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			For my mother Camille, 
who was a woman ahead of her time.

		


		
			PRELUDE

			April 9, 2027, Charlestown, Massachusetts

			“Art thou a woman? Where is thy hair?”

			Dakota recoiled as if electrocuted. That’s the first thing she says to me?

			Queen Elizabeth’s chest heaved in and out, her breath coming in short bursts, her eyes blinking rapidly. The queen looked around the room as she lay on a cot, then brought a bejeweled hand to the top of the duvet and pulled down, revealing a semi-crushed Elizabethan ruff of intricately patterned white lace. In the soothing light of the recovery room, Dakota studied Her Majesty’s appearance. Her gold-brown eyes were bloodshot. Her face was angular, with high cheekbones and a prominent nose. And her bodice of black velvet embroidered with gold flower petals was resplendent. Pearl-drop earrings brushed against the light-gold fabric of her puffy sleeves.

			Dakota startled as the queen opened her mouth as if to speak, but relaxed when her much hoped-for champion closed it again and her eyes rolled back and shut. The queen gave a loud sigh, and her chest rose and fell more slowly, settling into a rhythmic pace.

			A few seconds later, the creases in the queen’s forehead dissolved back into white paint, and the lines around her mouth softened. Gloriana. The Virgin Queen. Good Queen Bess. The many names for Queen Elizabeth I—who’d ruled England, Ireland, and Wales from 1558 to her death in 1603—captured different aspects of her persona. As Gloriana, she was royal and divine, the muse of poets and playwrights, and more likely to look down from the heavens than gaze up at them. As the Virgin Queen, she sacrificed intimate relations to retain her full power as a monarch. As Good Queen Bess, she was a beloved mother to her people, not just their ruler. Both virgin and mother, she was Mary, mother of God, in royal form.

			From all that Dakota had read about her, Queen Elizabeth I was like the first reality star, adored by fans who wore miniature portraits of her as jewelry or who lined the streets for a glimpse of her on horseback as she traveled through the countryside each summer. Despite the grand scale of her royal progress, a procession that included dozens of courtiers and hundreds of carts towing provisions, the queen always took time to greet her subjects. She was offered small gifts, serenaded with poems, and even invited to take refreshment as she traveled to the next great estate. 

			Elizabeth was the sixteenth-century equivalent of a celebrity who took selfies with her fans. She was that kind of famous person, who would sit down and have a beer with a constituent, a comforting perception that would be critical to her upcoming campaign. 

			Had it only been five months since Dakota dreamed up an audacious plan to save both the country and the cybersecurity company that she founded twenty-six years before?

			Was she crazy to think that she could convince a woman who had lived and died more than four centuries ago that she could become the most powerful figure in history…again? But this time, the great English queen’s job would be more straightforward. She wouldn’t have to defeat Europe’s largest naval power, maintain control of the state religion, or thwart domestic or foreign assassins. Instead, she would be tasked with running against the vile incumbent president, who was an imminent threat to democracy and to the private ownership of Dakota’s company.

			If her Elizabeth were anything like what Dakota imagined, by this time next year, a Tudor would be sitting in the Oval Office, KODA would remain under her control, the US would be much more stable, women’s rights would be restored, and all humanity would feel relieved that the nuclear football was no longer in the hands of an imbecile. That wasn’t too much to hope for, was it? Maybe for someone else, but not for Dakota Wynfred. She’d never set a goal she couldn’t meet.

			Sure, she was making a bold move, but it wasn’t just for her own benefit. She was doing it for a higher purpose. Just as her parents had always taught her. The most important thing any person can do is to improve the lives of others.

			Though she’d never hear her parents say the words again, she hoped they would be proud of her choices.

			It was still so important that they were proud of her.

			She would do whatever it took to make it so.

		


		
			CHAPTER 1

			November 26, 2026, Cambridge, Massachusetts

			“Where are you, Dakota? It’s three o’clock, and we’re eating in an hour. Aren’t you having Thanksgiving with us?”

			CeCe sounded pissed. And with good reason. For the past two weeks, Dakota had been blowing off her best friend from her undergraduate days at MIT. Avoiding CeCe’s calls, texts, and emails had seemed easier than telling CeCe the truth, that she’d traveled through time to visit her forty-one-year-old mother on her own fifty-fourth birthday. There was no way CeCe would believe her since Dakota had yet to reveal she’d been funding a secret time-travel lab at her cybersecurity company KODA for the past seventeen years. 

			That little chestnut would either make CeCe madder, because Dakota had kept a life-changing event from her oldest friend, or it would convince CeCe, a practicing doctor of psychology, that Dakota needed immediate psychiatric treatment. Ugh. 

			Dakota bit her lip and answered. “I totally am, CeCe,” she said. “I guess I lost track of time.” 

			“Like you did about a thousand times in college,” CeCe said with a harumph. “You’d work day and night on some computer science problem until you practically fainted with hunger. I remember this one time when I brought you a pizza, and your room stunk to high heaven.” Oh hell. Not the pizza story again.

			“I was in a competition, CeCe, you know that.” Dakota rolled her eyes at the ceiling. “I didn’t have time to shower.”

			“Well, be that as it may, Mom made your favorite pie so you better get your ass out of whatever chair to which it is glued,” she said.

			“I’m leaving home now,” Dakota said. “I just need to do one more thing.”

			“No ‘one more thing.’ Just get here or no pie for you.” CeCe hung up.

			Dakota pulled off her MIT sweatshirt as she ran into her voluminous walk-in closet. She threw her favorite chocolate-brown cashmere maxi cardigan over her camisole, checked the floor-length mirror to make sure she didn’t have a peanut butter smudge on her black jeans, and grabbed a pair of limestone suede lace-up sneakers from her Ecco collection. She needed to get out the door in two minutes if she was going to make the trip from her river-view condo in Cambridge to CeCe’s parents in Milton. If she didn’t hit traffic on Route 93 South, she could get there in twenty-five minutes. Who was she kidding? There was always traffic on Route 93.

			A fine sheen of sweat glazed Dakota’s forehead as she hopped into her cherry-red BMW iX M70 and exited the garage of her building. There was so much bubbling in her brain—between her visit to her mother, and her plan to save the country and KODA by mining the past to change the future—that she felt like she’d explode if she didn’t share it soon. She’d try to get some time with her old friend after dessert. If CeCe’s in a food coma when I tell her I saw Mommy, maybe I’ll be able to get some distance on her before she tackles me and tells me I’ve become delusional and need immediate treatment.

			As she drove across the Longfellow Bridge so she could pick up the highway in Boston, Dakota’s thoughts drifted back to her recent conversation with her mother. When her mission changed from saving her mother to saving the world.

		


		
			CHAPTER 2

			November 10, 1984, Cambridge, Massachusetts

			Dakota stood at the front door of her childhood home, a two-bedroom apartment on the top floor of a rundown triple-decker in East Cambridge. Her heart hammered in her chest as she anticipated the moment when she’d come face-to-face with the mother she’d not seen in decades. She’ll never recognize me. I’m older now than she was when she died. Oh God, how am I going to explain myself?

			The smell of baking bread that wafted into the hall made her mouth water. She’d almost forgotten how good her mother’s fresh-baked bread tasted. 

			Dakota pressed her ear against the door to listen, but she couldn’t hear anything over her pounding heart. It was still hard to believe that she’d been planning this visit since 2008, when she’d first seen Hoshi Kisai present his research at MIT’s emerging technologies conference. Though a top theoretical physicist at Tohoku, Japan’s most prestigious university for science and technology, Dr. Kisai had almost been laughed off the podium when he claimed to have discovered the key to human time travel. “Exotic matter,” he said. Which was a new class of matter that can bend time-space backwards and forwards—or so other physicists had theorized. But since no other physicist in history had claimed real-world experience with exotic matter, most viewed it as fantastical. Unruffled by the skeptics in the audience—who expressed their disapproval through a din of gasps and coughs—Kisai explained that he’d successfully manipulated exotic matter to create wormholes that would allow a person to travel through time. Dakota knew genius when she saw it, and by 2009, Kisai and his research team were busy working in the underground lab in the bowels of her company’s building in Charlestown, Massachusetts. 

			It took until January 2026 for Kisai to send his first team into the past. And while those early trips weren’t quite perfect, she wasn’t going to nitpick a discrepancy of a few hours—or days—when the overall platform generally worked as intended. Travelers arrived at the targeted location in the correct year, and they didn’t come back like a bowl of cytoplasm. She also knew that Kisai and his brilliant nucleus of scientists had refined the platform over the past eleven months until it was ready for Dakota. 

			She had carefully planned the timing of this trip. Her father always took her to the Cambridge Public Library on Saturdays while her mother baked bread, so there was no danger of her meeting her younger self. What a wonderful childhood routine. She’d bound up the stairs with a fresh pile of books, her father following and laughing, her mother setting the butterscotch-yellow Formica tabletop with three plates, a butter dish, and butter knives on napkins for a pre-lunch snack. But now, Dakota’s head throbbed at near-migraine level. Was it because she’d traveled four decades back in time? Or was it her anxiety that she would scare the hell out of her mother, who would be meeting her only child as a middle-aged adult? 

			It wasn’t just that she wanted to save her mother. If she was being honest with herself, she was desperate for her mother’s advice. Both of her parents were social activists, but her mother was her moral compass. It didn’t matter how many years ago her mother had died, she was a constant presence in Dakota’s inner life. Before every major decision, she conjured her mother’s guidance. Which was easy when the decision was black or white, but when she found herself somewhere in the gray, she tended to feel a bit lost. She’d ping-pong ideas off her friends, but it wasn’t the same as having a heart-to-heart with someone who understood you at a cellular level, and who would love you for all eternity. 

			And her father? He’d died of a massive heart attack at fifty-seven, which made zero sense because he’d always been in excellent physical condition. No smoking—except some weed—and he rode his bicycle everywhere, even when it was cold or dark or the weather was cruddy. He ate fresh vegetables and drank green tea, way before it was fashionable. Given his lifestyle, she always thought he would live to ninety, but she was wrong. 

			His emotional well-being, on the other hand, was a different story. From Dakota’s perspective, her father wasn’t the same man after he lost his wife. When she was still alive, he used to bounce around the apartment, playing little jokes on his family. Like the time he gathered Dakota and her mother at the kitchen table and told them he was going to work for his father—an investment banker. At first, Dakota’s mother had rolled her eyes, saying that he was “very funny.” But her father had kept up the joke for a good five or ten minutes—until Dakota’s mother clamped a hand to her chest and said she didn’t want to live with a capitalist. He caved immediately, at which point her mother screamed with laughter because she had called his bluff. 

			With no heart problems in his medical history, Dakota had always assumed that the actual cause of his death was a broken heart.

			She supposed hers had mostly recovered. Yet here she was, having moved heaven and earth to reconnect with the mother she’d lost so young. Dakota couldn’t predict whether her mother would agree to time-travel with her father to a new life in 2026, but she would do her damnedest to convince her mother it was for the best.

			It’s now or never. Dakota reached for the door knocker and rapped it a few times. 

			“Just a minute,” her mother’s sing-song voice called out. Then the door opened.

			“Hello, there. Can I help you with something?” her mother said. She used a flour-dusted hand to brush her dark brown bangs out of her eyes.

			“Could I come in for a moment, please?” Dakota’s voice came out sounding strangled. 

			“Umm…. Do I know you?” Her mother frowned. “Damn if you don’t look familiar.” Her chocolate-pudding eyes locked on Dakota’s.

			“I’ve traveled a very long way to see you again, but you’re going to find it almost impossible to believe.” Dakota exhaled audibly through a small opening in her mouth, almost as if she would whistle. “Still, what I’m about to tell you isn’t nearly as dreadful as that Somewhere in Time movie you took me to see at The Brattle Square Theater. I remember you buying me Junior Mints and Milk Duds to placate me.”

			“How could you possibly know that?” Her mother put her hands on her hips and leaned in toward Dakota. “And if you’ve done anything to my daughter, touched a single hair on her head, I will have your head on a platter.”

			Dakota grinned. “You go, girl.” 

			“I’m not kidding, goddamn it,” she growled. “Where is my child?” 

			“I’m pretty sure she’s with her father at the library.” Dakota reached for her mother’s hand in slow motion. Her voice was now breaking. “Because that’s where I was pretty much every Saturday for most of my childhood.” 

			Her mother’s mouth fell open as she clutched her chest. Seconds passed. She backed away from the door.

			“Let’s sit in the living room, okay?” said Dakota. The color had drained from her mother’s face. “I’ll get you a drink of water and check on the bread.” 

			She edged through the door and walked her mother over to the royal blue leather sofa that they’d found three years ago on “Allston Christmas,” which took place on the first of September when thousands of college students moved from old to new apartments, leaving unwanted furniture on the curb. Her mother looked smaller than she remembered, sitting on the knife-edge of the sofa, her hands clasped in her lap like a child who’d been told to sit still in church. Dakota had reached her full height of five foot ten, standing a good four inches taller than her thirteen-year-old self. But her mother hadn’t grown at all.

			Dakota returned to the living room with a cool glass of water, which she handed to her mother with care. Then she sat down on a tufted orange recliner with matching ottoman, a well-preserved mid-century modern set that would have fetched at least $3,000 from that posh vintage store near her best friend Jeremy’s place in Huron Village. Which was funny because her parents had probably picked it up at Goodwill for a pittance.

			“Everything I thought I’d say to you. I mean, I rehearsed it in my head a million times, but now, it’s all gone out of my head.” Dakota stared down at her hands.

			“And I’m wondering what’s wrong with my head, to have let a strange woman—who intimates that she’s an older, a much older, version of my thirteen-year-old daughter—into my home.” Dakota lifted her gaze. Her mother’s eyes looked like saucers. “I only did it once.” 

			“Did what once?”

			“Acid,” she whispered. “Jax and I were at an off-campus party our senior year. We didn’t even know about the side effects in those days. But I’ll tell you this. I wasn’t a fan. I remember staring at a big glass fish tank that was in the room. Then I was in the fish tank, and I felt like I was drowning. I was gasping for air.” She moved a hand to her throat. “I didn’t think there would be long-term effects, but clearly I’m experiencing them because I’m having a psychotic episode.”

			“You’re not having a psychotic break, Mom,” Dakota said. “This is real. I’m real.” Dakota fixed her gaze on her mother. “I am your daughter, Dakota. And I’ve come a very long way to see you again.” Don’t cry. You don’t want to overwhelm her…oh God. I’m already overwhelming her.

			“I need your father…I mean Jax. I need him home.” She was quivering.

			Dakota moved to the sofa and rubbed her mother’s back. “I know this is scary. In fact, no one at my company, except the brilliant scientist who got me here and the people who work for him, knows about the time travel.” She touched her knee to her mother’s. “And if I did tell them about it, they would think I’m the one having a psychotic break. Especially my friend Jeremy. He would freak the hell out.”

			“So not everyone travels from the future to visit their mother in the past?” Her mother bit her lower lip. “Though I’m not conceding anything, mind you, because you’re claiming the impossible.”

			Dakota twisted the MIT Brass Rat ring on her right hand. “How can I convince you I’m telling the truth?”

			“Why don’t we start over?” Her mother slid away from Dakota. “First, prove you’re my daughter and not an FBI agent who has me and my husband on some un-American activities list.”

			“I assure you I am not the reincarnation of J. Edgar Hoover.”

			“Not a spy then.”

			“Definitely not a spy,” Dakota said. “And I can corroborate that with facts. You and Daddy met at Brown University in 1965 during an anti-Vietnam rally.” 

			“You could have found that on microfilm.”

			She heaved a sigh. “Daddy liked to say he’d fallen in love at first sight when you wrapped yourself in an American flag—and then you burned it.” Her mother’s eyes bulged. Okay, I’ve got her interested. “You told me I wasn’t planned but you were delighted to learn you were pregnant.” 

			“Any mother worth her salt would say that.”

			“Right. But would any mother say it was a minor miracle that my grandparents weren’t at each other’s throats for the first time in history when you brought me home from the hospital?”

			“Oh God. They’re still like that.” Her mother laughed.

			“Well, Daddy’s parents were Boston Brahmins who were hoping he’d marry a girl from Vassar who wore pearls at all hours of the day.”

			“And night. Except perhaps to bed.”

			“But they ended up with you instead. A radical peacenik who liked to rail against the establishment,” Dakota said.

			“I still do, you know,” her mother said, smiling. “Bring on the socialists. To hell with the rich.” She pumped her fist.

			“You might want to rethink that last part.”

			“What do you care about the rich?” She blinked her eyes fast.

			“I’m sorry to tell you this, Mom, but I guess I’m pretty rich.”

			“You mean rich in spirit?” She looked hopeful.

			“Gosh, I sure hope so.” Dakota played with her wristwatch. “But I also mean rich on a financial level.”

			“Could you buy a Cadillac?”

			“Yes.”

			“Could you buy this building?”

			“Yup.”

			“A villa in France?”

			“I have one in Italy. I’d love to bring you and Daddy there.”

			“Are you richer than the Vatican?”

			“You got me on that one.” Dakota snorted. “I think the Vatican’s richer. But not by that much.”

			“I imagine the Michelangelo on the Sistine Chapel is worth a pretty penny,” her mother said.

			“And that ceiling wouldn’t fit in my condo so I’m not that interested.” Dakota chuckled.

			“I’m still not convinced you’re my daughter.” Her mother scratched her chin. “But as a concerned citizen, I’m curious. How did you acquire such wealth? I hope you didn’t rob a bank.” 

			“Nope. I founded a cybersecurity company named KODA after I graduated from MIT with a PhD in cybercryptography,” Dakota said. “That was in 2001.”

			“Forgive my language, but what the hell is cybercryptography?”

			“You’ve heard of computers, right?”

			“Of course.” She frowned. “Your father thinks everyone will have a Macintosh computer before we know it.”

			“Good call, Dad. Too bad he never bought stock in Apple,” she said. “You’re slipping up, by the way. You called him my father.”

			“If you were actually my daughter, you’d know we would never invest in the stock market.”

			“I am your daughter.” Dakota looked her mother in the eye. “I remember you calling it a form of gambling.” 

			“It’s a cultural ill, dear.”

			Dakota ignored her. “Can I tell you why I’ve come?”

			“Couldn’t get tickets to Disneyland?” Her mother raised her left eyebrow like Spock.

			“Oh, this is hard. I’ve wanted to see you every day since I last…saw you. But I’m not sure I can say what I came here to say.” Dakota ran her hands over her face. Her mother touched Dakota’s sleeve with powdery fingers.

			“You do tug at my heart, I must admit.” Her mother tilted her head to the side and stared at Dakota. “And it’s disturbing how familiar you look,” she said. “You remind me of my aunt Helen. Your nose, your mouth too.”

			Dakota brushed her lips against her mother’s temple. “I’d forgotten your smell.” Dakota closed her eyes and inhaled. “Like fresh-baked bread,” she said, her voice trembling.

			“There are worse smells, I suppose,” her mother said. Her gaze was so soft and warm, Dakota’s breath caught in her throat.

			“Let’s recap where we are.” Her mother brought her fingertips to her chin. “You say you’re my daughter, though you’re what…twelve years older than I am now because you’ve traveled back in time to have an important conversation with me. I don’t know what you’ve come to say, but it can’t be easy because your eyebrows are scrunched in that worry-face that reminds me of my thirteen-year-old daughter.” She paused for a breath. “Who is at the library at this very moment while I look at you and wonder what in God’s name is happening.” She tilted her head, continuing her visual scrutiny.

			“I have to tell you why I came, Mommy.” Dakota blinked back tears until her nostrils burned. “I’m just not sure I can do it.”

			“You‘re very emotional for a stranger.” Her mother placed a hand on Dakota’s wrist and rubbed it gently. Then she backed away. “I can’t for the life of me understand why a woman your age, who bears an odd resemblance to my child, would knock on my door and tell me she’s my grown daughter, come from the future to visit me.” 

			“I always told myself I would move heaven and earth to see you again,” Dakota said, her chin trembling. “And now I’ve done it. Please believe that I am here with you.”

			“I might as well believe in unicorns or space aliens.” Her eyes bore into Dakota’s. If they’d been in a staring contest, her mother would have obliterated her.

			“I have proof,” Dakota said. She pulled her driver’s license from her wallet and handed it to her mother.

			“Dakota Wynfred. Birthday, November 10, 1972. We’ll have to see about that.” She took a quick glance at Dakota. “Height, five feet, ten inches.” She whistled. “Jeezus, you’re tall.” Then she giggled.

			“I must have gotten my height from Daddy.” She winked at her mother. “Because you’re what? Five foot four?”

			“Five foot five.” She narrowed her eyes at Dakota.

			Dakota’s breath felt jagged. Oh. There’s that look. The one she gave me and Daddy when she was really ticked off.

			“My mistake,” Dakota said. “It says so on your license, right?” With a six foot three husband and a thirteen-year-old who already had four inches on her, Dakota’s mother always fibbed about her height. It was one of her few expressions of vanity.

			“My license is a matter of public record.” Her mother crossed her arms. “But yours might be a fake, for all we know.” She nibbled on her fingernail. “But the question is: Why would you make the effort?” 

			“Telling you that is the hard part.” A wave of sorrow swelled in Dakota’s chest and rose toward her eyes. But she refused to cry. Too soon. Too soon.

			“Then I will have to guess.” Her mother drummed her fingers against her thigh. “I’m not conceding that you’re my daughter, but I do want to get to the bottom of this. So, for the sake of argument, I will pretend you’re my daughter as I ask some probing questions.” She narrowed her eyes at Dakota. “Did I drive you crazy during adolescence, become one of those mothers who shamed their daughters for their beauty?”

			Dakota rolled her eyes.

			“Did your father’s obsession with Bob Dylan cause you permanent damage?”

			“No, but I do loathe Bob Dylan.”

			“Ditto.” Her mother giggled. Then she went quiet for a moment. “I don’t know what it is, but I must have done something.” She shook her head.

			“No, it’s nothing that you did or didn’t do. You weren’t responsible for it. It just happened. It happened to all of us.” Dakota gestured with open arms. “Some people call it an act of God. Although our family doesn’t believe in God.”

			“Not a Judeo-Christian God, at any rate.”

			“Definitely not Judeo-Christian.”

			“Nor one from any organized religion.”

			“Then from a disorganized religion.”

			“Got it,” her mother said. “An act of God from a disorganized religion caused something that inspired you to travel back in time to see me.”

			Dakota hoped she didn’t look as sick as she felt. 

			“I’m a big girl, Dakota. You can tell me.”

			Dakota twirled the ends of her hair.

			“You still do that?” Her mother smiled. “I find that so endearing.”

			Dakota shifted in her seat. “Mom,” she said. “Remember two years ago when you had that breast biopsy come back benign?”

			She nodded.

			“And next week you have a doctor’s appointment, right?”

			Another nod.

			“The doctor’s going to find a lump in your left breast. He’ll send you for a biopsy, and this time it’s malignant.” If she squeezed any closer to her mother, she’d be sitting on her lap.

			“Just how malignant is it?”

			“It’s already metastasized.” She grabbed her mother in a bear hug, then buried her head in the curve of her mother’s neck.

			“Oh shit,” she said. “Shit, shit, shit and goddamn it all to hell.”

			“I’m so sorry, so terribly sorry to tell you this.” Dakota pulled a sleeve across her face.

			“How long do I have?”

			“Not long, I’m afraid.”

			Her mother swallowed.

			“But I have an idea.” Dakota’s eyes gleamed. “If you come with me soon, come to my time, that is, which is 2026, we’ll get you to the best oncologists in the country. I’m sure we could cure you.”

			She shook her head. “I’m not leaving you or your father, Dakota…. I mean, I’m not going to just disappear on you. That would be even more scarring.”

			“Daddy can come too, Mom,” she said. “You guys are going to love it. My condo overlooks the Charles, and it’s big enough for all of us.”

			“And what would your father and I do in your future world?” she said.

			“Anything you want, Mom,” she said. “We’ll start a foundation, and you and Daddy can run it.”

			“What kind of foundation?” Her mother tilted her head to the side.

			“Anything you feel passionate about,” Dakota said. “Voting rights. Climate change. Reproductive freedom. LGBTQ…I mean, gay rights.”

			“What’s the problem with voting rights? And what do you mean climate change?” She pinched her lips. “And you can’t be talking about a woman’s right to choose, can you? You were just a baby, but your dad and I took you on a bus to Washington when the Supreme Court was hearing Roe versus Wade. Tell me that’s not in jeopardy.”

			“Abortion is all but illegal in more than half of the country,” Dakota said. Her mother gasped. “And voting rights have been in jeopardy for years because the Republicans have done everything humanly possible to disenfranchise people of color, especially Blacks.”

			“Yegads. That’s horrendous.” 

			“I’m also sorry to tell you that we’ve done a number on the environment,” Dakota said. “Global warming is a massive problem. I give loads of money to the Sierra Club, and I drive an electric car. We’ve got to stop the polar ice caps melting.”

			“I think I’m going to throw up.” 

			“Sorry. I’m chucking an awful lot at you.” 

			“Back up,” her mother said. “What does, LGB whatever-it-is-you-said, mean?”

			“LGBTQ is the term.” Dakota pronounced every letter clearly, sounding like a sixth-grade teacher in health-ed class. But not a teacher in states like Florida and Texas, where the most zealous Vlakians had banned any mention of LGBTQ in written or spoken form in public schools. Every day seemed to bring another vicious move from the house of Vlakas. She’d almost come to expect feeling her blood boil when she scanned the daily news.

			Dakota felt a light tap on the arm. Her mother must have sensed her distraction.

			“Sorry about that.” Dakota gave a quick headshake. “I drifted off for a second.” She resumed her lesson in pop nomenclature. “LGBTQ stands for lesbian gay bisexual transgender queer. But of course, you wouldn’t know that because no one was using those words in your time.” 

			“Nonsense.” Her mother folded her arms across her chest. “Jax and I know plenty of gay men. And lesbians practically ran the commune.” She would have rolled her eyes at Dakota if parents did that to their children and not vice versa. “We’re hardly social conservatives.” She looked askance at Dakota. “Do you have…someone, dear? Are you telling me you’re gay?”

			“Mom.” Dakota drew the word out like an angry teenager. “We were talking about a foundation for you and Dad.”

			“That’s right.” Her mother nodded and paused for a moment. “Can we go back to the time-travel part again?”

			“Of course.”

			“If your dad and I go to the future with you, what happens to you as a child?” She pulled on her earlobe.

			“If Kisai’s right—and he’s been right about everything else when it comes to time-travel, so why doubt him now….” Dakota was speed-talking. “He believes that when you leave this time for 2026, that the you who lived this life will stay here while the traveling you lives a new life in the future.”

			“Who’s Kisai?”

			“Kisai is the most brilliant physicist on the planet. He’s the pioneer in time travel, and he works for me.” Dakota popped up from the sofa.

			“And what does he say again?”

			“He theorizes, and that’s based on a ton of research, so I believe it….” She moved her hands like she’d just caught a big fish. “He says that during the picosecond when you and Daddy leave here with me and travel to the future, you will have lived your lives in their entirety. But your future selves get to live another life with me.”

			“Huh?”

			“What Kisai means is you don’t have to worry about leaving me here because by the time you and Dad reach 2026, the you who’s with me today and the Dad who’s at the library with me right now won’t be plucked from 1984 in a way that leaves a gaping hole. You’ll live the rest of your lives in this linear chronology.” Dakota cleared her throat. “But by the time we reach 2026, your natural lifespans will have run their course….” 

			“Because both of us will have died by then….”

			Dakota stared at the floor.

			“Such a relief.” Her mother ran her hands through the long tendrils of her hair. “I don’t know why I might worry.” She closed her eyes and sighed. Then she looked up at Dakota, her eyes full of tears. “Oh, Dakota. I love you so much, and it breaks my heart that I’m going to have to leave you when you’re still young. But as much as I want to be with you, I don’t want to leap into a future with melting polar ice caps, a disenfranchised population, and having to fight for a right that we secured for women in 1973.” She took a long breath. “Plus, you can’t guarantee that your father and I won’t be abandoning you as a thirteen-year-old, left to fend for yourself.” Her chin began to tremble. “That’s a chance I’m not willing to take because it would change history, your history, and I’ve read enough science fiction to know that the ramifications of such a move could be devastating for your future.” Her mother crossed her arms. 

			“But, Mom. I know it’ll work.” Dakota felt like her throat was closing. “We won’t take anything away from the me you already know. And you and Daddy can have a full life with me as an adult.”

			Her mother sucked in her breath. “I believe in fate, honeybun,” she said. “Yours, mine, and Daddy’s.” Her voice was quiet. “You know what happens when people try to play God.”

			“I’m not trying to play God,” Dakota said. “I just want you to have a good life.”

			“I’ve had a good life, darling.” Her mother used a dish towel from her back pocket to dab her eyes. “I have a husband I love and a daughter I adore. And that’s enough. It’s been enough.”  

			“Maybe you should sleep on it, and I’ll come back again.” 

			Her mother lowered her voice. “I wish that I could join you, truly,” she said. “I wish that you would never know the grief of losing your mother at such a young age.” She swallowed hard. “But what if that loss helped form you in ways that you don’t even realize?” She touched Dakota’s cheek. “And what if having me and Daddy with you now would alter the course of your life moving forward?” 

			“But I’ve been planning this for years.” Dakota crouched in front of her mother and squeezed both her hands. “I literally have everything worked out.”

			“Please don’t look like that, sweetheart, or you’ll break my heart in two.” She bent her head to kiss Dakota’s hands. “I want to hear about your life now. Tell me. What have you been doing since adolescence?”

			Dakota pulled away and collapsed onto the orange recliner. She pushed the side lever down until she was in full recline and stared at the ceiling. She tried to gather her thoughts. 

			“Don’t be angry with me, Dakota,” her mother said. “You’re asking for too much. I don’t know your world. I don’t know you in your world.” Her mother’s voice grew quiet. “But know that I love you more than anything in my world. And in under an hour, your dad is coming home with the you I do know.” Her mother’s voice broke. “I will do everything in my power to care for that you for as long as I possibly can.” 

			Dakota sat up, her face wet with tears. “My life isn’t easy, Mommy,” she managed to eke out. “I need you in it.” She wiped her runny nose with her sleeve.

			“Oh, sweetheart,” her mother said. She found Dakota in the chair and wrapped her arms around her. Squeezing. Holding. Loving. Just as Dakota had wanted a thousand times throughout her life. 

			After a good rush of crocodile tears, Dakota took her head off her mother’s shoulder. “I got snot all over the back of your shirt, I think.”

			“It’s not the first time,” her mother said.

			“But it will be the last…at least for me now.” 

			For a couple of minutes, Dakota sat quietly in the chair while her mother stayed crouched beside her. Then her mother broke the silence. 

			“Tell me what’s hard in your life,” she said. “Maybe I can help you, in the little time we have.”

			“You’re going to get cramps if you stay in that squat,” Dakota said. She guided her mother back to the sofa. “I don’t need you to fix anything, Mom, because I’m a big girl now.”

			Her mother patted her on the leg. “I know you are, darling.”

			“My life is super stressful,” Dakota said. “I’ve built this amazing company. It’s world-class, Mommy. Seriously. We’re making the world a better place.”

			“I couldn’t ask anything more of you.” Her mother beamed at her.

			“Well, technologically speaking,” Dakota said in a mumble.

			“That’s something at least,” her mother said.

			“But the thing is, we’re hearing chatter that our asshole of a president wants to nationalize my company,” she said. “That means he’ll take ownership from me.”

			“That’s awful, honey,” her mother said, her eyes pools of sympathy.

			“And that’s not the only thing.” Dakota’s back and chest felt hot. “During the last administration, we thought things were getting better. But now, it’s so much worse. Racism. Women’s rights. Gay rights. The environment. It’s a total mess.” She swallowed hard. “I’m scared for the country,” Dakota said. “And I’m scared for myself.” She looked into her mother’s eyes. “And I have no idea how to make it better. None at all.” 

			“Now that won’t do for my Dakota.” Her mother had fire in her eyes. “Because Daddy and I always taught you that change starts with one person.” She fixed her gaze on Dakota. “And from what I know about my daughter as a child, and from the adult sitting here with me now, I believe that the change you need, that everyone needs—it starts with you.” 

			So much love from one person. And so much faith. It’s almost hard to bear. Dakota’s chest swelled like the Grinch when his heart grows three times larger. 

			Dakota wasn’t sure what a geek like her could do to change the world. She only knew that she would try.

		


		
			CHAPTER 3

			November 10, 1984,  Cambridge, Massachusetts

			Dakota’s mother handed her a cup of Swiss Miss hot chocolate, her comfort drink of choice when she was a girl. “Wait,” her mother said. “Why is the president called the ‘Pickle King’ again?” 

			“I know, right? It’s so ridiculous,” Dakota said. “He didn’t…still doesn’t…know anything about politics.” She huffed. “He didn’t even build his own company. He inherited it from his father, and you’ll never believe his biggest contribution to the business.”

			“I can’t imagine.” 

			“He increased the amount of ultra-high fructose corn syrup in Vlakas products. Increased,” she said. “One ounce of Vlakas sweet pickles has something like eighty grams of sugar.”

			“And that’s a lot, right?”

			“It’s more than a grande Starbucks Frappuccino.” Dakota wrinkled her nose. “The steak sauce and ketchup are even worse.”

			“Um. What’s Starbucks?” Her mother grimaced. “What’s a Frappuccino?”

			“I forgot. This is way before Starbucks.” Dakota scratched her head. “Starbucks is like the Coffee Connection in Harvard Square except super corporate. And it’s literally everywhere,” she said. “It’s like an alien lifeforce that reproduces when you’re not looking.” She shuddered.

			“Sounds like a nice place.” Her mother didn’t skip a beat. “And the Frappuccino is?”

			“A frozen coffee drink that has about nine million calories,” Dakota said.

			“And it gives you diabetes.” 

			“At the very least, it would spike your insulin into the stratosphere.” 

			“So this Vlakas is not a proponent of good health.”

			“His company motto is Twice the Corn Syrup. Twice the Taste®.” 

			“Remind me, because this is after my time.” Her mother smiled weakly. “When was this blockhead elected?” 

			“In 2024. But he didn’t win fairly.”

			“Does anyone?”

			“This guy had a lot of help from the Russians.”

			“You mean the Soviet Union?”

			“The Soviet Union fell in around ’90, I think. I’m talking about just Russia.”

			“I feel sick to my stomach.”

			“Sorry, Mom,” Dakota said. “It’s a lot to process.”

			“That’s okay. I’m pretty sure I’ll get through it.” Her mother rubbed her temples. “I feel like I’m missing part of the picture. I understand that Vlakas is a leading cause of dental decay. Also, he’s president. But why does he want your company?”

			“Because KODA’s the most successful cybersecurity firm in the world, and that makes us very powerful.” Dakota raised her chin. “Mmm…and I may have said something to The New York Times about Vlakas being a moron of gargantuan proportions for using his iPhone to send work emails.” 

			“What’s an iPhone? What’s email?”

			Dakota giggled. “You must think I’m from Star Trek.” 

			“I think you’re giving me heart palpitations.”

			“Sorry, Mommy,” she said. “An iPhone is a sophisticated portable phone that’s like a miniature computer in your pocket. It also makes phone calls.”

			Her mother sighed.

			“And email stands for electronic mail. It’s like an instant messaging system that we use all the time.” No response. “You can reach people all over the planet, twenty-four hours a day, three hundred and sixty-five days a year.”

			“Why would you want to do that?” her mother said. “Don’t people ever take vacation anymore?” She smoothed her apron. “I wouldn’t want to be reachable at all hours of the day and night.”

			“Mom.” Dakota rolled her eyes. “Email has changed everything. You can communicate with friends and family—not just co-workers,” she said. “Email really is amazing. You can send photos and stories or contracts. Whatever you want.” She glanced at her mother, who still looked unimpressed. “Maybe it wouldn’t be your cup of tea, but it’s…” How do I say this? Life-critical? Vital? Essential? “It’s essential in today’s world, and my company delivers the industry’s most secure email servers and clients.”

			“Huh?”

			“My company protects our clients’ business interests, whether those clients are national governments, commercial institutions, or secretive research and development.”

			“Now that sounds important.” Her mother smiled. She sat down and squeezed close to Dakota. 

			“Tell me this,” her mother said. “If Vlakas used your company—KODA, right?” Dakota nodded. “For his phone’s email, then this vulnerability wouldn’t have happened, and he wouldn’t be after your company.”

			“I may have done one or two other things that annoyed him.”

			“Such as?”

			“I was a major supporter of Jennifer Samson.” Whom she doesn’t know. “She was acting vice president in 2020, and I was her single biggest donor.” Dakota grinned. “Even the private fundraiser I held for her set a record. Twelve million dollars in a single night, with movie stars and tons of CEOs from the tech industry and professional athletes and…”

			“Anyone from the public library or Harvest Co-op there?”

			Dakota exhaled loudly. “I get the point, Mom. The rich and famous influence the people’s choice of candidate.”

			“As they have always done.” Her mother gave her a pat.

			“As they will always do, I think.” Dakota returned the pat. “Which doesn’t make it right, but I did what I could within the constraints of a flawed system.”

			“But Samson still lost.”

			“She did.” 

			“The picture’s becoming clearer,” her mother said. “You insulted the president and championed his opponent, and he wants revenge.”

			“Yup.”

			Her mother gazed out the window for a moment. “You also said something about Vlakas tearing the country apart. What did you mean by that?”

			Dakota clenched her jaw. “Vlakas is a xenophobic misogynist racist anti-science whackadoodle, who wants to make abortion punishable by death.” She paused for effect. 

			“You mean women who get abortions are going to get the death penalty?” Her mother’s expression could have crumbled the Pyramids.

			“No, doctors who perform abortions get the death penalty. The women just go to jail.”

			Her mother’s mouth gaped. 

			“That’s not exactly true in the blue states,” Dakota said.

			“What the hell are the blue states?” Her mother blinked in rapid succession.

			“It’s a symbolic thing,” Dakota said. “One of the TV news stations invented it around the early 2000s to show viewers at home which presidential candidate had won a particular state. Red was for Republican, and blue for Democrat. Now every news network colors the states this way on election night, and it’s become part of the nomenclature to talk about red and blue states. You might say, ‘I live in Cambridge, the bluest city in the bluest state in the country,’ or, ‘Hell no I’m not going to Texas, it’s too red—unless, of course, you’re talking about Austin, which is fine because it’s in a blue bubble.’” 

			“We’ve always had geographic divisions around politics, back to before the Civil War.” Her mother brushed her hand against her forehead, leaving white blobs of flour stuck in weird places. 

			“It’s almost as bad as the Civil War,” Dakota said. “Except most of the battles are fought with words, not weapons.”

			“Remember what Lincoln said: ‘A house divided against itself cannot stand.’”

			“Our house’s foundation is made of sand,” Dakota said. “It’s a giant sinkhole. We could fall in at any moment.”

			“I get the picture,” her mother said. “The country’s falling apart, civil liberties are getting crushed, and Vlakas wants your business.” Her mother tapped her fingers together. “Things are not so swell.”

			“Which is another reason I want you and Daddy to come back with me.” Dakota looked into her mother’s eyes. “I need your support.”

			“We’ve been through this.” Her mother’s voice was breaking. “I will be there with you in spirit.” 

			Dakota dragged her foot in circles on the floor. Her mother took her by the hands. 

			“You’re seeing injustice, Dakota, and you know what to do.”

			“I know, I know. It’s my responsibility to change it.”

			“That’s right.” Her mother smiled. “And from what you’re saying, you’re in a privileged position, which makes you the kind of person who can effect change.”

			“I’m going to fight the administration with everything I’ve got.” Dakota clenched her fists. “There’s no precedent for an administration privatizing a company like mine.”

			“So they don’t have a case?”

			“There’s no sound legal argument for what the Justice Department is attempting. That’s true,” she said. “But that’s never stopped Vlakas. And if it goes to the Supreme Court, we’re dead in the water.”

			“Because?”

			“Because he’s got six out of nine justices in his pocket.” She shook her head. “I think we’d lose.” She clamped her teeth together.

			“Let’s get creative.” Her mother sprang out of her seat, like a cheerful Mary Poppins. “What can you do to save your company?”

			“And save the world. Don’t forget that.” Dakota gave her mother a wide smile. “Remember the elephants?”

			“Of course.” Her mother gave her peck on the cheek. “I remember you going door to door, all over the neighborhood, to get signatures on your petition to ban the sale of ivory in the United States.”

			Dakota patted her chest. “I got over five hundred signatures.” 

			“And that helped, right?”

			“We did eventually ban ivory, but it’s still a problem in Asia,” she said. “I do fund an elephant sanctuary in Thailand. And one in Tennessee that cares for elephants rescued from circuses and private compounds.”

			“I’m proud of you, baby,” her mother said. “And now, back to the problem at hand.” 

			“Oh hell. I don’t want to get into politics again.” Dakota hunched her shoulders. “It’s soul-crushing, but I don’t know how to get away from it.” 

			“You can’t give up.” Her mother stroked her daughter’s cheek. “Why don’t you try to get Samson elected again?”

			“Because she was vilified by the Vlakas campaign. They annihilated her character. Called her an unfit mother for leaving her son’s first birthday party because of a crisis in the Middle East.” Dakota flexed her biceps. “You don’t even want to know what happened when Fox News unearthed what Samson had written about Presidents’ Day when she was still an undergrad at Harvard.”

			“Oh boy.”

			“Her op-ed in the student newspaper ran thirty years ago,” Dakota shook her head in disgust. “Samson said that Presidents’ Day dishonors the experience of Black Americans. That we should honor the contributions of Washington and Jefferson to the democratic institution of our political system, but we shouldn’t call them heroes. They were unapologetic slave owners after all. Washington owned between three and four hundred enslaved Africans in his lifetime, and Jefferson had up to six hundred.”

			“Which included poor Sally Hemmings.”

			“Who let’s not forget bore him seven children,” said Dakota. “Samson included that little tidbit in her piece. And the Vlakas campaign, which still denies the existence of racism, called her a Black supremacist, who didn’t have the same values as white Americans. Dakota tensed her jaw muscles. “Samson was the worst of woke, Vlakas said during every campaign rally. The label went viral, and Samson never recovered,” she said. “Even the moderates were running for the hills by the time Vlakas finished with her.”

			“And people care about these things?”

			“They do when they feel alienated by the other political party,” Dakota said. “We call this ‘identity politics.’ You’ll vote for your candidate even if they’ve committed a crime because they’re your candidate.” She snorted. “And race is as painful a topic as I can ever remember. Vlakas said Samson belonged on a bottle of maple syrup—not in the White House.”

			“Like Aunt Jemima?” 

			“Exactly,” Dakota said. “Though Vlakas is too much of a navel-gazer to realize Quaker Oats finally took her off the packaging.”

			“Sickening.” Her mother glowered. “It’s like the Civil Rights movement never happened.”

			“Samson got so many death threats, she had to cancel the rest of her rallies,” Dakota said. 

			“It’s almost like we need someone with no past, so nothing they’ve said can be exploited,” her mother said. 

			“And we need someone powerful,” Dakota said.

			“And politically astute,” her mother said.

			“Someone tough.”

			“But someone kind.” Her mother touched her arm.

			“Someone inspirational.”

			“Someone charming.”

			“Someone brilliant.”

			“Someone worldly,” her mother said.

			“But not quite of this world,” Dakota said.

			“You know who we need, don’t you?”

			Dakota shook her head.

			“We need someone who’s a legendary leader,” her mother said. Then she fixed her gaze on Dakota and said, “I’m assuming you can use your time-travel thing to whisk someone from the past into the present.”

			“Like I wanted to do with you and Daddy,” Dakota said, her voice just above a whisper.

			Her mother’s face dropped for an instant. Dakota would have missed it if she had blinked her eyes. “Buck up, honey. We’ll figure it out.” Her mother brushed her knuckles against Dakota’s face, and Dakota leaned into her mother’s hand. They sat like that for a moment without saying a thing.

			Her mother broke the silence. “I think you need someone who died before there were photos,” she said. “You couldn’t bring back John Kennedy, or even Abraham Lincoln, and not have somebody recognize them. It’ll be like they’ve come out of nowhere.” 

			“That’s brilliant,” Dakota said, her mood lifting slightly.

			“She
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