned.

“Yeah,” she didn’t want to get into everything right now. “Um. I’ve got a cold.”

“Well, I wanted to let you know I have two weeks off during winter break,” he said, sounding cheerful. “I’d love to come to spend some time with you. I know things are probably crazy busy at the restaurant during that time, but what do you think?”

Sophia’s heart lifted. “Yeah! I’d love that. Don’t you usually go home to Oregon during the holidays, though?”

“I do, but I just went for Thanksgiving. And I’d really like to spend time with you.” She heard the smile in his voice.

“Yes. Please do come. That’d be awesome.” A big, silly grin stretched across her face. “I’m excited!”

“Me too. I’ll get you the details on dates later today once I work out my flights, all right?”

After they hung up, she got to her feet and cleaned the house, as she usually did on her Wednesdays off. She listened to Beyoncé with earbuds and sang along at the top of her voice. The grief was still there – it would be for a long time – but the thought of Ryn coming to visit put a bounce in her step.







Chapter 13

December 2013







Sophia picked up Ryn at the airport, and they hugged in the arrivals, giggling at nothing and savoring their embrace. They went to eat at his favorite Chinese place, Happy Panda. They shared steaming bowls of Mongolian beef and sesame chicken as they chattered about his flight.

Sophia couldn’t stop grinning at him. “I missed you,” she said softly. Heat rose in her cheeks. She wasn’t looking at him on a screen anymore; he was here in the flesh, smiling back at her.

He reached over and took her hand. Butterflies took wing in her belly. “I missed you, too,” he said, his voice soft. “I’ve been antsy all week to get here.”

“Sorry I couldn’t get time off.”

“Hey, no problem. You’re worth the wait. And I have plenty of college buddies to visit while you’re at the restaurant.”

“I set up Gram’s room for you, but…” she paused. She could feel her face burning red. “I’d like you to stay in mine.”

Ryn smiled as he leaned over the table. He was suddenly so close. She looked into his eyes, warmth filling her chest. She closed her eyes as his lips touched hers, surprisingly soft and full of promise that left her longing for more as he pulled away.

“To go, please,” Sophia called a passing server. They got to-go boxes and headed to her condo.

◆◆◆
 
They barely made it into the door before they were on each other, but it wasn’t a drunken, rushed mess like her first time had been. Ryn was gentle but urgent; his big hands felt soft on her arms, pulling her close to his strong warmth. They managed to get to her bedroom, and she nervously kicked yesterday’s jeans under the bed when he wasn’t looking.

Sophia yanked off Ryn’s shirt and ran her fingers gently over every bump and scar on his chest and sides. To her, every imperfection on his skin was a part of who he was, and she loved him for it.

Ryn kissed, caressed, and undressed her with agonizing, intoxicating slowness, making her body melt and ache. She asked him to lie down, then eased off his pants and tossed them to the floor. 

Her eyes traveled to the prosthetic leg fitted upon his thigh. She could sense Ryn studying her response, so she smiled as she climbed upon him and kissed him with enthusiasm.

She gently rubbed her nose on his and rose, gesturing to the prosthetic. “Do we remove it or leave it on?” 

“Um. I’ll get it. Hold on.” She rolled off and laid beside him on the bed as he slipped the prosthetic and padding off his leg. The thigh came to an end at a smooth, scarred stump. She ran her fingers along it gently.

“Does it hurt?”

“No, not anymore.” Ryn rose on his elbow, gazing at Sophia with love and desire. He kissed her, then made his way down her body, taking his time as he attended to every inch of her.

 As they joined together, looking into each other’s eyes, Sophia was overcome with love. She’d never felt this close to anyone before. He was so beautiful, and she felt so safe as he took her into his arms.

Afterward, they lay together, tangled in the bedsheets and with his arms around her, a light sheen of sweat on their skin as they breathed in quiet unison. Ryn traced her c-section scar with his finger—a silent question. She hadn’t told him about the baby.

“I…” she sighed; a rush of shame ran through her. “I made a mistake when I was nineteen.” 

“You can tell me anything,” he mumbled into her hair.

She snuggled into his arms. Though she hesitated at first, she managed to tell him about Mark, the pregnancy, and giving up the baby.

Ryn held her tighter. “I’m sorry you went through that, Sophia. It honestly sounds like you did the best you could.”

Her body relaxed. 

“I wish you didn’t have five more months of school,” she said, changing the subject. Though she was glad he knew, she didn’t want to talk about it anymore.

“I know, me too. It’ll go fast. I can’t wait to be living back here—near you.”

◆◆◆
 
Ryn rented a nearby studio apartment when he moved back to DC. Given the demands of their jobs—both worked sixty or more hours a week—he moved in with her after six months.

After that first night they’d spent together last Christmas break, Sophia had shoved all thoughts of Zachary Mirren and the time-traveling apparition way back in her mind. She’d have to face the issue someday, but right now she was happy, and not willing to give it up. She was tired of shaping her life around something which may not even happen. Though she knew it was probably a mistake, she stopped looking for signs of him. She’d dedicated most of her life to preparing herself for the moment she’d face Mirren—didn’t she deserve some peace?

The months slipped by, the seasons changing, Sophia and Ryn sharing a bed each night. They got along well, their years of friendship keeping their humor and relationship strong. They made the most of their small snippets of time together when they could, making time for each other when they had time off. Most evenings, they spent winding down, eating a leisurely dinner, and relaxing on the couch reading or watching shows. Occasionally they would meet up for a quick meal with Jenny and Jessica or some of Ryn’s college friends.

They always went to bed early—they both loved cuddling, touching, loving each other, and talking in bed. Much of Sophia’s leisure reading involved cosmology and time theory. They had many discussions about the ideas of various scientists. Though Sophia had put her mission on the backburner, the concept of time travel was still a fascinating topic.

“Dr. Perry would be proud,” Ryn joked one evening. “Wonder how he is now. Bet he still has the most popular class on campus.”

The mention of Dr. Perry made Sophia jump slightly. She hadn’t heard or thought about him for months. She hadn’t researched anything about Zachary Mirren at the public library for over a year. The more time went on, the more afraid she was of what she’d find.

“No doubt,” she said finally, giving a shaky laugh. “Best class ever, not just because of the topic, but because I met you.” She kissed him hard, and he responded with enthusiasm, his strong arms wrapping around her. It took her mind off Albert Perry, Zachary Mirren, all of it—at least for a little while.

◆◆◆
 
Sophia usually met with Jenny and Jessica after work on Tuesday evenings for a meal since they tended to be slower days at Bistro. They both loved that she and Ryn were together and often swapped funny couple’s stories. 

Jenny worked for an interpretation service and often had interesting stories about the different documents and meetings she translated, at least the ones she could talk about. More and more, she was requested as a trusted interpreter for some high-level intelligence meetings and privy to things she couldn’t discuss. 

Jessica was a charge nurse at St. Mary’s and spoke with fierce pride about some of the patients she and her colleagues helped nurse back to health.

“The hospital is the hospital. Same shit, different day. Sometimes literal shit, many times a day. It’s fine.” She laughed. “It’s not easy seeing someone slip away, though,” she added, taking a long sip of beer. “Just watching someone die in front of you. One second, they’re there, and the next….”

There was a soft thump as Jenny sent her girlfriend a sharp look. Sophia had a sneaking suspicion she’d just kicked Jessica under the table. Jessica’s mouth clamped shut, the tips of her ears turning pink.

“Insensitive,” Jenny glared at her, taking an angry bite of bread. When she swallowed, Jessica grimaced. “Sorry, Sophia.”

“It’s okay,” said Sophia. “Don’t worry about it.”

The awkward silence stretched until Jenny cleared her throat. “So, tell us about that new complicated beef dish at Bistro. How do you prepare it? Or are you not allowed to share state secrets?” she waggled her eyebrows, making Sophia laugh. She explained the complicated dish in detail.

“I feel like I’m becoming a ‘foodie’ thanks to you,” Jessica smiled. Sophia grinned back.

Jenny cleared her throat. “So, I’m thinking about telling my family,” she said, taking Jessica’s hand in hers. “About us. Hell, we’ve been together eight years. They’ve given up, I think, on my getting married, since I’ve shot down every conversation my mom brings up about dating men.” Jenny smiled. “We’re talking about starting a family, so maybe I shouldn’t wait to tell them when the baby pops out.”

“Oh my gosh, that’s awesome.” Sophia grinned. “Are one of you pregnant?”

“Not yet, but we’re looking into donors. Maybe within the next year.”

“How do you think your family will take it?”

“Honestly, I’m not sure. I don’t know my dad well enough to know his opinion on LGBT people; he was never around. My mom’s traditional, so you can guess how she’ll react. She won’t be happy, but when has she ever been happy with me?”

“I think you two would be the best parents ever,” said Sophia warmly. “I’m excited for you.” 

“Want to help change dirty diapers?”

“Absolutely!” Sophia laughed, but it stung a little.

◆◆◆
 
The past three years with Ryn had been the best of Sophia’s life. Maybe she could have a normal life with her love, get married, and grow old with him.

“Do you want to get married?” Ryn suddenly asked one evening as she lay on his lap, reading a book. She jerked up, looking up at him.

“Uh…” her heart fluttered, but something pulled her back. Guilt. It had been years since she’d checked up on the Mirren situation. What if he really did become president, and she had to do something drastic? What kind of hell would that put Ryn through?

“I don’t know,” she said, turning back to her novel as she kept her voice level. “Don’t you think it’s all a little… archaic?”

“Archaic?”

“Yeah. It’s an institution that makes people promise things they shouldn’t. Don’t you think?”

Ryn made a noncommittal grunt and switched on the TV. He didn’t bring it up again, but she had a nasty feeling that he was hurt. The words on the page blurred. She’d put off the search for Zachary Mirren for far too long.

The next morning, a fresh search at the library computer immediately returned multiple headlines about Mirren on Oklahoma news sites, making her stomach knot.




MR. ZACHARY MIRREN, INDEPENDENT FROM TULSA, CHALLENGES INCUMBENT FOR STATE SENATE




Zachary Mirren, a thirty-one-year-old independent from Tulsa, has recently garnered interest as an up-and-coming political star. This week, he announced his bid for State Senator Hugh Monroe’s long-held seat. Despite being new to the political scene, Mr. Mirren has an enthusiastic following, largely due to his rousing speeches…




Below was his picture, and Sophia studied his neat hairstyle, tidy appearance, and friendly smile. He didn’t look like someone who would try to murder millions of people. He was average, normal-looking, someone Sophia wouldn’t think twice about if she crossed him in the street.

But nausea churned in her guts. She’d tried to avoid it and convince herself it was all a dream or a mistake, but here it was, sitting in front of her with warm eyes and a thoroughly likable smile. There was no avoiding it.

Zachary Mirren had to be stopped.







Chapter 14

Summer 2016





Sophia read the article repeatedly until her eyes watered, and she had the whole damn thing memorized. She had hoped that the existence of this Zachary Mirren, born in 1985, could have just been a coincidence. Sure, it wasn’t a common name. An internet search had previously revealed only two in the country, the other being an eighty-year-old man in Pittsburgh, but she had still clung to the hope that it was all a mistake. All she’d previously found was a University of Oklahoma grad school photo of him sporting tall hair, thick glasses, and a long hipster beard. It had been hard to tell much about how he looked under all that. He’d been a mathematics major.

Now her search query blew up the computer screen with headlines—Mirren was an “up-and-coming” political star, had mass appeal, and was a self-proclaimed independent who rallied people from both sides of the political spectrum and everything in between.

She groaned into her fingers. If anyone was a candidate for the presidency, it had to be him.

He had his own website with his smiley, groomed portrait and opinion pieces proclaiming him a breath of fresh air. Google wasn’t being kind to her today. 

She slumped into the hard-backed library chair and ran a hand through her hair. She needed to see this man in person. She had to witness the reality of him. Only then could she reset her resolve to stop him.

After researching Mirren’s upcoming political appearances, Sophia decided she would go to his rally on Wednesday, September 14th, 2016, in Oklahoma City. She arranged a few days off at work and told Ryn she would need to make a trip to Tucson to check on her grandmother’s old house she’d been renting out. Ryn had just started at a new firm, and she knew he couldn’t get time off. That was fine; she needed to do this alone. It would be easier than explaining her sudden interest in politics.

“Sorry I can’t go with you, Hon,” Ryn said that night as they lay together in bed, fingers entwined.

“That’s ok,” she said, trying not to squirm at her dishonesty. “I’ll be busy getting the place fixed up.” The lie was sour on her tongue.

“I thought you hired a management company for all that?”

Sophia turned over, not able to look him in the eye. “Yeah, well, I didn’t like the manager much, so I fired them. I’ll be meeting with other ones while I’m there.”

“Oh. Okay.”

“I’m kinda sleepy, Sweetie. Night.”

His fingers caressed her hair as he kissed her shoulder. “Goodnight, Sophia. I love you.”

“I love you, too.” She pressed her face into her pillow and squeezed her eyes shut, guilt swirling in her stomach like bees.

◆◆◆
 



Thousands gathered at the outdoor venue to hear Zachary Mirren speak. The day was overcast, the taste of rain in the air, but nobody seemed to mind. Sophia had managed to squeeze into a spot close to the stage, about twenty feet from the microphone stand, ignoring the annoyed grumbles. She had to get up close to this guy. The press of shoulders and murmur of the crowd didn’t help her frayed nerves. 

The energy was supportive and cheerful, and the knots in her stomach loosened a fraction. There were all kinds of people here—groups of young people, serious-looking middle-aged men, elderly couples, and even some families with kids. It seemed like Mirren had supporters from all kinds of backgrounds.

As Zachary Mirren approached the microphone, clapping rose from the crowd, which soon turned to thundering applause. Sophia hadn’t known what to expect but was struck by his easy smile and understated confidence as he adjusted his collar, beaming at the crowd as if nothing gave him greater joy than to see them all there. His presence was more captivating than his internet photos conveyed. He stood about six feet tall, with tanned skin and carefully styled light brown hair. He wore a starched white shirt, sleeves rolled up, no tie, and blue trousers. He nodded gracefully until the crowd quietened.

“My friends! Thank you for such a warm welcome.” His voice was deep and easy to listen to.

The crowd went quiet at his words, and a nearby woman shouted, “We love you!”

As Mirren said, “Thank you,” Laughter rippled through the crowd with a small laugh. He pointed toward the woman. “I love you all, too.” The crowd burst into happy applause and cheers. 

He continued, “I love you all, and that’s why I’m here. Aren’t we sick of all the hate, negative politics, and news we see every day?”

The crowd shouted and clapped. Sophia felt the electricity of the people, their excitement like static in the air. They were enraptured by him.

“Yes. Thank you. I want to be your positive change. I want to be a leader you can be proud of. You won’t find any blemishes in my record or any scandals in my past.” He smiled. “Of course, I’m not really old enough for any scandals, right?”

More giggles from the crowd, and several people clapped. For a moment, Mirren’s eyes locked on Sophia’s. She froze. His gaze lingered for the smallest of moments before he looked away, eyes sweeping the adoring crowd.

Sophia was dimly aware of jostling on her right. She glanced as a shrill scream suddenly erupted in the crowd of onlookers, a loud pop echoing around them.

Red suddenly blossomed on Mirren’s shirt. His eyes widened, his mouth going slack. As the crowd watched in horror, Mirren collapsed onto his back. Several men in suits and shades rushed to his side. “Call an ambulance!” one barked.

Pandemonium ensued. The crowd shrieked and screamed, several people ducking. Pain flared in Sophia’s shoulder as someone knocked her, panicking and rushing around.

“They shot him!”

“Who was it?”

“Oh, God!”

Another shot rang through the air, and people screamed, the rush of bodies dashing past Sophia. Her heart thundered as she stared through the crowd. Only Mirren’s unmoving legs were visible; he was surrounded by people looking at him. Red seeped onto the platform, shimmering in the sunlight. For a moment, time stood still until one coherent thought came to her. It was like emerging from water.

I need to get out of here.

The crowd cried and sobbed, some rushing for the exits, others staring in wide-eyed terror at the stage where their hero had fallen. Sophia weaved through the crowd, grimacing at a woman sobbing into her husband’s shoulder, at a man with his small daughter’s face hidden in his chest. She didn’t rush; she didn’t want to look suspicious. She went quickly to her car, trembling so badly she could barely turn the key in the engine.

She focused on breathing and driving until she could finally collapse onto the bed in her hotel room. Had she just witnessed a murder? Had someone shot Zachary Mirren dead in front of her eyes? If so, what did this mean?

Fingers still shaking, she switched on the TV, locked her hotel room door, and slid onto the bed after kicking off her shoes.

ZACHARY MIRREN SHOT read the headline. A serious-looking woman with short hair and a blazer spoke to the camera.

“…has been evacuated to the regional trauma center for immediate surgery,” she said. Her eyes looked glassy. “Police shot dead the gunman at the scene, but his identity has not yet been confirmed.”

Sophia let the buzz of the television wash over her as she crossed her arms over her face, groaning. This was too overwhelming.

◆◆◆
 
Sophia slept fitfully, finally crawling out of the sheets in the early morning to turn on the TV. The news had updated: Zachary Mirren was in stable condition and was expected to make a full recovery. The bullet had injured his liver, but he would make it.

“The gunman has been identified as twenty-five-year-old Dimitri Krovopuskov,” said the same reporter, looking perkier. A grainy picture that looked to be an old photo of a pale, slim man with brown hair came up on the screen beside her. “He had no criminal background, and his motives are unclear. Krovopuskov was shot dead yesterday by a security officer after he shot and injured Zachary Mirren, an independent politician running for Oklahoma state senate.”

The report cut to a feed of cameras and journalists approaching an apartment, where an older version of the man in the picture walked by, trying to shield his face with his hand. He wore a gold ring and had bushy dark eyebrows knitted in grief.

“What was your son’s connection to Zachary Mirren?” shouted an off-camera journalist, thrusting a microphone at the man. “Any idea of his motivations for his actions?”

“Please, please! Leave us alone!” said Dimitri Krovopuskov’s father, waving a hand as he got to his apartment door, waving away further questions. “We have been receiving death threats for this. I don’t know anything. We’re good, hard-working people.”

Sickened, Sophia switched the TV off, raking back her tousled hair with a sigh. She put her face into her hands. What a colossal mess this turned out to be.

She was supposed to kill Zachary Mirren in ten years; that’s what her future self had said. Assuming she would even be able to do it, what would happen to her after that? She might end up dead like Krovopuskov, or in prison, her loved ones suffering death threats. She thought of Ryn, Jenny, and Jessica, her blood going cold. The anguish and terror on the gunman’s father’s face wouldn’t be easy to forget.

How had she possibly thought she’d be able to live a regular life when this hung over the horizon?

She knew what she had to do.

◆◆◆
 
Home waited for her, familiar and warm, but her heart was heavy as she waited for Ryn to come home from work. She looked around at the framed photos of them together, thinking about how happy he’d made her these past few years. She’d never forget him. But she had to leave him now – she couldn’t have anyone figuring out that they were connected once she carried out her plan. The thought of possibly killing Zachary Mirren sent shivers down her spine, but it had to be done. And Ryn couldn’t be in her life when that happened.

She heard the familiar scrape of the key in the lock, her heart like lead in her chest as she watched him come through the door, wearing a workout shirt and shorts. All she wanted was to throw her arms around him and never let him go. She didn’t know if she’d be able to go through with this. She fought back the sob that crawled up her throat.

“Hi, honey,” Ryn set down his gym bag and came to her, arms wide. “I missed you.”

She didn’t meet his eyes, her body stiff as she returned his embrace.

“What’s wrong?” he pulled back, his eyebrows knitting together. Oh God, give me the strength to do this.

“Just… a lot on my mind,” she said, sliding onto a dining chair and looking out the window. Their condo overlooked a small hill, and sometimes in the spring, they could see wild rabbits from the bushes. Right now, it was barren, like the ache in her heart.

Ryn watched her in silence.

“I didn’t go to Tucson,” she said finally, looking at her fingernails. “I didn’t check on the house.” She didn’t quite know where she was going with this.

He sat across the table, his face filled with worry as he stared at her. “Did you… go to see someone?”

She nodded, not looking at him. Not in the way he meant, but she did go to see someone. Perhaps letting him think there was another man would make all this easier, though no less painful.

He slumped back in his seat, his shoulders sagging. Her heart felt like a needle was pricking it. “Even before you left, you didn’t seem like yourself,” he murmured. He picked at a hangnail. “More… distant. I guess now I know why.”

The sadness in his voice made her want to wrap her arms around him and tell him none of it was true. She stared out at the hill, her lips tightening.

“Sophia, don’t you love me anymore?”

Her breath caught, guilt swirling in her chest. This was all so cruel. It wasn’t too late; she could change her mind, do it another way…

The exhausted-looking father on the TV screen flashed in her memory. She wouldn’t let Ryn go through that. She had to be strong and do the right thing.

“No,” she whispered, almost choking on the lie. “No, I don’t.” She couldn’t look at him.

He let out a rattling breath. Neither spoke as the kitchen clock ticked. Her fists balled in her lap as the terrible words settled between them.

Ryn rose from the table, his chair scraping. “I guess that’s it then,” his voice was heavy. “I’ll leave.” 

He disappeared from the room, and she soon heard drawers being flung open and the metallic scrape of hangers. She burst into tears and covered her face with her hands.

It wasn’t long before Ryn returned with a backpack over his shoulder, his face drawn and eyes hard. “I’ll come to get the rest of my stuff when you’re at work tomorrow,” he said gruffly, pulling open the door. 

She still couldn’t look at him, wiping at her cheeks as he slammed the door behind him, his shoulders slumped as he headed for his car. She watched him go, everything in her screaming at her to stop him, to run outside and say it was all a lie born from fear.

Instead, she whispered, “I’m so sorry, Ryn.”







Chapter 15

Fall 2016





The next few weeks passed in a blur. Sophia worked at Bistro with a mechanical smile on her face, cooking and serving as well as she always did. But it felt like her heart had shattered. Ryn had come and gone, true to his word, and their home felt unbearably empty without him. She cried most nights, hugging the pillow that still smelled faintly of his cologne, missing his smile and the way he ruffled her hair in the mornings.

“Sophia, we’ve got some news for you,” said Jenny one day as she met her and Jessica in the café. There was a cool breeze, and they clutched warm drinks in their palms as they sat at a quiet table by the window.

“What is it?” she asked, looking at them both. They had gleeful smiles on their faces as though they were bursting to spill a secret.

“The IVF worked,” Jessica burst, reaching to take Jenny’s hand. Sophia’s eyes widened.

“Oh my God!” she said. 

Jenny gave an eager nod. “I’m pregnant,” she said, her eyes welling up.

“Oh, that’s great news!” Sophia came around to hug them both. Through the turmoil of losing Ryn came a pinprick of hope. Her friends had wanted a baby for a long time, and the expensive IVF had come through. “I’m so happy for you.”

“We went with a Mexican-American medical student sperm donor,” Jessica babbled as Jenny sipped hot milk, grinning from ear to ear. “To match my background,” she added with a laugh.

They went shopping that afternoon, and though Sophia was grateful for the distraction, she couldn’t help feeling a little envious of their happiness. She thought back to her own pregnancy and how different the experience and circumstances had been. How was baby Margot doing? Not a baby any longer; she’d be almost nine now.

She shook herself out of it. This wasn’t about her.

They browsed the crib section at the local baby store, marveling over the wide range of brands and styles for baby stuff. “Have you told your family yet?” asked Sophia, watching Jessica test push a large stroller backward and forward.

“No,” Jenny sighed. “I’m being a coward. I guess I should soon, huh?”

“How do you think they’ll react?”

“No idea. Every time I pick up the phone ready to tell them, I panic and can’t do it. You know what happened when I told them I was gay.”

Sophia gave a sad nod. Jenny’s parents hadn’t talked to her for the past year. Her mother had cried, and her dad had launched into a long tirade about “those brainwashing liberals” and the immorality of the lifestyle Jenny had chosen. He’d told her not to call back until she had “straightened herself out.” Luckily, Jessica’s family had been the opposite—they visited DC often, and Jenny and Jessica visited them in New Mexico at least twice a year.

“Mom and Dad jumped for joy at the news,” said Jessica. “No, I mean literally jumped; Dad fell off his armchair. It was hilarious.”

She put a comforting arm around Jenny, who didn’t smile.

“Maybe they’ll come around,” offered Sophia, picking up a stuffed animal. “I mean, with a baby coming. Their grandchild.”

“I don’t know.” Jenny shook her head. “Besides, I’m not sure if I'm ready to try again with them. It was such a big rejection.” She gently took the toy from Sophia. “How are you holding up?”

They both watched her as Sophia felt a lump rise in her throat. She fingered the lace on a nearby bassinet. “I feel like a shell of a person,” she said finally. “Like I’m in a dream or a fog. I think… I think I’ve made the biggest mistake of my life.”

Jenny gave her a sympathetic pat on the shoulder. “Maybe you should call him? See if you can work things out? I’m not trying to be nosy—but I’m going to be—why did you break up?”

Sophia wished she hadn’t asked in the middle of a shop selling baby items, her emotions already on the rocks. “I’m not ready to talk about it,” she said, wiping away a tear that ran down her cheek. “But it was my fault. Totally.”

Jenny sighed. “Well, there’s no judgment, whatever it was. His Facebook page has gone silent. I hope he’s ok.” 

Sophia had avoided social media, and she’d forgotten Jenny and Ryn were Facebook friends. A wave of nausea washed over her. Ryn had been through severe depression before. She couldn’t bear the thought of being the cause of more pain. She shook her head. He was better off this way because of what she had to do. Now he could marry, have a normal life, and not be in a relationship with a murderer in ten years. Maybe one day he’d understand. If not, she was sure she’d still save him an enormous amount of pain in the long run. It would have been selfish to stay with him.

That’s what she’d keep telling herself.

Jenny wrapped her warm fingers around her wrist. “Come on, let’s go look at onesies. Nobody can be sad looking at onesies.”

Jessica smiled. “Maybe we can get matching ones. Have a sleepover, like the good old days.”

“And I’ll send Ryn a message later letting him know I’m wishing him well—see if he responds.”

Sophia nodded, forcing herself to smile at them both. She didn’t want to ruin their special day by dragging them down with her misery. 

“What should I say?” Jenny asked, cocking a dark eyebrow. “If he asks how you are?”

“I’m fine. Tell him I’m fine.”

“So, you want me to lie.”

Sophia brushed past her and said in as light a voice as she could muster, “Yep.”

◆◆◆
 
Jenny’s pregnancy progressed well, and she and Jessica welcomed baby Manuel into the world in 2017. Sophie felt a mix of happiness and grief as she held the baby boy in her arms, taking in his dark eyes and curly black hair and kissing his chubby cheek with a tearful smile. Jenny held her close as though understanding her pain. But Sophia loved her friends too much to distance herself from their new child because of her own past.

In 2017, the adenovirus pandemic descended upon the world and slowed down life for a while, especially in the restaurant business. While Jessica pulled long hours and double shifts at the hospital, Sophia helped Jenny with newborn Manuel on her rapidly increasing days off.

When Bistro furloughed many of its employees, Sophia was grateful to have been kept on. They soon converted to a takeout system to survive. Though it was sad to see the previously popular restaurant turn to a delivery service, it allowed her to do things she hadn’t been able to while working eighty-plus hours per week. 

She’d also noticed the lighter schedule had reduced the frequency of her migraines. Medication stopped them, but not before an uncomfortable half-hour or more, so having them only every few months was a relief. A few years back, she’d had a head scan—’just in case,’ her doctor had said. It was perfectly normal.

She brushed up on philosophy and time travel, rereading the books that Dr. Perry had assigned. Sometimes she’d come across a dog-eared page or a highlighted quote, nostalgia washing over her as she remembered her discussions with Ryn before class. God, she missed him. Sometimes she’d burst into tears, unable to continue. She hoped wherever he was now, he was doing well.

She thought about her mission in life—saving the world from Zachary Mirren. During the pandemic, she couldn’t go searching for information about him at the library, and she didn’t dare search on her phone or home computer. The lack of new information was a relief for a while. But of course, she knew he was still progressing politically; that was a given. She thought about how she might have to stop him—would reasoning work? Would she have to resort to injuring or killing him? If so, how would she do it? Most likely, she’d lace his food with the vial of morphine drops Gram hadn’t needed in her final days. She couldn’t imagine using violent means like that shooter had. 

Her future self had sounded so sure. She’d said millions would die, that nuclear missiles would be launched just nine years from now if Sophia didn’t complete her task. 

More than anything, she cherished babysitting baby Manuel. When the pandemic was finally under control with a new vaccine, and life trickled back to normal after a year, she still watched him sometimes on Wednesday evenings to allow Jenny and Jessica to have a date night. She realized just how much a little guy could get into when he began crawling. He loved her pots and pans and usually beelined to her kitchen when he came over. Sometimes she couldn’t help but imagine Margot going through these stages. She’d be ten years old now.

When she thought about Margot, the memory ached in her mind like a bruise.

They were all sitting at Jessica and Jenny’s house one chilly winter night, drinking cocoa. Manuel was curled up in Jenny’s lap, asleep, and Sophia gestured to the laptop on the coffee table.

“How about you try calling your parents?” she suggested.

Jenny had lost her baby weight and looked as young and fit as ever, if tired. She glanced at her laptop, chewing her lower lip.

“Manuel’s crawling now,” said Jessica, coming to Sophia’s aid. “They’ll want to know they have a grandson, and he should meet his grandparents, don’t you think?”

“Ok, ok. I’m going to do it.” She handed the sleeping boy to Jessica and opened her laptop, exhaling hard. Jessica and Sophia moved to the kitchen, talking quietly. They couldn’t understand the conversation in Mandarin from the other room, but they still felt they should give her privacy.

They heard Jenny’s calm voice and her mother’s shrill one. When the laptop clicked shut, they approached her. Jenny gave a small smile, stroking Manuel’s soft curls.

Jessica spoke softly. “What’d she say, Sweetie?” 

“She’s happy, believe it or not,” said Jenny. “They said they’ll be here in a week to meet him.”

“That’s great!” grinned Sophia. “And… how are you?”

“I don’t know,” said Jenny, her eyes glassy as she stared at her cocoa. “I mean… I feel abandoned. They’re only interested in seeing Manuel, not me,” her voice cracked. “I didn’t think I’d care anymore, but I do.” 

They enveloped her in a warm, supportive hug.

◆◆◆
 
Blistering winds howled, and snow battered the windows, but the inside of Sophia’s condo was warm and cozy. Jessica was in the kitchen with Manuel, laughing as the boy banged a wooden spoon on a saucepan. Jenny and Sophia browsed Netflix, and bowls of popcorn and blankets abound.

“He’ll be quite the drummer,” Sophia remarked, grabbing a handful of popcorn. Despite her friends being here, she still felt the dull ache of Ryn’s absence in her heart. It had been a year and a half, but it didn’t matter; perhaps she’d never be entirely over it.

She hadn’t asked Jenny in a long time how he was doing. It would only reopen old wounds. Besides, Jenny might find it weird she was still asking about him eighteen months later.

But she still wanted to know.

“So, um…” she fiddled with the fabric of the blanket draped over her lap. “How’s Ryn doing lately? Have you heard anything?”

Jenny glanced at her. She wore her hair in a perpetual ponytail these days, likely to keep it away from Manuel’s tiny and often sticky fingers. “Uh, actually, yeah,” she said. “There’s been some stuff on Facebook lately.”

Sophia’s gut knotted. Did she want to know?

Jenny swallowed, glancing back at the TV. “Let’s see… Bourne Identity, The Matrix, The Avengers; what do you feel like?”

Sophia exhaled, bracing herself. It wouldn’t be easier to hear, but it’d be better than not knowing. “OK… tell me.”

Jenny put the remote on the coffee table and looked at Sophia, her eyes sad. “He’s been in a relationship for several months now,” she said softly, reaching to entwine her fingers in Sophia’s. “Last week, his girlfriend posted that they’re engaged on his page.”

Engaged. The word hit like a wrecking ball, breaking her into a thousand pieces. 

“I’m sorry,” said Jenny, rubbing her back.

“It’s okay,” Sophia said, blinking. “I just… I guess I didn’t expect that.”

“Yeah, me neither. It seems kinda fast. They haven’t been together that long.”

Jessica came in with a grin on her face, Manuel on her hip, and a large bowl of popcorn in her hands. Now a chubby toddler, Manuel seemed to have finally given his future drumming career training a break. Jessica’s smile slipped as she looked at them both. “What’s wrong?”

“I told her about Ryn,” said Jenny. “You know. Being engaged.”

“Ahh. Yeah,” Jessica sat down. “That’s gotta be hard to hear.”

Manuel came and crawled onto Sophia’s lap. She cuddled his warm little body close, inhaling the sweet baby smell of his hair. He only stayed a moment before wriggling down to the floor to play with his building blocks.

“It’s okay. I’m fine,” Sophia tucked a stray strand of hair behind her ear, trying to smile. “I mean, I was worried about him. That’s why I asked. But it sounds like there’s nothing to worry about. That’s good.”

They looked sadly at her as if knowing she was faking it. Jessica said, “You know if you ever want to talk about that or anything else, we’re here for you.”

Sophia felt comforted to have such wonderful friends near her, but what would her task do to them in the future? Since losing Grandma Lizzie and then Ryn, Jenny and Jessica were the only people she was close to. Associating with them could cause problems for them later.

But she didn’t want to push more people out of her life. Maybe since they were just friends and not relatives, it’d be easier for them. At that moment, Sophia was willing to take that chance.

“I love you guys. Thank you,” she said to them both, warmth settling into her heart. “I mean, I am
all right. But thank you.” She swallowed against the lump in her throat. “How about we watch Avengers?”

◆◆◆
 
 The 2017 pandemic finally ended, and once things opened back up, Sophia resumed internet searches at the public library. She wanted to keep her searches as anonymous as she could and chose to go there instead of looking at home.

She researched everything she could about Zachary Mirren – what he was doing, where he was, the people he was meeting, and his policies. She also looked up information about the attempted assassin. When she was sure no one was looking, she also researched ways to kill someone.

She still couldn’t imagine herself doing it. She imagined holding a gun or a knife or slipping morphine into someone’s drink. She didn’t want to do this; she’d never asked for it. But her future self said it would save millions of people. She had to try.

Sophia couldn’t find much information about Dimitri Krovopuskov. By all accounts, he’d been an ordinary twenty-five-year-old mechanic from Brooklyn, New York. He’d been the son of Russian immigrants and had no criminal record. Just… a regular guy. 

Investigations over the past couple of years had turned up no motive. The young man had traveled halfway across the country two days before the rally. He had somehow snuck a small Makarov pistol into the event. No one knew where he had obtained the Russian-made weapon.

In the past months, Mirren had been elected to the Oklahoma state senate by a landslide in 2016 and was elected Governor of Oklahoma in 2018. He seemed to have unwavering public support, with approval ratings higher than any previous Governor. He was non-partisan and appeared relatively moderate in his decisions. People loved his forthright, honest manner and the fact that he purported to be a devout Christian helped immensely in the bible-belt.

He really is unstoppable, Sophia thought, staring at the handsome photograph of Zachary in a recent newspaper. It helped that he was attractive and charismatic, too. If this kept up, he’d be president in no time.

And ready to wage a deadly war.

“Are you going to try for the Presidency in 2024?” asked a smiling interviewer in a clip she’d found on YouTube. Mirren sat at ease in an armchair, looking as relaxed as if he was chatting over coffee in his own home.

“Well, I’m certainly open to the idea,” he said, flashing a perfect smile. “If people would really like me to run.”

Sophia paused the video, feeling sick. She’d probably be as taken with him as everyone else if she didn't know what was coming. In all senses, Mirren seemed a perfect candidate for the US president. He was young, had a balanced view, and was charismatic enough to charm even the most jaded of voters.

He’ll run, she thought bitterly. And he’ll win.

Now, there was no doubt in her mind that her older self really had traveled to her at eighteen years old. The fate of the world rested in her hands.







Chapter 16

November 2020







District Bistro regularly catered political events, and Sophia made a point to circulate and chat with White House kitchen staff when they were on-site to assist. After all, access to them had been why she’d worked so hard to land the job at Bistro. White House kitchen jobs were almost always hired via connections and personal recommendations.

After several years of familiarity with Sophia’s hard work and dedication, the White House Executive Chef, Bobby Singh, began hinting—then outright saying—that he would love to see Sophia come work with him if an opening ever arose. 

In 2020, the opportunity finally presented itself. Assistant Chef Rodrigo was leaving, and incoming President Hodges proposed a competition for his position. 

The top contenders—Sophia and two other highly esteemed chefs—would each prepare three dishes for the president and Bobby Singh to sample and judge. She had to win. She had to land a job in the White House. She’d spent so many years working up to this point.

With the competition two weeks away, Sophia began her research. 

She had come to understand the power of food beyond mere enjoyment. Aromas and tastes, especially reminiscent of one’s childhood, could evoke deep feelings. Any practiced chef could make impressive dishes, but few sought a deep understanding of their clients. 

She flew to President Hodge’s hometown, Conway, South Carolina. She spent several days sampling the local fare and learning about the culinary influences in the region. 

◆◆◆
 



On the day of the competition, Chef Singh greeted Sophia and led her to the main kitchen. Sophia had never seen such a gorgeous kitchen in her life. Every piece of equipment was state of the art, the surfaces gleamed, and it was at least three times as big as Bistro’s. The White House had three kitchens, and the one Sophia was looking at was the largest. It felt so surreal – and scary – to finally be here.

 District Bistro had collaborated with the White House in catering events a few times, so Chef Singh was already somewhat familiar with Sophia’s work. The person to impress would be President Hodges.

Soon after she’d settled into her assigned corner of the kitchen, the other competing chefs arrived—Dot Gibson from Houston, who had a serious face and was brusque and straight to business with her greetings, and Marly Soderquist from San Diego, who oozed refined charm, decked out in a designer suit and expensive jewelry. She’d read about their work; they were both highly esteemed chefs who ran five-star restaurants. She wiped her suddenly damp hands on her apron. She’d have to control her nerves if she were going to win. They may be five-star chefs, but they entered this competition as equals.

Focus, Sophia.

After rushed preliminaries—greetings and orientation to the kitchen—she set to work, paying no more mind to others in the room. There was no point engaging in small talk. They were all here to win.

Sophia prepared her carefully mastered dishes with quick precision: chicken bog, tomato pie, and shrimp and grits. They were simple dishes, comfort food with a twist of refinement, and if she may say so herself, they smelled incredible.

The three chefs’ dishes were served family-style at the large dining table, shared by President Hodges, Chef Singh, and the three competitors. Dot and Marly had prepared the finest of their signature dishes. Sophia had to admit to herself as she tried the samples that they were terrific, meat melting on her tongue and subtle spices balancing perfectly. She hadn’t missed their smug expressions as they surveyed and helped themselves to her simple creations.

She didn’t care what they thought. If she got the job, she would be serving Esther Hodges and her guests. Hers was the most important opinion here. 

Sophia studied the president. She was in her late seventies but sprightly, with curled iron-gray hair and bright blue eyes. She picked and frowned at the other chef’s dishes. She tried little tastes of each, then moved on to Sophia’s southern staples.

President Hodges tasted the tomato pie, chewing slowly, a slight frown on her face. Sophia held her breath. It was impossible to know what she was feeling. After a lifetime, the president looked up at Sophia with glassy eyes. 

“This is just like my mama used to make.” 

Sophia’s heart leaped as the president dug into the chicken bog and shrimp, giving blissful sighs as she smiled, nodding to her staff. After taking fourth and fifth mouthfuls of everything, she sat back in her chair and dabbed her mouth with a napkin. Sophia avoided looking at Dot and Marly, but she could almost feel them bristling beside her.

“You are all wonderful chefs, and I thoroughly enjoyed your dishes. I don’t need my meals to be adventures, though. I have enough excitement to deal with in my job, and I feel mealtime should be relaxing and re-centering. You are all exceptionally talented, but I feel Ms. Alexander would be the best fit for my White House.”

Sophia gave a graceful smile, pushing down the urge to punch the air in triumph. Finally, after all her planning and preparation, it was all falling into place.

Chef Singh nodded and reached out to vigorously shake Sophia’s hand. “Congratulations, Sophia. You got the job!”

◆◆◆
 
 Chef Singh retired as the White House Executive Chef in 2022, and Sophia rose to his position. She worked fourteen-hour days, six days a week, despite admonitions by staff and her friends that she needed more time off. She didn’t want more time off. Working kept thought and worry at bay. 2026 was getting closer and closer with each passing week.

President Hodges, it turned out, ran a tight ship. Despite her age, she worked just as much as Sophia, if not more. Sophia didn’t pay much attention to politics, but she understood that the president was a traditional conservative Republican. 

Sophia got up every workday at dawn to prepare the many dishes the president and her staff would be eating throughout the day. The smaller kitchen was the one that personally served President Hodges and was where Sophia mostly worked. They said “small,” but it was still larger and grander than any restaurant she’d worked in. She only worked with the finest tools, the best equipment. Her daunting task aside, Sophia was proud to be cooking such high-quality dishes in the political capital of America.

During events, Sophia helped the four other chefs in the big kitchen, a grand thing with several gleaming ovens, fridges, and countertops. After Sophia had proven herself at the White House, she’d recruited her most trusted assistant chef from Bistro, Ralph Freeman, to help in both kitchens. 

State dinners were formal affairs, and her boss’s meal preferences, even on these occasions, were chicken and rice basics reminiscent of her roots. Sophia missed preparing more varied and ethnically diverse menus but experimented with adding zest to traditional favorites. If she pushed too far, though, Hodges noticed.

“Sophia, dear,” President Hodges motioned her over one morning at breakfast, dabbing her lips with a napkin.

“Yes, ma’am?” Sophia hurried over.

“My omelet, it’s different.”

“Yes, Madam President,” said Sophia. “It has a bit of tofu and some different spices today.”

Hodge’s nose wrinkled, and Sophia’s heart sank. “I don’t eat tofu.” She said the word with distaste. “Really, dear. Just eggs, cheddar, bacon, and bell peppers. That’s all I want in my omelet.”

“Yes, ma’am. I’ll go prepare another right now.”

“No, don’t bother,” the president sighed, setting down her knife and fork. “I’ll eat this one. It doesn’t taste bad… it’s just weird.”

Sophia nodded. She couldn’t take it to heart. President Hodges was known for her forthright attitude, and her dining habits were no different. “I’ll make a note of your preferences, ma’am. I apologize.”

“Thank you. Is everything ready for the Prime Minister’s visit this weekend?”

“Absolutely. I have the ingredients ready for the meals you chose.” Sophia thought about her beautifully stocked fridge, dates on the wrappings, and meticulously organized and felt a surge of pride. Cooking wasn’t only a career to her now, but her passion.

“None of this tofu stuff, right?”

“No, ma’am. Tofu shall be banished from my kitchen from this point on.” Sophia smiled, hoping to elicit a laugh.

President Hodges’ expression was dry as usual. “Good.” She gave a small wave of her hand toward the kitchen, signaling Sophia to leave.

Sophia bowed her head. “Have a wonderful morning, Madam President.” She headed to the kitchen, her neck burning.

Her assistant, Ralph, watched her with raised eyebrows. “Problem with breakfast?”

Sophia rolled her eyes. “No more tofu, Ralph.”

Ralph chuckled, his dark eyes crinkling. “I suppose my excellent calamari fritti is out of the question, then?”

Sophia smiled at Ralph. She enjoyed his laid-back personality; it reminded her that she didn’t need to stress out. “I’d say. But bring me some. I’d love to try it.”

“Will do.” 

◆◆◆
 
 President Hodges had announced that she would not pursue a second term due to her age. The contenders for the 2024 presidential election varied, ranging from far-right to far-left.

Zachary Mirren had decided to run, which was no surprise to Sophia. He stood out as a solidly moderate Independent. The nation had grown tired of polarized politics and was drawn to his message of positivity and cooperation like moths to a flame.

It made Sophia feel ill. Any hope that Mirren would abandon his campaign had been extinguished long ago.

On election night, Jenny, Jessica, and Manuel came over to Sophia’s condo to watch the election result roll in. Sophia already knew what the result would be and watched with rising apprehension.

Jenny held the sleeping seven-year-old Manuel, watching the exit poll results. “Yes! Go, Mirren!”

Jenny had been an avid supporter of Zachary Mirren through the election, claiming he was a breath of fresh air. Whenever either Jenny or Jessica had asked her about who she was voting for, Sophia always hastily said that she made a point to stay out of politics as much as possible since she worked at the White House.

She watched Jessica in her peripheral vision. Sophia would be killing Mirren soon. How would she react to that? How would any of them react?

Sophia rarely drank, but tonight she settled on her recliner chair with a glass of wine. The poll results were clear; Mirren was winning by a landslide. Though she knew what was coming, it was still a blow. Tonight had been Sophia’s last hope that she might escape her destiny. Watching Mirren win was not unlike watching her grandmother die—a feeling of inescapable loss and sorrow.

Jessica must have noticed her expression. “You don’t like Mirren, Sophia?”

“Oh, um ...” Sophia smiled. “No, he’s fine as far as I know. I was thinking about work. I, uh, I think I forgot to put in an order for flour.” She gave a shaky laugh.

“Dang, you work way too much and can’t even relax at home. How can we convince you to cut back?” Jessica looked torn between worry and amusement.

Jenny shook her head. “We can’t. She’s been a workaholic as long as I’ve known her.” Manuel shifted on her lap. “Shh, it’s ok, baby. Sleep.”

Jessica grinned. “Mirren’s cute for a guy.” She waggled her eyebrows at Sophia. “And he’s single, I think. Maybe he’ll be nice to work with.”

Sophia laughed. “Whatever, he’ll be my boss. Besides, I’m definitely not looking.”

“Yeah, I know,” she gave her fingers a light squeeze. “I still have in mind a couple of nice doctors at the hospital I’d like you to meet, though. Just let me know.”

“Okay, Jess.” Sophia looked at the TV. The race had just been called. Zachary Mirren would be the next president of the United States. Nausea churned in her stomach.

Jessica and Jenny were too busy clinking their glasses in celebration to notice her leave the room. She staggered to the toilet and threw up, tears burning in her eyes. There was no escaping her fate now.







Chapter 17

January 2025







President Mirren was not what Sophia had expected. 

She’d assumed that the charm and the big, white-toothed smiles would be for show and that he’d be something akin to a monster once he was behind closed doors with his staff. After all, someone capable of murdering millions of people couldn’t be anything else.

To her surprise, however, he was utterly, shockingly, ordinary. Charismatic. Although young for a new president, only forty as of his inauguration, he exuded competence and easily led any room he was in, treating his staff with kindness. 

She found herself a touch breathless as she was introduced to him by Chief of Staff Mario Dunstan.

Coming face to face with Zachary Mirren, the man she had spent twenty years preparing to stop from murdering millions, was a shock Sophia could barely hide. She’d anticipated this meeting for years and had steeled herself to appear polite and free of emotion. When she was nervous, certain mannerisms would appear, such as hugging herself, tensing her shoulders, or looking away, so she had mentally practiced this encounter repeatedly in the mirror.

However, the reality was jarring—more because of Mirren’s reaction to her. In the one second before he regained his usual comfortably friendly air, he had regarded her intensely, his pupils dilated, and jaw slackened as if he had just seen an apparition.  

Then it was over. Mirren’s recovery was seamless, and when Sophia glanced at Mario Dunstan, he hadn’t noticed the reaction. 

“Great to meet you, Chef Alexander,” he shook her hand and offered a dazzling smile, though up close, his cheeks were still pale. She’d barely managed to stutter her own greeting when he was promptly herded by Chief of Staff Dunstan to the head of housekeeping.

After that brief encounter, President Mirren hadn’t spoken with Sophia during his first couple of weeks. She’d observed his interactions with staff and notables while he dined and had avoided his gaze when he cast curious glances toward her. 

He was perfectly polite and of even disposition. In fact, she never heard him raise his voice or appear fazed. He spoke to his staff with respect, and they gossiped about how nice he seemed.

If Sophia hadn’t known what he would do in the future, she would have adored him. She wondered—had her future self, the other timeline’s version, been smitten with him before knowing he would kill millions?

He was a single man, which was unusual for a president, but delegated household matters to his assistants, including décor and meal decisions. A couple of weeks after moving in, he stopped by the small kitchen where Sophia usually worked alone and strode toward the counter where she was chopping onions, humming to herself.

“Hello, Ms. Alexander.”

She quickly wiped her hands on a towel and smiled. “Hello, sir. Please, call me Sophia. ‘Ms. Alexander’ makes me feel old.” She gave a nervous laugh and quickly dabbed away onion tears with a tissue, forcing her shoulders to relax.

“All right, Sophia. I’d shake your hand, but—” He gestured to the onions and grinned. “Sorry I haven’t stopped by before now. There’s been so much to do.”  

She made herself look at his blue eyes. He smelled fresh and woodsy. “How kind of you to stop in to say hello.” Her pulse quickened, and she quenched the rising panic. He’d caught her off guard.

He leaned on the counter, linking his well-manicured fingers together. Today he wasn’t appearing in a speech or on TV, and his sleeves were rolled up, the top button of his shirt undone. Sophia sucked in a slow breath. Before her was a living, breathing person. Could she really take his life? 

“Forgive my staring at you, which no doubt you’ve noticed,” he said. “You seem… familiar, but I can’t place where I might have met you before.” 

“I don’t think we’ve met before you started here.” Sophia shrugged, trying to appear calm, as her heart thrummed. Could he remember her from right before he was shot? Or subconsciously be aware that they’d met in another timeline?

“It’s weird, almost like a déjà vu feeling. Have you worked here a while?”

“Yes, sir. For four years.”

“I’ve noticed you seem to work long hours.” 

He’d been noticing her presence. She blushed, unsure how to feel about that. “Yes. I work about eighty hours per week.”

President Mirren’s eyebrows raised. “That’s too much.”

What’s his game? She decided to go along with it. She’d maintain a professional distance, answering his questions with polite attentiveness expected of a staff member. “Oh no, it’s my choice,” she smiled. “I could assign more to my assistants, but I choose not to. I love my job.”

“But how does your family feel?”

She was taken aback by the straightforward question, but it didn’t feel like an interrogation. He sat with that signature ease like he’d strolled into a bar or café to talk with a friend during her shift.

“It’s just me at home. No biggie.” 

The fleeting thought that they were both single crossed her mind, and she was only three years his junior. Was he making small talk with her, or were these questions gauging whether she was available? Mirren stood with his fingers linked, a respectable distance away, his expression unreadable. She wasn’t picking up a flirty vibe from him. Good; she certainly had no interest in getting involved with the man she might have to kill in a year.

Besides, her future self had said he’d tried to kill millions. Underneath that cool, attractive exterior could lurk a psychopath. The thought gave her chill bumps, and she swallowed, suddenly pretending to be interested in her fingernails.

“I certainly can’t say much,” said Mirren with a grin. “I’m a workaholic myself. Which is well suited to my current job, I suppose.”

Sophia found herself relaxing, a smile quirking her mouth. “I would say so. How are things going so far?” As soon as the question slipped, she silently admonished herself. Don’t ask him such a personal question, idiot.

“Quite well,” he said with comfortable familiarity, as though chatting with a friend over coffee. “I take on as much as I can myself, like you. Working from rise to bed, sixteen hours a day. They say I should pace myself, avoid burnout, and that the presidency is a four to eight year marathon. But I feel like every moment needs to be productive, you know?” 

“Yes, sir, I get that.” She nodded, wiping the counter. “People have a lot of expectations. I admire that you put in so much effort.”

“A wise man once said, ‘In doing what we ought, we deserve no praise, because it is our duty.’”

Recognition brought a smile to her lips. “Saint Augustine. He also said, ‘Find out how much God has given you and from it take what you need; the remainder is needed by others.’ Which speaks to charity, but also, I think, taking care of yourself first so that you may serve others. In other words, avoiding burnout.”

Mirren looked stunned. “A philosopher-chef. Outstanding! Are you also a Christian?” 

“Yes, sir. Catholic.” 

“Churchgoer?”

“Ah, well,” her cheeks warmed. “More of an Easter and Christmas attendee. But I do believe in Jesus, of course. How about you?” 

She’d read an article that he was a devout and non-denominational Protestant. “Just as I am politically independent and belong to no party, I am also an independent Christian without denomination. I don’t believe that diminishes my faith; on the contrary, it elevates it because I pander to no one.” Of course, she couldn’t let on that she’d researched everything from his religion to his favorite brand of toothpaste before she’d worked for him.

“I was born Lutheran,” he said, “but I consider myself non-denominational. Really more of a Calvinist than anything.” 

Hope suddenly dawned in Sophia’s heart. What if religious discussion was a good way to influence him positively and change the future? If he could be changed or helped in the right direction, the whole dilemma of having to murder the man that stood before her would never arise. She could live a normal life again.

She would have to brush up on scripture more. If religion was the way out of all this, so be it.

Mirren straightened, adjusting his collar. “Excellent. I have a meeting to attend, one of many for the day,” he gave a comical sigh, as if there was anything else he’d rather be doing, “but it was a pleasure talking with you, Sophia.”

“You as well, sir.”

He left the faint smell of woody cologne behind as he strolled, glancing at the pristine kitchen equipment on his way out. She watched him go and quickly went back to chopping onions, their conversation rolling around in her mind.

Knowing what she had to do had built an image of Mirren in her mind over the years. Though she’d read his articles, watched his TV appearances, and now met him in person, she’d convinced herself that he was a devil in disguise, someone who would revel in the suffering and defeat of others.

But he’d seemed so… normal. Nice, even. There was nothing phony in his attitude towards her, no camera streaming his every word to the whole country.

She couldn’t imagine this man had nefarious plans. Perhaps, with a bit of persuasion, she could help keep it that way. 

◆◆◆
 
Zachary Mirren’s visits to the kitchen became more frequent over the next few months. He stopped by a couple of days a week, at first under the pretense of needing a snack or a drink. After a while, he’d sit on a barstool across Sophia’s counter to chat to her while she worked.

“You know, Sophia, I like your kitchen,” he gestured around the room, a cold bottle of Dr. Pepper in his hand. “It gives me a few minutes of respite. Hope you don’t mind.”

Sophia put aside her carrots, studying Mirren’s creased brow. Was she imagining it, or did he look more stressed than before? She thought about times she had seen him passing in the hallways or served him his dinner. He truly was never alone. His closest advisor, Renacer Cary, was always behind him or in tow at every gathering. Not to mention the vice president, numerous department heads, and generals who were constantly seeking Mirren’s time and attention. When not inundated with his own staff, he had to constantly entertain and discuss policies with other nations’ leaders, either in person or by phone. Sophia had tried to remain as unobtrusive as possible while observing his interactions, silently serving meals, and interacting with other staff members rather than Mirren directly.

“You’re always welcome company, sir.”

He rolled his eyes. “Please, Sophie,” he said, addressing her with the nickname he’d affectionately started using, “like I said before, call me Zachary. All the formality in this place is exhausting.” He drained his soda, sighing and rubbing the bridge of his nose.

A few weeks back, he’d insisted that she call him by his given name. It felt weird rolling off her tongue. She was pleased, though, that they were developing a friendship. Maybe she could steer him in the right direction. 

“You have a tough job,” she said carefully, reaching for the peeler.

“It’s challenging,” he sighed, slumping in his seat. “I thought I was prepared for this, but it’s even more difficult than it looks. To tell you the truth, Sophie, I don’t have many real friends.”

“No?” She asked. His vulnerability surprised her. He was usually upbeat and kept the conversation at the level of small talk. Over the past few months, they’d spoken of things like favorite movies and novels. He knew she enjoyed reading Stephen King and Fyodor Dostoevsky and was partial to films by the Coen brothers and Wachowski sisters. She knew he was a big sci-fi fan and would fall into a rabbit hole of nerddom over the topics of Star Wars and Marvel comics. His favorite food was Italian (something she’d quickly decided to include on the menu more often), and he drank upward of six bottles of Dr. Pepper per day. He was a master of trivia, pulling quotes and interesting facts out of the air when relevant topics came up. 

Despite herself, she had grown to like Zachary Mirren.

“No,” he answered, looking defeated. There were dark shadows beneath his eyes, and there was considerably more gray in his hair than when she’d first seen him on the podium all those years ago. “Everyone wants something. Everyone has an agenda.”

Sophia nodded, encouraging him to go on. She felt a sting of guilt—she had an agenda too, didn’t she? She turned and took two cool bottled waters from the refrigerator and handed him one.

He smiled, twisted off the cap, and made a toasting gesture with the bottle. “That’s why I like you, Sophie. I feel like you’re just you, nothing hidden. A true friend.” His eyes stayed on hers as he took a long gulp, the muscles of his throat moving.

Sophia felt a strange mixture of happiness and alarm. Was it wise for them to build a friendship when things could take a much worse turn? Or was their friendship helping avoid that turn?

Bitterness filled her. Why didn’t her future self tell her more about what would happen? Why had this all been put on her shoulders?

If the time traveler had never shown up, how different would her life be? She’d be free to be friends with Zachary Mirren, no strings attached. However, she may not have worked at the White House. She would still be with Ryn… actually, no, she wouldn’t, because she would never have signed up for the time travel class. She might never have studied culinary arts, even.

The whole thing made her head spin, and she took a shaky sip of water, returning his smile. She asked herself a question she’d been avoiding: How do I feel about Zachary Mirren?

She knew the answer. She cared about him. Not in a romantic way, she told herself. But… hadn’t she felt a slight spark, on occasion, when he caught her eye and smiled? 

No, no. She squashed that line of thought as quickly as she could. That was dangerous. She cared about him as a friend. She wanted to save him. More importantly, she reminded herself, she wanted to save the world.

I hope we can have both.

She held her water bottle toward Mirren in a toasting gesture. “To friendship.”

He reached his bottle out and tapped it against hers, her pale reflection stretched and distorted on the plastic. 

“To friendship.” His smile lit up his face, the tension melting away like a snowflake on her tongue.







Chapter 18

December 2025







Sophia blew out the candle on the cupcake. The flame snuffed out, plunging her into darkness. It was December 4th, 2025. Margot was eighteen today, an adult. Not much younger than when Sophia was pregnant with her. Was she well and happy?

Though it may have made it more painful, Sophia wished she had a photo of her now. Did she look like her, or had she taken after Mark? What was she studying? What were her dreams for the future? She didn’t know whether knowing the answers would make her feel better or not. 

She brushed away a tear and went for a quick shower. She needed to get going—the annual birthday ritual had put her behind schedule. She nibbled on the cupcake as she got ready for work, running the recipes through her mind like she did every morning.

It was uneventful, a typical weekday. She and her staff prepared snack foods for meetings and updated the staffing schedule. Though she did her best to concentrate on her tasks, her thoughts wandered to everything she had given up to get to this point, to have access to Zachary Mirren. Her child, her career choices, and the love of her life, Ryn. How different would her life have been if she hadn’t been visited by her future self almost twenty years ago?

She reminded herself that she’d had a good life, brushing away the dark feelings settling into her chest. She could either drown in self-pity or get on with things.

She felt like she was making headway with Mirren, at least. He seemed a far cry from someone who would be making plans to start a large-scale war. Perhaps just by being his friend, she could help keep it that way.

None of the time travel theory books she’d read in college could tell her whether her actions had already delayed or stopped the inevitable. She hoped their friendship might prevent him from going down the path to destruction.

It was an encouraging thought, but she couldn’t rely on it alone. 

She turned from the stove, and Mirren was standing there, watching her from across the counter, making her jump.

“Oh, my,” she gasped. She smiled, trying to play off her startled jolt, but a hot blush crept up her neck. Her heart was still fluttering. She’d been a thousand miles away and hadn’t heard his approach nor smelled his cologne that had become so familiar.

Mirren beamed. “Hey, good lookin’, whatcha got cookin’?”

It was so absurd to hear the president of the United States talk in that way that a laugh tumbled out of her, the tension melting from her shoulders. “I don’t know about the ‘good looking’ part, but I’ve got some beans simmering if you’re interested.”

Mirren sat with his elbows on the counter, his hairstyle immaculate, boyish amusement on the round face she knew so well. The stool across the counter was always there for him now, like his personal chair in his office. “You’re too modest, Sophie. You’re one of the most beautiful women I’ve ever met.” 

Her cheeks grew hotter like she’d stuck her head in the oven. “Oh, well, thank you,” she stammered. His compliment pleased her more than she wanted to admit. It felt like he was poking a toe over their friendship line. “You’re, um… not bad yourself.” 

She winced as she turned to stir the beans. Why did she just say that?

“You know, Sophie, it’s funny.” Mirren’s voice from behind her was low and gentle. “Since I met you, I’ve been trying to place where I’d seen you before.”

“Yeah?” Her tone was casual, but a tendril of anxiety traveled up her stomach. 

“Did you know that I was shot several years ago?” The question hung in the air like a whistle before a bomb.

She stilled her stirring and schooled her expression before turning to Mirren. She ignored the cold sweat prickling her neck as she nodded in sympathy. “Yes. I… saw an article about that. It must have been horrible,” she said.

“It was during a campaign rally. And yes, it was horrible. But I remember a young woman in the crowd—she looked just like you,” he said. His gaze was intense, yet he was not looking at her with suspicion but admiration.

“She’s the last person I remember seeing before I blacked out.”

“Oh,” Sophia whispered. She fought the impulse to back away. Her palms were damp, and she resisted wiping them on her apron.

“I had dreams about that girl for years,” said Mirren. “She was an angel, sent to save me that day. Now I realize why you looked so familiar.”

“Wow.” Sophia turned to reduce the heat on the stove if only to get some respite from Mirren’s awe-filled look. Nervous butterflies fluttered in her stomach. “Did you… ever find out who she was?” she asked quietly.

“Nope.” There was a smile in his voice now, and when she turned back his way, he was grinning, shaking his head at himself. He leaned his chin on his hand. “I’m glad I finally figured it out. It was nagging at me. You have a doppelgänger out there somewhere.”

She relaxed, relieved he didn’t know. “Yeah, that’s weird.”

“Would you mind whipping me up one of my special sandwiches?” he asked, and relief flooded her at the change of subject. “I’m sure those beans are great, but I’m just not in a bean kind of mood.”

The president’s “special sandwiches” consisted of salami, provolone, lettuce, pickles, jalapenos, sauerkraut, and mayonnaise. “Special” was one way to describe it.

“Of course,” she went to grab a baguette from the cabinet, feeling his eyes on her. She sucked in a breath, her emotions in turmoil. “Would you like a drink?”

“Toss me a soda, please.”

She handed him a Dr. Pepper. She always kept a generous supply of the glass bottle sodas in the fridge just for him.

“Thanks.” Mirren grinned as he popped the cap with the opener she left on the counter for him and took a long drink. He smacked his lips appreciatively as he plonked the bottle onto the counter. “Sophie, tell me, do you believe in destiny?”

As she slathered mayonnaise on the bread, she said, “Destiny? As in free will versus determinism?” She swallowed a lump in her throat. This was a question she had contemplated frequently, of course. How could one have free will when someone from the future dictated what they had to do?

“Yes,” said Mirren. “I’ll tell you why I ask. I’ve had many near-death experiences in my life. More than most people, I think.” He took another sip of soda, knowing he had her attention. “Let’s see, I nearly drowned as a teen, I’ve been in several car accidents, and then that time I was shot.” When she turned to glance at him, his eyes gleamed as though the talk of death made him more alive.

“It’s awful all that happened to you,” she said finally.

“Awful, yes.” He looked at her with an expression she couldn’t read, his eyes boring into hers. “But here’s the thing—I believe God spared me all those times because he has a purpose for me. There is a reason He needed me to stay alive. Something I must do.”

A chill ran down Sophia’s spine. She pulled the ingredients for the sandwich from the fridge, taking a deep breath to steady herself before facing him.

“I can see why you might think that,” she said. “But to answer your question—no. I don’t feel our lives are predetermined. We always have choices. Most importantly, if we find ourselves going down the wrong path, we can always stop and choose a different course.”

Mirren considered Sophia for a moment. Elbows on the counter, he leaned in toward her. His eyes narrowed. “I get what you’re saying, Sophie, but you’re wrong. We may think our decisions decide our fate, but it’s all according to God’s plan. Thinking otherwise is foolhardy.”

Sophia looked away from his stare and placed sauerkraut upon the finished sandwich. “Perhaps.” She handed him the food. “But, we should always try to do what’s right.”

“Absolutely.” Mirren’s face softened and broke into a smile as he thanked her. He looked at her for a long moment, holding the plate and soda as he got up and backed away from the counter. His voice grew quiet, and his cheeks pink. It was so strange seeing him look uncomfortable that she stared.

“Sophie…” his voice cracked. He paused as if weighing whether to say something. “We should do something sometime. Out of the kitchen. Not that I can go anywhere normal, but—”

The door banged open. Mirren’s advisor, Mr. Cary, stood in the doorway. “Mr. President! You’re needed in the situation room.” 

Mirren looked to him, then Sophia, like he was a deer in the headlights. She swallowed, her throat dry. 

“Gotta go. Talk to you later.”

Sophia nodded silently, her mind a whirlwind. The sudden appearance of Mr. Cary had startled her. Had Mirren been about to ask her on a date?

Mr. Cary lingered in the doorway, holding it open for Mirren to exit. The grim, intimidating man was near Mirren almost all the time, like a shadow. In fact, she couldn’t think of a meal or meeting where Mr. Cary hadn’t been present. Were their private “meetings” in the kitchen over now?

His background was obscure, to say the least. She didn’t know much about him. Sometimes the other chefs and staff would gossip about him, wondering about his background and how he’d gotten such a cushy position beside the most powerful man in the country.

She’d heard he’d been a trusted associate from Mirren’s political days back in Oklahoma and had perhaps even encouraged him to go into politics in the first place. Her assistant, Ralph, had heard a rumor that Mr. Cary was more of a spiritual advisor than an administrative advisor, that he was a wealthy man from an old colonial New England aristocratic family who had taken over his father’s shipping empire. She wished Ralph was in today to ask him more.

Now he stood in the doorway of Sophia’s kitchen. When Mirren slipped out, he shot her a disapproving glance.

“Miss.” His voice was a low growl. “If you want to keep your job, you should be quiet and stick to cooking. Understand?”

She blinked in shock. Cary’s message was clear. Had he been listening to their conversations, somehow? Maybe he stood outside the kitchen door during Mirren’s visits. The thought made her feel exposed, almost violated.

She mentally steadied herself and stood straighter. Part of her was afraid, another part annoyed. Why was it any of his business what she and Mirren talked about?

But it would be foolish to lose her job now. “Of course, sir,” she said, keeping her voice level.

Mr. Cary gave a curt nod and left.

What an asshole.

Sophia didn’t realize her hands were shaking until she went to drain the beans, everything tumbling in her mind like a hurricane.

◆◆◆
 
Sophia took her first vacation in a while in mid-December—five days off—because work would be extremely busy with the upcoming holidays. It was a relief to be away from the kitchen, Mirren, and especially Mr. Cary. The president’s intimidating advisor hadn’t spoken to her again since that day, but she felt his presence like a bad smell.

When her doorbell rang, she was folding laundry, wondering whether to call Jenny for a catch-up. She glanced out the peephole and saw a petite young lady with bright pink hair. 

She opened the door a few inches. “Hello?”

The young woman was slim, with large, dark eyes. Her bright hair was short and tousled, giving her a wild look. She had a stud in her nose and a ring in her lip, and she wore silver eyeliner. She looked like somewhere between a model and the lead singer of a punk band. She stared at Sophia, her eyes sparkling with excitement.

“Are you Sophia Alexander?” she asked. Her voice was soft with a thick French accent.

How did this person know her name? “Uh, yes. How can I help you?”

The girl’s pale cheeks flushed as she gave a shy smile. “How do you do, Sophia? I hope you don’t mind me intruding like this, but… I’m your daughter.”
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It was like the whole world had stopped. Sophia gaped in shock at the young woman in front of her. “My… my daughter?” 

She looked just like Sophia’s mother; the photos she’d seen of her, anyway. She had the same small, heart-shaped face, almond-shaped eyes, and delicate features. The roots of her hair, already outgrowing the vibrant pink dye, were the same dark brown as the women in the family. 

Sophia was overwhelmed. Before she knew it, her eyes welled with tears. She couldn’t speak but held out her arms.

The young woman hesitated but gave a small smile as she stepped into Sophia’s embrace. She smelled like jasmine perfume and makeup. Sophia held her close, allowing the tears to fall, pressing her cheek against hers. 

Her daughter stepped back. “I’m Margot,” she said.

The name confirmed it. Warmth filled Sophia’s chest. 

“Margot. My daughter.” Sophia beamed. Until now, she hadn’t known how much she’d hoped to eventually meet her child, and her sudden appearance had knocked her off balance. “Sorry, we’re standing in the doorway, aren’t we?” She gave a laugh and stepped back, gesturing for Margot to enter. “Please, come in.”

Margot stepped into her condo, looking around as Sophia led her to the compact living room, offering her a seat on the couch. She hastily snatched up a stray towel she’d left on the back of a chair and straightened some books on the shelf. She felt awkward; what do you say to your long-lost daughter who’s suddenly turned up on your doorstep? 

“Uh… would you like something to drink, Margot? Coffee?”

“Oui, thank you. Coffee would be great.”

Margot’s delicate fingers reached out, and she grabbed a small maroon chenille pillow. She hugged it to her chest. 

Sophia looked over her shoulder as she headed to the kitchen. “I’m glad you found me. We have a lot to catch up on.” Warmth filled her as Margot graced her with a smile.

She already had a pot of coffee brewing for the day, but she paced, her slippers slapping on the tiles. She hadn’t expected this at all. She’d accepted long ago that Margot was in a separate life, a different world. She would never have dreamed her daughter would show up on her doorstep without so much as a phone call, pink-haired and young and beautiful.

She stopped. She couldn’t panic. Slipping on her mask of professional hospitality, she poked her head into the living room and said, “Cream, sugar?” 

Margot looked up from the pillow. She appeared to have been inhaling its scent. “Yes, both please.”

As Sophia prepared the coffees, her mind raced. My daughter. She found me. If she could keep a cool head in front of Mirren, she could do it now with Margot. She hoped with all her heart that this first meeting would go well. No doubt the girl would have questions.

She handed Margot her coffee and sat catty-corner to her on the edge of the lounge chair. She waited for Margot to speak, but the young woman simply sipped her coffee, studying Sophia’s face. Sophia watched her, wanting to take in every facial detail, every mannerism. She had so many questions, but she couldn’t bombard the girl.

“Margot, you’ve no idea how glad I am to see you,” she said finally. “I’ve thought about you every day, hoped you were doing okay, hoped you were happy.”

Margot’s cheeks pinked as she palmed the coffee cup in her hands. Her fingernails were short and painted electric blue.

“By the way, happy birthday,” said Sophia brightly. “I know you just turned eighteen two weeks ago.”

Margot looked down at her steaming cup, biting her pierced lip. “Yes, thank you. I appreciate your warm welcome. I didn’t know what to expect. Maman wouldn’t tell me much about you, but Uncle Louis always said you were a nice person.”

“How are they?” Sophia and Louis hadn’t spoken in years. For a while after her return to America, she’d called him occasionally to ask how Margot was doing but had only ended up feeling emptier and sadder than ever. She’d finally told Louis to let her know if there was anything serious but that she’d otherwise assume Margot was fine.

Margot looked away. “Uncle Louis is fantastic, as always. Maman is fine, I guess. I have not spoken with her for two months. We had a… how do you say? A falling out.”

“Oh,” Sophia was taken aback. She wanted to press her for more details, but that wouldn’t be right. “I’m sorry. I’m sure whatever it is, you can work it out.”

“Thank you,” Margot looked away, and Sophia was shocked to see she was blinking back tears. She took a deep breath and faced her; emotions wrestled under control. Her shoulders were tense, just like Sophia’s were when she was nervous. 

“So, Ms. Alexander—” 

“Please, call me Sophia.”

“Sophia,” said Margot, the name rolling off her tongue. “All right. Uncle Louis told me some things about you. He said you were a university student from America and studied with him for a few months. You couldn’t take care of a baby and felt it would be best to give me up for adoption.” 

Guilt swirled in Sophia’s stomach. What she said was all true, but did Margot feel hurt by her decision? 

“It was the best thing for everyone at the time. At least I hope it was?” Her shoulders tensed as she waited.

Margot took another sip of coffee, her lips pursing, then set the mug on a side table. “I do not hold it against you. I will admit, there was a time when I was younger that I felt hurt and wondered why you had not wanted me. But now I understand.”

That stung. Margot had no idea how much Sophia had ached for her daughter, how many nights she’d cried herself to sleep, wishing things could be different.

She leaned forward, narrowing the space between them. “Margot, I’ve always questioned my decision,” she said. “I convinced myself that you’d have a much better life being raised by someone who could take proper care of you. I’m so sorry I caused you pain. I only ever wanted you to be happy.”

“No, no—please do not apologize. I am thankful that you gave me life, and I believe you made the best decision you could at the time, madame. I was not trying to make you feel bad.”

“You must have a lot of questions,” said Sophia. “About me, about your heritage.” If it was her, she’d be bursting with questions.

“Oui, I do, Sophia,” excitement gleamed in Margot’s eyes. “The first question is something I have wondered about for a long time. Who is my father?”

Sophia gulped her coffee. She had no reason to hide the truth from Margot. She deserved to know. Her stomach squirmed as she said, “All right, Margot. His name is Mark Zorokowski.”

◆◆◆
 
Whatever plans Sophia had had for that Sunday were forgotten. They spent most of the day talking about family history; both sides of Sophia’s family had migrated to America from Ireland in the 1800s during the Potato Famine. She told her everything she could remember about her older relatives.

“You’ve got Grandma Lizzie’s eyes,” said Sophia. Margot’s beautiful dark irises were just like her great-grandmother’s. “You would have loved her; she was fantastic.”

She dug out some old family photos. The women drank coffee and settled on the couch, looking at pictures of Sophia and Lizzie, old photographs of Sophia’s parents, and even a few of Grandma Lizzie as a child, though there weren’t many.

When Margot pressed her, she told her what little she knew of Mark, sparing her the details of their drunken night. “I haven’t been in touch with him for years, I’m afraid,” she said, and Margot looked disappointed. But she seemed fascinated by it all.

“How long are you in the States?” Sophia asked eventually.

“Two weeks,” she said. “I should probably be getting back to the hotel.”

“No, no, please stay here,” said Sophia. “If you’d like to.”

Margot’s eager nod was all she needed. “I would love that. Merci. And while I am here, I would like to figure out where my father is, perhaps try to meet him on a return trip.”

Sophia hesitated. Mark may have grown up these last two decades, but... “That may not go as well as you hope,” she said quietly. “You’re welcome to try, of course. You should just be prepared. He… he might not want anything to do with you.”

She remembered how Mark had casually offered to help pay for an abortion, as nonchalantly as if they were discussing what to have for dinner. Sophia swallowed. She certainly wouldn’t be telling Margot that, at the very least.

“Of course,” her daughter nodded. “I was prepared for that when I met you, actually,” she grinned, showing her straight, white teeth. “My goal is not a relationship, but to know who he is, what he looks like. Anything beyond that is more than I could ever expect.”

Sophia nodded, her respect for the young woman before her getting stronger by the moment. “I wish I could get more time off for us to spend together, but it's going to be tremendously busy at work, with the holidays,” she said as she led her to the spare bedroom. “I generally work from seven in the morning to nine at night.”

Margot nodded politely, taking in the simple aesthetics of Sophia’s condo. She’d decorated it in a homey blue and cream, with framed photos of colorful cityscapes on the walls.

“When I’m off, though, I’m all yours,” she added. “Since it’s late, let’s get your stuff from the hotel tomorrow, and I’ll give you my spare key. While I’m working, you should explore DC. It’s an amazing city.” 

“I cannot wait.” Margot smiled.

After she’d offered, Sophia wondered whether it was wise to give Margot a key to the condo. She had, after all, just met the girl. 

She’s my daughter. If she could begin this relationship being open and honest, it would surely be a step in the right direction.

Since Margot’s stuff was back at the hotel, Sophia lent her some spare pajamas and a toothbrush she hadn’t opened yet. When she bid her goodnight, Sophia rubbed her temples. She was exhausted but happy. She’d no idea how much she’d longed to see her daughter until today.

◆◆◆
 
The two weeks flew by. While Sophia was at work, Margot explored the city's historic sites, sometimes with a guide, sometimes alone, and eagerly showed Sophia all the photographs she’d taken. Sophia had seen the locations a hundred times before. Still, she could listen to her daughter talk at top speed about the Washington Monument and the Museum of History all day. 

On her days off, they cooked together, Sophia showing Margot some of her favorite dishes, including some Margot’s uncle had taught her.

“This is just like he makes!” she exclaimed one evening, spooning the last mouthful of Waterzooï into her mouth. “He said his grandmother made it like this before….”

“Before using chicken became more common,” Sophia smiled, remembering.

Sophia introduced her daughter to Jenny and Jessica, and to her delight, they got along beautifully. Margot even made friends with nine-year-old Manuel as they discussed their love of Minecraft.

In their downtime, they talked for hours.

Using Margot’s Facebook account, they tracked down Mark Zorokowski. He wasn’t hard to find. Sophia’s stomach gave the tiniest of flutters when she looked upon a picture of him and his wife. He was older, of course, still handsome, looking healthy and well. Two kids, both around ten, posed with him on a beach. It was like a picture of the perfect family.

Margot was quiet, looking at the picture. How did she feel about seeing his children, knowing they were her half-siblings? Was he what she expected? She let her have a moment, then carefully looked through his information.

“He is a realtor,” she said, her voice flat. “It appears he is living in Chicago.”

When Margot went to use the bathroom, Sophia hesitated before typing in Ryn McNaughton.

Her heart thumped as the results came up. She found him a few rows down, but his profile was private; his profile picture was a cute labrador retriever. She closed the window, shaking her head at herself. She’d stopped asking Jenny for updates years ago. He was probably married with kids of his own by now. The thought stung.

The day before her scheduled flight out, Margot spoke with Sophia, shouting over the roar of the vacuum cleaner. “Hey, so… I am thinking about delaying my return to France. Seriously considering making a trip to Chicago.”

Sophia switched off the vacuum. She didn’t know if that was a good idea, but it wasn’t her place to say. “If you can reschedule the flight, it might be worthwhile.”

“I have been thinking—” Margot paused. “Could I stay with you here? Maybe get a job in town, perhaps an apartment in the next two to three months?”

Sophia wound up the vacuum cord. That would be cutting awfully close to April and the start of the war she needed to prevent. She didn’t want Margot caught up in such a major ordeal.

But how could she say no? Margot had flown all this way to find her and talked about living here. If she said no, it might damage the careful relationship they’d built these last two weeks. What wonderful weeks they had been, too; Sophia and Margot were on their way to becoming good friends. Her daughter had felt rejected when she was younger; the last thing she wanted to do was reopen that rift in her heart.

“Yes, of course. Please do feel free to stay,” even as she said it, joy mixed with cold dread in her stomach. “I know a couple of great restaurateurs in town who I could speak to about hiring you on as a busser if you like.”

Margot beamed, excitement flushing her cheeks. “Merci, Sophia!” She ran a hand through her bright spiky hair. “Looks like I have to color this back to brown for the restaurants.”

Sophia stuffed the vacuum cleaner into the closet. “I’m off tomorrow, so I’ll get in touch with a couple of people and see if they might interview you,” she smiled. “Want to go see a movie after?”

“Sounds great!”

◆◆◆
 
Chatting about the movie, they went for hot cocoa at Angelo’s. They discussed Margot’s plans to travel to Chicago to try to meet her father. She’d gotten a U. S. driver’s license and would rent a car for a week. She said she’d play it by ear when Sophia asked where she would stay. 

Sophia couldn’t help but worry. Margot was barely eighteen, and it was her first time in America. She didn’t like the idea of her driving seven hundred miles alone across the country with no idea where she’d stay. But she had to remind herself that her role was not of a mother but a friend and bit her tongue when she had the urge to bring up the dangers. Margot wasn’t an idiot.

When Sophia had spoken to Chef Hemingway that morning, he’d offered to hire Margot as a busser beginning in two weeks, no interview needed. 

Margot was thrilled. “Merci beaucoup!” she cried, taking Sophia’s face in her hands and kissing her on both cheeks. “I am so grateful. You have been kind to me.”

“I’m glad to have the chance to know you,” said Sophia. “Thank you, Margot, for seeking me out.” She blinked away the emotion that suddenly burned her eyes.

Margot gave a happy sigh, stirring her cocoa as she lay back on the sofa. “I spoke with Maman this morning for the first time in three months.”

Sophia nodded. “How did it go?”

“She wants me to come back,” Margot’s expression darkened. “To talk about what has happened. But mon Dieu, I’m not ready.”

Sophia didn’t want to pry, but she was curious. Choosing her words carefully, she asked, “Do you feel like talking about what happened?”

Margot frowned, looking at her cocoa. She let out a breath, her shoulders slumping. “Where to start? Perhaps a few years ago.” She looked up at Sophia. “When I was a teenager, I got into some trouble. The crowd I spent time with was, how to say? Rowdy. We experimented with drugs, theft, and such. We got arrested for vandalism one day, and that scared me. I stopped being friends with them and behaved myself.”

Sophia listened, her stomach tightening. When she had met Claudette and seen her lovely suburban home, she would never have guessed her adopted daughter would turn to drugs and petty crime. She nodded. “That’s good you got out of all that.”

“Well, Maman did not trust me much after that, even when I stopped. I was getting good grades and not getting into any trouble. I have tried different hair styles and piercings.” She gestured to her nose and lip rings. 

“A lot of young people do those things.”

“Right. Well, a few months ago, our house was robbed. They even took her safe. The thieves were caught when they tried to sell her jewelry. It turned out they were my old friends.” Her cheeks reddened as bitterness flashed across her face. “Maman did not believe I wasn’t involved. She accused me of being back into drugs and with the wrong crowd again. I couldn’t make her believe me.” Margot slumped in her chair and looked out of the window.

Margot sat in brooding silence while Sophia studied her. She was so small and delicate. Her hair was now in a mahogany brown pixie cut. Her skin was smooth and pale, the flush fading as her chest rose and fell with deep, calming breaths. 

“That must be painful that your mom didn’t believe you,” said Sophia quietly.

“She was the one person in the world I thought I could always trust,” said Margot, sighing. “So, yes.” 

“What happened after that?”

“I could not stay there, a suspect in my own home, always watched by her,” she scowled. “So, I moved in with Uncle Louis. When I turned eighteen, he finally felt free to tell me who my birth mother—” she glanced at Sophia, “—who you were. I said I wanted to meet you. He bought my ticket here.” She shifted in her seat. “Maman tried calling and texting, but I ignored her until this morning. I finally feel like I can speak to her again, a little, from across the world.”

“What did she say this morning?”

“Just that she wants to talk,” Margot examined her fingernails. “She wants me to come home.”

“Does she believe you?”

“That’s what I asked. She does not know, but she wants to talk about it. Mon Dieu.”

“That sounds tough. I’m sorry.”

Sophia felt bad for Margot’s situation, of course, but in a strange way, it had led her daughter to seek her out. Even so, she hoped the rift with Claudette wouldn’t be permanent.

Sophia’s thoughts shifted to Margot’s plans to seek out her birth father this week. She’d hesitated to get into details about her painful experience with Mark, but she had to warn Margot not to expect a kind person. 

“Listen, Margot. There’s something you should know about your father before you go this week,” she paused. 

Margot leaned forward, nodding.

It was Sophia’s turn to look at her hands. The old pain, an ache in her chest, prickled as she revisited the memory. “He… took advantage of me when I was drunk. When I told him I was pregnant, he wanted me to get an abortion.”

The unpleasant words settled in the room like dust. Sophia met Margot’s gaze. The younger woman’s lips tightened as she leaned back.

“Merde. Well, I didn’t have grand expectations.”

“I don’t know what he might be like now,” Sophia added. “It’s been eighteen years. He might have turned out to be a great guy.” She paused, and she knew they were both thinking about the picture with his family. “He just wasn’t back then—at least what I knew of him. Which wasn’t much.”

“Maybe that added more to your decision that you couldn’t keep me.”

“I think so.” Sophia thought about the many reasons she could not raise Margot—uninvolved father, no money, young student. Biggest of all had been the task of stopping Mirren. How different would her life be if she’d quit school to raise her daughter? She shook off those thoughts. It was no use dwelling on what-ifs.

“Is there anything I can do to help the situation with your mom?”

“You already have,” Margot smiled. “You listened, and you believed me.”

◆◆◆
 
Sophia buried herself in work, filling her evenings with books and movies and long phone conversations with Jenny. Margot texted sparingly, letting her know she’d arrived in Chicago safely and was on her way to see Mark. Sophia wanted to check up on her but didn’t want to be breathing down her neck the whole time. The week dragged by until Margot finally came home as Sophia returned from work.

“Hi!” she said, pulling her into a quick hug. When she drew back, Margot was scowling. “Oh. It didn’t go well?”

Margot shook her head. “My father is an asshole.”

Sophia nodded. She couldn’t disagree.

They made coffee and sat together, Margot hugging a pillow on her lap. She looked exhausted, her face pale and her short hair tousled like she’d run been running her fingers through it.

“I knocked on his door on Saturday, and he opened it. Just like with you, I asked his name and told him he was my father. He stared at me.”

She took an angry sip from her cup. It was unclear whether her eyes watered from the scalding coffee or emotion.

“Then this lady, his wife from the Facebook photos, came up behind him and said, ‘who’s here, honey?’ He said, ‘no one, just a salesperson.’ Before he slammed the door in my face, he said, ‘I don’t want anything from you. Never come back.’”

Sophia put her arm around Margot, inhaling her soft girlish scent as she shook in her arms. She thought her daughter was crying, but when she pulled back, she saw she was trembling with anger.

“I’m so sorry, Margot.”

“It’s fine,” said the girl, blinking. “At least I’ve met him. At least I know. Anyway,” she added, wiping at her eyes. “I got half-lucky. I met you.”

Margot didn’t look like she was fine. Right now, Sophia just needed to be there for her. “Let’s get you unpacked.”

As Margot settled in, Sophia watched, worry building in her chest. Margot would be staying here now once her visa was figured out. Sophia had left Ryn, hadn’t let herself date or get close to anyone, all to stop Mirren. Now her daughter needed her and was staying here. What could she do?

Turfing Margot out was out of the question, and she couldn’t very well explain that she had to stop the president from killing millions of people. 

Sophia didn’t know what to do, but she wasn’t letting Margot go ever again.
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After the incident with Mr. Cary, President Mirren stopped visiting Sophia in her kitchen.

For the past few weeks, she had been preoccupied with her newfound daughter but had wondered about Mirren’s absence. She still saw him often while helping serve, but rather than his usual friendly greetings, he barely acknowledged her presence, looking away when she was near. 

It was discouraging. All the progress she’d made with him these last few months was coming undone. How would she influence Mirren’s future if she wasn’t a part of his life anymore?

Mr. Cary watched her like a hawk, his presence dark and brooding. Sophia wasn’t afraid of him, but it wasn’t worth her job to go against his direct orders. 

She made stops at the library in between her shifts to anonymously research Mr. Cary but found little about him. Though the man looked to be in his sixties, she found nothing about him prior to an article in an Oklahoma paper from ten years ago, an opinion piece about Zachary Mirren’s state senate run by Mr. Cary’s generous financial backing. The author had questioned, at that time, whether Mr. Cary was a lobbyist or a businessperson. Even then, his background was obscure.

Zachary Mirren finally stopped in for a soda one breezy mid-morning, though he seemed rushed. “Hey, Sophie. Sorry, I’ve been busy. Gotta run.”

He was halfway to the door when Sophia called, “Zachary, wait. Is everything ok? I haven’t seen you much since that day with Mr. Cary.”

“Yes, yes.” He shifted on his feet. “I know that was awkward. Mr. Cary can be intense and a little curt, can’t he?”

“I know he’s an important advisor….” She paused, hoping he’d say more.

Mirren’s expression grew blank, and he stilled. “He’s more than that. He saved me. I literally owe him everything.”

Sophia felt a wave of unease but said nothing as their eyes finally met.

Mirren stepped closer. “You know I mentioned that I almost drowned as a teen?”

“Yes,” Sophia whispered.

“By the grace of God, Renacer Cary was there, right when I needed him most. He saved me. It was a miracle.”

Sophia’s mind raced. Was Mr. Cary the master and Mirren the puppet? Her future self had specifically insisted she stop Zachary Mirren. Even more specifically, she had said to kill him. Surely, her future self knew who the real threat was. But still—it sure seemed Mr. Cary had some kind of a hold on the president.

“Sophie, I’ve been thinking about our conversations, and I want to be clear,” he said. “I always stopped to talk with you simply because I enjoy your company. I don’t have any romantic interest in you.”

Sophia’s cheeks flamed, and she stammered, suddenly flustered. “I, uh… no, sir. I didn’t think that at all.”

He held up a hand. “Of course, of course. I just wanted to be honest. Don’t get me wrong, you’re an attractive and fascinating woman. The truth is… I’ve been celibate since I was injured several years ago.” There was a pause as his words sank in. “It’s by choice, not necessity. I can be a better servant of God if I avoid such entanglement. My sole focus is serving Him, currently in my capacity as president.”

“I… admire your dedication.” Sophia was taken aback by his new strange and formal air.

“It’s a calling,” an odd, dreamy expression crossed his face. “There are things I need to do, and it would be unfair to put a wife and children through… certain things.”

Sophia’s stomach lurched, but she pasted a polite smile on her face. “What sorts of things?”

“Much of the world has turned away from God,” his expression darkened. “There is so, so much evil. I want to be an instrument of positive change.”

“I understand that,” she nodded as her palms dampened. “I do, too.” How could she turn this toward something positive? “Jesus said to love our neighbors as ourselves. Perhaps love and kindness are our best weapon against evil?” She could almost feel a wall building, closing Mirren off, as his posture grew rigid, and his expression revealed nothing. The cold withdrawal of his friendship and openness was palpable. What was going on with him?

“Cursed is he who does the work of the Lord with slackness, and cursed is he who keeps back his sword from bloodshed. Jeremiah 48:10.” Mirren smirked, a challenge on his face, awaiting her response.

Sophia’s breath caught in her throat. This wasn’t good. Something had changed in him. She could feel it, like summer turning to frost. Bloodshed? 

Her voice trembled. “But Jesus died for everyone, didn’t he? He was the sacrifice for all sinners. He preached forgiveness and loving our enemies.” She winced as she heard the sad desperation of her own voice.

The president took a swig of soda. “You’re a good person, Sophia. I’ve enjoyed our talks.” With that, he abruptly left the kitchen.

Sophia gripped the countertop until her knuckles whitened. Mirren had referenced bloodshed as an option. She had the eerie feeling this would be the last of their kitchen conversations. She’d had the opportunity to change his mind, to stop him through friendship, but it didn’t seem to have made a difference.

How would she handle this? Was she even capable of taking his life if it came to that?

She had only one month to figure it out.
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Sophia served President Mirren herself during meals instead of staying back in the kitchen to supervise. She hoped to overhear some of his conversations with his advisors and other leaders.

Most of what she heard was uninteresting—budget discussions, bills going through Congress, and daily agendas. Occasionally, though, she heard things that made her blood run cold, mainly when Mirren spoke with Mr. Cary. Sometimes, when Sophia would place a plate or fill a drink, she would hear snippets of conversations, such as when Mirren told Mr. Cary, “Soon they will pay for their ungodliness…” “…the rapture…” and “…they’ll have to listen to the messengers of the Lord.”

When she’d make her appearance, Mirren would stop speaking, look at Sophia with a sly smile, and ask innocuous questions such as, “A lovely day, isn’t it, Sophie? Thank you for the delicious lunch.”

Sophia would smile, nod, and hide her trembling as she refilled his tea or picked up his empty plate. A constant feeling of dread loomed over her, and she felt as if caught in an avalanche she couldn’t escape. She felt constantly sick—barely ate or slept, and cried on her way to work most mornings.

After a few weeks of this, she knew she had to act.

She constantly thought about the message she had received from her future self twenty years ago, turning it over and over in her mind. She’d told herself that she must kill the president. That he would start World War Three, launching nukes on April 10th, 2026—six days from now.  

For the past two weeks, she’d tucked Grandma Lizzie’s old bottle of morphine drops into her bra for when the time was right. It would be a simple, painless overdose. What was holding her back? 

Although she was sure now was the time to stop Mirren, she hadn’t heard clear evidence of plans or actions to prompt her to make a move. Of course, she would never be privy to such schemes, and soon it would be too late.

As she was preparing ingredients for tomorrow’s Easter lunch, she was startled from her ruminations by a loud buzz.

Mirren had activated the intercom to the kitchen. He’d never used it before, unlike his predecessor President Hodges, who’d constantly called for coffee.

The buzz sounded again, and Sophia took a deep breath, preparing to steady her voice, before pressing the response button.

“Yes, sir, how can I help you?” She winced. She had tried to add an upbeat lilt to her voice, but it came out shrill. 

“Sophie, hey!” said Mirren, sounding jovial. “I’m drowning in paperwork, but I’d really like a special sandwich and a soda. Could you do me a favor and bring them to the Oval Office?”

“No problem. I’ll have them there in a few minutes.” She released the button and stood frozen, her thoughts a whirlwind. 

It’s time. 

◆◆◆
 
Though she was alone, Sophia glanced around the small kitchen. A tickle of sweat ran down the small of her back, her heart racing.

I’m going to do it. I have to do it. 

She’d pictured what it’d be like. Mirren would eat his meal like any other day, oblivious to the morphine lacing it. He’d quickly become drowsy, his eyelids growing heavy, before collapsing onto his desk in a painless, terminal sleep. Meanwhile, she’d hurry back to the kitchen, grab her purse, and leave. 

She’d drive toward Tucson and call Dr. Perry on the way to tell him her task was complete. Then he would prepare to send her back to complete the time loop.

She’d imagined it all, up to that point, mostly fixated on the horror of killing someone. She’d never given much thought to what would happen after she time traveled. Who was to say she’d even survive the travel? If she did, she’d likely soon be arrested. It was all worth it, though, if she could save millions of lives… right?

Her breathing grew fast as she tipped the morphine into the bowl of mayonnaise. Tears stung her eyes as she mixed it well, the odorless liquid mixing without resistance. She made the sandwich like she’d done a hundred times before and snatched up a bottle of Dr. Pepper.

The walk from her kitchen to the Oval Office felt like it took forever. From this day forward, she’d be a killer. Nothing would ever be the same again. The Oval Office was an impressive room, circular with a beige carpet and matching walls. There was the polished wooden desk with large windows, the American and president’s flags before the curtains. Armchairs attempted to give it a comfortable feel.

Mirren sat deep in thought as he examined a pile of papers, a frown creasing his brow. At that moment, he looked so vulnerable and so… human, that Sophia was reluctant to give him the sandwich. He must have heard her because he looked up and greeted her with a warm smile that made her stomach give an unpleasant, guilty squirm.

“Sophie,” he said, greeting her with that affectionate nickname like he always had. She approached him, her footsteps muffled by the carpet, the plate and glass shaking in her hands.

“I have to tell you, there’s no one in the world whose opinion I respect more than yours. We have such a deep connection, don’t you think?”

Sophia didn’t see the framed pictures on the walls, furniture, or bookshelves. Her vision focused on Mirren like tunnel vision, and she swallowed hard as she approached him. What was he getting at?

Mirren laced his fingers at his waist and leaned back in his chair. “I thought about our talks and where we left off a few weeks ago. What you said about seeking peaceful solutions and treating our enemies with love, as Christ taught, really struck a chord with me.”

Sophia gripped the plate and soda with white knuckles, her mouth suddenly dry. She managed a nod for Mirren to continue. 

“I want you to know that you’ve had a tremendous impact on me,” he leaned forward, his elbows crinkling the papers. “You’ve really made me think. I’m going to do as you advise and strive for peace. I just wanted you to know that.”

It took a few moments for Sophia to register what he was saying. Peace? Had he changed his mind? A breath burst from her lungs, relief mingling with panic. In her hand, she was holding a sandwich that would kill him. Oh God, what was she going to do? 

She did the only thing she could think of—she stepped forward as if to hand him his lunch but intentionally stumbled and tripped over nothing, sending the sandwich flying to the floor. Black soda spread on the beige carpet.

“Ah, jeez! I’m so clumsy!” she stammered, kneeling to pick up the spilled food, a curtain of hair hiding her face from him.

“Oh my, are you okay?” In her peripheral vision, Sophia saw him rising from his desk.

She righted herself quickly. “Yes, yes, I’m fine.” She grabbed the ruined sandwich and placed it on the plate, mumbling, “So sorry, sir… um, Zachary. I’ll get you another one right away.” 

She looked up to see Mirren grinning. “Don’t worry, Sophie. No biggie. Housekeeping can clean the floor right up.”

She nodded and hurried out of the room to the kitchen. She dumped the tattered, drugged sandwich into the trash and paused to catch her breath. As her heart slowed, her mind reeled.  

She’d succeeded in changing the president’s heart and mind... 

She didn’t have to kill him. The world was safe.

A warm and soothing feeling washed over her—relief. The goal which had consumed her life had finally been achieved… and she hadn’t had to murder someone in the process. 

She couldn’t help mirroring Zachary’s huge smile when she returned with a fresh sandwich. He took a huge bite and closed his eyes, groaning in bliss. “This has to be the most delicious thing I’ve ever tasted. Thank you, Sophie.”

◆◆◆
 
That night, Sophia slept through the night, free of anxiety-induced nightmares. When she woke up on Easter Sunday, she awoke feeling reborn.

“Happy Easter, sweet daughter,” she grinned at Margot, who sat at the table with a bowl of cereal, her legs crossed and her short hair tousled from sleep. She waved goodbye with her spoon, looking almost like a child without her makeup.

“We’ll have a nice meal tonight,” Sophia promised as she headed out.

As she looked out the subway train window on the way to work, the trees seemed greener, the sky bluer, and the birds more chipper than ever.

It was bittersweet, however. If only she’d known that this all could have been resolved peacefully, she wouldn’t have pushed Ryn out of her life. She could have brought up Margot as her daughter, not giving her away and only reconnecting now that she was an adult.

Her thoughts flitted back to college, their first day with Dr. Perry, about how Ryn had said it’d be better to change a potential evildoer’s mind rather than resort to violence. Sophia snorted a bitter laugh, much to the surprise of the commuter sitting beside her. He had been right all along.

She arrived early to prepare the brunch that Mirren had requested. Later in the afternoon, there would be a large formal dinner—the Presidential Luncheon. The other chefs were already chopping and bustling and preparing that in the larger kitchen. Mirren had requested Sophia prepare this smaller, low-key brunch for himself and his closest advisors.

She turned up the radio, donned her toque, and prepared lamb chops with roasted potatoes and radishes, deviled eggs, and other requested dishes, softly singing along to “All These Things That I’ve Done” by The Killers as she completed the finishing touches. A delicious savory smell filled the kitchen. 

She gathered bread baskets and whipped butter bowls in her arms, tucked a bread knife into her apron pocket, and entered the president’s private dining room. Her heart was light as she thought about which restaurant to take Margot to that night.

Mirren sat with his back to her at the head of the large dining table, surrounded by Mr. Cary, Chief of Staff Dunstan, General Agrona, and a new official Sophia didn’t know the name of. A disinterested Secret Service agent stood across the room.

The group spoke in low voices and went silent as Sophia placed the bread in front of them. They nodded and thanked her, and Mirren lightly touched her upper arm to stop her from leaving.

“Sophie, I believe you’ve met everyone here except our new Defense Secretary, Ms. Alvah?” he asked, gesturing to the others.

She nodded, tucking a strand of hair behind her ear as she shook hands with Ms. Alvah. “Pleased to meet you, Madam Secretary.”

Mirren continued, “Sophie here is not only an excellent chef but a kind and wonderful person. Though a bit gullible, I must say.” He winked at her, then turned away.

Sophia stepped back, confused. “What?” Her voice shook.

Mr. Cary rolled his eyes and snapped, “Mr. President, don’t you think you’ve played with her enough? We have business to attend to.”

Gullible? Played? Sophia stood staring at the two men. They had turned from her and resumed talking to the others as if she weren’t there, their voices low. Secretary Alvah gave her a brief puzzled look, shrugged, then turned to the conversation at the table.

Mirren asked the General, “Is everything in place?”

General Agrona nodded. “Yes, sir. Everything is ready to go.” 

Nausea churned in Sophia’s stomach as she felt dizzy, shock spreading cold and thick through her limbs. Her hand absentmindedly rested upon the knife's handle in her apron, palm slick with sweat. 

Everything was in slow motion. The floor had shifted under her. Playing with me?

And now they were talking about everything being “in place….”

Mirren’s voice rose, “All the world will know the full wrath of the Lord’s army.”

Shit, shit, shit! What further proof do you need? Her inner voice screamed, waking her to action. She had to stop him. 

She had to kill him.

She gripped the serrated knife, pulled it from her pocket, and crept toward Mirren’s unguarded back. Her heart screamed, her thoughts raced, and the blade trembled in her hand.

Then Chief of Staff Dunstan’s eyes locked on hers.

She froze. 

Dunstan’s eyes widened in alarm. Feeling her gaze on his back, Mirren turned as well, looking at the knife, then at her face, which she felt draining of color.

Mirren gave a slight frown as though he was more confused than afraid.

Sophia couldn’t move. There was no way she could drive the blade into Zachary Mirren. She dropped the knife, and it fell to the wooden floorboards with a dull clatter.

“It’s not right, Zachary!” she yelled instead. “Please, don’t do it!”

A heavy weight suddenly crashed into her side, and she was tackled to the ground, a Secret Service agent straddling her. Her toque fell from her head, rolling across the floor as everyone stared at her in shock. The agent crushed her to the ground, forcing her arms behind her. Hot tears prickled, and a sob rose in her throat.

She’d failed.

“Assistance needed in the dining room,” said the agent as noises echoed around her. She wanted to scream and cry; a dull pain erupted in her back from the agent’s knee. The knife was a few feet in front of her, glinting in the sunlight from the window, just out of reach.

Mirren came to kneel beside her, his aftershave filling her nose. She wanted to punch him, hit him, scream at him, but all she could do was lie there, all the hate in the world blazing in her eyes as she glared at the man who had tricked and deceived the world.

“You can’t stop the inevitable, dear Sophie,” he whispered, his warm breath tickling her cheek as her heart froze. “But I admire your effort.”
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Sophia’s mind was a dull blur. The officers yanked her to her feet and out of the office, along the carpeted corridors, and out of the White House. The staff stared and whispered, gawping at the chef and the two stern agents half-dragging her. When they stepped outside, the spring breeze tickled her hair, cooling the sweat on her skin. Sophia felt underwater, somehow, moving at a snail’s pace as shock made her limbs frigid. She could hardly walk, stumbling as people turned to stop and watch.

They pushed her into a police car. She slumped against the door, watching the iconic buildings from the window, her mind not registering anything. Everything moved at lightning speed, and she was left behind with her sluggish thoughts. She was dimly aware of being pulled out of the vehicle, two vice-like grips on her arms as she staggered into a bright, sterile box of a room. She could see a small, square table with two chairs on each side and an enormous mirror on the wall. She blinked in the artificial light.

“Please sit,” said a surprisingly gentle voice. “Agent Wright will be here to speak with you soon, ok?” He held her upper arm as he guided her into a seat. Maneuvering was awkward with her hands cuffed behind her back, and her legs felt like jelly. She collapsed into the chair, dull fear crawling on her skin. The officer left the room without another word.

Sophia sat straight on the hard-backed chair, inhaling the smell of cheap citrus air freshener, frowning in the brightness. A camera in the corner centered on her, red light blinking. She was being watched. Self-conscious, despair filling her, she looked down at the table, quietly waiting. The cuffs dug into her skin and misery into her heart. 

I’ve failed. I’m in a police station, and Mirren is free. What on earth was she supposed to do now?

There were no clocks or windows, only the mirror. She’d seen enough crime TV shows to know it was a one-way mirror and avoided looking at it, imagining stern-faced police officers watching her every move like she was a dangerous caged animal. They had taken her shoes, and she could feel the cold of the concrete floor seeping through her thin socks. She became aware of her breathing—faster and louder than usual. She closed her eyes, willing herself to calm. Time ticked by. It could have been ten minutes, an hour, or longer, but the door finally scraped open, making her start.

A balding, middle-aged man strode into the room, his shirt tucked over his portly stomach and into black pants. He sat across from her and leaned back in his chair, arms crossed. The reading glasses perched on the end of his nose made him look more like an angry librarian than an expert interrogator. Her heart still thundered.

“I’m FBI Agent Adam Wright,” he said, a hint of a southern accent in his voice. “Can you tell me your version of today’s events, Miss Alexander?”

Sweat beaded on Sophia’s forehead despite the air conditioning. What should she say? She couldn’t admit to plotting to kill the president; she’d be locked up for life. 

“I don’t know what happened,” she said finally. “I heard President Mirren talking about starting a war. I shouted ‘don’t do it’ or… something. I can’t remember exactly what. Then I was suddenly tackled.”

Agent Wright raised a bushy eyebrow. “You were wielding a knife. Half a dozen witnesses said so.”

“I’m a chef,” she sighed, staring at the table in front of them. A tickle of sweat ran down her forehead and brow, burning her eye. “I routinely have knives on me. I swear I wasn’t trying to be threatening.” 

“What do you mean by your statement that you heard the president talking about ‘starting a war’?’”

Her voice trembled. “He… President Mirren talked about the Lord’s army or something and asked Mr. Cary if everything was in place. They talk about it sometimes.”

“And?” Agent Wright’s expression, and tone, were flat. He did not look impressed.

Sophia’s breath hitched. “And, uh, I knew what that meant.”

Agent Wright leaned forward over the desk. “How does the president saying something about the Lord or asking an advisor if everything is in place signify that he’s planning to start a war, exactly? Couldn’t he be talking about arrangements for an upcoming trip or the preparations for a meeting, perhaps?”

Sophia stared at the agent, then looked down at the table again. What could she possibly say? Had she already said too much?

If she told him about her vision when she was eighteen, they would throw her in an insane asylum before the end of the week. Anyway, that would implicate her more in trying to harm the president. She needed to play that off. Her mind raced, but it had gone annoyingly blank, as though every possible excuse had been washed away by fear.

“Perhaps, Miss Alexander, you had an additional source of information?”

Sophia’s face flushed red. Do they know? She’d destroyed the journal. She’d told no one except Grandma Lizzie on her deathbed.

Agent Wright’s face broke into a mirthless grin that made Sophia’s stomach drop. “We found the listening devices in your shoes. Now tell me—who do you work for?”

It took a moment for Sophia to register what he’d just said. Listening devices? In her shoes? Her mind was clouded with confusion. 

Wright continued, opening a file in front of him. “Some preliminary investigations have revealed that your friend, Jenny Mei Lien Schwartz, has ties to China. Your daughter, Margot Bardot, is a foreign national who only recently moved to the United States.” He leaned back in his chair and laced his hands behind his head, waiting for her to respond. His chubby face had Ha! Got you! written all over it.

Sophia was dumbfounded. This was bad enough, but now they were suggesting either her best friend or daughter were spies. She was in way over her head here. 

She couldn’t let them blame Jenny or Margot. They were innocent. A sob crawled up her throat. She hadn’t wanted anyone else involved in all this.

“I want my lawyer,” she said finally. She should have said that in the first place. She couldn’t let Jenny and Margot get blamed. Wouldn’t let it happen.

Agent Wright sighed. “Yeah, fine. Who’s your lawyer?”

She said the only name she could think of. “My lawyer is… Ryn. Ryn McNaughton.”
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Ten years had passed since Sophia had last seen Ryn. It took him three hours to arrive, every passing moment torture.  She was taken to a private room without the cameras and one-way mirror. The tension left her shoulders a little when she was truly alone. Now all there was left to do was wait.

Ryn had hardly changed, though he carried a few more pounds in his middle. Now in his mid-forties, he had a deepening of lines on his face, but his red hair was thick as ever, a refined elegance in his every movement. Her heart seized as he sat across the small table from her, an agonizing mix of relief, shame, and longing flooding her veins. She wanted to cry, lean across the table to him, and run all at once.

Ryn looked at her for a few moments before speaking. Though his face was unreadable, his eyes creased in turbulent emotion she couldn’t decipher. Was he as conflicted as she was right now? 

“Sophia.” His tone was flat, controlled.

“Ryn,” she leaned forward, but the cuffs dug into her wrists, so she straightened. “Thank you for coming. I didn’t know who else to call.”

He crossed his arms, leaned back in his chair, and spoke quietly. “I have to tell you, I’m not a criminal defense attorney. Sophia,” he sighed loudly. “you’ve been charged with attempting to assassinate the president of the United States.” He shook his head. “That is way beyond my scope. I’m a contract lawyer.”

She didn’t know what to say, so she nodded, misery engulfing her like smoke. 

“But I’d be happy to recommend a fantastic attorney, Barbara Hastings. She could help you.” 

Sophia’s lips parted—she wanted to explain—but Ryn held up his good hand. Her heart ached. Those strong arms had held her close once.

“Even if I were a defense attorney, I wouldn’t be able to take your case. Because, you know. Of our past relationship.”

Sophia blinked back tears welling in her eyes. She looked to the side, toward the door of the tiny room. 

Seeing Ryn, on top of everything that had happened today, threw her mind reeling. Despite the years apart, she yearned to reach out, embrace him, and tell him about all her regrets. Tell him everything. But it was too late for all that now, wasn’t it?

She had to focus on the problem in front of her.

She looked back at him, taking a deep, calming breath. “I understand. Thank you for coming to tell me in person. I remember now you didn’t go into criminal law, but you’re the first person I thought of. Because I trust you.” Her voice cracked at the last word. 

His tense brow softened. He opened his mouth to speak but stopped himself.

“How have you been, Ryn?” She asked. It wasn’t exactly the best time for a reunion, cuffed in a police station, but she couldn’t bear the thought of him leaving her like this.

“Can’t complain,” he said. “Work’s steady. You look good.” He cleared his throat. “I mean, you look well. Despite what’s happening.”

“Yeah,” she sighed. “I’ve gotten myself into such a mess.”

“I can see that.”

“Can I talk to you about what happened?” she said, voice soft. “Even though you can’t take the case? Despite everything, it’s such a relief to see you.”

Though part of her wanted to cry, she was filled with calm by Ryn’s presence. Somehow, deep down, she felt everything was going to be ok.

Ryn leaned forward, folding his hands on the table. Familiarity fought formality, his lip twitching. His voice was calm, controlled. “All right, Sophia. I’m willing to listen. We’re in an unmonitored room.”

She nodded. “Ok. Where to start? This is a story with a long history.”

“We have time. Go ahead.”

She thought back to the fateful evening twenty years ago when her future self had appeared in her bedroom with news that would change her life forever. She’d run it over and over in her mind so many times that the memory was clear as if it had happened an hour ago.

She spoke carefully. “Remember we studied time travel together in college? Dr. Perry’s class?”

“Uh, yeah,” Ryn’s brow creased, probably wondering what this had to do with anything. “It’s where we met.”

“Well, I’ve always had an interest in time travel and in Albert Perry, too. There’s a reason for that.”

He gave a slight nod, encouraging her to continue.

Sophia sucked in a breath to calm her nerves. He might just walk out of here as soon as she mentioned time travel. 

“When I was eighteen years old, I was visited by myself from April 15th, 2026—ten days from now.” She babbled.

Ryn’s eyebrows shot up as he sat straight in his chair. “Pardon me. Did you say you were visited by yourself from the future?”

“Yes,” she said, desperate for him to believe her. “I know it sounds crazy. I thought I was crazy, too, at first. My future self said Dr. Perry… well, she said, ‘Albert,’ sent her to tell me I needed to stop President Mirren from starting the next world war.” She gave him the breakdown, word for word, of her conversation with the apparition. She’d gone over and over it so many times that she knew it word for word. “She said millions would die if I didn’t stop him. My whole life since then has been leading up to this.”

“Sophia, wait,” said Ryn. “This sounds a little… how should I put it?”

“Insane?” she gave a bitter smile. 

“Like a…” he waved his hand, trying to find the right word. “A hallucination. Have you had issues with any, uh… mental illness? I’m not judging.” He held out his hands as if trying to calm a mad animal.

“Ryn, we dated for years,” she said. “Did I ever show signs of mental illness?” her voice was stiff. He tilted his head, giving her a look that said, “Yeah, you’re right.”

“Trust me, I did wonder if I was crazy for a while.” She thought about the hours of tears and frustration, the frantic internet searches for symptoms of schizophrenia and delusion. “I made excuses, tried to convince myself I’d been dreaming… until I found out that Zachary Mirren and Albert Perry were real people. I became a chef as my future self instructed me to so I could have access to the president. He’s going to start a war. Today, he talked to his advisors about ‘everything being in place.’ Millions of people are going to die, Ryn!” Her voice was rising to a shrill panic.

Ryn’s mouth hung open as he stared at her. “Holy shit. You really believe all that. And you’ve kept this secret and planned for this for twenty years?”

“Yes! It’s destroyed my life,” her voice broke. “I cut off relationships, gave up my daughter, and for what? I couldn’t stop him.” Tears ran down her face, and she gave an ugly, loud sniffle. Welling in self-pity wouldn’t help anyone, but she couldn’t stand it. She’d given up her life for this and had failed.

Ryn’s phone suddenly buzzed in his pocket, startling them both. “Hold on a sec. I’d only get a call if it were urgent.” He looked at the phone, and his jaw tightened. “I need to take this outside. I’ll be right back.” Ryn left the room, and it was like the warmth left with him.

Sophia watched him go and broke down into sobs. He might not ever come back. Was that his way of getting out of this conversation? His look had said it all; he thought she was nuts. She wiped her eyes and nose on the shoulders of her shirt. She was a mess. She slumped in her seat with a frustrated sigh, staring at the wall. Things couldn’t get any worse. 

Her thoughts slid to Margot. Was she worried about her? It was probably past her usual time to go home now. She’d promised her daughter she’d take her for a meal. She imagined Margot waiting on the couch, wondering where Sophia was. It was almost too much to bear.

The door opened, and Ryn appeared, his face pale and drawn. He collapsed onto the chair, his hand grasping his phone, shaking as he stared at her.

Fear prickled in her belly. “What’s wrong? Ryn?”

Ryn didn’t speak, shock on his face.

“Ryn?”

His voice was low, monotone. “New York and Los Angeles… they’ve been bombed. Thousands are dead, maybe tens of thousands. Millions are injured.”

“W-What?” Sophia choked.

“Rumor is the attack’s a joint effort by Russia and China.”

It’s starting. Sophia’s breathing quickened as her mind reeled. Thousands were dead. She’d been told Mirren would launch nukes on April 10th—five days from now. Maybe this domestic attack would be the start of the war?

Slowly, the horrible thought dawned: Mirren and his associates had set this up; they’d bombed their fellow Americans to justify a war. 

“Is everything in place?”

“Yes, sir. Everything is ready to go.” 

It had been her life’s purpose to prevent this, and she had failed. 

“My God, Ryn. It’s starting. It wasn’t Russia or China; Mirren did this!”

“Crap,” he muttered, running his fingers through his hair. “Your story’s insane, Sophia, but I’m starting to believe you. Listen, I have to go.” Ryn rose. He reached across the table and gave her shoulder a brief squeeze. “Barbara Hastings will come to see you in the morning, ok? She’ll take the lead on your case and prepare you for your arraignment tomorrow. I’ll be back in a few days.” He paused at the door, then wheeled around and muttered, “Don’t get into the time travel stuff with anyone else. All right? I know you, and I believe you. I don’t think others would be as open to the idea.”

Sophia slumped. “I know.” Ryn had barely believed her; she wasn’t about to go babbling about time travelers to Agent Wright. “What’s the process here? What happens now?” 

“Tomorrow, you’ll talk with Barbara, and she’ll prepare you for the appearance before a judge. You’ll plead not guilty, then the judge will set your bail.”

She gave a nod. “Not guilty. Right.”

“For a case like this, don’t be surprised if you’re denied bail.” His face was grim. “After that, you await your grand jury hearing, which will be within thirty days. The grand jury decides whether the case will go to trial.”

It was all so overwhelming. Heavy pressure crushed her lungs and squeezed her brain. She couldn’t think. As Ryn was halfway out the door, a thought occurred to her. “Ryn! The agent, Wright, said they found listening devices in my shoes. They insinuated that either my daughter or Jenny put them there.”

“You’ve met your daughter?” His eyebrows rose in astonishment.

“Yes,” she said impatiently; there was no time to go into details. “She showed up at my door; she’s been staying with me. Can you let Jenny know I’m ok, and she’ll also let Margot know?”

He nodded. “I will. Listen, Sophia, try not to worry. We’ll figure it out.” He gave a tight smile. “Sit tight and remember—you had no intention whatsoever of harming the president. It’s all a big misunderstanding.”

Sophia nodded, her emotions in turmoil. “Thank you, Ryn.”

◆◆◆
 
After the meeting with Ryn, Sophia was put in a cell. It had white walls and a brown floor stained with footprints from endless pacing. A small cot in the corner, a sink, a desk, and a toilet took up the rest of the meager space. She supposed she was lucky she didn’t have to share it with anyone. Her clothes had been confiscated, and she now wore a white shirt and chambray pants. When the door closed and she was alone, panic started to set in.

With nothing else to do, she sat upon the rough blanket of her hard cot and stared at the bars of the window, her heart breaking. She thought of Jessica and Jenny; was the latter getting hounded simply for being Chinese and her friend? What would happen to their son, Manuel? Most of all, she worried for Margot. She’d only just found her, and now Sophia was in jail for trying to assassinate the president. What would her daughter think of all this?

And the explosions in New York and Los Angeles Ryn had spoken about… She’d heard the police whispering about it, frantic and worried, their mouths snapping shut when she looked their way. Sophia didn’t know much about jail; would she be allowed access to a newspaper or the TV news?

Mirren was behind the bombings in the US; of that, she had no doubt. It was a means for him to justify an all-out attack on other countries. It wouldn’t be the first time a country had done that. Ryn had said thousands were likely dead, maybe more. How could Mirren do such a thing? How could he call himself a Christian and then order two huge cities full of innocent people to be bombed?

The tears caught her by surprise, but she welcomed the release. She put her face in her hands and sobbed.

“Hey,” said a deep female voice, making her jump. A guard stood on the other side of the cell bars, wearing a black uniform and a gun in her belt. “It’s dinner time. I’ll escort you to the mess hall.”

Sophia stood from the cot, shivering. She’d barely had time to process all this yet, and had no appetite for dinner.

“Turn around and put your hands behind your back.”

Sophia complied; the cold metal snapping around her wrists was becoming too familiar. She kept her gaze to the floor as she entered the mess to the smell of processed food, avoiding the stares of the other female prisoners. 

“We got some fresh meat,” someone said, giving a loud cackle.

“Well now, aren’t you sweet?” said a sultry voice that made her skin crawl.

Ignore them, she thought, furiously trying to tune them out. She went through the line, where a stout, stern-faced woman slapped her food onto a tray before jerking her head to tell her to get a move on. Sophia snatched the plastic and sat at a table by herself.

The beef stew, if that is what you could call it, was a sloppy, lukewarm mess that tasted like old dishwater. The green beans floating in it were soggy and tasteless, and she silently craved her spices left back in the White House kitchen. A kitchen she’d never set foot in again.

She wasn’t in any position to criticize the food. Hey, maybe if I stay in prison, I could get kitchen duty.

It was a silly thought, of course. She couldn’t, wouldn’t, stay here. Not only was it a terrible place to be, but she had to track down Dr. Perry and revisit her young self to complete the time loop. This time, she’d create a better, clearer message for her eighteen-year-old self. April 15th. It was looming closer and closer.

She forced the terrible stew into her belly. She had to keep up her energy for whatever was coming. 

She heard mutters around her about the bombings. Some of the inmates had relatives or friends in the cities. One woman around Sophia’s age was sobbing into the shoulder of another inmate, a large lady who had her arm around her. She caught Sophia staring and gave a suspicious glare; Sophia quickly snapped her gaze away.

As she ate, she thought about Agent Wright’s statement that they had found listening devices in her shoes. Neither Jenny nor Jessica would have planted wires to spy on her; the whole concept was ridiculous. Jenny wouldn’t have done such a thing. She had her son, her family.

As for Margot… well, she didn’t know her that well, did she? 

The food went sour in her mouth.

After dinner, she returned to her cell. She desperately needed to relieve herself. She’d avoided using the toilet so far. It was right there in the open, where anyone passing by could see. She couldn’t hold it any longer, though, and sat down on the cold metal seat with a groan. She pulled the uniform shirt as far down as she could to cover herself. A female guard walked by, glanced in her direction, then looked away. Humiliation rippled through her.

She couldn’t crumble now. Tonight, she’d get as much sleep as she could. It wouldn’t be easy here, with the day's events on her mind, but she had to try.

Although it was not yet lights-out, she crawled under her cot's scratchy, rough covers and lay on her side facing the wall. Her toes were cold, and the pillow was like a brick. She tucked her arm under her head, thinking of Margot. She’d be worried by now. She hoped Ryn had managed to get the message to her. 

All night, clanging and shouts from prisoners echoed through the corridors, jerking her awake, ringing in her brain. Would it ever quiet down?

As the night wore on, she found out that it did not. Moonlight shone through the high barred window, casting silver stripes on the bedsheets. Her sleep was broken and haunted by nightmares of destroyed buildings and burnt, bloody bodies.

◆◆◆
 
 Barbara Hastings arrived at nine o’clock in the morning and met with Sophia in the unmonitored meeting room. She was sharp, not just in her dress but also with her aquiline nose and piercing blue eyes. She reminded Sophia of a very stern bird.

“Hello, Sophia, Barbara Hastings. Ryn McNaughton speaks highly of you,” she said briskly, shaking Sophia’s hand. “I want to assure you; I’ll do my utmost to get you out of here, and the charges dropped. Now, let’s get to business.”

Barbara reviewed court procedures and the charges. She asked Sophia about her version of events. 

Sophia denied any intention to harm the president. The knife was for cutting rolls—she was a chef, after all. She’d shouted in alarm because she’d interpreted the president’s statements to his advisors to mean he intended to start a war.

“It certainly appears a war has been started. Not by the United States, though. Why did you think Mirren asking if ‘everything was in place’ meant war?”

Sophia went over the rehearsed words in her mind and Ryn’s warning, not to mention time travel. “You have to understand,” she said. “I’ve known Mirren for over a year. We’ve had lots of discussions about philosophy, free will, destiny, and such. I think he sees himself as the champion of Christianity or something. Hell, for all I know, he may even see himself as the Second Coming of Christ.” She gave a nervous laugh, which rattled on the walls, shrill and awkward. “By starting the war and scapegoating other countries, he can justify wiping non-Christian countries off the map.”

“So, you think he’s involved in these New York and LA attacks?” Barbara Hasting’s well-manicured eyebrow rose. “The death toll is already over a million. You really think he would do that?”

“I do.” Her heart sank. A million people. It’s too much to comprehend.

“Do you have any proof?” asked her lawyer. “Besides your conjecture from philosophy discussions and his vague statements to his advisors?”

Sophia hesitated. Ryn had advised her to tell no one else about her discussion with her future self. This lady, Barbara, didn’t seem like the type to believe such a thing had happened. She probably already thought she was crazy, and claims of time travel would put the icing on that cake.

“No,” she said, slumping in her chair. “I don’t have any proof. But I didn’t do anything except yell, I swear. If I’d wanted Mirren dead, I could have poisoned him. I prepared his food!” She thought of the ruined sandwich, wildly wondering if they’d somehow find the poison that laced it. No… surely not.

Barbara scratched a few notes on her pad, her lips pursing. Her gaze bored into Sophia’s when she looked up, though she tried to soften her expression with a slight smile. “All right, it’s not much to go on. I think you honestly believed Mirren was planning something sinister and thus shouted out to him not to do it. I think we can frame your possession of the knife within your job as the White House chef.”

Sophia let out a breath, her heart rate slowing a fraction. “Ok.”

“I looked into what that agent told you about listening devices. Apparently, the White House has made it clear that it’s not to be investigated.”

She didn’t know how to feel about that. “Uhh… does that mean my shoes weren’t bugged?”

Barbara spoke quietly. “It more likely means you were bugged by the White House, and they don’t want to be pursued.”

“Oh… wow.” The time when Mr. Cary had barged into her conversation with Mirren screamed to the forefront of her mind. He’d probably been listening at that time. If anyone had bugged her shoes, it was him.

That bastard!

He would have heard everything, not just her conversations with Mirren but also with Margot, Jenny, and Jessica. Sophia sighed, feeling suddenly vulnerable. The thought of him hearing all her private discussions with Margot made her feel naked, violated. “Thanks for checking on that,” she muttered. At least Jenny and Margot weren’t entangled in this mess. Shame flushed through her at suspecting Margot for even a moment.

Probably anyone she associated with would be the target of press and harassment now. This was precisely what she had been trying to avoid for the past twenty years, and it had still happened. Images of Margot trying to avoid nosy journalists and flashes of cameras floated in her mind.

“Has there been much in the press about me and my arrest?”

“Surprisingly, nothing at all,” said Barbara. “It’s strange. The White House has apparently kept the incident under wraps.” She gathered her things. “Now, don’t speak about the case to anyone but Ryn or me, do you understand?”

Sophia nodded, swallowing. 

“He’s not your primary attorney because of your past association, but he’ll be assisting me. Today at your arraignment, all you have to do is tell the judge ‘yes, Your Honor’ when they ask you if you understand the charges and state ‘not guilty’ when they ask you how you’re pleading. Got it?”

“Yes,” Sophia sighed. “Thank you.” 

◆◆◆
 
The whole arraignment was a blur. Sophia was put in front of a stern-looking judge in a room that smelled of leather and ink. She parroted the words Barbara had told her to say, the judge’s droning words washing over her. Afterward, Sophia was returned to her cell. She’d been charged with attempted assassination and denied bail, which wasn’t surprising. Barbara had done her best to argue for bail, but given the gravity of the charges, she was being held in remand. She was stuck until at least the grand jury hearing, which Barbara assured her would most likely be held within a couple of weeks.

“Any news on the bombings?” she asked. The news had rocked the entire country. The death and injury counts were still climbing. It was catastrophic, and all people talked about when they thought she couldn’t hear them.

“It’s like a warzone,” Barbara had said, her face drawn. “The images they’ve put on the TV… it’s like 9-11 multiplied by a thousand….”

 She sensed that Barbara disagreed with her suspicion that Mirren had arranged false-flag attacks. She informed Sophia that, unfortunately, she would not be granted access to any media until after her trial due to the nature of the charges. But she and Ryn would keep her updated. 

Sophia didn’t know whether that was a good thing or not. She wanted to be up to date with the happenings, but did she really want to see the mass destruction of LA and New York? To be reminded of people she had failed to save ….

◆◆◆
 
There wasn’t much to do in jail other than reading. The prison had a modest selection of classic paperbacks and popular novels. Sophia fingered through several of them but threw them aside after reading less than a page, too anxious to concentrate. Her only reprieves from the overwhelming thoughts were sleeping, mealtimes, showers, and supervised visits to the gym. She didn’t particularly like exercising, but she had to keep her strength up. They had begun keeping her separate from other prisoners—she wasn’t sure why, but she was glad for it—and her activities outside her cell were alone, with a guard supervising, always watching with stern, suspicious eyes.

As she lifted weights, the excursion a relief from her anxiety, she thought about the terrible attacks on New York and Los Angeles, imagining Mirren and Cary laughing together about her arrest. She thought about Dr. Perry, Margot, Jenny and her family. Most of all, she thought about Ryn and the complicated feelings that were stirring up inside her at seeing him again. At night, she lay awake, listening to the falling rain and the endless racket of the jail. What had hurt the most about seeing Ryn was the realization that she hadn’t had to break up with him, after all. It was all so unfair.

Five days later, on April 11th, Ryn came to see her. She was lying on her cot, counting the cracks on her cell ceiling, and wondering how much longer it would be until she went insane, when the guard barked, “Alexander. One of your lawyers is here to see you.”

Her heart lifted, and she nervously flattened her tousled hair before letting the guard cuff her again. She shuffled towards the visitors’ room. She felt gross; she hadn’t showered since yesterday, and that had been a quick wash to avoid the eyes of the guards and other inmates. There was no privacy here. Her period had started yesterday, and they were only giving her one pad a day.

Ryn sat at a table, waiting for her, his eyes concerned and his red hair neatly brushed. Her cheeks burned, and her hair lay lank on her shoulders.

She brushed the embarrassment aside. Really, she wasn’t here to impress him. There were bigger things at stake.

She shuffled in, shackles clinking at her ankles, her hands cuffed behind her back. The guard helped her to her seat and then left them alone.

“Sophia.” Ryn’s eyes looked sad. “How are you doing?”

She smiled bitterly. “I’m ok. Bored, exhausted, but ok, I guess.”

“I have a lot of news for you.”

She looked up to meet his eyes, waiting for him to continue.

Ryn ran his fingers through his hair. “It’s bad.” He sighed. “Yesterday, America launched what’s referred to as counter strikes, including nuclear ICBMs, against Russia and China. When those countries launched retaliatory strikes, the U. S. unveiled a top-secret missile defense system: HAMMERED.”

“HAMMERED?” she repeated, her mind reeling. How many innocents had already died for Mirren’s mad plan?

“High-Altitude Multiple Missile EM Resistant Extended-range Destroyers,” Ryn rattled off. “Apparently, we’ve had them up our sleeves for a while. At the moment, it’s successfully destroying incoming strikes. It’s like an enormous shield.”

Sophia’s mouth dropped open. “Shit.”

“…Yeah. ‘Shit’ is right.”

They looked at each other for a moment. Terrible images of exploding buildings and screaming people flashed in her mind. Ryn cleared his throat and continued, “I spoke with Albert Perry.”

She sat up. “Good! What did he say?”

Ryn lowered his voice. “He’s completed his machine. He said he tested it on his dog, and it works. We need to get you out of here to go back in time again, just like the two of you had planned. Dr. Perry says it should be on the same date you traveled before—April 15th—to avoid a paradox. That’s only in four days, so we’ll somehow have to get you out by then. Dr. Perry’s on his way to your grandmother’s old house in Arizona with the machine.”

“All right,” she nodded, eternally grateful to Ryn for all his help. She imagined how Dr. Perry must be feeling now, heading to Arizona. “How do we get me out of here by then?”

Ryn gave a chuckle, the kind of nervous laughter tinged with despair. “Sophia, I have no fucking idea.”
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Sophia’s attorneys were trying to find any possible way to get her released. She took the lack of word from them as a bad sign and spent most of the next couple of days pacing her cell like a caged animal. 

If they managed to get her released, and she could travel back in time, what would she say to her younger self? What better directions could she give to stop Mirren? It was clear to her now that she couldn’t kill him, at least not preemptively. It was too much of a risk to ask her to do that.

She couldn’t fail again.

One guard, Millicent, accompanied her most of the time and lingered near her cell. She had black hair tied into a tight bun, large shoulders, and a permanent scowl.

As Sophia sat eating breakfast on April 13th, Millicent approached her. “You have a visitor,” she said, her expression unreadable. “Come with me.” 

“Who is it?” Sophia asked, pushing away her tray.

Millicent didn’t answer. She cuffed Sophia behind her back and bent to place shackles on her feet. 

“You know I’m not going to hurt anyone, don’t you?” 

Millicent rolled her eyes. “Sure. You’re just in here for no reason, right? Come on.” She grabbed Sophia’s arm and led her to the meeting room. 

President Mirren was sitting across the table.

Her breath hitched. Millicent’s dark eyebrows shot up as she silently guided Sophia to the table. Looking unsure what to do with herself, the guard finally meandered to the doorway, where she stood with her arms behind her back, her eyes wide.

The president was so neatly brushed that he made the plain surroundings of the bright meeting room look shabbier than ever. He leaned back in the chair with hands upon his lap, amusement on his boyish face.

Sophia’s blood boiled.

“Sophie, my favorite chef!” He leaned over the table and kissed her on the cheek. 

She flinched and turned her head away, skin crawling. Fury bubbled in her as she avoided looking at Mirren’s smug face. This monster in front of her was the reason her entire life had been wrecked. He was responsible for the death of God knew how many innocent people, and he was greeting her with mock cheer. Had he come here to gloat? 

Mirren turned to look at Millicent and gestured toward the door. “Please leave us.” 

“Sir, I’m not sure that’s a good idea.” 

He glowered at her. “Leave.” 

Millicent mumbled, “yes, sir,” and left them alone. 

Don’t go! Anger crashed in Sophia’s chest. She glared at Mirren, hating everything about him, from his smug smile to his shoes polished to a shine. “What do you want?” she said between gritted teeth. 

“Just to chat, my friend.” Mirren laced his hands behind his head. 

“I have no desire to talk to you. You’re a monster.” 

Mirren smirked. “I won’t take much of your time.” He leaned forward, arms crossed on the table. “So, tell me, Sophie. Why did you try to kill me?” 

Sophia looked away, staring at the wall. She didn’t owe him an explanation. 

He continued. “We are not so different, you and me. Both of us are willing to sacrifice the innocent to save the world. Dedicating ourselves to a higher cause.” 

Sophia’s face burned. She looked Mirren in the eyes. “I’m nothing like you. What you’ve done is evil, more evil than I can believe. You’ve murdered millions of people, Zachary. If I had killed you, I wouldn’t have been killing an innocent.” 

Mirren smiled. It was predator-like. “Sophie, my dear. I think highly of you, and I always have. I understand why you did what you did, and I’d like you to know I forgive you.”

She scoffed, her cuffs rattling. She longed to throw herself across the table and throttle him. 

“You’re a good person. Better than I am,” he had the audacity to look forlorn. “It’s been hard for me—being the chosen instrument of God’s wrath. I second-guessed His purpose for me many times. Ultimately, we will all be better for it, and that gives me comfort.” 

Sophia stared at Mirren, dumfounded. “You’re insane.” 

“I couldn’t be saner.”  

Sophia laughed, a bitter sound, as she strained against the cuffs. She was trapped talking to Mirren for as long as he wished. “I have nothing more to say to you. Except this—stop this madness now. Stop the attacks.” 

“I have accomplished what was necessary. Already, Americans are coming together like never before,” he gave a toothy smile that was more like a leer. God, how had she been so stupid? She’d fallen for his “good boy” routine just like everyone else had. “Godless countries are lamenting their fates. My mission is done. I’m stopping the war today. Not only that, I’m dropping all charges against you. Your slate will be wiped clean. Once the paperwork is processed, you’ll be free to go. Today.” 

It took Sophia a few moments to register what Mirren was saying. She blinked at him. 

Then her mind raced. Today. She could still make it back in time; Dr. Perry was supposed to be sending her back in two days. Maybe she could change things. She relaxed back into the chair, thinking carefully about her reaction, her words. A rattled breath blew from her lips.   

“Obviously, your employment at the White House is terminated,” he gave a shrug. “I wish you all the best, I truly do. I count you as a friend, even if you think I’m a ‘monster’ and tried to kill me.”

She hated his confidence, his politeness, as though she was the insane one and he was the good guy. It was maddening.

She’d lost this time, but maybe she could beat him by going back in time again. “What are you going to do now?”

“My mission is complete, and my time on Earth draws to an end.” Mirren’s smile did not reach his eyes. He rose and walked to the door; his footsteps were heavier. He looked back at her, and there wasn’t any mirth in his expression now, only sadness. “Goodbye, Sophie.”
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Two hours later, Sophia walked out of jail in her own clothes, a free woman, with Ryn by her side. The cool spring air blew her unkempt hair, and she tensed, expecting the flash of cameras, the shouts of reporters. But there were none. 

There was no time to lose; they needed to get to Arizona. Ryn explained the red-eye flight schedule. They would quickly stop at her condo to get a few things, then head to the airport. She sat in the passenger’s seat, looking at the blue sky and streetlamps passing. It felt surreal to finally be out of jail, thanks to Zachary Mirren. It was bittersweet.

“Would you like to come in and meet Margot?” she asked as they pulled up to the front of her house.

Ryn thought for a moment and shook his head. “Not today. How about when we get back? I’ll wait in the car.”

She felt a wave of warmth at seeing her home again. She wished she could stay, take a long shower, and sleep in her own bed.

“All right,” she said instead. “I’ll be back in a few minutes.”

As soon as she walked inside, Margot ran and hugged her. “Oh my God, Sophia! Are you ok?”

Sophia hugged her back, inhaling her girly perfume smell, tears springing to her eyes. 

“Merde, I was so worried! Jenny said they didn’t tell her anything, only that you were in custody for something at the White House. FBI people came and asked me so many questions. They had a warrant and took a bunch of your stuff, including your computer. I’m so scared. What if DC is bombed next?” She babbled into Sophia’s shoulder. 

Sophia rocked her. “Everything’s ok now, Margot. We have shields against any more bombs; we’re safe. With me, everything was a misunderstanding.” She held her daughter close, her heart breaking for her.

She collapsed onto the couch, groaning at the familiar comfort. Margot’s eyes raked over her, her rumpled clothes, her unwashed hair, biting her lip. In the background, the news buzzed, a somber reporter talking about the New York casualties. Margot switched it off.

“Listen,” Sophia rubbed her face. “I’ll be gone a few days. I have something important to take care of, and it can’t wait.” She sat up. She couldn’t relax. Every moment was precious, and they had to get to the airport. As much as she wanted to sink onto the couch and close her eyes, she couldn’t. 

“Is there anything I can do to help?” Margot asked, her eyes wide. “Want me to come with you?”

Sophia leaped off the couch and peeked through the blinds, where Ryn was waiting in the car. Her heart felt torn in two. Margot and her mission. Her choice to leave Ryn to stop Mirren. 

“No, no. Things are really fine,” said Sophia, forcing a smile. “I should be back within a week. I just need to pack a small bag.”

Margot watched as Sophia packed. She dearly wanted a shower, but she couldn’t wait for a second longer. They had no idea how long it would take Dr. Perry to set up the time machine. 

“Can you tell me more about the misunderstanding at the White House?” asked Margot, standing in the doorway. Sophia sympathized; she must have a million questions.

“I can’t right now. I’ll catch you up on everything when I get back.” She would have to come up with a believable story by then. “I promise.”

Sophia zipped her bag and gave Margot another quick hug, feeling her soft hair tickle her cheek and slender arms around her. She treasured this moment. “I’ll see you soon,” she whispered.

“Ok.” Margot wiped away a tear. “Come back as quick as you can.”

◆◆◆
 
Sophia’s phone was dead after her jail stay. She plugged it into Ryn’s car charger. 

“While you were inside, I checked on the latest news,” he said, gripping the wheel as he stared at the road with a tense look. “Apparently, the U.S. has offered China and Russia a cease-fire if they’re willing to meet certain conditions.”

“Conditions? Like what?”

“That hasn’t been disclosed yet.”

She imagined people glued to their TV screens, watching the terrible events unfold. News of survivors, of a climbing death toll, cursing the governments of China and Russia while praising the man who had caused all this in the first place. It was so unfair it tied her stomach in knots.

“Mirren told me this morning his mission is done, and the war will stop,” she said. “He thinks all of this is God’s purpose for him.”

Ryn shook his head. “It’s beyond comprehension.”

“It’s insane,” she said. 

“They’re estimating now two million Americans dead, and thirty-eight million people in Russia and China, with the counts rising by the day.”

Her stomach churned. The numbers were beyond anything she’d imagined. Forty million people are dead, and countless more injured. She could have stopped this, but just like the rest of the country, she’d believed Mirren was a good person. She’d been duped.

“We have to succeed,” she whispered. She was more determined than ever to send the right message to her past self. 

Ryn lightly placed a hand on her shoulder. “It’s not your fault. It’s Mirren’s and his accomplices’. You can’t blame yourself.”

Sophia turned and leaned against the window, thinking about the lives lost, the millions more lives ruined. She would make things better. She had to.

◆◆◆
 
 The flight left Dulles International Airport at 9:30 pm. The plane was only half full. All the airport channels were on the news of New York and Los Angeles, and no flights were going there. The devastation was like something from a post-apocalyptic movie. People at the airport moved with pale, drawn faces, none chatting or laughing; the staff gave strained smiles, the false cheeriness slipping from their expressions as soon as customers turned away. The general mood was morbid, to say the least. Sophia and Ryn booked isolated seats near the back of the plane so they could discuss the trip.

“I’ve been thinking about what I should say to my younger self.” Sophia pulled the tiny flight blanket over her arms and reclined her seat.

Ryn glanced in her direction. “Whatever you say, you want to be careful not to deviate too much from what was said before. The more you change your message, the higher the risk for outcomes you don’t expect.”

“Yes, I’ve thought about that.” She had. She still remembered what it was like, to suddenly have an older version of herself appear and talk about saving the world. Ryn didn’t know what that was like. She wanted to snap at him, but instead, she sighed and tightened the blanket around her. Everyone was stressed right now; being impatient with him wouldn’t help anyone.

“I don’t want to say anything about avoiding Mark—Margot’s father—because I don’t want to wish her out of existence.”

“Right. We’ll need to talk it over with Dr. Perry tomorrow—he might have some ideas.”

Maybe it was the long drive, the stress of coming face to face with Mirren, or the emotional rollercoaster of the day, but Sophia was getting sleepy. The past few days had been exhausting, and this was the first chance she’d had to relax. She bunched up the tiny airplane pillow by the window and leaned her head on it. “I need a nap.”

“Good idea. I’ll wake you up when we get close to Dallas.” Ryn pulled out a book.

For the first time in weeks, Sophia didn’t have nightmares. A few hours later, she awoke to find herself leaning on Ryn’s shoulder, drooling onto his shirt. She sat up, wiped her mouth, and looked sheepishly at the spot on the fabric. “Sorry.” His warmth faded from her cheek.

He smirked. “No problem. It’s good you got some sleep. I’ll probably try to nap in the airport while we wait for our next Tucson flight.”

“How long’s the layover?”

“About eight hours.”

“Ugh.” Sophia stretched and looked outside. The lights of Dallas greeted them as they approached. It was around four o’clock in the morning, and the sun hadn’t yet started to rise. Deep tiredness weighed her down. 

She wanted to ask Ryn about his life over the past ten years, but he might not feel comfortable. She hesitated, then said, “How have things been for you, Ryn? Over the past ten years, I mean—obviously, everything within the past week sucks.”

Ryn placed a bookmark in his novel and set it on his lap. “Well, not bad. After our breakup, I continued to work at Hammond and Rice for a few years, then some of us split off to form Rice, Hastings, and McNaughton. We’ve grown into a fairly large practice, with various specialties.”

“Uh, cool.” He was only talking about work. She was curious about Ryn’s personal life, but she didn’t want to make him feel awkward. Seeing him again had stirred warm feelings that she only half wanted to acknowledge. Thinking of the way she’d broken up with him pierced her with icy guilt. Regret churned her stomach. She’d thought leaving him was the best thing to do, but now she wasn’t so sure. He was still involved in all this. 

Oh, what the heck. She may as well ask him; they may not get any more chances to talk. “Are you… ah, married?” she blurted.

Ryn looked at her, surprised, then set down his book. A light blush crept up his neck. “No, I’m not. Came close once but realized it wasn’t right. She was a rebound after you, and it wouldn’t have worked. I just haven’t met the right person, I guess.” He glanced at Sophia. “I know you’re not in a relationship right now, but how have things gone for you?”

Sophia sighed, pushing down the rush of glee that he was single. “I haven’t been in a relationship for the past ten years. I couldn’t put anyone through, you know…” she gestured wildly, and he gave an understanding nod. “What I figured I’d have to do in the future. Turns out I isolated myself for no good reason at all.” She gave a bitter laugh. “Pretty ironic, isn’t it?”

Ryn fiddled with his bookmark, looking down. “When we broke up, it wasn’t because you were seeing another man.” It was a statement, not a question.

She looked at him, her heart fluttering. “No. I went to see Zachary Mirren speak at a rally in Oklahoma—the same one he was shot at. It made everything… real to me. I didn’t want to put you through being the husband of someone who’d killed the president.” She dropped her voice at the last few words.

Ryn gave a slight nod, gripping the book in his hands. Unspoken words hung between them, just out of reach. 

They felt the sudden swoops in their stomachs and the loud bounce and drag of the plane landing. Sophia cleared her throat, sitting back in the seat. Her backside was numb, and her neck hurt. “How about we try to find an open snack bar or something in the airport and find somewhere to rest? I’m beat.”

“Sounds good.”

The only thing open after midnight was a small gift shop. They got some chips, granola bars, and bottled water before settling into corner chairs at their outbound terminal. Seven more hours.

It was surreal, sitting in an artificially lit airport in the middle of the night with convenience store snacks. That heavy tiredness that comes with being awake at a strange time weighed on Sophia’s mind, coupled with boredom. She wished she had a book and chided herself for not grabbing a paperback on her way out. A fly buzzed against the window overlooking the planes taxiing across the tarmac under the slowly dawning sky.

Ryn took the first nap, his large arms folded before him, while Sophia watched their things. She took out her phone and read the news. It was dominated by the attacks, of course. Story after story about the devastation in urban New York City and Los Angeles and the rescue efforts. Photos of gray-covered survivors with tear-streaked faces and tangled hair, rescue workers pulling people out of the rubble with rescue dogs, their faces grim. Piles of dust and debris where buildings used to be. Grieving survivors held each other, dust in their hair and rivers of tears down their dirt-matted faces.

All Mirren’s work.

Swallowing, Sophia read the first article. There was an analysis of the destruction of Shanghai and Beijing in China, Moscow and Saint Petersburg in Russia, and the efforts of nations around the world to help. Additionally, smaller skirmishes were happening in North Korea, Europe, and other countries. The UN was in disarray, scrambling to achieve peace, no one wanting to take sides.

The whole world is a mess.

Sophia tentatively searched for any mention of herself in the news. Her heart clenched as she put her name into Google. There was nothing other than old stories about her career as a prominent chef in DC and later the White House. There was no mention of her episode in the meeting room with Mirren and his advisors. It was as if nothing had happened. Was that good or not?

She supposed it was. All the media attention she’d feared hadn’t come to light.

She glanced at Ryn, where he snored softly, sprawled in the chair next to her, looking oddly childlike in sleep. With him unaware, she could look closely at him for the first time since they’d been reacquainted. His fiery red hair was cropped short and thinner on the top than it used to be. He had a five o’clock shadow of strawberry blonde stubble dotting his face. There was the old scar across his forehead, now faded. Small lines winged his eyes—those were new.

If she’d been allowed to live a normal life, would they be married now? Would they have adopted children?

He suddenly stirred, and she snapped her gaze back to her phone.

“Mph. My neck.” Ryn rubbed his neck as he sat up, eyes bleary. “Sleeping in airports is the worst.” He looked at his watch. “Three more hours. Your turn, if you can.”

She should try. The nap earlier hadn’t left her feeling rested. But her mind was reeling from the news she’d read, of those terrible images that flashed in her mind like fireworks. She settled onto the hard chair and bunched up her jacket as a pillow. Despite her doubts, she drifted off almost as soon as she lay down.

When she awoke a few hours later, she was stiff and sore, and the airport’s air conditioning had dried out her throat. She groaned and snatched up a bottle of water, chugging it down.

Ryn’s voice penetrated the foggy gloom of half sleep. “Sleep more if you can. Our flight’s delayed by another three hours.”

“Ah, shit.” She sat up. The sky was bright and overcast, shining white light into the airport. Announcements rang in the distance, and more staff hurried here and there, not stopping to chat. There was a strange sense of stilled time in airports, and her nap felt like it could have lasted minutes or days. Her clothes stuck to her skin, her hair tousled, and she longed for a shower and a proper bed.

“I’m hungry,” she groaned, stretching her stiff back. “Is anything open?”

“Yeah, it’s just past eight. Everything’s open.”

They spent the rest of their time before the flight in a café, drinking bitter coffee and eating a tasteless, overpriced breakfast. Like everyone around them, they discussed the state of the world. The people they’d lost and what it meant for the future.

It was a future they’d never let happen. This was their last chance. 

Just before their flight was set to board, breaking news appeared on the café TV. The staff turned down the music, and all eyes went to the screen. An exhausted-looking anchor looked grimly at the camera, only the slight redness of her eyes betraying her tears.

“In the early hours of this morning, President Mirren was found dead in his bed,” she said, her voice breaking. “The cause of death is unknown, but no foul play is yet suspected.”

Chaos ensued. People shouted and gasped, snatching up their phones or staring gob-smacked at the TV. A staff member dropped a tray of mugs with a shattering crash. 

Ryn and Sophia looked at each other, then silently gathered their bags and headed to the gate.

◆◆◆
 
The plane finally landed in the late afternoon. Sophia’s mind was a blur as they got through customs and took a cab to the Tucson Caballero Inn, where they were booked to stay.

Mirren’s dead. He’s dead. That was all she could think through the entire flight. Had someone finally realized it was him who’d started the war? The image of a dark shadow strangling him in his bed roared into her mind. Silently, she wanted to thank them, even if it was too late.

But what had he said when she’d last seen him? “My time on Earth is coming to an end.”

Dr. Perry was waiting for them at the inn. “Sophia!” He greeted her with a warm hug. The professor had hardly changed, except the afro was gone in exchange for a shaved head. He had aged, but it suited him. “My God, it’s been fifteen years, but you haven’t aged a day.”

She gave a weak smile as he shook Ryn’s hand. “Good to see you again, son. I’m still finishing setup, but everything should be good to go for tomorrow night.”

Sophia took a long shower, groaning in pleasure as the hot water slid down her skin. She washed her hair and scrubbed every inch of her body as though it would somehow get rid of the worries clinging to her like slime. She wanted to stay in the shower forever, letting the blissful heat wash her away, never having to face the task ahead.

She had to get out, of course. Washed and with a change of clothes, she already felt better. The hotel bed sat fresh and crisp, and she longed to crawl into the sheets and sleep. Instead, she knocked on Ryn’s door, so they could head to the lounge for dinner. The hotel had a comfortable, hospitable feel, and with a fresh shirt and blow-dried hair, she felt more human and ready for the task ahead.

Dr. Perry explained the plan to Sophia.

“I’ve set up the apparatus in your childhood home on Saguaro Drive,” he said, keeping his voice down. He stopped when a server walked past, then murmured so quietly that Sophia had to lean in to hear. “It’s in the same spot you told me years ago that you saw the apparition, is that right?”

“Yeah,” she said, nodding. “There was a triangular-shaped burn on the carpet.”

Dr. Perry nodded. “The apparatus encloses a modified medical stretcher. You’ll be completely enclosed in a metal device resembling a coffin. I hope you’re not claustrophobic.”

Sophia thought back to the head MRI she’d had due to migraines. “Nope, it shouldn’t bother me. Besides, I know we succeeded before, so we will again.”

Dr. Perry regarded her. “You’re a brave person, Sophia. I wouldn’t risk your life this way if the situation weren’t… well….”

“Dire,” Ryn finished for him, giving a humorless smile. He’d changed into jeans and a buttoned-up shirt.

Dr. Perry nodded. “Forty million lives lost worldwide—with many millions more injured. It’s chaos.”

They all went silent, a depressed mood sweeping their table. It was a number Sophia couldn’t even fathom. They all sipped water, listening to the background hum of other customers talking. She reached over and patted Dr. Perry’s hand. “I’m not afraid, Dr. Perry.”

“Albert.” 

“Yes, Albert. I know there’s a chance I may not come back healthy or even alive, but I must try. I have to get the message out there.”

She looked toward Ryn, noted the concern in his expression, and looked away. She couldn’t think about people being worried about her right now. 

She asked Albert about changing the message to her future self and told him the thoughts she’d had.

“It’s risky,” he sighed, running a hand over his shaved head. “Any deviation, any at all, from what was done before could have unforeseen consequences.”

“Well, we’ve seen the consequences of the message I received,” she said, looking between them both. “Failure.”

“Good point. If you’re going to deviate, do so only slightly. Only enough to impact your behavior toward the president—to advise yourself to do something you can actually do.” He smiled to show he wasn’t being condescending.

“Another thing,” Albert continued, “the machine tracks heart rate and oxygenation with a monitor you’ll wear on your finger. Ryn probably mentioned—I tested it on my dog, Charlie. He had appeared to me in my workshop six months ago, from a trial run I conducted last month.  When I sent Charlie back, his heart rate flatlined, and his oxygen level dropped to zero—it was scary. He emerged from the travel happy and healthy, but I’m not willing to let you go for more than two minutes.”

She remembered her older self insisting she couldn’t stay. So that was why. “Ok, got it.”

Ryn asked, “Will you need our help tomorrow setting up?”

“I should have everything in order,” said Albert. “I just need Sophia at her old house by seven o’clock in the evening to prepare for the seven thirty-six travel. You should do something fun for the day.” He leaned back in his chair, a genuine smile on his face.

The waiter brought them their food, the spicy smells of enchiladas and chimichangas reaching their noses. They all grinned sheepishly at each other, the entire situation, and picked up their forks.

“Fun, huh?” Sophia turned to Ryn. If there was a chance this was her last day on this Earth, there was no doubt who she wanted to spend it with. “Want to go to Sabino Canyon with me? It should be nice weather.”

“Sure,” he smiled. “I’d enjoy that.”

“Sounds good.” Albert nodded. “Get some sleep tonight and enjoy your day tomorrow. Try not to overthink it. Easier said than done, I know.”

After dinner, they each went to their own rooms. Sophia hugged a bleach-smelling hotel pillow and tried to block the racing thoughts from her mind, breathing slowly to steady her heartbeat. She’d be preparing to save the planet in less than twelve hours. Had she felt this nervous last time?

She remembered what it used to feel like to fall asleep in Ryn’s arms—it felt so warm and safe. It crossed her mind that he was only meters away, in his own room. She wondered if he was thinking about her, too.

She shook off the feeling of longing. Tonight, she had to sleep. Anything else… well, maybe her past self had a better chance at a life with Ryn. 







Chapter 26

15 April 2026







It was a beautiful April day in Tucson, warm for spring and not a cloud in the sky. Sophia and Ryn rode in near silence towards Sabino Canyon Park, a light breeze dancing in their hair from the open windows. Though anxiety built in her chest at her upcoming task that evening, she was determined to enjoy this day while they could. 

After they parked, they approached the visitors’ center. “Looks like there are two routes we can take. Trail or road?” she asked.

“This is your day, time-traveler,” said Ryn, a smile in his voice. “It’s up to you.”

“Trail, then.”

Rock-strewn hills flanked them as they followed a winding dirt trail through creosote shrubs and desert flora—cacti and bright yellow palo verdes. Sophia inhaled the dry, herbal-scented air, the sun warm on her skin as dust swirled around their ankles. She had missed the desert. Maybe because this was possibly her final day on Earth, but it had never looked so beautiful.

She glanced at Ryn. He was taking in the surroundings, squinting against the brightness. He noticed her glance and smiled; her heart fluttered. “Hey, thanks for asking me along to this. I’ve never spent time hiking in a desert. It’s beautiful.” 

“I’m glad you were willing to come,” she said as they took shelter under a mesquite tree. “I’d like to talk with you about some things.” She looked at Ryn, gauging his response. 

“Ok,” he said, studying her. “What’s on your mind?” 

They shared a bottle of water as they talked. It was quiet out here, no one else around, and in the shade beneath the tree, it was perfect. “First, I want to say I’m sorry about how things went between us.”

“Sophia, there’s no need—”

“Please, let me finish. I’m sorry, Ryn. I handled things badly. I lied to you.”

Ryn lightly touched her arm. “Sophia, truly, it’s ok. I understand why you felt like you couldn’t tell me the truth. Why you couldn’t tell anyone.”

She took a long sip of water, the lukewarm liquid soothing her parched throat. She looked at him. “Not that lie.”

His red eyebrows furrowed in confusion. “What, then?”

“I lied when I said I didn’t love you.” Her eyes welled with tears, the emotion cracking the walls she’d built around her heart. “I’ve never loved anyone like I loved you. That’s why I had to push you away, and push hard.”

Ryn’s eyes were wide as he took in what she was saying. “Sophia, I—”

She shook her head. “You don’t have to say anything. I just wanted you to know. This might be my last chance to tell you.”

She got to her feet, dusting the sand from her pants. She could sense Ryn coming up to walk beside her. She took some deep breaths to settle her heart, the warm breeze on her face. A squirrel scurried across the trail in front of them. It was a beautiful day, better than she could have asked for. It was a relief to have told Ryn the truth, all of it.

His warm hand softly enveloped hers. It took a moment for her to register his fingers entwining hers, then it felt as natural as the wind on her face or the dirt beneath her feet.

“I never met anyone I loved more than you either, Sophia. It did hurt. Badly. But I’ve forgiven you. I think I understand why you had to push me away. Though I don’t think it was necessary—I could’ve handled the truth. Maybe I could have even helped you figure out how to deal with your burden.”

She snorted a laugh. “You would’ve thought I was crazy.”

Ryn’s finger stroked her wrist. Warmth spread through her arm and enveloped her.

“I might have been skeptical at first,” he admitted with a shy smile. “But as Mirren ascended politically, I think I would’ve believed you. Though hindsight can be misleading, right? Who knows what might really have happened?”

“Yeah. Who knows?” she sighed, trying to imagine if she’d sat down and told him the truth that day instead of breaking up with him. Would he have walked out and never looked back, or would he have tried to believe her, searched for Zachary Mirren alongside her and backed her up when it was time to act? It was impossible to say now.

She squeezed his hand. “I’ve screwed up too many things,” she said with a sigh. “Today, I have a chance to make things right. To tell my younger self what she needs to know to succeed.”

“I’m proud of you,” he whispered. “But also terrified.”

“Because I may not make it back.” Her own heart sped to a frantic, panicked beat. She didn’t know if it was worse or better that Ryn was scared, too.

He exhaled. “You don’t know how your future self was after she appeared to you, correct? She could have ended up in some space-time limbo... or died.”

Sophia swallowed. “It’s a chance I have to take. Me or millions of others; it’s not a hard choice.”

Ryn’s lip trembled, and he suddenly pulled her into an embrace. She leaned against the hard strength of his chest, inhaling the scent of his aftershave. “When you get back—not if, but when—” he mumbled against her neck. “Would you like to try again? With us?”

Sophia pulled back, her heart bursting with love, and looked into his honey brown eyes. They were glassy with emotion. “Of course, I would.”

He leaned down and kissed her, slow and sweet. Old emotions, feelings she’d tried to suppress for years, came roaring to the forefront. His lips were soft, familiar, and loving. Sophia’s insides melted as she wrapped her arms around his shoulders, pulling him in, fierce and desperate. How could she have ever let go of this man?

◆◆◆
 
 Sophia hadn’t seen Grandma Lizzie’s home for fourteen years. Nostalgia and thoughts of her grandmother formed a lump in her chest. Things had been so simple as a child before everything had changed. As she pushed open the gate, she remembered herself as a kid, running up the driveway after a day at school. Everything looked just the same—a tan brick, Spanish-style ’70s house with a desert landscape front yard, now overgrown with weeds. A moving van was parked across the street, which Sophia figured Albert had used to transport the machine.

The home's interior was empty, light dust coating the floorboards and mantlepiece. Sophia had rented out the house until last year, then stopped taking tenants when she knew this day would come. As she and Ryn wandered through the living room, she noted freshly painted walls and new light fixtures. She had forbidden her management company from changing the old brown shag carpet in her bedroom, though, and it was in terrible shape, worn and stained. She’d let them think it was sentimentality, but the truth was she’d been afraid changing it might alter the outcome of the journey. The burnt triangle would direct Albert to the exact place to set up his apparatus.

Sophia was taken aback when they entered the bedroom and saw an open metal casket in the middle of the room. Albert peeked around from behind the machine. 

“Hi, guys!” He took in their expressions as he straightened. “A beauty, isn’t she? Is this the right spot?”

“Um… yeah,” she said. The machine looked odd in her old bedroom. He’d placed it exactly where it had been last time.

Ryn’s brow creased. “Soooo, this is a time machine?”

“Yes, indeed,” Albert planted his hands on his hips as a proud grin lit his face. “Once the lid’s closed, a circuit of quark-gluon plasma is formed and—”

Sophia held up her hand. “Let’s just get going. The science talk makes me nervous.”

“Absolutely. Sorry. Here, Sophia, come lie down, and I’ll get you set up. Is this the right spot?”

Sophia and Ryn approached the machine. It had a medical gurney set up at a 45-degree angle within a rectangular metal box, its hinged lid open. There was a metal platform for her to stand on, and multiple loose straps rested along the sides of the table. She hadn’t thought that she might have to be restrained. It made sense that she should be as motionless as possible. It made her think of hospitals and mental asylums. The thought didn’t help her rattled nerves.

She turned to Ryn, trying to ignore his horrified expression, and hugged him. She clung to the feeling of his strong arms around hers, his scent, and his presence. She gave him a quick kiss on the lips. “I’ll see you soon.”

Her fingers slipped from his.

She took a deep breath and stepped onto the footplates. Albert, his smile replaced by concentration, helped her recline back upon the gurney. Beneath her, she felt, more than heard, a steady hum and vibration.

Albert went to work quickly, first placing a pulse-ox monitor on her index finger. He gave her an encouraging smile as he strapped in her legs, torso, arms, then forehead. His hands were shaking. She could see the strain behind his smile and the tension in his movements. 

She smiled back. “It’ll be fine, Albert, don’t worry.” She had no idea if that was true, of course, but her confidence bled onto him, and the crease in his eyebrows smoothed.

“I know. I know. Of course, it will.” He nodded quickly. “All set, Sophia. Are you ready for me to close the lid?”

“Yeah. Let’s do it.” 

Albert disappeared as the lid slowly closed. Ryn stood across the room, holding up his hand as if swearing an oath. “I love you,” he called as the lid swung closed, engulfing her in darkness. For a moment, all she heard was her own breathing. 

Then the machine vibrated like an engine lay beneath. It hummed and shook as icy fear flooded her veins. Everything screamed at her to bang on the lid, calling to be let out. She squeezed her eyes shut, breathing hard through her nose as the vibrating intensified. It was almost deafening, and she winced, her bound hands unable to clap over her ears. Sophia’s body tingled, thousands of ants crawling under her skin. She gasped, and then…

Silence.

She could no longer sense her body or breathing, and for an instant, she blacked out, somewhere between life and death, the real world and oblivion.

When she opened her eyes, she awoke to disembodied consciousness in a void of darkness. She winced at the pins and needles sensation of her body returning. Excitement surged in her as her old bedroom materialized into view. Her skin felt cold; her clothes were gone.

It worked!

Of course, it worked, she silently chided. Now gather your thoughts, Sophia. There’s no time.

Her focus fell onto a young woman relaxing on a bed a few feet away, where she’d seen Ryn standing just moments earlier. The girl’s eyes were closed, blissfully absorbed in the music blaring from her earphones. Sophia’s eighteen-year-old self had long, dark hair that swayed as she bobbed her head to the music, a faint smile playing upon her pale, heart-shaped face. She hadn’t noticed her yet.

Sophia glanced around her childhood bedroom. The layout was imprinted in her memory. A dresser sat in one corner, the single bed in the other. A wistful smile spread across her lips as she saw the posters of Harry Potter and P!nk on the walls. Sophia glanced back at her younger self. She couldn’t get distracted; there wasn’t any time to waste.

Phia hadn’t noticed the apparition of her older self, exactly like the first time. It felt… surreal. She didn’t want to scare her, but she had to give her the message.

“Phia,” she whispered.

The girl was oblivious, lounging on bunched pillows, eyes closed, foot bobbing. She would be graduating high school in a few weeks. The poor kid had no idea what was in store. These were her last, final moments of innocence.

“Phia,” she repeated, louder.

The teenager’s eyes flew open, and they widened in shock as she sat bolt upright in bed, ripping the earphones from her ears. “What—what’s this?” she gasped, looking up and down at the woman before her. In a moment of bizarre madness, Sophia wanted to laugh. She’d reacted the exact same way all those years ago.

She was naked and floating above the floor at an angle. The girl’s eyes landed on her chest, confusion on her young face. Sophia gave a strained smile.

“Listen to me carefully, Phia. I don’t have much time. I’m you from the future….”

“What the hell? What?” Phia blinked, eyes narrowing. She scooted back towards the headboard, snatching up a pillow and clutching it in front of her like a shield. 

“I’m sorry I’ve scared you, but this is important,” said Sophia. She gestured to herself. “Look at me, Phia. I’m you.”

Her own younger face looked back at her with frightened eyes. Sophia remembered what she was like back then, almost finished with high school, excited for the future, the whole world at her feet. How things had changed. 

To Sophia’s relief, Phia finally gave a small, slow nod, her eyes fixed on the birthmark above Sophia’s breast.

“Millions of lives are at stake,” she said, saying the words she’d repeated over and over in her memory until they were perfect. “Grab that notebook off your nightstand and write down everything I say.”

Phia stared at her, frozen.

“Hurry up, Phia, this is real!” Sophia snapped. “Write this down!”

Phia startled, glancing at her nightstand and back to the time traveler. Without taking her eyes off Sophia, she snatched up her Twilight journal and a pen with trembling hands. Breathing hard, she shakily opened the notebook to a new page. “Ok,” she finally stammered. “Tell me.”

As Sophia spoke, her young self furiously scribbled notes.

“I’m you from the future. I came here from April 15th, 2026. The future president, Zachary Mirren, born in 1985, will eventually start World War Three and be responsible for the deaths of millions. You must stop him.”

Phia gasped and looked up from the notebook. “This is insane.”

“You’ll believe it later. Keep writing!” Sophia shouted. “I’ll disappear soon! This could end any second!” Her face crumpled. “Albert said I only have a couple of minutes.”

Phia nodded and took a deep breath. “Ok, go on.” 

“You—I—am the Executive Chef in the White House and have access to President Mirren,” Sophia sputtered, feeling the familiar tingling in her fingers and toes. “You need to stop him and alert people to his plan. He sets up a fake attack on the US on April 5th, 2026, and launches nukes on April 10th, 2026.” She paused. She shouldn’t deviate much from what was said before, but she needed to say this. “And Phia… stay with Ryn McNaughton. Trust him.” 

The tingling spread to her limbs and stomach as her vision dimmed. She was out of time. There was so much more she wished she could say.

Once again, she floated between the ethereal and the physical. All was black, and her senses disappeared. She floated in darkness, not even hearing her own breathing. Fear flooded her non-existent veins. What if Ryn was right? What if something had gone wrong, and she was forced to float in limbo forever?

Then her vision returned, the darkness fading as she returned to her body. Pain stabbed her skin as Albert materialized before her. He shined a light in her eyes, a crease of worry between his brown eyes. “Sophia? Sophia! Wake up!”

She closed her eyes against the burning light, groaning as dizziness swam in her mind. She had a splitting migraine, and nausea swirled in her stomach. “Shit, Albert, get that damn light out of my face.” 

“Oh, thank God!” Albert sighed, backing off. Ryn stood behind him, worry on his face. “So? Did it work?” He unlatched the tethers and unhooked the monitor from her finger. “Easy getting up now. Take your time.”

Aside from the dull pounding in her head, Sophia felt normal. She rose and stepped off the apparatus, her heart pounding. She’d really done it. Just like that, Albert had sent her back in time. She’d met her past self and changed the timeline forever.

Hadn’t she?

Ryn and Albert helped her to a nearby chair. Recognizing the symptoms, Ryn grabbed migraine medicine from her purse and handed her a dissolvable tablet, pressing a glass of water into her free hand, which was trembling. 

She popped the tablet under her tongue. “I think it worked.” Her voice was scratchy. “I talked to my younger self and gave her the message. So at least that part worked.” Her eyes caught on her left hand. Something was different. There—below her wedding ring—was that scar on her hand always there? Yes, of course, it was. After that clumsy fall at their wedding reception, she and Ryn had spent the beginning of their honeymoon at an ER getting stitches. Stupid high heels.

A deep voice from the doorway startled them all. 

“I’ll be taking that machine now.”







Chapter 27

15 April 2026







FBI Agent Wright stood in the doorway of the room. Shock flooded Sophia’s veins, turning her cold. What was the agent who had interviewed her doing here?

“Hold on a moment,” Albert said calmly, his hands in the air. Then he disappeared behind the machine. He quickly punched a code into the back panel.

“Come out where I can see you!” Agent Wright shouted, snatching his gun from the holster and pointing it at the machine. Ryn gasped beside Sophia, moving an arm protectively over her chest.

Albert came back from around the machine, slowly, with his hands up. “Easy now, there’s no need for that. What do you want with it?” 

“I’ve been surveilling everything you people have been doing and saying,” his bushy eyebrows were knitted together, something between smugness and rage lurking there. “Because I agreed with your mission, I figured I’d let you go ahead and see if it worked. It didn’t. There are still fifty thousand Americans dead. My brother in New York is gone! I’m going back in time to do things right.”

Fifty thousand? Sophia rubbed her temple, panic clashing with pain.

Ryn spoke calmly. “We’re sorry for your loss, but this isn’t the way to go about things. Please put the gun down, and let’s talk.”

The apparatus was making louder and louder grinding sounds. 

Agent Wright glanced toward the time machine. “Why is it making that racket?”

“Because it is self-destructing,” Albert said, his voice calm. Ryn and Sophia stared at each other in alarm. “In a few minutes, everything within the shell will be melted beyond recognition.”

“Wait, make it stop!” Wright barked, the gun trembling in his fingers. “You need to send me back!”

“I would only send back someone I know and trust.” Albert gestured to the gun. “You haven’t exactly inspired my trust.”

The whirring grew louder. A strong smell of burning rubber filled Sophia’s nose.

“Ok, ok.” Wright holstered the gun and held his hands up. “We’re on the same side here. Now, stop this.”

“It’s not stoppable.” Despite the situation, Albert’s mouth twitched in amusement. “It may be a good idea for us to wait outside the house, just in case. I think the shell will contain it, but I can’t be positive.” 

As Sophia and Ryn hurried towards the door, Albert at their heels, Wright made a frustrated sound. They thundered into the warm outside air, the smell of burning rubber fading to the earthy smell of creosote bushes.

Sophia’s eyes fell on the moving truck parked across the street. Of course, it was Agent Wright’s vehicle. He’d probably come to haul the machine away. Maybe he’d been watching them for hours.

She turned to him. His face was pale. “How do you know nothing has changed?”

Agent Wright scowled at her. “I checked the headlines before coming in. Nothing has changed. Zachary Mirren and his conspirators still planted bombs in New York and Los Angeles. Despite your warnings, it wasn’t in time to stop the first explosions in Queens.”

Sophia covered her eyes, feeling tears forming. “Crap.” It was just as she remembered.

Wright continued, “Don’t get me wrong—I and everyone else are thankful that you alerted authorities before bombs outside of Queens could go off. And you risked your life going back in time here.”

Albert muttered something. 

“It could’ve been much worse. Apparently, the president’s plan was to blame Russia and China to justify attacking them. Thankfully, Zachary Mirren is dead, and his accomplices are in custody.” 

Tears streamed down Sophia’s cheeks. Sure, her efforts had been praised by many, but fifty thousand people were still dead. She’d failed to change anything. Ryn’s warm arm slid around her shoulders, holding her close. 

“As for you, Professor,” Wright rounded on Albert. “It doesn’t matter if this machine is destroyed. My associates are combing your office and home for the assembly plans. We’ll build a new one.”

Albert smirked. “You’re wasting your time—you won’t find anything. There’s no way I’m helping you, or anyone else, build a new one. You can’t just go gallivanting back in time without potentially catastrophic consequences.”

“But you’re qualified to have that responsibility, huh?” Wright sneered.

“Your actions have proved that you’re not smart enough to handle it,” Albert added.

The agent’s cheeks turned red. “You’ve made a grave mistake, Professor. I could’ve saved all those people. My brother.” His face scrunched up. Despite everything, Sophia felt sympathy for him. “I’m going to take that machine, and we will study it. We’ll figure it out.”

“Have at it. It’s yours,” Albert sighed. “The inside should be pretty well destroyed now. Be sure to lock up the house when you leave, won’t you?”

Wright made a noise like an angry bull and stomped back towards the house. Albert smiled at Sophia and Ryn. “Would you like to grab some dinner? I hear there’s a good steak place up the road.”

◆◆◆
 
 As Sophia and Ryn neared their home in Arlington, Sophia gave his thigh a comforting squeeze. Would there still be reporters outside the house? Her daughter, Margot, had kept her updated. The media presence had thinned once they’d learned that the “whistleblower” had left town. 

Sophia and her daughter had reunited four months ago when Margot came to the US searching for her birth parents. With Ryn’s blessing, Sophia had invited Margot to stay a while, to get to know each other. Although it took them both time to open up, the women had come to understand each other and developed a close friendship. Margot planned to return to France next month. She’d told Sophia she was ready to speak again to her mama, Claudette, and try to repair their relationship. She vowed to return to the U. S. for school, though, because she loved it here.

Because of Sophia’s mission, she and Ryn hadn’t adopted any children of their own. It was one of her regrets, so it had been a blessing that Margot had come into her life. Sometimes she’d wondered why her future self hadn’t warned her to stay away from that jerk Mark in college, but she wouldn’t have wanted to wish her daughter out of existence.

Wait.

Her future self.

“Ryn,” she said as they turned a corner onto their street. “How many people have died?”

“About fifty thousand,” he said, sadness in his voice. “Why?”

“Because my future self didn’t say fifty thousand. She said Mirren had killed millions.”

Ryn stopped the car, turning to stare at her. “Are you sure?”

“Ryn, how often have I talked about this over the years?” she insisted. “She said Mirren had killed millions of innocent people.”

“So… you did manage to change it,” said Ryn, his eyes wide. “We just don’t remember.”

The whole thing made her head spin. “I still didn’t save everyone.”

“But fifty thousand is a damn lot better than millions,” said Ryn, giving her hand a squeeze. “Come on, let’s get you inside.”

The front yard of their small neo-colonial home thankfully lacked reporters, its neat lawn free of journalists and bright white shutters shining in the sun. Ryn pulled into the garage, and Sophia exhaled. She’d tried her best. She had saved some lives.

Margot appeared at the inner door, smiling, looking radiant with dark hair curled behind her ears. “Welcome back! How was your vacation?” 

They’d told her they were going to Arizona to get away from the spotlight of the past few weeks. Sophia’s immediate reaction to the first domestic hoax bombing—demanding to speak to key leaders in Congress and CIA agents Jenny knew through her many years of interpreting, had raised enough questions to prompt immediate action. Within a few days, the truth had been revealed to the public—that Zachary Mirren and his accomplices, some of them powerful government officials, had not only planted the bomb in Queens but had set up more in New York and Los Angeles to justify attacking Russia and China.

There had been mass outrage, hundreds of people flooding the gates of the White House, demanding his arrest. President Mirren retreated to his office and moments later was found dead—shot in the chest with a pistol beside his hand. 

Serious-looking news anchors debated whether the President had been a madman or a cold-blooded psychopath. He’d left no clues to his state of mind, and his accomplices—Chief of Staff Dunstan, General Agrona, and Defense Secretary Alvah—weren’t talking. His mysterious advisor, Renacer Cary, had disappeared without a trace.

Sophia climbed out of the car and hugged Margot, holding her close. “It was a welcome break.” They all grabbed baggage from the trunk. “How have things been over here?”

“The kitties are doing well,” she grinned. “The reporters left once they heard that you were gone. Hopefully, you’ll have a few hours of reprieve before they realize you’re back. I invited Jenny and Jessica, and they’re bringing takeout.”

It wasn’t long before their friends arrived with Greek food from Geo’s. Jenny squeezed Sophia tightly. “How was your getaway, my friend and hero?”

Sophia smiled back at her, but she didn’t feel like a hero. Not when she could have prevented the loss of the fifty thousand who had died. It may not be the millions her older self had forewarned, but it was still a massive number that had brought the country almost to its knees. She wished for a moment she’d told her young self to kill Mirren instead of dissuading him. 

Would she have been able to kill him? Before the bombings and loss of life—would she have been able to physically harm the man? 

No, she didn’t think so. She would likely have failed and ended up in jail or dead. 

Jessica asked Sophia about her career plans when they sat down to eat. “Are you going to stay on at the White House?” she asked. “You’re a national hero, after all. You might end up with something better than a job in the kitchen. Not that there’s anything wrong with being a chef,” she added, babbling as she gestured wildly with her fork. Ryn chuckled.

Sophia thought a moment. She hadn’t been thinking much about getting back to work with all that had happened. The thought of returning to the White House and facing reminders of Zachary Mirren and all that had happened felt like a heavy weight upon her shoulders.

The whole reason she’d pursued that career in the first place was to find him. Now Mirren was dead. Did she want to go back?

“I don’t know what I’m going to do,” she said finally and spooned some moussaka into her mouth. “I feel like I should move on to something different. The thought of going back is a little overwhelming.”

Ryn rubbed her back. “You don’t need to decide right now, honey. You’re on leave for several more weeks. Though I agree that a change of scenery would probably be a good idea.”

“What about opening your own little café? Something out of the spotlight?” Jenny asked. “You’re a talented chef. It might be the break you need.”

Sophia considered the idea. A small, cozy restaurant that she could manage the way she liked sounded appealing. It could be a fresh start. 

She smiled. “Yeah, I like that.”

Her chest felt a little lighter.







Chapter 28

Two years later – 2028







“Margot, we’re short on eggs. Can you make a store run?” Sophia called to the dining area from the kitchen. The lunch rush would be starting soon, and she expected a larger crowd today. The fall semester was beginning.

Lizzie’s Café had been up and running for a year and was already one of the most popular eateries near the Adams campus. Sophia managed the business and chefs, while Margot headed the waitstaff, which she’d proven remarkably good at. The café served a rotating seasonal menu with eclectic offerings, and it was no secret that the head chef used to cook at the White House.

Sophia could expand, perhaps open more restaurants around the city, but she wanted to keep the business small and manageable. She’d set the restaurant’s hours at 12:00 to 8:00 pm to have some downtime with Ryn. With his career in law, their combined income was more than enough to live off without having to expand their restaurant. The house was already paid off, and they’d put aside a nest egg in case Margot decided to go to college.

It had been two years since the president’s scheme and the lost lives in New York. The nation was still dealing with the repercussions—the shock and grief, the distrust of the government, and the growing divide between those religious and those who were not. Some people blamed Christianity, or religion as a whole, for Mirren’s behavior. Others argued that religion had nothing to do with it, and it was senseless to blame entire organizations for one man's actions.

Sophia and her family wanted nothing to do with the debate.

Every day, Sophia’s thoughts drifted to what had happened and the question of what she could’ve done differently. Her only consolation was that things would have been worse if she hadn’t done anything. God knows what it would be like if a war had happened.

When she unlocked the café door to start the day, she saw Dr. Albert Perry coming up the sidewalk. She gave him a brief hug, and he followed her inside.

“The usual table, Albert?” she said, smiling as she whipped out her notebook.

“Yes, indeed,” his dark eyes crinkled in his familiar, friendly smile. “For two, please. My son, Malcolm, will be joining me. He’s just starting at Adams today.”

“Oh, that’s great!” she hadn’t met Malcolm yet, though she’d heard a lot about him. She couldn’t wait to meet him and shake the hand of the son of the man who’d invented time travel. Not that many people knew it, of course. Albert stood by his claim that time travel was a dangerous thing.

“How’s your day going?” he asked as he sat, a newspaper in his hand.

“Very well, thank you. Just getting started for the day.”

“I was wondering… do you have a moment?”

Sophia glanced around. Since the restaurant had just opened, there weren’t any other diners. Two staff members were getting ready in the back room; they’d handle any customers. She slid into the seat across from Albert.

He grinned and leaned forward, speaking in a low voice. “I’ve rebuilt it,” he murmured. “And it’s even better than the original.”

Sophia realized her mouth was hanging open and shut it. She leaned back in the chair, her pulse quickening, and watched the scientist before her, waiting for him to continue.

“I’d like your help,” his eyebrows raised. “There are very few people I trust, and you and your husband are two of them. You understand the situation. I want to go back. I want to save those fifty thousand people, Agent Wright’s brother, and all the other innocent people murdered by that madman.”

Sophia’s mind raced. Here it was – another chance to set things right. But at what cost? So much could be gained, but there were also risks. Albert knew that, though. He would be careful.

Albert glanced up over Sophia’s shoulder. “Ah, Malcolm! Over here, son.”

Sophia turned to see a young man coming through the door. She instantly recognized him, that smile, those dreadlocks, though it had been twenty years, and her breath caught in her throat. He was the young priest from Cathédrale Saint-Étienne in France who had known her name and told her the world depended on her. He’d appeared only a few years older when she’d seen him two decades ago.

She got to her feet, the chair scraping, meeting the young man’s eyes with a smile.

“It’s good to meet you, Sophia,” he said, grasping her hand. She shook it, laughing at the absurdity of it all, a rush of excitement swooping in her stomach. She looked to Albert. 

“All right, Albert, I’m in. What’s the plan?”





THE END







The Determined Series by D. A. Hahn

Determined
 
If you enjoyed this book, please consider leaving a review on Amazon or Goodreads. Positive reviews are so helpful for indie authors. Thank you!
Entangled
 
In 2076, seventeen-year-old Nina Perry's world is turned upside down by the sudden loss of her father. Several days later, a mysterious event causes millions to die, leaving her afraid and alone. 

Nina finds the courage to continue and encounters a few other survivors, including her brother, Thomas. She discovers her great-grandfather Albert Perry's journals, which offer a possible solution to this dystopian nightmare—time travel. 

Before Nina can explore this possibility, she and her companions must escape abduction by a self-proclaimed Messiah and his followers, who are determined to rule. Will Nina be able to overcome her self-doubts and find the courage to risk everything to save the world? 





Acknowledgements



I am blessed with love and support from my family and friends and I am thankful for all of you.  



I would like to thank my intuitive and thorough Editor, Poppy Kuroki, as well as the following people, whose helpful advice improved this book: Ken Hahn, Donovan Warren, Walter Flaschka, Kevin Pollak, Rachel Christenson, Michael Bradley, Kristin Turner, Jessica Scurlock, Jessica Posey, Ally Beaton, Ripleyreads, and Nikki B.




cover.jpeg





