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            “I . . .” Melly knew she had no defense. Why hadn’t she anticipated this conversation? Had she been risking exposing her secret by baby-sitting at all? And how could she have ever possibly thought Mrs. Rodney might be the person she wanted as a surrogate mother in the coming years?

“I’m sorry, dear,” Mrs. Rodney said, settling back into sweetness now that she’d made her point. “I’m sure you’ll understand this when you’re a bit more mature. Here’s some money to thank you for your time today.”

She shoved a folded bill into Melly’s pocket. Then, before Melly fully realized it, Mrs. Rodney had spun her around and propelled her toward the door.

“Good-bye, dear,” Mrs. Rodney said. “I hope there are no hard feelings. Logan Junior thinks very highly of you. I’m sure we’ll see you around the neighborhood.”

Melly couldn’t answer. She stomped out the door and back into her own house. How dare Mrs. Rodney act like that! Even if Melly only counted her second lifetime, Melly had been taking care of kids since before Mrs. Rodney was out of diapers. Melly even had a master’s degree in early childhood education, not that her alma mater would recognize her anymore. It just wasn’t fair that Melly couldn’t defend herself with all the facts.

Back in her own bedroom Melly flung herself across the bed and sobbed into her pillow. Being a teenager stunk. Why hadn’t she remembered how bad it was—mostly having to act like a grown-up but still being treated like a child? And it was worse now because she really was a grown-up, no matter how young she looked and felt. She raised her head and stared into the mirror above the bureau.

Her brown hair hung long and straight on either side of her face, in the style of the day. Her features were delicate—the last time she’d been
fifteen, she’d been proud of her rosebud mouth but despaired of her button nose. Of course, nobody nowadays compared features to anything as rustic as flowers or buttons. What were they now—light-switch-size nose, computer-icon-shaped mouth? The thought made her grin, in spite of herself, revealing the small chip in her front tooth. It was the remnant of a wild horse-and-buggy ride back in 1912. The agency people always marveled at her teeth—she was the only one in Project Turnabout who still had her original set. (Of course, even her teeth wouldn’t have survived if it hadn’t been for the invention of Perfect Toothpaste in the early 2030s.) The last dentist she’d gone to, back in 2025, before the occupation went the way of blacksmiths and typewriter manufacturers, had wanted to fix the chipped tooth. “It would be such an easy thing,” he had wheedled. But Melly had refused, without explaining why. That chip had been with her for more than a century. It was one of the things she counted on about herself, one of the things that didn’t change with age. She didn’t cheat at cards, she liked licorice, she had a chipped front tooth. “She didn’t lie” would have been on the list once too, but Project Turnabout had changed all that.

Now she switched on the bureau lamp, hoping the brighter light would scare up some wrinkles,
make her look older. But, no—her skin was as smooth and taut as any teenager’s. Between the long hair, the small face, and the chipped tooth, she could pass for much younger than fifteen—maybe even twelve. No wonder Mrs. Rodney was suspicious.

Melly was just beginning to feel some forgiveness for the other woman when the phone rang. Melly quickly wiped her eyes and nose, and switched on the receiver port on her computer. Mrs. Rodney’s face appeared on the screen.

“Oh, Melly, I’m such a ninny. I forgot to tell you—before I asked you about your age—someone called my house yesterday. A woman named A. J. Hazelwood.”

Melly felt her brow begin to furrow, her jaw begin to drop in astonishment. She could believe that someone might be E-mailing every Hazelwood on the planet. But calling? And calling neighbors? This was serious. Someone was definitely after her.
Don’t think about it. Act normal for Mrs. Rodney,
she told herself.
Get rid of her and then worry.

Fortunately Mrs. Rodney was still talking. “She just left a message on my machine because I was in the bathtub at the time. . . . She said she was trying to get in touch with you, but you and your sister have unlisted numbers, so she was calling neighbors—you aren’t in any trouble, are you?”

“No, no, of course not,” Melly replied, struggling to keep her voice even, her expression bland. Why in the world had people thought it was a good thing to see each other on the telephone?

“Well, I just wondered because—I know I’m probably out of line asking this, but you know I’m just concerned for you—you and your sister aren’t runaways, are you?”

Melly forced out a laugh, trying to make it sound surprised and insulted and childish all at once. “Is that what you thought? Oh, no. Believe me, Anny Beth and I aren’t runaways.”

But suddenly she understood. Mrs. Rodney hadn’t really been worried about Melly being too young to take care of Logan Junior at all. She was afraid that Melly was a runaway. Melly vaguely remembered hearing something in the news about people being arrested for taking advantage of runaway children.

“So who is this A. J. Hazelwood?” Mrs. Rodney asked.

Melly scrunched up her face, as if she was thinking hard. Which she was.

“I think I remember something about some old relative—a great-aunt or somebody—with those initials,” Melly said. “I’ll ask Anny Beth.”

Melly could tell Mrs. Rodney wasn’t entirely convinced.

“Why didn’t this A. J. person ask for Anny Beth instead of you? Since she’s older.”

“Maybe it’s because of the name. You know, since Anny Beth’s the first child, she has my dad’s name, Flick, and since I’m second, I have my mom’s name, Hazelwood.” For perhaps the first time in her second lifetime Melly was glad that society was really confused about what to do with inherited names. “It’s probably nothing. Can I have the woman’s number?”

“Maybe I should call her for you. . . .”

It took every bit of acting skill Melly had learned in the past eighty-four years to pretend that that suggestion didn’t worry her. “I guess you could, but I’m sure Anny Beth will want to talk to her too. Then that would be two calls. And aren’t the authorities discouraging unnecessary calls? To keep the phone lines free for standard computer use or something?”

Mrs. Rodney flushed on the computer screen, and Melly realized she’d scored a direct hit. The authorities would probably consider Mrs. Rodney’s call to Melly unnecessary, since they lived so close.

“So what’s the number?” Melly forged on.

Mumbling, Mrs. Rodney told her.

“But you’ll let me know what this is about?” Mrs. Rodney added.

“Sure,” Melly said, thinking,
Not on your life.

“Well, then,” Mrs. Rodney said. “If this all clears
up, maybe you can come over and we can talk some more about whether you’re responsible enough to take care of Logan Junior. Maybe with some supervision . . .”

Melly decided Logan Junior must really be driving her crazy this afternoon and she hadn’t been able to find another baby-sitter. But Melly didn’t have time to worry about Mrs. Rodney’s problems.

“Hmm,” she said noncommittally. “Hey, I think I hear Anny Beth calling. Gotta go. See you later, Mrs. R.”

Melly shut down the connection. Once she didn’t have to act for Mrs. Rodney, her hands began shaking too hard for her to type on the computer. She switched on the verbal command system.

“Computer,” she directed. “Get that E-mail message I received yesterday and tell me everything in the sender’s data profile.”

“Yes, ma’am,” the computer said.

In the second it took the computer to search for what Melly wanted, Melly heard Anny Beth come in downstairs.
Got to tell her,
Melly thought disjointedly.
Got to find out—

The computer began answering.

“Sender has blocked all information except name and occupation,” the computer said.

“And they are?” Melly asked. She was trembling violently now.

“A. J. Hazelwood. Reporter,” the computer said.

Melly scrambled up so quickly her chair flipped backward.

“Anny Beth!” she screamed. “Start packing. We’ve got to get out of here!”

April 23, 2085
We’re in a hotel now, after driving all night. Anny Beth thinks we’re safe.

“But you used your debit card to pay the bill. And can’t our license be traced by satellite?” I protested.

“Didn’t you pay any attention in privacy class in college?” she asked. “All that stuff’s off-limits. Except for cops. And as far as I know, we don’t have the police after us.”

Still. I don’t trust reporters.

I made Anny Beth plug in her computer so we could see the TV news. Earthquakes in Mexico, typhoons in India, some political scandal out of Washington. Nothing about two super-old ladies who happen to look like teenagers. So maybe Anny Beth’s right, and we are safe. But how did this reporter find out about me in the first place? And why does she have my name?

Anny Beth’s still watching TV. A game show. The category’s twentieth-century history. I don’t think she’s got a single question right yet, which is pretty funny when you think about it. She just threw a pillow at the computer screen.

I feel like throwing things too. But I’m not that kind of a person. Am I? I don’t really feel like I know who I am. It’s something about being in a hotel
room—I think they’re the same the world over now. Same sterile glasses by the ice bucket. Same stainless-steel countertops in the bathroom. Same bland white disposable bedding. It all says, “Who are you to have an identity when I don’t?”

I’ve had so many identities in my lifetime I hardly remember them all. The first time around I was always pretty much the same person. I just got older. But this time . . . I even changed my name. The first thirty years or so I was Amelia, the old lady. Then I was Amy for years and years. That was when I was a nurse, when I was a preschool teacher, when I was busy, busy, busy. I didn’t become Melly until I turned twenty and people started reacting to “Amy” with wrinkled noses and comments like, “What—were you named after your great-grandmother? Yuck!” I guess “Amy” was so associated with the 1960s and 1970s that no one could believe a young girl would be called that.

You wouldn’t think it would matter, but I felt different when I was Amelia, when I was Amy, when I became Melly. I envy Anny Beth, who has always been just herself. She’s the same here as she would be at home or on Mars.

I don’t know why I’m babbling on about names and identities when I should be focused on practical matters. Finding a new place to live. Getting new E-mail identities. Starting new lives. We’ll have to
notify the agency, of course, but Anny Beth and I agreed we should sleep on it first so we’ll have the strength to resist their suggestions. We already know what they’ll say: “Come back. Come back.”

When we were in the car, driving and driving and driving, we each made a list of what really mattered to us. (It’s some exercise Anny Beth learned about at college.) “Not getting caught by that reporter” was only number two.

Number one on both of our lists was still “Staying out of the agency.”

April 21, 2001
Dr. Reed and Dr. Jimson got married.

They had one ceremony for all their friends and family “on the outside,” then a second in the conference room at the agency. Cheers went up when the justice of the peace declared them “man and wife.”

Afterward, while Amelia waited in line for punch, she heard the justice of the peace congratulating Dr. Reed again before leaving. She had a new hearing aid in that amplified different sounds. Her last hearing aid dated back to the 1980s, when she first began going deaf; it hadn’t seemed worth updating when she was about to die. But now the agency was urging all sorts of new things on them. She was still adjusting to being able to hear people talk several yards away. So she listened intently to Dr. Reed and the justice.

“I must say,” the justice of the peace said in his clipped, educated-sounding voice, “I’ve never seen a group of nursing home residents so devoted to their director.”

“Oh, they’re just like our children, to Trina and me,” Dr. Reed said.

Amelia turned enough to see the justice’s puzzled expression.

“Don’t you mean grandparents?” he asked.

Dr. Reed laughed. “Oh, some old people have a
lot in common with kids,” he said, and exuberantly shook the justice’s hand again.

The nurse’s aide handed Amelia her punch then, warning, “There’s a lot of sherbet in that one. Very rich!” and Amelia lost track of the other conversation. She rolled her chair forward and automatically put the cup to her lips, but the treat was tainted for her now. Did Dr. Reed and Dr. Jimson really consider Amelia and the others mere children? Kids? She longed to go over and tell him off, but it seemed a little rude at his own wedding. She could wait. She had years and years and years now.

“Hey, Mrs. Hazelwood! Come on over here!” It was Dr. Jimson beckoning her toward the cake table.
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