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        2139

      

        

      
        New York City

      

      

      “Oh, come on!” Max Forrester said to his mother and father. “I’m twenty-seven years old! It’s my turn to time travel.”

      “There’s a responsibility to time traveling,” his mother said. “Even though you want to stay in New York, it’ll be vastly different.”

      “I’m a responsible adult. I’ve finished my one-year training to be a section police officer. I can handle myself in any time period I choose to go to.”

      “Oh yeah?” his father questioned. “What about 1890?”

      “I’ve heard the wild stories about Grandpop’s accidentally going back there. He survived and brought new family members back to his time. It all worked out!” Max said, frustrated with his parents.

      “Remember, he had no skills that fit into that time period. He didn’t know how to ride a horse, shoot a gun, or make any kind of a living back then,” his father said.

      “For God’s sake, Max, Grandpa was arrested for counterfeiting money in 1890, not realizing his coins were dated 1980,” his mother reminded him.

      “Mom,” Max said at wit’s end, “you invented time travel for vacations! That’s how you met Dad! It’s my turn.

      His father sighed. “Your mother and I will discuss it and let you know in the morning.”

      Max stormed to his room. He lived at home while he was in training, but he had an apartment with three other section police officers all lined up for them after the two-month break they were given for completing the grueling, year-long training course. It was the section’s way of giving them a rest before the next full year on probation. He’d just graduated, and when his parents asked him what he wanted for a graduation present, he said he wanted to time travel.

      He lay down on his bed and thumbed through his digital training manual. He was intrigued by an event that happened back in 2030 that changed the world. The pictures online showed devastation. He wanted to go there and see the result with his own eyes. He studied the century. It didn’t look that different from his, maybe a little more backward, okay, a lot, but they had cars, bicycles, and trains. They ate the same kind of food he did in this century, although it was more plentiful, and there were more choices.

      He tossed and turned trying to sleep and ended up staring at the ceiling. His mother had time traveled to his father’s time to test her device. His father traveled between his mother’s era and his, so they could see both of their parents. His uncle had accidentally traveled to 1925, and his Grandpops did the 1890 thing.

      He suddenly sat up. Determination flowed through him. He packed a light duffel bag and went to his mother’s workshop at the back of the house. He picked up one of the many time travel devices and looked closely at it. Seemed simple enough. He’d seen both of his parents use them.

      It was his turn.

      He left them a note on his mother’s desk where he knew she’d see it.

      He pressed the right top side button on the small device and a loud, high-pitched whining filled the room. A tangerine glow brightened around him, and the walls seemed to shimmer. His parents came racing into the room.

      “Max, no!” his mother shouted. But he couldn’t hear her, he could only see her lips moving.

      “I’m sorry!” He shouted back, hoping they could read lips. “But I have to do this!” The whine settled into a steady tone. Then, the tangerine color turned to gold and Max disappeared from the room.

      “Goddamn this family!” Mike Forrester shouted.
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        2030

      

        

      
        New York City

      

      

      

      Christmas decorations were everywhere. New York sure knew how to decorate for the holiday. Street musicians played Christmas carols, people were dressed in their holiday finery, and a special feeling filled the air. There was always something magical about Christmas Eve.

      Excitement bustled around Angie. Tonight, her parents were celebrating their thirty-year anniversary. They had booked a room at the luxurious, SkyLine Hotel. Recently built, it was the tallest hotel in the world commanding incredible three-hundred-sixty-degree views of New York City and beyond. Her parents had made midnight reservations at Up in the Air, the hotel’s rooftop restaurant. It had a Michelin two-star rating, and it was so difficult to get reservations, her father had called the day the restaurant began taking reservations two years ago to make their anniversary reservations for today.

      Angie ran toward Times Square to meet her parents. She was late, and glad she’d spoken with her father a couple of hours earlier to tell him she’d meet him and her mother for a drink before they celebrated their anniversary.

      She dialed him again as she glanced at her phone. Fifteen minutes to midnight.

      “Hello,” her father said in his deep, soothing voice.

      “I’m sorry I’m late, Dad, I’ll be there as fast as I can, but it’ll be a while. I had a nighttime meeting that ran late, a last-minute thing, then had to go home and change, my Uber was late, and now traffic is horrible. I got out and decided to run the rest of the way.”

      “No problem, honey,” her father said. “Your mother is anxious to get going. Even though we have reservations, she’s worried someone will give our spot away.”

      Angie laughed as she glanced at her phone to check the time again. “I don’t want you to miss your reservation, so go on in when they call you. I’ll ask if I can join you for just a drink when I get there.”

      “Can’t wait to see you. Love you.”

      “Love you, back, Dad. Tell Mom I love her, too.”

      As she stepped to cross the street, there was an enormous explosion. Black smoke rose to the sky, the street shook and moved, like she’d seen on TV when an earthquake hit somewhere in the world. Slabs of asphalt broke into large and small chunks and tilted at unusual angles. A wave of pressure blew across everyone as windows exploded, sending shards of shattered glass and broken bits of Christmas decorations flying through the air. A few buildings collapsed, cars and buses were tossed onto sidewalks like rag dolls, and dense clouds of gray-white powder rained down on everyone.

      Screams streamed through the tangled destruction that clogged the streets.

      Angie stood rooted to the spot, shocked to her core.

      Not knowing where to go or who to help, she heard cries and pleas for anyone to help them. She turned toward the sound and saw a woman and a child, and ran to them. As she reached for the little girl, a second explosion filled the air. Intent on helping the mother and child, Angie never saw a car launch into the air and flip over other mashed and mangled vehicles. It came to a stop upside down on top of the mother and child’s car. Angie struggled to pull them out, too focused to see the car tottering on the crushed top of the vehicle it had landed on. Just when she pulled the mother and child out of their car, the car let out a wrenching groan and fell to the ground, falling on Angie, injuring her badly in the process.

      A wave of red pain filled her body.

      Angie’s last thought was of her parents. With no one able to hear her whispered words, she said, “Save them.”

      
        
        Six Months Later

      

      

      The dream caught her unaware, as it always did. Angie heard her father making midnight reservations at the SkyLine Hotel for their thirtieth anniversary. Midnight. The witching hour. Her father loved the night, its magic and mystery. Her mother loved the mornings, the dawn of new beginnings. They were still very much in love. She saw it in their eyes, the way they always touched each other, and the laughter they shared.

      She groaned and turned over. The dream changed. Her father called to her; her mother was saying something she couldn’t hear.

      “What? What are you trying to tell me?” she asked in her dream.

      Angie woke from her afternoon nap with a start, sweat pouring down her face.

      “Ugh. Not again.” She tossed the damp, sticky sheets off of her, and rose from the bed. “Damn.” She pushed herself up and grabbed the walker she always left next to the bed. With slow, awkward movements, she made her way to the living room. Six months and she still needed help to walk. She didn’t dwell on her injuries, most of them had healed, but her legs had been badly broken when the car fell on her. The doctors hadn’t known if she’d walk again, but she had, because of a fierce will to live and be normal. Still, she needed help from walkers for now and was determined to progress to the point where she never needed them again. Before she could reach for the door, a young woman knocked, then walked in with a child in her arms.

      “How’re you doing Angie?”

      Jenny, her friend, and roommate, always asked her that.

      “Today’s the same as yesterday,” she said as she concentrated to put one foot in front of the other. “But I’m alive, Jen, and grateful for it.”

      “You’ve been through hell. You’re a fighter, and you’ll regain your mobility and strength. I’m proud of how far you’ve come.”

      Angie sighed and sank onto a straight-backed chair, the only kind she could get in and out of at the moment. She stared at Jenny. “You have been so kind to me. You took care of me after the paramedics rescued me and brought me into your home. I can never repay you.” Angie fought back tears.

      “You saved us that day, Ang,” she said as she sank onto the floor in front of her. “Dottie and I would have died if it wasn’t for you. We can’t ever repay you for our lives.”

      “It’s hard to process all that happened,” Angie said. “I don’t know if my parents survived. It was one of the worst bombings in world history.”

      “I know it’s difficult. So many people were lost or listed as missing.” She shook her head. “All we can do is put one foot in front of the other and live our lives to the fullest. We were spared. It’s a blessing. How we live up to that is up to us.”

      “You’re right,” Angie said. She straightened her shoulders and looked her friend in the eyes. “I’m going to make my parents proud by getting better and living a full life. It’s what they would have wanted.”

      “You go, girl!” Angie said with a wide smile.

      “At least I still have my job at The New York Sentinel. Working for a digital newspaper is the best way to look for my parents. I’m now well enough to dig through the official lists of dead and missing to look for them. I’ve started my search, Jen. I’ll find out what happened to them, I will!”

      Jenny nodded and patted Angie’s leg. “Well, time to get dressed, Ang,” Jenny said in a happy voice. “That is if you want a birthday celebration. Twenty-five is a milestone.”

      “Yes! Party!” Jenny’s daughter Dottie said.

      Angie laughed. She put on a brave face, reminding herself this was her first birthday without her parents. Jenny was a godsend and had become a good friend. Dottie brought much warmth and joy to her, keeping away the dark thoughts. She made her way to the bathroom and struggled through her preparations. An hour and a half later she was ready. Using the walker, she walked into an empty living room.

      “Hey! I thought I was slow. What’s up with you two?”

      Amid giggles and laughs, Jenny came out carrying a slightly crooked homemade chocolate cake with the number twenty-five on it. After putting the cake on the kitchen table, she lit the candles.

      “Make a wish, Angie!” Dottie said.

      Angie squeezed her eyes tight and made her wish. Dottie and Jenny cracked up. She blew out the candles and asked, “Are we eating cake now?”

      “Yes!” Dottie said as she jumped up and down.

      Jenny cut three pieces of cake and they all took big bites to finish it fast. “Okay missy,” Jenny said to Dottie, “Ang and I are going out. Joy will be here to take care of you. You be a good girl, okay?”

      Dottie nodded her head, gave her mother a kiss, then reached her arms out for Angie to hug her. They said their goodbyes and left her in the capable hands of her babysitter.

      They arrived at the restaurant and the waiter took them to be seated at a booth, but Angie stopped him. Nodding to her walker she asked, “Can we have a table and chairs? I have a difficult time getting in and out of booths.”

      The waiter nodded and took them to a table not far from the bar. Once they were seated, they ordered wine and looked over the menu while waiting for the wine to be delivered. Angie looked around the restaurant. It was a sports bar, and there were televisions everywhere. Not much of a sports fan, the reason she’d asked to come here was for the food. It had an excellent reputation for delicious entrees. The waiter arrived and delivered their wine.

      Something caught her attention at the bar and Angie noticed a man looking at her. He was very handsome. “I think that guy is looking at me, Jen.” She picked up her glass and took a sip.

      “That’s because you’re beautiful, dummy,” Jenny said with a laugh. Being very discreet, Jenny brought her glass to her lips, pretended to take a sip of her wine, and peered over the top of her glass.

      Angie laughed. “I’m sure he knows what you’re doing.”

      Jenny blushed. “Well, I tried.”

      Their food arrived and they ate the delicious burgers they’d ordered. When the waiter took their plates, Jenny said to him, “Today’s her birthday. Got anything special for dessert?”

      “Jen!” Angie said, startled and embarrassed. “We already had dessert.”

      “Oh, that cake doesn’t count.” She waved away the fact that they’d eaten dessert before the entree.

      “We do have something I can bring you two,” the waiter said. “I’ll be right back.”

      He brought a big bowl of ice cream filled with four or five scoops of different flavors. A small, happy birthday balloon and a candle were stuck in the top scoop. He left the table and came back with dishes of hot fudge, strawberry sauce, butterscotch, and whipped cream. Two cherries were sitting on the mound of whipped cream.

      “Oh, my God!” Angie said. “It’s too much! We can’t eat it all.”

      “Enjoy.” The waiter left with a huge smile on his face.

      They dug in and laughed through the first few bites. Angie put her spoon down and said, “How will we take all of this home? It’ll melt.

      “I’ll be happy to help with that,” a deep male voice said from behind her.

      His voice wound through her, sending tingles. The hair on her arms stood up. If she’d been standing, her knees would have buckled. Angie turned and saw the man from the bar who had been looking at her. His strong, handsome face, wide shoulders, and piercing blue eyes left her speechless.

      Jenny immediately saw Angie’s fluster and said, “Please join us. There’s way too much here.” She asked the waiter for another spoon.

      “Thank you for letting me crash your party,” he said to Jenny. Then he turned to Angie. His wide smile and kind eyes, had her heart melting. “Happy birthday. I’m Max Forrester.” He stuck out his hand to shake hers.

      A zing raced up her arm when their hands touched. Shocked, Angie tried to pull back, but Max tightened his hold on her hand and gave her a sexy, crooked smile. “Angie Stone. This is my friend, Jenny.”

      The waiter dropped off the spoon and Max held it up and waited. “Sure, you’re okay with this?”

      Struck dumb again, Angie nodded her head. Jenny had a look on her face telling Angie she knew what was happening. When Max looked down to take a scoop of ice cream, Angie narrowed her eyes at her friend.

      Max dug in and moaned his delight at the flavor. The sound was sexy. “That’s delicious. They don’t make ice cream like this where I come from.”

      Finding her voice after another round of goosebumps, Angie asked, “Where are you from, Max?”

      “Well, here, but I’m from 2139.”

      Everyone knew time travel for vacations had been invented, but it was extremely expensive. Out of reach for most people.

      “Oh really,” Angie said with disbelief around another bite of ice cream.

      He put his spoon down and looked her directly in her eyes.

      “Yes. Really.”

      A strange moment passed between them. Longing rushed through Angie, and she knew, with no reason for knowing, Max had felt the same way. Her mouth dropped open a little. She couldn’t look away from those compelling eyes. Something in his manner drew her to him. She looked down at the table and shook her head.

      The tension between them was strong.

      “Well,” Jenny said with amusement in her voice, “it seems like we could cut the ice cream with a knife here,” Angie glared at Jenny, who smiled angelically “Max, what is the world like in 2139?”

      “It’s better and worse than this time period.” He put his spoon down, finished, and gave his full attention to Angie. “We have a lot of flying cars, I’ve seen a few here. They’re very affordable and common in my time.”

      “Yes, they’re new and fascinating, but very expensive,” Jenny said.

      “And we have high-speed trains that cross the country in three hours. The subway uses magnetic levitation to get around, flying scooters are the rage, and anyone can pick one up at a drop-off point, ride it anywhere, then drop it off at another point for free. It’s a great way to get around.”

      “Wow.” Both Angie and Jenny said at the same time.

      “It sounds wonderful,” Jenny said with a sigh.

      Max smiled at Jenny, but his eyes drifted back to Angie. “That’s the good part,” he said, then continued before they could ask questions. “My world is a bit dystopian. It’s counting down to a food shortage, all the food has to be organic, that’s why there’s a problem. Not many farmers can afford to grow organic foods. They are subsidized, but it’s not enough to help them keep their farms going. But the government is working on that, they say. There had been overpopulation, families are still limited to one child each for who knows how long. But that’s better now. No homelessness, no hungry people, until we run out of food, that is.” He took a sip of the water he’d ordered. “In 2110, cities were crammed because people were not allowed to spread out and live in areas that weren’t highly populated, the suburbs. The cities were surrounded by walls. There was a corrupt global police force, called the Global Guardians, but they were disbanded, and now there are six vertical sections of the United States, and six “section police forces” to keep people safe.”

      “That sounds like a movie,” Jenny said.

      Max laughed, and again, Angie felt it fill her soul. What was with her reaction to him?

      “I guess it does to you. To me it’s history.”

      Jenny paid the bill and looked at her phone. “We should be going. I have a four-year-old at home with a sitter.”

      “May I have your number, Angie?” Max looked straight into her eyes again and she almost sighed out loud. “I’d love to get to know you better.” His eyes lit up. “Besides, how can I thank you for letting me crash your birthday party?”

      “Yes, I’ll give you my number.” She sent it to his phone and rose stiffly from the table. Angie didn’t notice the moment of concern that crossed Max’s face when he saw her struggle to get up. Jenny had reached to open the walker, but Max got to it first. He held it for her with questioning eyes and waited for her to talk. After long moments, she said, “I was injured during the bombing on Christmas Eve six months ago.”

      “Badly,” Jenny added. “She saved my life and my daughter’s, and had a car fall on her for her trouble.”

      Still holding the walker, Max moved closer to Angie and said in a soft voice, “I’m sorry. I hope you didn’t lose anyone you love.”

      He’d said it so gently, her eyes filled with tears. Angie blinked them back as she looked away from Max’s kind interest. Taking in a breath of air, she said quietly, “I don’t know what happened to my parents.”

      Max put his hand over hers. The zing raced through her, but she knew his touch was meant for kindness and sympathy. “I’m so sorry. May I ask why you don’t have any answers?”

      Angie shifted and sat back down. Standing wasn’t great for her at the moment. “Over thirteen thousand people died that night. More than twenty thousand were injured. Then there are the missing. No one knows how many of them there are.” She took in a deep breath. “The bomb couldn’t have happened at a worse time with so many people out for the holiday. I was lucky a paramedic found me among all the ruined buildings, crashed cars, and buses on the street. Actually, Jenny helped save me as much as I helped her.” She turned to her friend. “By the way, we’re even for life.”

      “I can’t even imagine your physical and emotional pain.” Max sat down again. “Since you’re getting around, albeit not easily, do you have a plan for finding out if your parents survived?”

      “I work for the New York Sentinel digital newspaper as a reporter. I couldn’t work for a while, but I’m now well enough to work again. Luckily, it’s from home. I’ll just start my search with the lists of the dead and injured, and hope their names aren’t there.”

      “I have to go back to my time in a couple of months, but I’d love to help you if you want.”

      “You’d do that for me? We don’t even know each other.”

      “I know enough at this point, and would like to know more,” Max said sincerely.

      “I’d love the help,” Angie replied. She was amazed at this stranger’s compassion. My address was sent with the phone number I texted you. When can you start?”

      “Tomorrow?”

      “Are you a morning or evening person?”

      “Morning, but I love twilight, just when the sun is going down.”

      “Then I’ll see you to***morrow. Around nine?”

      “I’ll be there.” He helped her up and handed her the walker. “You can count on me,” he said quietly.”

      Max settled into his hotel room and sent a message to his parents. Arrived safely in 2030.
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        * * *

      

      “Damn him!” Mike Forrester said to his wife, Shauna. “Your son went back to the time of the Christmas Eve bombing!”

      “Oh, now he’s my son.” Shauna shook her head. “Look at the time stamp of the message,” she said in a normal voice. “Was it before or after the bombing?”

      “Six months after it.”

      “Then he’ll be safe. He’s always had a fascination with that event. It doesn’t surprise me that’s the time he chose. At least we can communicate with him, not be left worrying the way we did with both your brother and your father.”

      “Don’t remind me. Scott was stuck in 1925 and Dad was in that 1890 frontier village. What was it called?”

      Shauna laughed. Her husband was so pig-headed. “Sisters, Oregon, honey. You know very well what it’s called. You lived in Bend, Oregon where we met, and they’re only twenty miles apart. Weren’t we just there recently?” They regularly went back, even now. It was a beautiful place to visit and they loved it. His father lived in Sisters. “Well, get your device and message your son to get his ass back here!” Mike said.

      Shauna smiled but didn’t answer him. She knew Mike was worried, she also knew how much he loved their son. Mike was a lot of bluster, but he had a kind soul, a deep love for his family that knew no bounds, literally, and the common sense to know his son was an adult. Anyone who could put themselves through the stringent section police academy was worthy of adventuring to another time. Their son deserved this experience.

      What she worried about was everyone in their family found the love of their lives in the time period they went to. Including her. She met Mike when she time-traveled to his time to test her device, and it changed her life forever. It changed the world forever. Now with Max back in 2030, she understood there was a real possibility he’d come back with a wife, or at least a bride. This will change him. Show him the man he will become. She hoped her husband was ready to accept this.

      Your dad is thrilled for you. Stay safe and have a wonderful adventure. Message anytime you need to. Love, Mom.

      “Sent.” Shauna waited for Mike to receive his copy.

      “That’s not what I said for you to tell him!”

      Shauna couldn’t hold it in any longer. She burst out laughing. Her husband was looking at the TV, but she saw the small smile he was fighting to hide.
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        * * *

      

      Max rang the doorbell at precisely nine and waited. When Angie opened the door, his heart lifted, and he felt a rush of joy flow through him. He didn’t understand the effect she had on him, but he knew she could be very special to him. He smiled, not taking his eyes off hers. “Morning, sunshine! How goes it?” Then, without thinking, he leaned forward and kissed her.

      He felt the kiss through his whole body. Desire, need, home. He craved her touch, desperately wanting more. Never having felt these feelings before, he couldn’t stop kissing her. Wouldn’t stop. Finally, Max pulled away and felt as if she’d taken part of him with her.

      Nothing in his life had prepared him for these feelings. Awareness raced through him, knowing, without knowing, he’d found “the one.” He noticed Angie couldn’t catch her breath. Her legs wobbled, and she grabbed the door frame to hold herself up. When she looked at him, her eyes were filled with passion. He was stunned. She looked the way he felt.

      Neither one spoke for a long, tense moment, then Max broke the spell. “Did you forget the question I asked you?” He had a teasing glint in his eyes.

      “Oh, uh, what was it again?”

      “I asked you, how goes it?”

      Angie smiled. “Well, considering someone just kissed the hell out of me, I’d say it goes well. Come on in.” She maneuvered back a couple of steps, bringing the walker with her. Her foot caught on a rug, and she stumbled. Max rushed to catch her. She fell into his arms. Breathless and surprised, and stayed in his safe embrace for a moment longer than she needed to. He wouldn’t let her go, wanting to feel her in his arms longer.

      Finally, Max turned her around in his arms, making sure to keep her from stumbling again. “You okay?” He waited for her answer, noticing her red cheeks and fast breathing. He smiled. “We can stay like this forever, you know.” He hadn’t realized how much he’d wanted that until he’d made the comment.

      “Yes, I’m okay.”

      He brought the conversation back to normal somehow, but his heart still pounded.

      Finally, she stood and moved out of his arms. “I have enough trouble moving forward, backward is more difficult for me.” He recognized the subject change and went with it.

      “Where do you want us to sit while we look for your parents?”

      “In the dining room. I’ve set up my laptop, and Jenny left her tablet for you to use. Is that okay?” She sat down in the chair.

      “Sounds great.” He pulled up the chair next to her and found the tablet already unlocked for him. “This is a little old-fashioned for me, but I’m sure I can figure it out.”

      She looked at him but didn’t ask about the old-fashioned remark. “I’ll look through the online lists of people who died if you look through the list of those missing. I sent you a link to the official website.”

      “Got it.” Max started to scroll, then stopped. “What are your parent’s names?”

      “Pamela Rebecca Stone and Robert Douglas Stone.”

      Max began looking and asked, “What did they do for a living?”

      “My mother is the vice president of inflight services for a major airline. My father is a lawyer.” As soon as she said it, she knew she kept hope they were alive. She couldn’t, wouldn’t, talk about them in the past tense until she knew for sure they hadn’t survived.

      Max glanced at her but didn’t say anything…at first. “They were staying at the SkyLine on Christmas Eve, right?”

      “Yes.” She said it in a flat tone. He noticed her blink back tears.

      “Is there a reason why you think they may have survived?” He looked steadily at her and waited for her to look back at him. His heart went out to her. At the same time, he thought what a strong person she was, considering the circumstances.

      “My last phone call to Dad was only fifteen minutes before the bombing. Earlier that day he’d invited me to the hotel for drinks with them before their reservation for dinner. They were celebrating their thirtieth anniversary. My father loved the night and felt the midnight hour was magical. He made reservations for them for dinner at the hotel’s fancy restaurant, Up in the Air.” She sucked in a deep breath. “I was running late after a nighttime meeting at the newspaper. As I said last night, I’m a reporter. It ran long, and I’d called to tell him I was on my way. He said Mom wanted to go to the restaurant to be sure they wouldn’t give away their reservation.” Angie held her breath for a long moment. “Thank God, I told him I loved him, and to tell Mom I loved her. That was the last time I spoke with him,” she said in a whispered, broken voice.

      Angie deflated right in front of Max’s eyes. “I’d hold out hope, too.” He waited for a long moment so Angie could collect her feelings. “Let’s get to work.”

      They looked through the alphabetized list of names of the dead and missing, but neither name came up.

      “Why don’t we let the computer do a search, it’ll be faster,” Max asked.

      Angie hesitated, then said, “I want to see the names with my own eyes. The computer could have dropped their names, or someone who inputted names may have lost their place, then skipped theirs.”

      “Computers are pretty accurate,” Max said.

      “I know. But this way, I’ll know for sure if their names are, or aren’t on the lists.”

      “Okay, then.” Max smiled at her. “Are you hungry? We can order in.”

      “I am. We’ve been at this for two hours. Do you like pizza?”

      “Who doesn’t like pizza?” Max said with a teasing glint in his eyes. “It’s just a matter of if you like pineapple on yours or not.” He held up his hand for her not to answer. “Wait. Let me tell you, that’s a critical question for me. It could determine the fate of our budding relationship.”

      Surprised, Angie asked, “We have a budding relationship? Who knew?” She laughed at the look of fake insult that crossed Max’s features.

      Max turned to her. Angie Stone—” he stopped. “Is Angie short for Angela?” He waited for her answer

      “Yes, why?”

      He straightened in his chair. “I want to get this right. Ms. Angela Stone—” He stopped himself again. “What’s your middle name?”

      Angie let out an exasperated laugh. “Just tell me what you want to say!”

      He waited; his head tilted to the side with anticipation.

      “Oh, for goodness’s sake. Angela Autumn Stone.” She sighed. “My mother named me after her favorite time of the year.”

      Max blew out a deep breath. “Angela Autumn Stone, do you like pineapple on your pizza?” He drew in a breath and held it.

      Laughing, and waiting a few seconds longer than necessary to see if his face would turn red from his lack of air, it did not, she said, “Yes.”

      The breath exploded out of Max’s mouth and he slumped forward. “Thank God! I do too. Now that the most difficult question of our budding relationship has been answered, get on the tablet to order our ham and pineapple pizza, woman!”

      Laughing and shaking her head, Angie did just that. When she was finished, she said, “Thirty minutes.”

      “So long?”

      Angie’s eyes met his. He was serious. “You get it faster in your time?”

      “Much. I don’t know how they do it, but it’s almost instantaneous.”

      “Impossible,” Angie said. Then she tapped him on his forearm. “Let’s get back to our lists while we wait.

      The pizza came hot and fresh. They ate it while they worked.

      “Nothing,” Angie said, with disappointment in her voice some hours later.

      “We just started. There’s more to go through.”

      “You’re right,” she said as she pushed herself awkwardly up from the table to stretch. “Excuse me. I have to do some exercises. I’ve been sitting too long.”

      “Of course.” Max watched her stretch for fifteen minutes. He saw the strain on her beautiful face and his heart did a little dip. When she struggled up from the floor, he helped her into the chair. “Better?”

      “Yes, much. It always helps.”

      “Have you been given a timeline for how long it’ll take you to fully recover?”

      Angie nodded her head no. “Just the standard, everyone heals in their own time.”

      Max didn’t say anything for long moments. Angie gave him quizzical glances.

      “This may sound crazy, but in my time, medicine has advanced so much, you’d be healed in a couple of weeks.” He looked at Angie to see her reaction. Her eyes widened with interest.

      “How can they do that?”

      “Everything is done by artificial intelligence. Computers have programs on how to fix broken bones, hearts, and cancer is almost gone. The AI is so precise, there are no errors, and robots do the surgery, watched by humans. People live much longer in my century, which is why couples are limited to one child each.”

      Angie didn’t answer.

      Max turned to her and took her hands in his. He felt an electric shock and wondered if he’d feel this his whole life with her.

      “I have a question for you. If we don’t find your answer, would you be willing to come to my century to be healed?” He saw Angie gasp and rushed to say, “We wouldn’t have to stay there, we could come back and do more searching. That’s the joy of time travel. We can go back and forth as much as we want. Oh, and it’s free, it doesn’t screw up your system, and honestly, from watching my parents do it so much, it doesn’t seem to have the adverse reactions people always said it would have. But my mom invented the device and told me she put protections on it so when someone traveled, they wouldn’t mess up the space-time continuum.”

      Angie stared at him with open astonishment. She didn’t even hesitate. “I’d love to go with you to 2139.”
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      “This is my time travel device.” Max pulled out a black square box about two inches by two inches square, and a quarter inch thick.

      “That’s it? It’s tiny,” Angie said amazed.

      “My mother made it pocket-sized so it was easy for people to carry. It’s easy to lose, too,” Max said with a chuckle. Lose this baby, and you’re stuck in the time period until you can be located.”

      Angie jerked at the comment. “A person can be stuck? Not get home? I’m not sure I want to go now.”

      “No need to worry. We can be found immediately. Now there’s a “find me” directive on all devices in case of emergencies like that. There’s also a dedicated group of  ‘traveler assistants’, that’s their work classification, who work for my mom. She’s head of Travel Stop, the communications division for a worldwide organization. It’s like the old travel agencies from this time. The “Travel Stoppers,” as the employees of that division are fondly called, keep tabs on everyone who takes a traveling vacation. Luckily, or unluckily for me, my mother is my Travel Stopper.” He grinned and Angie’s heart did a flip-flop. “Don’t tell her I said this, but I love it.” Max took Angie’s hand to soothe her.

      She loved the tingles that raced up her arms from his touch.

      “The Travel Stop division came about because my grandfather and my uncle accidentally time-traveled. Grandpops went to 1890, and my uncle, 1925.” Max laughed with relish. “Those are a couple of stories for another time. But the gist is, my mother had to find them, which she did, by figuring out how to make their cell phones work in those time periods.”

      Angie laughed. Max had a great sense of humor. “Then I don’t have to worry about being lost in time, right?”

      “Right. But keep in mind, we’ll be in my time, my mother and father will be there to greet you and welcome you to their century and their home. You’ll fit right in. And if anything goes haywire, Mom will fix it. She’s brilliant.”

      Angie hesitated, thinking about what he said.

      “You still game?” Max asked.

      She looked him straight in the eyes and said with a degree of certainty she hadn’t expected, “Yes.”

      Max stood. “Then pack a few things for our trip, leave a note for Jenny and Dottie, and we’ll go after I stop at my hotel to pick up my stuff.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Max held the device in his right hand and pulled Angie close to his body with his left hand to make sure she didn’t fall. He loved the way she felt against him as if she was made for him. “I’m going to press the top right button on the top of the device, then you’ll hear a loud noise. Don’t be worried. I’ll be right here.”

      A croak came out when Angie tried to answer, so she nodded and snuggled closer to Max.

      “Ready?”

      She found her voice. “Ready.”

      Max pressed the button and a cone-shaped tangerine color flooded over them. A high-pitched whine filled the room, the tangerine color brightened, and the walls shimmered. The whine turned into a steady tone, and the color turned to gold. A rushing sound filled her ears, but there was no popping, and a light, but powerful tug lifted them off the floor. The world became a blur for what seemed like an eternity but must have only been seconds. When everything cleared, they were in his mother’s workroom.

      “You okay?” Max asked.

      Angie wobbled a little, so Max tightened his arms around her to steady her. He watched Angie look around the room. He saw her look at the computers, small, thin, colored boxes that were no bigger than a cell phone from her time. Then she glanced around the room. She shivered when she saw rows of people of all shapes and sizes standing against the walls.

      “Are you okay?” Max asked.

      “Who are all those people?”

      Max chuckled. “They’re not people, they’re robots. That’s how they look nowadays.”

      Angie looked closer. He watched as her look of fear changed to fascination.

      “Wow. That’s amazing.”

      Suddenly, two people rushed into the room. Both of them slid to a dead stop.

      “Oh, no,” Max’s father said. “You brought home a wife already?”

      Angie gasped. “What?”

      “She’s not—” Max tried to explain to his father who Angie was.

      “You know the section police rules,” Max’s mother said, not letting him speak either. “No wives until you’re off probation.”

      “I’m not—” Angie tried to explain who she was, but wasn’t given the chance. Max watched her mouth shut, and a closed look shuttered her face.

      “How can you so carelessly disregard the rules so fast?” his father asked in an angry voice.

      “Mom, Dad, would you let us get a word in here?”

      Angie stepped back a bit and turned to Max. “Some welcome you told me I’d receive.” She was pissed, frightened, and already feeling lonely. “If they’ve time traveled the way I just did, then they’d know how disorienting this journey is in the beginning. How frightening.”

      “Well, are you going to explain yourself?” Max’s dad asked with frustration, but his voice had lost its anger.

      Max pulled Angie gently forward. She stumbled a little but caught her footing. “This is Angela Autumn Stone, from 2030. She was severely injured in the Christmas Eve bombing. I brought her home so she could get our medical attention to heal. Otherwise, it would take forever in her time, and she might not ever fully recover.”
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