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Prologue

2006


The first third-year presenter today was Aaron Aristide. His paper was on how your memory of a face is affected by whether the face is from your own race or a different one. Aaron was born in Haiti. It made sense.
The second presenter, who’s up in front of the class now, is Cherie Pascal. She’s tossing her blond curls and cheerfully talking about how guessing where a moving object ends up depends on something called “representational momentum.”
Really? Relevance to anything? Why are people laughing at her jokes?
I know she’s smart, though. Grad level research. It’s why I should probably be paying more attention, except…
I’m next.
Yes, you are, Jackson. And they’re going to kill you.
No, I can do this. I’m ready.
You’re a string bean coward, loser, nothing. You get up there and…
Shut up! I. Can. Do. This.
Look at their faces. They’re thugs! Like the ones who cut up your brother’s face back in Renton. Made you watch.
This is absolutely nothing like—
It’s exactly the same. Laughing at you. Attacking you.
It’s not. It’s not. It’s not.
But my fingers start to quiver, tap-tapping the cue cards rhythmically on my desk to shut out the conversation in my head. I don’t need the cards, of course. I never need cards. I have total recall without trying. But having the cards when I walk to the front of the class will make me look normal, less of a freak, less likely to get attacked. Maybe.
Oral presentation. Half our grade.
And I need this class.
Cherie Pascal stops speaking. She’s done. All the students around me are applauding, even though I bet not half of them followed what she was saying. That will become obvious now when they try to ask question and…
For some reason, Cherie looks at me like she expects me to ask something.
My jaw clenches tight and I hold my breath. Don’t look at me! You must know I hate this. DON’T LOOK AT ME!
I feel a hand on my arm. Jude, my one friend here, sitting at the desk beside me. He whispers, “Doing okay?”
I nod.
But even though it’s Jude, I can’t look at him. Can’t speak. My mouth has dried up. The sterile, cream-colored walls of this University of Illinois classroom have sucked the moisture out of me even as they’ve retained every sour particle of horny/scared/bored/tired sweat from the college kids around me.
My own beads of sweat pop out all over my face and neck.
This is not good.
My PTSD expresses itself mostly in social anxiety, but never this bad.
What’s happening?
What’s…?
I turn to look at Jude. His round, caring face is squinching in concern.
My breath pushes up higher in my chest.
Cherie finishes and the class applauds. Out of the corner of my eye, I see Professor Tavish nodding her gray-haired head and turning to look at me. They’re all looking at me. Every student in this class. Because I’ve never stood up in front of them. I just do my work. Keep my head down. I discuss things with Jude if I talk with anyone. Can’t avoid it. He’s my roomie.
Do not go up there.
Do not. You’ll be trapped. Caught.
This isn’t just anxiety, Jackson. It’s death!
And all of a sudden, I’m finding it hard to breathe. My heart is racing. My head and skin are so hot I want to scratch my way out of them.
“Jackson?” Jude whispers beside me.
I’m on my feet. Turning. Blinking hard as I walk from the room. Don’t run. Don’t trip.
“Mr. Traine?” Tavish calls me from behind.
Then I’m free of the door and running, tripping, dropping my cue cards so they go fluttering to the polished stone floors. I scrabble to my feet, gasping for air, and leave my cards behind as I run for the stairs at the end of the hall. A fire escape.
“Aaghh. Agh. Agh,” I grunt as I run.
I make the fire escape, go through the doors into the dank funnel of concrete and metal railings, and fight the urge to crash down here in a heap. 
No. Escape. Run. RUN!
I pound up the stairs. One flight. Two. Three. Four…  My heart’s pounding so hard now I’m sure my head’s going to explode.
I finally make the top where there’s an exit to the forbidden rooftop of the University of Illinois Psych building, nine floors above ground level. I twist down the handle and shove. Locked!
No, just stuck. 
On my third shove, the door grates open and I burst outside, only to get shoved back against the closing door by an icy November wind. Must have whipped down from Lake Superior in the last hour, roaring over a hundred miles of Illinois flatland to batter the campus with snow and ice. I push my skinny body off the door and stagger into that winter wind with my mouth open in a grimace, letting pellets of snow tear into my cloth coat and whip my long hair around my face, trying to blind me, blast me into a thousand pieces. 
I feel an insane urge to push through it to and throw myself onto the wide panel of windows that covers the long plunge of the open atrium.
You didn’t catch me! I got away! I’d scream.
I.
Got.
Away!
But I can’t even force myself off the wall. My whole body feels like it’s going to burst apart. I crumple to my side on the snowy concrete and curl up like a baby, shivering in the cold even though I’m burning up inside. My eyes are streaming. I’m blind with pain and an unidentifiable terror that is always with me, but now out in the open, all around me. Kicking me. Beating me like Dead Eyes did 44 months and 16 days ago in that chop shop after they’d cut up Kenny and dragged him away.
I writhe and shiver on and on until the chimes from Altgeld Hall start their 11:50 chimes two blocks northeast of me.
End of class. End of my GPA. End of my future.
The chimes of the McFarland Bell Tower, the Eye of Sauron, start in from the south quad, clashing, blending, pounding into my head until I’m sure I’m going to puke.
I choke out a gargling scream and try to stuff my fists into my mouth, tasting blood.
Then I hear my name shouted by the wind, over and over—Jackson! Jackson! Come on! I’m here!—like it’s a real thing, so I have to unscrew my eyes and look…
“Jackson! Good! You see me. Take a deep breath. Come on, buddy. Come on.”
It’s Jude Spiegelman again. My curly-haired roomie. Only real friend in the world other than my big sister.
He’s kneeling over me, doughy hands on my shoulders, shaking me. Patting me. Trying to bring me back. Make me breathe.
Breathe.
Breathe!
Until finally I do. Finally coming down. Gasping. Unclenching. My whole body clenches and unclenches with rough, ugly sobs that scrape my whole insides on their way out.
“It’s okay, dude,” Jude is saying. “It’s okay.”
He pulls me up from the ground into his arms, even though I’m almost a foot taller than him. But he’s all plushy while I’m the dirty-blond ghost. Losing weight because I can’t sleep or eat right. When I close my eye lately, it’s just Kenny caught up in drugs, dumped at hospitals, carved up by Cutter. 
I’m right there! And here. Every bad place.
I clutch Jude’s puffy coat and pull myself into his chest.
[image: image-placeholder]Forty minutes later, Jude’s calmed me down and we walk down together to talk with Professor Colleen Tavish. 
With still-trembling hands, I hand her my paper so she can read it through slowly, then grill me on it. I find this surprisingly bearable because she doesn’t look at me once. She’s got thick glasses and ropy gray hair that falls around her face as she leans down to within inches of my paper to read it. It’s like I’m looking at another version of myself, someone who’s so afraid of personal connection and judgement that they’d rather curl up in a hole and hide than look into your eyes.
And it strikes me that if she’s like this, and still got her Ph.D., published leading research on the effects of spousal abuse on cognition and emotional regulation, and can teach classes to college kids, then maybe there’s a way forward for me as well.
I mean, until now, I’ve just pushed forward, determined to ignore my increasing PTSD and anxiety. I managed my first two years here with only a few incidents. But that was by operating in an emotional freeze, shutting most of the world out. Jude’s been the only person I really speak to. And only because we share a dorm room, half of our classes, and a lot of life interests, if not backgrounds.
Professor Tavish is still reading, so here’s Jude’s background versus mine.
He comes from a close Jewish family in Chicago that he still visits every weekend. His mom is Eema. His grandpa’s Saba. His aunt is Dohda. So much love.
Me, I grew up in Renton, just south of Seattle, with a nanny and two older siblings, Kenny and Kansas. Our parents were never around because they were always traveling, looking after their building supplies franchisees. 
When I was seventeen, Kenny started self-medicating his bipolar condition with drugs and got dragged into a street gang called the Demon Monks, I think for his crazy memory as much as anything. I was always trying to pull him out. The last time, the Demon Monks’ leader, a guy called “Cutter,” made me watch while he carved a D and M into Kenny’s screaming face, one letter per cheek. Then they dragged Kenny away and beat me near senseless, promising to kill Kenny and the rest of my family if I ever talked about any of it. 
So I didn’t.
Eventually, like my big sister and parents, I accepted Kenny was dead.
I froze it all inside my gut, ran here to UIUC, south of Chicago, and eventually started having random pains that still affect my gait and gut, and make it hard to enjoy simple campus stuff like cruising Green Street, bowling, or watching movies on the quad. Then there’s my social anxiety. It preexisted what happened to Kenny, but blew up in a big way in the years following. So whether the trauma caused it or just made it worse, it’s all tied together, you know? PTSD is a complicated stew of clammy hands, tight guts, and now, I guess, panic attacks.
I’ve read about all the treatments that can reduce the intensity of the flashbacks and emotions attached to them. There’s CBT, meditation, Rapid Eye Movement therapy, drugs, other stuff.
But here’s the thing—and this is critical to understand—memories never fade or change for me. Kansas, Kenny, and I were born with crazy freak memories. When I see/feel/taste/touch/smell something, it sticks in my brain with near-perfect clarity for pretty much forever, as far as I can tell.
Jude calls it a blessing, but—
“What makes you discount the legitimacy of memory suppression?” Tavish growls at me without looking up from my paper.
The lack of eye contact lets my mouth, dry as it is, work up enough moisture to unstick my tongue and speak. “I’ve put all my citations at the end.”
“Name one and what it shows.”
“Okay.” I think for a second and start with Elizabeth Loftus and her work on false memory syndrome. But because I recognize holes in her arguments, I continue on with the research of LL Kondora, SM Park, KS Pope, WE Hovdestad and CM Kristiansen, J Kitzinger, and a bunch more that I didn’t have room to discuss in my paper even though they illustrated the different study approaches done in Europe vs. America, implanted memories, confabulation vs. true amnesia, and the political movements that shaped how the courts have treated “recovered” memories at trial in different time periods, and…
“Mr. Traine.”
I stutter to a stop, blinking, seeing Jude giving me a lopsided smile and tapping his watch. Professor Tavish is still looking down at my paper, not at me. But I need to answer. “Uh…excuse me?”
“What did you write on the third line of page four?” Tavish asks.
I blink again. “It starts in the middle of a sentence. ‘…would be more persuasive if there was empirical evidence of disintegrating associations that…’”
“Yes?” prompts Tavish.
“You want me to continue with the next line?”
“What did you have for lunch on January five, two thousand and one?”
I frown and almost physically feel my eyes dart back and forth, which is a common human trait in someone looking to retrieve an old memory, searching for the visual image. In my case, though, it’s because I’m clicking through the age associations. That date, Jan 5, 2001, I’m fourteen years old. Kenny’s turning eighteen in another four days. Mom and Dad are out in Wyoming and aren’t expected back until a few days after Kenny’s birthday. They don’t know that Kenny just dropped out of school and is already battling a major heroin addiction. So…four days back from that awful birthday. It’s…Friday, forty-five degrees and raining outside the school cafeteria. My friend Jenelle Washington just said something about a guy called Michael Douglas Wilk who went missing on Monday, and I’m about to eat…
“It’s alright, Mr. Traine. I was just—”
“Leftover Kraft Dinner. I’d made it on Tuesday with all the broccoli we still had in the fridge added in, plus extra cheese and some garlic powder to make it interesting. I also had a mandarin orange. The second last one we had from the holidays.”
There is a long beat of silence. I can hear Professor Tavish breathing. And smell it. She has coffee breath. She says, “Of course, there is no way to verify any of that.”
I frown and rattle of what day of the week it was, the weather, the stories and comics I remember reading in the newspaper that my parents had delivered to our house, even though they were rarely there.
Tavish clears her throat. “Yes. Yes.” A long beat of silence. “Would you be willing to…take part in a study, Mr. Traine?”
My heart rate, which decelerated to normal from the simple process of me focusing just on my studies and the specific memory challenges, now shoots up through the roof as I realize what I’ve done, how I’ve exposed myself to someone who can understand how truly freakish I am.
I will not get caught like Kenny!
Almost like I said it out loud, Professor Tavish raises her head and squints at me through her thick glasses. “Or not,” she growls quietly. “No. Of course not.” She lowers her head. “You’ve been studied before. It must be hard, living in so many realities at one time.”
Especially bad ones! I want to burst out. But I have to work my tongue around the instantly sticky inside of my mouth to answer. “Yes.”
Tavish nods and sighs. She pushes my paper away from me on her desk and sits back in her chair, looking into her lap almost like she wants to take a nap.
Jude speaks. “Professor? Are things alright with Jackson’s paper? His grade?”
She jerks her head up again, this time to squint at Jude. “Of course. Stellar work, quite apart from the…” She waves her hand in my direction but avoids looking at me. “If you ever want a referral for your graduate work, Mr. Traine, I’d be honored. You have something powerful that could change our fundamental understandings of memory and time. Do the world a lot of good.” She grimaces. “Or give us one more way to tear it apart.”
Then she drops her chin to her chest again, and it’s clear we’re dismissed.
[image: image-placeholder]That night, sitting in front of our shared TV and playing Call of Duty 2, we finish a Deathmatch multiplayer in which we each carried a decent KDR of 15 and 12 for Jude and me respectively, when Jude puts down his controller and turns to me in his ridiculously battered cloth swivel chair.
“You know who would kill to get your memory working for them?” he says.
“Sure. The mob. Or the Chinese triads. I could keep all their contacts and numbers in my head so they’d never have to write them down.”
Jude snorts. “Dude, seriously. Someone should make a movie like that.”
“Make me a little girl forced to work to protect my family. Have Jason Statham rescue me. I’d watch it!”
“But you know who’d really love your memory? Seriously?”
“Who?”
“The CIA.”
“For what? Like spying?”
“I don’t know. Or analysis. You know, like taking in endless reams of shit and seeing the connections.”
“That’s not memory. That’s more like…cognitive synthesis or something.”
“Or languages. I bet you could learn a dozen languages like that.” He snaps his fingers.
“You’re missing the big picture, dude.”
Jude raises his eyebrows, which makes his very round face look like one of those emoji-things people are using on their phones.
“C’mon. You were up on the roof with me,” I say. “You’ve seen me falling apart for the last couple of months. Remembering everything is not a blessing.”
“Um, yeah.” Jude’s face is solemn. Really listening. No judgement. He’s what I want to become. “Figured you’d tell me what was going on at some point.”
“At some point. But…let’s just say I’m going to be lucky just to get through uni, you know?”
Jude smirks. “What’s your GPA so far?”
“Doesn’t help if I have more of what happened today.”
“Counseling, dude. I’ll walk you over and sign you in myself. Bet your folks won’t even ask what the extra money’s for.”
“I don’t need—”
“Yeah, you do.” He’s dead serious again. “Like you said. I was up on the roof. I know a panic attack when I see one. Add the nightmares and hiding. Whatever you’re remembering, and I’m guessing it’s something about your family you won’t tell me, and that’s cool, you need help, dude. You know you do.”
I reluctantly nod, but inside I’m thinking that I will never let someone get so deep into my head they have power over me. I saw what that did with Kenny.
Jude nods, picks up his controller, and selects an offline game—just us against the machine. As he waits for me to follow, he says, “When you get all your shit together, dude? Figure out how to use what you got? There are gonna be a lot of people wanting to work with you.”
“On my terms or theirs?”
“Always your choice, right?”
“We’ll see.”
I click start.




1
Trained for combat

2022



January 1, 2022. Early morning.
I ran loosely around the snow-covered, mostly deserted running track of Garfield High School, Seattle. My spiked running cleats crunched the packed snow and my breath came out in puffs of frost as I stared into the turn.
Bear down. Don’t slip.
Ahead of me, standing by the bleachers in a tracksuit and winter coat, was my “coach,” Ryan Renn, AKA Smiley. He was the one choosing when I sprinted and how long I got to recover. He was drinking a coffee and grinning at my approach, the bastard. While I’d been out here for an hour now, stretching, warming up, then jogging, running intensely, jogging again…
“Ready for another, Professor?” he called out as I passed.
“If you do it with me this time!” I yelled back.
I figured that gave me at least one more cool down lap.
Maybe.
Smiley didn’t have a lot of sympathy for my pain. He didn’t care about tapering me off for some competition or trying to keep things fun, just increasing my odds of survival. He was the youngest of four former Rangers, now Lead the Way Security Group, whom my girlfriend Lena had hired to protect and train me.
The idea was, if I kept trying to find my brother Kenny—like I’d done last March when I discovered he was somehow alive but held captive—I’d last longer against whatever forces tried to stop me.
In March, those forces had been the Demon Monks, still led by Cutter. I only survived because I first met Lena, whose work exploring closed timelike curves had triggered an ability in me to time travel ten minutes backward in time when I was sufficiently threatened or traumatized. It wiped out any physical wounds I’d experienced in those ten minutes, but not the mental ones, the experience. The rebound of my PTSD symptoms after I got out of the hospital had been…ugly.
It had just about driven Lena away at the time—the screaming nightmares and flashbacks, the paranoid hallucinations of seeing a balding man in glasses and trench coat watching me everywhere I went. 
Lena and I had met and fallen in love when I had simple social anxiety. This was another whole level of crazy.
And she was already dealing with her mom having just died of COVID and her father refusing to deal with the estate.
And all my suffering made me decide to renounce my time traveling rather than doing what Lena wanted, which was to tell the Lead the Way team about it so they could help me control the ability. Instead, I told them that human time travel wasn’t real, as far as I knew, and whatever Lena had told them about me was a delusion brought on by her research.
Lena exploded in rage.
Alvin Westor, the leader of the LTW team and former boyfriend of Lena, began finding ways to physically terrorize me in my combat training with him to get me to time travel. If he hadn’t been such an incredible instructor all the rest of the time, and if all the training I was getting from him, Smiley, and the other two, Big and Doc, hadn’t been actually bringing me out of my PTSD cluster faster than ever before, even with Alvin’s terrorizing, I would have walked.
Instead, I stuck it out. 
Alvin proved out his nickname, “Shadow,” by actually managing to scare me into two different time jumps—once with a gunshot (blank?) to my face, once by throwing me off a building. But he’d never know he had. All he or anyone saw when I jumped back was my momentary disorientation in my earlier body, then a forceful way of diverting Alvin from doing whatever he’d done the first time around.
“Hey!”
There was a set of thudding sounds and hard breathing as Smiley caught up to me on my right and matched my pace on the track. Grinning, of course. 
“Finished your coffee?” I said.
“Yummy in my tummy. Ready for another two hundred?” 
“How many more? Alvin’s teaching me knife fighting today, so…”
Smiley didn’t answer for a moment, and I wondered if he and the others had noted Alvin’s sometimes overly aggressive lessons with me. Realized I was asking to not get so tired out from running that I couldn’t deal with them.
Knife fighting!
As we hit the back curve, Smiley said, “You want to know how many more sprints?”
“How many?”
“Until you beat me.”
He surged ahead, and I automatically kicked it up, my right foot slipping on a piece of hard-packed snow underfoot before my cleats regained traction and let me tear after him.
200 meters.
My brain whirred as I ran.
World record time? 19.19 seconds, Usain Bolt, 2009.
Sixteen record holders earlier, not counting disputed events, it’s 20.6 second, Andy Stanfield, 1951.
Just a quick little run.
So run.
I pump-pump-pump-pumped, staying over my toes, leaning just enough around the curve to fight the centrifugal force without having my toes slip out from under me on the packed snow, pacing it to let the lactic acid ease out of my muscles as I hit second 100 meters even as I tried to catch the red stripes of Smiley’s track suit ahead of me.
He started slowing. Damn! I was a good fifteen meters back.
I kept going long enough to catch him and match him, calmed my breaths of lung-freezing air, let the lactic acid work out of my muscles as I loped along. In a real race, the runners would be slowing completely to walk it off now, congratulating themselves on their explosive punch and the conditioning that kept them going to the end.
Me, now, I was fighting not to grit my teeth, waiting for Smiley to take off again, leading me into my seventh sprint of this increasingly hellish session. But was going to catch Smiley next time. Because he might be a fucking ex-Ranger, but I was a fucking psychologist and professor who’d undergone more torture and loss than he’d ever—
He shot forward.
I took off after him.
Pump.
Drive.
Push it.
Do. Not. Tire.
Do. Not.
Catching him.
Catching him…
He slowed.
Damn it!
I couldn’t even see the marks he was using for the 200-meter measurement, and I doubted he was 100 percent accurate each time. Of all the Lead-the-Way team, he was the most likely to shave things here and there if it gave him an edge.
But I had more determination, more—
He shot forward again, and I took off after him.
And lost that race as well. 
Still, the distances between us when he slowed here getting shorter each time. And by our sixth race, where I’m sure our times were now well over forty seconds and we each were slipping badly on the turns, I pulled ahead before Smiley saw me and could pretend we’d hit 200.
I slowed to a gasping, rasping, lung-freezing trot, then a walk, my face body covered in rapidly freezing sweat, my legs shaking under me, half expecting Smiley to tell me to keep running.
He didn’t. I looked back to see he’d dropped to his knees and thin-gloved hands in a pile of churned-up slush, his head hanging and his entire body heaving his middle up and down like his body needed to puke.
I staggered back to him, gave him a few beats to finish the dry heaves, then grabbed his raised hand and helped him to his feet.
He held onto my shoulders as he continued leaning forward, breathing hard and looking ill as he tried to recover himself.
“Goddamn it, professor,” he said. “Dee-amn.” And a few struggling breaths later, “How old you say you were?”
“Thirty-five.”
“I knew that. Whew, you’re fierce, homie.”
“Motivated.”
“Yup.” He finally looked up at me and sweaty grin. “Working to win back the lady? Oh, Shadow’s gonna have fun with you this morning.”
[image: image-placeholder]After we both changed into street runners, Smiley drove his Mustang to the gym, tires slipping and sliding on the snowy backstreets. I followed carefully in my little blue Chevvy Bolt. The gym we drove to, La Tarantata, was a hole-in-the-wall boxing mecca for the local gang-bangers in the area. At least that was the impression I’d had the other times we’d come to this place to train. Lots of over-muscled guys with tats. Steamy warm. Nobody wearing masks or worried about social distancing despite the King County ordinances requiring both.
Cutter and his crew would have fit in nicely.
But when I slipped on my double-banded white N95 and walked in, I knew nobody would comment because they knew I was with the group of ex-Rangers in the far corner, whose biggest member, Kajika Bighouse, AKA Big, stood about six-foot-nine and looked like he could pick up any of the wannabe gangsters in here and snap them like twigs.
Ironically, Big was one of the sweetest, quietest, most peace-loving guys I’d ever met. His people were Makah (Salish for “generous with food”) Indians. They called themselves Kwih-dich-chuh-ahtx which meant “the people who live by the rocks [or cape] and seagulls.” Big’s specialty on the Lead-the-Way team was communications. He did also happen to be the team’s best sniper, which I’d been grateful for last year when he picked off half of Cutter’s men with headshots to save Lena and me when I thought all was lost.
As Smiley and I wove our way through the dimly lit guys skipping rope or whapping speed bags, free-standing ones, and hanging heavies, I could pick out the other two members of Lead the Way—Alvin/Shadow and Kai Nishikawa/Doc. With them stood Lena and a shorter woman I didn’t recognize. 
The two women were the only ones wearing masks.
Even masked up, though, the Lena’s Middle Eastern beauty and dusky poise caught me right in the gut and heart. It brought back every bad love song I’d ever heard about seeing your former lover. Not that we were officially over. But with all of Lena’s trips back and forth to deal with her mother’s estate and her anger at me over my refusal to time travel for the LTW team, we’d barely spoken in months. I kept hoping she’d come around. At least let me talk to her about it.
I guessed it was hard for her to even be in the same room with me.
She must have seen me, but she looked more interested in the long folding table beside her that held two upright Spring Water clear plastic barrels with spigots dispensing water than she did in me.
I touched her arm and she half-turned to me just so she could gesture to the woman who stood beside her.
“Jackson, this is Elizabeth Chan, an Amazon rep. Elizabeth, Jackson Traine. Or Doctor Traine. Professor Traine. Take your pick.”
Lena’s voice was flat, but her words felt like a slap. An Amazon rep? As improbable as it sounded, Lena had insisted it was Bezos’ company that had funded her particle accelerator research just north of Seattle, the lab where I’d experienced my first jump back in time. Lena had committed to shutting the lab down after my big sister had told us a bunch of governments were looking to exploit whatever she found. Had Lena restarted it somehow? Was that what she’d been doing all these weeks I hadn’t been able to reach her?
Before I could ask, the Amazon rep turned to me and briefly bowed her head. So I turned, forcing myself to actually look at her…and did a double-take. 
The non-description “shorter woman” didn’t do her justice. Elizabeth Chan’s quiet, head-bowed demeanor diverted the casual gaze from the promise of sublime beauty. Mid-to-late twenties, slim, and barely five-five in heels, her large almond eyes had a dark symmetry above the line of her stylishly patterned medical mask. Her hair was as jet-black and smooth as her eyes. Her skin had the pallor of a new moon.
She met my eyes and gave me a shy nod of greeting, then extended a hand. I clasped it, surprised to feel a dry, warm strength. Almost of command.
The contradictions grew when I saw that her other hand had also extended, offering a business card.
“I’m very pleased to meet you,” she said, her voice low and Oxford British. Meaning standard English, received pronunciation. Stiffer lips but a clear click on the R.
I looked from her hand, still holding mine, to the proffered business card, to her eyes, and thought I caught a twinkle of laughter there. An enigmatic smile. Only after I took the business card did she release my hand and turn back toward Lena as if I had ceased to exist. 
Fascinating.
That breath of discovery changed on a dime when I realized Elizabeth Chan had turned to listen to the quiet conversation Lena was having with Alvin Westor. Maybe about how best to scare the shit out of me one more time to make me perform.
One more time. 
Dance, monkey!
With a blaze of frustration, I stuffed Elizabeth Chan’s card into my coat pocket and raised my voice to be heard over the sound of some new guy whapping a speed bag nearby. “Are we doing this here or in the back?”
By the back, I meant La Tarantata’s second workout room. The one we were in was the main one, with mats and bags in a large half circle around an elevated boxing ring. The room in the back was more of a dojo. They’d covered the floor and parts of the walls with foam matting. Very worn, scuffed, cracked. Fighters trained there for mixed martial arts and there was a lot of rolling around, grunting, and striking the person you had pinned to the ground. By early in my training, I could say I’d been there, done that.
“So?” I repeated, louder when no one acknowledged me.
This time Alvin gave me an economical nod. Like everything about him. Economical and precise. He could strike or shoot someone dead with so few movements you’d wonder afterwards what happened.
And because the thought of that truly scared me, I led the way now to the back room with my chest held high and my knees consciously carrying me smoother than was natural. Like a panther. Like a wannabe martial artist who hoped he wasn’t about to get stabbed or carved up.
When I entered the familiar 20 x 20 room, I wasn’t surprised to find it empty. Alvin would have booked it, knowing exactly what window of time he could expect Smiley to deliver me to him. Alvin was a planner. It was how he ran the team and how he ran my schedule, fitting in training and protection detail in times Lead the Way wasn’t on other assignments, delegating duties to peer security teams when they were. They worked this out with Lena. I took whatever they had to give, not having any real money or dibs on their loyalties myself.
Clearly.
“Shoes? Socks? Bare feet?” I asked, as I boldly stripped off my winter coat and threw it over by a bare wall, leaving me in my sweaty running gear and track pants. Left my shoes on. 
I wondered if I was the only one in here who knew just how far Alvin was willing to go to see if Lena’s impossible-to-believe story about me being a time traveler was correct. Did even Alvin know?
I remembered meeting Lena's darks side the one time she’d felt she had to make me believe I was going to die. When I’d told her what she’d done, it had almost destroyed her. That helped me forgive her.
Alvin, though, was a trained soldier who’d been in Iraq during the final draw down. I suspected he knew how far he’d go and was good with it. If I accidentally died because of something he did, he’d find a way to make it officially a training accident. He might feel bad, but he’d get over it. Same with Big, Doc, and Smiley.
Now Alvin walked slowly around me, looking me up and down. “You can take off your mask.”
The N95 mask. I blushed and removed it, tossed it over by my winter jacket.
This had happened before. It used to be I forgot to put a mask on when I entered a crowd or enclosed space. Now I often forgot to remove it, even when the situation demanded it. Which this kind of training did—an enclosed space without great ventilation; the entry now packed with Lena, Elizabeth Chan, Smiley, Big, and Doc; Smiley, at least, proudly anti-vax because he claimed lived such a healthy life, pumping himself with vitamins, and had already had a mild case of COVID, which gave him natural immunity… Blah, blah, blah.
But since the Omicron variant seemed to mostly just make fully vaxxed people like myself only mildly ill, while I was about to enter a knife fight with a guy who could easily make me bleed out, my COVID-19 observations right now were also blah, blah, blah.
The warm, stiff foam crackled under my feet as I watched Alvin pull two knives out of his knapsack, unsheathe them, and hand one to me, handle first.
I took it, suppressing a shudder at the gentle weight of the weapon. This knife, a one-sided, hunter-style blade with a polished wooden handle, was twin to the knife I’d stolen off Cosmo and used to stab him and the Finn. 
Before I’d shot them dead. 
All in self-defense, but it still made my stomach turn.
Alvin saw my look. “You’ve used a knife before? Against a person?”
I nodded.
“You’d never know it from the way you’re holding it now,” he said and flipped the second blade around in his hand like it was whirling on an outstretched finger or two. Grabbed it. Whirled it again. Grabbed. “This is the outward or ‘hammer’ position.” He held it much like I’d always assumed a knife fighter did. The point was up, sharp edge towards the opponent, me.
I mimicked him, feeling foolish only because there were more people watching this than usual and one of them was Lena.
“And this is the chambered or ‘icepick’ grip,” Alvin said. He did a flippy thing where three fingers flew back, the thumb grabbed, the knife dropped, the other fingers wrapped in around it… Something like that. Now he held the knife with the point down. As he raised it up, I had flashes of the shower scene in Hitchcock’s Psycho.
“Eee! Eee! Eee! Eee!” I squealed like the violins in the movie.
No one laughed.
Alvin frowned. “Never hold it this way unless you’ve trained a long time and can do a Kali number eight, backhand from across the body.” He demonstrated, whirling into me so the knife was suddenly biting lightly into my right ribs.
I stepped back, my adrenaline pumping. “This is bullshit.”
“What?”
“Where are the training knives?”
“Afraid of getting cut?”
“Uh…yeah. I’ve watched videos. Normal instruction starts with something resin or plastic or even dull metal, so you don’t stab yourself or your partner. What the hell is this?” I held up the knife and poked it lightly into my opposing palm. It drew blood.
“Reality,” said Alvin.
“Is it?” I stared at him. “You think I don’t know what it’s like to get cut with a knife?”
“Show me your scars. And not any from falls or your bullet wound. I know you’ve been shot. I saw it happen. But we’ve all been shot.”
I glared back at him. He was recalling when I’d been shot in that last confrontation with Cutter and his guys. He wasn’t counting the time he’d shot me to make me jump back in time because my jumping back meant it never happened. For him.
For the same reason, he hadn’t seen my bloody thighs when Cutter, as just one of his fun times torturing me, stabbed a knife deep into each of them until I couldn’t walk without help. No, Alvin hadn’t seen that or how I’d kept myself from jumping until I could find Lena. Then I had to jump back a crazy four jumps in a row, almost killing me, but wiping out the stabbing timeline and any of its marks on my body.
No scars on my body, but along with getting the Demon Monks disbanded and Cutter jailed, the main thing I took from that adventure was a collection of mental, ever-present memories of being choked, beaten, stabbed, shot. Hence my post-hospital freakout. But standing here now, staring at Alvin, I decided I’d come to a wall with him. 
If he couldn’t back away from his near-obsessive desire to push me past my limits, then I was done. 
The training I’d gotten from him and his team had really helped give me a sense of personal strength and control that had helped me handle all my ever-present memories of trauma. But I would not add any more unless it was absolutely necessary. 
And this was not that, was it?
Alvin waited, his usually blank face twitching towards a sneer.
The group near the door shuffled uneasily.
“This what you want, Lena?” I said, looking her way until she met my eyes.
“You know what I want,” she murmured.
“What’s that? You’re talking to me now? What do you want? Tell me!”
“Our agreement.”
“Which part? Me sharing my troubles? Me training? Me letting these guys treat me like a baby?”
“You telling me only truth.”
“I’ve done that. What about you?”
“Tell me now. Who you are. What you can do.”
“How about you tell me first. Where have you been the last four weeks? What have you done? Who are you now? Is there even a we anymore?”
I saw her eyes fill with tears and almost took it back, but my questions weren’t just deflection. I wanted to know. So, apparently, did everyone else in this room because they were collectively holding their breath.
“Well?” I pressed.
She sniffed and wiped her nose. “You’ve changed.”
“No shit. That,” I shot sideways at Alvin, “is how humans respond to reality. Good and bad. Adapt or fall apart.”
“I’m trying to heal!” Lena said.
I nodded. “Me too. I just hoped we could do it together.”
I handed my knife back to Alvin, handle first, then picked up my winter jacket, shrugged it on. I strapped on my mask like it was a raised middle finger to the unmasked in the room, and walked out of the room and gym into the frozen city.
It wasn’t just anger at the way Alvin couldn’t stop with the crazy, though. It was Lena’s manner, hiding something from me even as she tried to tell me with the introduction of the Amazon rep. Was she continuing her research? And the rep, sticking so tight to Lena, clearly had her own secrets. Her hand grip told me she had far more going on than her demure manner presented.
That thought hit me just as I reached my car and my hand fumbled inside my winter jacket to retrieve her card. All it had on it was ELIZABETH CHAN and a phone number. Nothing about Amazon. No address. Yet another thing out of place here. Why had she even given me this card, holding my hand until I’d had to take it?
Like she wanted to make a personal connection?
Why?
And suddenly my mind was spinning back to the one other solid thing I’d taken out of the Demon Monk’s headquarters. A name. During the time Kenny’s video-conferenced presence had watched me being tortured by Cutter, he’d managed to tap out a name for me in Morse code. 
ZHOU WENLING.
While I’d still been in the hospital, I’d shared the name with my big sister, Kansas, who I believed worked for the NSA, but she hadn’t turned up anything yet. Would she if she looked up Elizabeth Chan, Amazon representative? Would the phone number I’d just received help? Could it be that this person shadowing Lena now had actually changed both her first and family name at some point in the past?
Was Elizabeth Chan actually Zhou Wenling?
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Back in my apartment, in the sweet corner of land between Interlaken Park and Volunteer Park, I found myself standing on the hardwood floor of my living room, trying to breathe away the stress of my confrontation at the gym and how I was going to honor my mental health while still tracking down— 
My pulse jumped. Out my main window, standing on the far side of the street, the balding man in glasses and tan trench coat! Staring up at me!
I shook my head and pressed the palms of my hands to my eyes. When I looked up again, he was gone.
Yeah.
Like that.
Most of my PTSD symptoms had lessened with my physical training, but the paranoia seemed to be rebounding. 
It would be nightmares and flashbacks next, waking Lena up in the middle of the night with my babbling that the other timelines still existed and we were dead in them. Or just she was dead. Or she was a traumatized sex slave and I was a cut up, paraplegic. Or…
Jesus, it was no wonder she’d gotten spooked.
And I’d almost forgotten about the obsessive-compulsive stuff that had spilled out after that.
First, against the advice of both Lena and Kansas, I’d talked to the FBI about Kenny and gotten a cold shoulder.
Second, I’d pushed my young patrol officer friend, Bryan Miller, to comb through all the arrest and court records to see if there were any Demon Monks left, other than Cutter, who survived that I could talk to about Kenny. Two I found but couldn’t tell me anything. Two more wouldn’t talk to me. Cutter himself, I wasn’t going to try. Not yet. Every time I thought of him, I almost crumpled with pain.
Third, I’d wanted to figure out if there were other time travelers, like Kansas had suggested, so I’d ordered the print versions of multiple newspapers—the Seattle Times, the Chicago Tribune, the New York Times, the Washington Post, the LA Times—delivered to my apartment here. Through all of April and May, I’d pored over them repeatedly. If there were other time travelers out there changing reality, I reasoned, I wouldn’t be able to identify it online. Online words and videos were too changeable, subject to the whims of whomever published them. If I read a newspaper today, though, and read the same physical pages tomorrow and what was printed had changed overnight, it meant reality itself had changed.
I thought I’d caught a few changes in those early months, both times having to do with some relatively innocuous corporate announcements or political events. But when I tried to point them out to Lena, she was already cutting herself off, I realized now. She’d pointed out that paranoia and obsessive behavior were all part of my PTSD symptom cluster. And visiting criminals, antagonizing the police to turn up nothing, was just asking for bad stuff to come back into our lives. I needed to get some professional help.
Then she’d stopped coming over. Or taking my phone calls.
Tracking small changes in print newspapers and tracking nothing leads had no longer seemed important.
“Fucking hell.” 
My hands were actually shaking.
I’d made such a mess of things.
Happy New Year’s Day.
[image: image-placeholder]Half an hour later, after a shower, some food, and a careful reading of the one print newspaper I still received, the Seattle Times, I returned to the question of Zhou Wenling possibly masquerading as someone named Elizabeth Chan.
It was wildly racist, of course, to see a Chinese-looking woman and guess she might secretly be the one Chinese name I’d had racing around in my head for nine months like a baby that refused to pop out. Not to mention the improbability of her being attached to Lena, which gave her no obvious connection to Kenny at all.
But she was a nexus, somehow of the three major things I was trying to sort out in my life now—Kenny’s whereabouts, my relationship with Lena, and whether I ever would, as Jude once put it so succinctly, “get my shit together.”
I had an easy, if not entirely legal, way to settle this. 
Kansas.
If I asked her the right way and didn’t mess up one of the last long-term relationships I had in my life.
To clarify, she’d basically raised Kenny and I from the time she’d turned thirteen and our parents had decided they didn’t need to pay for our nanny, Carmelita, any longer. 
When Kansas turned seventeen, she headed east to Harvard on a full scholarship and vanished into what Kenny and I assumed was the bowels of some government spy agency, but when the Demon Monks took Kenny, she still returned home to help look for him.
And later, when I went off to the study at the University of Illinois, she came to watch me receive my Bachelor of Science, majoring in Brain and Cognitive Science. My parents had just not been able to find the time.
On that occasion, Kansas looked…gray. Not her hair. She was only 27 at the time. Her long, strong-jawed face looked gray. Her posture. Her manner. The way she spoke had become lower and gravelly, full of portent, like she was used to every word having life and death consequences. Still, when she kissed my cheek in congratulation and patted my arm, my heart melted and I felt like a child again, protected, cared for, and loved.
Then she left to go back to her work, and I went to grad school and into therapy. I wrote research papers and ultimately a thesis on the treatment of PTSD and social anxiety. I followed every recommendation and tailored my Chicago counseling practice and my eventual return here to Seattle to ways that supported gradual habituation and mindful diet and exercise.
Kansas showed up a second time at my doctoral ceremony. She looked healthier that time, thank goodness. With the touch of makeup and her short hair into curls, she reminded me of an early Sigourney Weaver in some movie or other.
She’d confided it was because she’d let herself fall in love and recommended I do the same.
Other than those two visits, though, and one brief appearance one shortly after my Demon Monks adventure of last March—I think she both wanted to hear everything about Kenny and wanted to meet Lena—I had to admit that our relationship had basically become awkward phone calls which Kansas implied could be bugged, monitored, and somehow used against us both. For something.
This Christmas, though, my brilliant sister had surprised me with an ultra-secure VPN’d kind of Facetime/Zoom/Teams knockoff, which she deemed a safe way for me to contact her. Only to tell me the first time I tried to use it that calling just to chat was still Not Okay. 
She might love me, but she knew, like my parents had made clear to us from day one, love was something doled out in small amounts, carefully, only for good reasons.
Which the question of Elizabeth Chan was.
I rose from my kitchen table, looked out my living room window to confirm there was no balding man in a tan trench coat watching from across the street, and went to my bedroom. I had a desk against the wall on the near side of my bed. I sat down there, turned on my computer, and signed in, used a hack Kansas had taught me to bounce my IP address around the world, entered a ridiculously long and complex URL, went to the address, went through a triple-authentication process for Kansas’ video chat and… 
I jerked a bit with surprise when a chat window almost immediately to show Kansas’ face staring back at me. Eyes somewhat down, actually, since she obviously kept her webcam on the top of her monitor.
“What?” she croaked. She sounded tired. She looked tired. Deep bags hung below her eyes. Her light brown hair looked crinkled and fraying and gray. Her skin was gray, too, though that might have just been the light in her workspace.
All I could see behind her, as always, was a set of shelves that held thick books, binders, stacked folders, and boxes that looked like they’d once contained computer equipment.
“Wenling Zhou,” I said. “I mean Zhou Wenling.” The Chinese put the family name first. “Have you—?”
“No.”
“Not even a—”
“Not even that. I’ve tracked and done profiles on nine hundred and sixty-eight Zhou Welings. Most are based in China. One’s a respected mathematician. One’s a noted physician. There are actors, painters, nurses, teachers, children, poor gardeners. No links yet to Kenny, the US military or intelligence services, the Demon Monks, or temporal studies, even philosophically.”
“But…”
“I’m keeping track of everything. Logging everything.” She looked like she was going to keel over, which made me suddenly wish I hadn’t called. This wasn’t urgent. It was only my paranoia and anger at Alvin and Lena that had made me call. And feeling useless in this search for Kenny. Without Kansas chasing our one lead, what did I have?
“Kansas, I appreciate everything you’re doing,” I said carefully. “I know if anyone can find anything from something this slim that Kenny gave me, it’s you. I just…”
She waited, looking too tired to make one of her usual sardonic comments on my roundabout conversational style.
“I met a Chinese-looking woman tonight. She was with Lena. Lena introduced her as Elizabeth Chan, an Amazon representative. Speaks with an upper-class British accent. Maybe studied in London?” I gave Kansas the phone number from Elizabeth Chan’s business card.
“Logged already. The number, too. Associate of your girlfriend. What do you want to know?”
“Just… She’s not…”
“Zhou Wenling? No. Elizabeth Chan was born to wealthy dual-citizen Brits in Hong Kong. Came to America for school and got scouted by Amazon originally as someone with knowledge of East Asia.”
My hopes fell, and I grabbed a Kleenex to blow my nose. When I looked into Kansas’ face again, she looked stupefied, waiting for me to say something. “Hey,” I said.
Her face twitched and her thick eyebrows raised.
“Whatever happened to that person you hooked up with?”
Now her gray face seemed to grow even paler. She sat back in her chair so distinctly I heard it creak and I saw Kansas wore gray polyester pants and a baggy blue sweatshirt with a swirly Washington Mystics logo on the front. WNBA team, I remembered. Terrible early seasons, but went all the way in 2019 before COVID killed everything.
It seemed strange to see Kansas wearing their merch, though. She’d never talked about following sports and she normally wore turtlenecks or business attire, even at home.
“Hey, sis, are you okay?”
She collected herself and gave an odd little laugh. “I’m fine, Jacky. Just tired. Really tired. You need anything more?”
Do I need anything? Like that was all I was to her right now—a burden. On top of who knew how many other weighty burdens she carried.
I gave her a smile and shook my head. “I’m good. Nice seeing your face.”
“Lena good? Working things out with her dad?”
“Totally.”
“Good. Good.” She trailed off into silence.
“Okay, Kansas. Happy New Year.”
She nodded and disconnected.
I stood up and paced around the room, feeling that gritty, floating certainty that I’d just missed something important.
[image: image-placeholder]Which brought me back to Lena, after all.
She might not be blood, and we might be on the outs right now, but she was the person I really wanted to talk to. Besides Lena being the only person other than Kansas who definitively knew about my ability to jump back in time, I loved her. It hadn’t been love at first sight when she’d tracked me down to ask about past-life regression therapies I’d done. But there’d been an immediate physical attraction. Then a rapidly grown recognition I had met my perfect opposite number, my complimentary self. 
The complimentary self was a concept I explained to my patients in therapy as a person who aligned with your values but had strengths in different areas that complimented your own. To some extent, Jude had been a male version of that for me in university. It was why we’d bonded and remained close friends to this day. (Even if I hadn’t shared with him about Kenny or my time traveling.)
With Lena, I’d been immediately grabbed by her intellect, so much quicker than mine. Also her boundless self-confidence that I learned was the product both of parental belief and love mixed with their high expectations which she’d exceeded over and over through her schooling and professional life.
Yet even as she roared forwards, sometimes mowing down those in her way, she shared with me a deep belief in reason and learning, truth and empathy, courage and integrity. And she clung to my compassion for others as her guiding star, she’d said, even as she demonstrated that very compassion for me whenever I was desperately fighting my social anxiety or other PTSD symptoms.
So what had really gone wrong?
For some reason—the confrontation at the gym, my paranoia, my abortive conversation with Kansas—it seemed critical that I figure it out. I didn’t know how I was ever going to get my mental health sorted out if I couldn’t figure out who I should try to hang onto and who I should let go.
First, was there some essential incompatibility?
No! Before she’d lost her mother, all that stuff I’d thought earlier was true. We were each other’s complimentary selves. Screw the family backgrounds, skin colors, whatever. 
But when she lost her mother, she lost an emotional anchor she’d never known was so grounding.
And she’d lost me as a rational being.
Those were big shoves.
And she’d still tried to regularly check in with me, tell me about her dealings with her father, see who my training was going.
Until…what?
Until I started getting stronger? Nine months of becoming physically and emotionally stronger. While Lena struggled with the loss of her mother, arguments with her father, the closure of her particle accelerator research…
Worse even than that, I’d refused to affirm my time jump ability with the Lead the Way team, making her look deluded right when every other source of her power—her mother’s support and professional achievements—were being ripped from her. So it hadn’t been just my screaming nightmares or obsessive newspaper reading that had driven her away. No, it was my lack of any real understanding of what she needed.
“What a self-absorbed asshole,” I said. Meaning me. What I’d done. How I’d behaved. I’d learned how to give to my students in class and clients in counseling sessions, but somehow always assumed I’d be the weak one with Lena, like I was with Kansas, supportive of her choices, but never holding her with the strength she needed. It came from too many years of hiding myself, being barely able to hold it together.
But understanding that was no excuse.
I pulled out my phone and sent Lena a text.
I’m finally seeing how it looks like I betrayed our agreement. Especially with everything else going on. I’m sorry. I love you. I want to make things right. Can we talk?
I sent it and waited for a few moments in the vain hope she’d see it and respond immediately. When there was no sign of that, I pocketed my phone, telling myself that the lack of response meant nothing for the first 24 hours at least. And my gut told me that if I was going to fix things with Lena, I had to be careful not to push too hard.
I got up and went back to my living room, pacing the floor, looking out at the New Year’s Day that stayed dry but was getting more overcast by the minute.
I felt melancholy. 
More than that. Unsettled.
A year ago, I would have welcomed a day where I didn’t have to constantly fight my fear of other people, their judgements, their unpredictability. 
A couple months ago, I’d have used this time to quietly could go over in my head (again) everything that Kenny had said to me during the two times I’d seen him on a video call last March. And everything Cutter had said about Kenny or to him. Maybe I’d find that one little detail that would give me a direction to go looking beyond all the dead ends and closed doors I’d tried already. Maybe even something justifying another call to Kansas.
But somewhere in between rebooting my counseling practice, negotiating a new set course I’d teach in the spring at UW, and training my physical body into something resembling an ultramarathon fighting machine, I’d come to accept that maybe I just had to wait for the universe to give me a clue.
Or maybe this unsettled feeling was the universe telling me to get off my ass and do something, anything, to shake up my perspective. Open a few new doors. Give the universe something to work with.
I gave Ziggy Cheester a call.
[image: image-placeholder]It was mid-afternoon when I got out of my car and walked in my fleece and rain jacket up to the front door of the modest four-floor walk-up Ziggy Cheester had directed me to near Pike and 18th. I pulled on my mask and keyed in the security code he’d given me. A voice I could hardly hear over the sounds of raucous conversation in the background heard my name and buzzed open the front door. I pulled it open but hesitated, almost changing my mind. 
Ziggy was a Jamaican commercial artist who worked part-time as a police sketch artist, which is how I met both him and Bryan Miller when I was tracking my brother last March. The three of us had been meeting at Ziggy’s studio about twice a month since last fall. Always casual, talking music, art, law enforcement gossip, stories about my UW students and, very obliquely, my counselling clientele. The good food and laughs we’d shared had helped me believe I could someday join society as a relaxed participant.
But I’d never come to either Ziggy’s or Bryan’s home. Now I wondered if I hadn’t wildly overstepped the boundaries of our relationship by calling Ziggy up and asking if we could hang out.
The invitation to come here had been instant and genuine, but…it had sure sounded like he had other guests. Family? Friends? Was that something normal people did on New Year’s Day? It hadn’t been in the Traine house, growing up, but nothing in my house had ever been what you’d call normal.
The building’s entry door started to buzz like an elevator did when you held its door open too long, and I jumped backwards out of it, almost letting it close shut. Then I changed my mind at the last second, caught it, and slipped in, found the creaking stairwell, and headed up to the fourth floor.
I could hear what I was sure was Ziggy’s party before I even opened the door to that floor. The music was piano, quick steady drums, and lots of brass—stuff that preceded rocksteady and reggae on the island, Ziggy had told me. Ska. More party, less spacey. 
And woven with all that music was the sound of loud talking, shrieks, and laughter, including Ziggy’s voice bellowing over them all in a way I’d never heard him do even once in our lunch meetings. Of course not. Not with his two white-boy friends.
Which is why I wasn’t surprised when the door burst open and Ziggy himself burst out to greet me with his Jamaican accent stronger than usual. “Gud afternoon, Professor Jack-sahn. Wah gwan?”
There were suddenly three beautiful young dark-skinned ladies spilling out the door behind him and hanging off the man’s arms and neck as they stared at me with wide, excited eyes. They only made Ziggy stumble a little, which was impressive since I knew that Ziggy was sixty-eight years old.
I swallowed, pointed to the ladies, and said, “Girlfriends or nieces?”
That sent them into howls of laughter and calls of, “Oh, Mister Cheeeester! Oh!”
“G’wan! Weh ya say?” Ziggy shook them off him and pushed them all back towards the crowded room that other black faces were looking out of. To me, he said, “Two nieces. The mouthy one is my granddaughter, yeh? All visiting me here the first time. Big time for family!”
“Well, then, maybe I shouldn’t…” I started, but Ziggy had already grabbed me by the arm to drag me in after him.
After I’d thrown my rain jacket by the front door, I was dragged through a bigger rush of introductions and names and laughter and comments than I think I’d ever experienced in my life, even counting my early years in Boy Scouts or the drama club Kenny had made me try.
I was thankful for the way my memory automatically recorded the names and faces of each person introduced to me because I was blushing so fiercely, my heart pounding so hard in the close confines of Ziggy’s home, it was hard to focus.
The rush of loud hospitality and instant friendship had made me pull off my mask and stuff it into one of my fleece’s pockets, wondering automatically as I did so if I could jump back in time to a pre-COVID-infected state if this turned out to be a super-spreader event. Obviously not, since my jumps only took me back ten minutes at a time with a safe max of two jumps, and I was not about to run out of here in the first twenty minutes, but… Such were the times. Such were my thoughts.
On the plus side, I knew Ziggy was vaxed and boosted. Six of his relatives here were visiting from Jamaica and could only be doing so after full vaccinations and tests. I hoped the
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