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For hearts feeling hopeless and lonely in the world. You are seen. Never forget that stardust runs through your veins and that you are an important and beautiful piece of this universe. You’re everything. There exists no timeline and no universe where you are not worthy and deserving of love.
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Physics 101

Silas Turner

June 2, 2019

It shouldn’t be possible.

The universe operates on a set of laws. Humanity will never know everything about this world; we will only ever know a hundredth of a decimal of a fraction about it. Probability, philosophy, and science converge to give us things we accept as facts.

The universe is 13.8 billion years old.

What goes up must come down.

Time moves forward, never backward.

As an aspiring scientist—astrophysicist, preferably—I rely on these truths.

Why wouldn’t I? All the evidence is there. But a scientist always allows a margin of error for certain … anomalies.

I, Silas Turner, am one of those anomalies.

Because for me, time doesn’t always move forward.

Sometimes, time grabs me by the shoulders and throws me right back to the past.

It’s like you’re on a swing.

That exhilarating, terrifying moment when you leave the seat for a fraction of a second between rising and falling. Your stomach drops and suddenly, you’re weightless.

You think for a moment, This is how it’s supposed to be. This is freedom.

And then you fall.

You swing back and the earth blurs around you, the ground rushes toward you, and you leave behind everything that you’ve worked so hard for.

You’re right back where you started.

That’s what falling backward through time feels like.

You feel yourself lift for a moment, then a rush and a blur and a drop in the stomach. Suddenly, you’re thirteen years old again, playing MASH at sleepovers and wondering why you don’t want the same future they do—why you see things differently, feel things differently.

Wondering what’s wrong with you.

You’re stuck in that moment, forced to relive a day that you’ve spent years trying to forget, and you can’t change a thing because you’re too scared of what might happen.

It’s hopeless.

Because you know, scientifically, that all events must lead up to you becoming the person you already are in order to reach this point in time.

Nothing will change.

Your past will be just as traumatic and cumbersome as it was the first time you lived it.

You fall asleep nine years ago and hope you wake up in the present.

At a certain point, the words past and present lose their meaning. But you keep a record, because you’re a scientist. You track the days and study the data, but there’s no pattern.

No equation.

You are at the mercy of the universe and you don’t know why.
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“Silas, would you care to explain this one to the class?”

Professor Durham’s voice snaps my attention away from the pages of my notebook, densely filled with blue ink and equations. She clears her throat, nodding her head toward the problem on the board.

My eyes scan the scribbled dry-erase ink and I push my glasses up from the tip of my nose, ignoring the slight tilt in them from the broken hinge.

“Uh—yeah, sure. This one is … This one uses Newton’s Second Law, where density is equal to mass times acceleration. Since we have the density and the mass, we just divide the mass from both sides to get the acceleration.”

My chest sinks as I let out the breath I was holding.

Professor Durham does a little matter-of-fact nod and smiles. “Correct.” She glances around the room for her next victim, only twenty or so of us here for the summer. “Jeremy. If you plug in those numbers on your calculator, what do you get ?”

I relax into the cold plastic seat and slide down enough to feel hidden.

Someone else answers the question and I go back to my notebook.

When I’m in physics class, I really should be paying more attention to the lecture, but it’s an easy A, since I’ve studied physics obsessively.

Instead, I’m working on my own theorems, tracking various data points from my extensive history with time traveling.

Growing up, my older sister Julie would tease me because her notebooks were filled with doodles and drawings, while my pages were scribbled with numbers and equations.

Numbers just always made sense to me. Words will fail you—they have too many meanings, too many tones, too many interpretations.

Numbers stay the same.

With numbers, there are constants—things you know are never going to change.

I long for that knowledge, long for the safety of a constant in my life, something that will never change.

But my life is not an equation. And if it is, it’s unsolvable.
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When the hour ends, I clear my desk, sliding the galaxy-printed notebook into my backpack and fitting my arms through the straps. The weight of my textbooks tugs on my shoulders and the white NASA-branded nylon swishes against my back. I lean forward and head out.

“Silas?” I hear Professor Durham’s voice behind me.

I turn and grimace awkwardly, knowing exactly what’s coming.

“Can I talk to you for a second?” She tucks a long, beaded dreadlock behind her ear and takes a seat behind her desk.

I sigh and double back.

“Are you sure you’re not interested in joining any of the STEM clubs? Or any fun extracurriculars? I really think you would benefit from it, and I know this course isn’t very challenging for you. Plus, it’s summertime; don’t you want to do more than school?”

Her voice is earnest and gentle, and it makes my stomach twist with guilt. She’s been a great academic advisor so far, supporting me as I transition into my freshman year during the summer semester. She always smiles when I pass her in the halls, asks me how I’m doing, and has even offered to write a letter of recommendation for any STEM jobs I might be interested in. Black folks in STEM have to stick together, right? She’s even trusting me with a key to the lab for an extra credit project. Throughout the semester, I’ll be checking in to study the hyphae of different species of sac fungi as they grow. You would think this would be enough to boost my academics, but now—for the nth time—she’s hoping to set me up in STEM club.

“It’s really kind of you, but I just don’t think I can handle anything extracurricular right now. I want to work on getting my PhD. I just need to focus on knocking out credit hours and keeping my grades up for my scholarship. Anything else is just a distraction.”

After I say it, I realize it must sound like I think I’m too good for them. The reality is, I’m too different.

I wish I could explain to her that I want to be in clubs. I want to enjoy meeting other people who love the same things I love, who think the same way I think.

But when you let people in, you get attached. You want to know them, share your secrets with them, enjoy their company. How could I enjoy my time with someone while knowing I’m hiding the biggest part of me? What would keep them around when I float away? What would happen if they found out I was different?

The thought festers and spirals, a double helix in my mind.

Will I hold this secret for the rest of my life? Will I ever be normal again?
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I’ve made it eighteen years without anyone finding out about the traveling. My parents knew something was off about me, but they blamed it on the ADHD and introversion, and later, my gender identity. It was hardest with my sister. We told each other everything, so when she could tell I was keeping secrets, something changed. She started keeping secrets, too. While I was stuck reliving the past, it felt like she was on a fast track to the future. It was all boys and parties, used cars and college classes, and all of a sudden, packing up to move out of state.

I had a close friend at school for a while—Landon. He was an outsider like me—quiet, smart, funny. He didn’t ask questions about my “epileptic” episodes. The best part about Landon was that he was easy. We sat together at lunch, made small talk between classes, and even hung out a couple Saturdays a month. Terrence, Illinois, was a quiet town, too far outside of Chicago to have much to do, but we fit well in it together. Eventually, Terrence became too small for his parents’ taste, and he told me he’d be gone soon, that he’d miss me.

After he moved away, I felt the hole he left behind, but I didn’t have the energy to fill it. I didn’t want to be close with anyone else or risk them finding out I was different. The solution wasn’t to find another person to keep holding myself back from, but to stop what was holding me back.

So since then, it’s been strictly acquaintances, or a genre I would call “school friends.” I keep them at arm’s length: a friendly wave in the hallways, a text about prepping for the midterm, a happy birthday wish on Instagram. My suitemates have been so warm and welcoming since I arrived, even though I was later to move in than the rest of them. We’ve gotten along great, but I think they can tell there’s a line I don’t let them cross.

Close, but not enough to see.

Not enough to know.

A distance between us like the inevitable space between atoms.

It’s easier that way. No one close enough to feel guilty about lying to. And I do have to lie.

I’ve seen enough movies to know the one with the supernatural abilities isn’t supposed to tell anyone about what they can do. Although, for me, it’s more like what it does to me. The universe pulls me back through time and I repeat previous events of my life, doing my best not to create a butterfly effect and alter the spacetime continuum. Probably too great a load to bear alone, but I don’t exactly have much choice.

As far as I know, this is only happening to me.

I haven’t outright asked anyone, although when I was younger, I found ways to ask without really asking. But always the same misunderstanding responses or confused stares.

No one understood.

So I keep it to myself, keep losing touch with any sense of permanence as I’m thrown back and forth across time without telling a soul.

I am totally and completely alone.

[image: ]

Professor Durham is silent for a long time as she gently spins a jade wedding ring around her finger.

“Can I tell you something, Silas?” She leans back in her chair, looking up at me with this painfully empathetic stare.

I nod.

“My wife,” she starts, “was the most popular girl in our high school. She made friends with everyone she met; everyone in school knew her name. I was always a little bit jealous, I think, because no one knew me. I kept my head down, focused on my studies, just wanted to graduate and get the hell out of my small town. But one day, one of my friends invited me to this party … and Leah was there. She was just beautiful and enigmatic and … she was perfect. Something just drew me to her. But I was too nervous to say anything, so I stood around at the party, pitiful and sulking, feeling sorry for myself. Just when I decided to go home and get back to working on homework, someone caught my arm. I spin around and there’s Leah, flashing me this big smile. And she just says, ‘I think you’re beautiful.’

“All it took was one decision—one decision to change my entire life. I just think that’s all you have to do, you know? Just put yourself out there and you never know what you’ll find.”

I don’t know what to say, because I know that I can never do what she wants me to do. Besides, I don’t really believe in that shit. If the universe wanted her to meet her wife, she would’ve met her some other way. Bumped into each other in the hallway, wound up in the same bus seat, locked eyes at graduation. Once the universe makes a decision, it’s set in stone. A fight against the universe is one that’s always lost.

Something about the look in Professor Durham’s eyes tells me she knows I’m not going to budge.

She relaxes a bit. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to ramble on. I just … Silas, I want you to have a good few years here. You’ll graduate early if you keep up with summer courses like you are now, sure. But I see this great potential in you and I think something like STEM club would really give you somewhere to meet others like you and shine.”

The words cause a tear to swell in the corner of my eye, but I sniffle it back.

“Thank you. I will think about it. But for now, I just need to work on other stuff.”

She shrugs. “Worth a shot, I suppose.” She smiles a warm smile and I give a half-hearted one back. “Well, you have a good rest of your day, Mr. Turner.”
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It’s 2:46 p.m. after my chat with Professor Durham and I don’t have any classes the rest of the day. I don’t exactly have anyone to hang out with either, so I decide to spend some more time in the tea shop downtown. It’s close enough to campus that my meal card swipes, so I don’t have to feel too guilty about dropping in—twice in one week now—to talk to the hot barista.

The gentle lo-fi music inside of Leafery Cafe hums and crackles in my ears as I step inside, winding into the line.

In front of me, some guy in a hoodie—despite it being eighty degrees out—tries to order a coffee, clearly not having read any of the signs saying they only serve tea. Did he even look at the menu?

The misfortuned cashier takes it like a champ and explains to him that they’re a tea shop, not a coffee shop. Hoodie-guy does not take it well and storms out of the store pouting, leaving the door to ring-ding behind him on the way out.

Asshole.

It’s my turn next and I smile at the familiar—insanely cute—barista.

Today, I catch his name tag—Carsyn—and I can’t help but smile at the spelling.

“Oh, you again!” He points a finger at my face.

Oh god, he remembers me?

“Yeah! It’s uh–it’s Silas. I’m Silas.”

Smooth.

He shakes a burnt-orange curl out of his face and smiles. “I remember. Another matcha with boba today?”

My heart skips a beat at his attention to detail and I pray to the universe that my cheeks aren’t flushed with heat.

“Unless you think I should try something different?”

He leans on the counter and makes this ridiculously cute face like he’s thinking really hard.

“Do you trust me?”

I give a gentle nod.

“Perfect.” He smiles. “It’s on the house, then. It’ll be waiting for you at the pickup counter.” He taps the counter and flashes me this bright white smile before spinning around to start on the drink.

My lips hold back a grin as I wander to the other end of the counter, replaying the last few moments in my mind. His toothy smile, the warm light bouncing off his autumn hair, the silvery rings on his fingers that rap against the granite counter while he talks.

This tea shop has been a favorite of mine ever since I was a little kid. Going to college in my hometown feels claustrophobic at times—like I’m growing up but the town is staying the same. But sometimes, I think I prefer it that way. Places are easier than people. You don’t have to worry if they remember you or not—where you’re at in the timeline with them. They’re a constant in a world of variables. I have memories everywhere I look—some of my fondest being with my sister Julie in this very shop. She and I would come here to escape Mom and Dad’s fighting at home, and she’d talk and talk about her dreams of art school and internships.

The owners of Leafery have changed two or three times since then, and last year they completely renovated it to be more modern and college-centered. The walls are a soft lavender, the furniture is bright and unique, there’s an aquarium on one wall and study pods on the other. My favorite spot in the tea shop is the pastel vintage television setup with retro kids’ movies playing on rotation, but when I want to keep my head down and work, I choose the last study pod on the right.

“Silas, your drink is ready!” Carsyn’s voice rings out, and my eyes shift to his.

He’s beaming perfectly white teeth at me, and I can’t help but grin like an idiot as I take the drink.

Our fingers touch for a split second as he hands it over.

“It’s an iced vanilla Earl Grey with lavender cold foam, and I used the honey boba instead of the brown sugar. Is that okay?”

You could serve me dishwater and it would be okay.

“Yeah, it sounds great. Thank you so much, seriously, you didn’t have to do that.” I pull a five-dollar bill from my wallet and slide it in the tip jar.

I study his warm brown eyes as they roll playfully.

“I was gonna make it anyway, it’s no big deal. It’s my favorite drink.” He pours an identical one for himself. “But thanks for the tip.” He winks before turning back to work.

Did he seriously just wink at me?

I try to keep myself from floating away.

The pastel lavender hues in the cold foam shift as I roll the drink gently in my hand, making my way over to the study pod. The setup of these pods makes me feel like I’m commanding a spaceship—the spinning cushion chair, the wide curved desk space complete with cupholders and outlets.

The space is quickly filled with the contents of my backpack: my laptop, notebooks, calculator, gel pens, and my rented library book on quantum physics.

I settle my drink into the cupholder and poke my blue straw through the lid, giving it a gentle stir before trying it.

Oh my god.

This might just be the best drink I’ve had in my entire life.

Part of me hopes that Carsyn is watching, so I spin in my chair to face the counter, but his back is turned as he works on prepping a drink.

My shoulders sink as I turn back to my studies and sip on my tea a lot faster than I should.

I click my favorite blue gel pen to life.

Back to work.







JUDE

Jude Forrester

This fucking day cannot get any worse.

Not only did my shirt get stained, leaving me with only a hoodie to wear in eighty-five-degree weather, I then missed the bus and ended up running late to my first class, dripping in sweat. The final straw? The guy I’ve been hooking up with texting me that he “was looking for something more serious.”

I mean, what the fuck year are we living in? Go back to the 1900s, when people settled down and had kids in their early twenties. Who does that shit anymore?

So fucking stupid.

And then, to top off all the bullshit, I go to get a nice cold coffee in this disgustingly bright cafe downtown, and guess what? This other shitty guy I hooked up with a few weeks ago is working the register. Not only that, but then he tells me that they don’t even serve coffee! Because why would they? They’re just a cafe, after all. I mean, it’s not like “cafe” literally translates to coffee.

I’m over it.

I pull the hood up over my head to shield against the sunlight that is making my head pound even more than the lack of caffeine, and I push through the doors to leave.

Screw this shit.







HOW IT STARTED

Silas

I’ve tried to pinpoint the first time that it happened. It’s hard, because in the beginning of all of this, it seemed like a dream. The youngest I remember being when it started is thirteen. It all started with the stars.

The memory of the day is crystal clear, something I won’t ever forget. My childhood bedroom is pliant in my mind, a tangible space. I can feel the soft gray carpet under my toes, smell laundry detergent and maple trees. A calendar hangs on my wall, plastered with a new NASA photography image for each month. April’s photo is a close-up of Saturn’s rings. The first three days are slashed through with a blue marker, but the fourth, I’ve circled and decorated with crude drawings of the stars and moon. In the center of it all, a label: OBSERVATORY FIELD TRIP.

But it’s the strangest thing.

Because the field trip was weeks ago.

I remember the day—the stomach-churning excitement in the morning, the rumbly bus ride, the enormity of the building with its metallic exterior and glass cage roof.

Did I really forget to cross out all these days?

The scent of pancakes and syrup wafts through my open door, a comfort in the confusion.

My parents.

I rush downstairs, still in my sleep clothes—an old shirt of my dad’s and a pair of blue flannel shorts. My mom stands over the stove, swaying to Etta James. Dad is in a wrinkly button-up and slacks, checking the time as he pours half of the coffee pot into a thermos. When Mom notices me in the doorway, she folds a dishrag and presses it against her hip.

“Now, why aren’t you dressed yet? I thought you’d be more excited for your field trip today!”

My stomach drops.

“My field trip?” My head spins.

I try to explain to them that I’ve been on the field trip already, that it’s been weeks.

They laugh, telling me it must have been a dream.

I tell them the details—the location, the smells, the sounds. Everything I learned in the planetarium show, every exhibit I touched, every placard I read.

“You’ve been talking so much about that observatory, my love, I’m sure it does feel like you’ve already been.”

And so, that’s that. I must have been dreaming. I’m too young and too Silas to push back against my parents. But the rest of the day is just like before—Mom makes me two pancakes and a glass of orange juice. Julie comes down after straightening her hair and watches morning cartoons with me. I catch the bus to school, talk to my friends about moons and galaxies. They don’t love space as much as I do, but they’re at least excited for the planetarium show. Even if they have no clue what they’re talking about.

“Arcturus is a star,” I correct, “not a planet.”

When we arrive, the observatory is as beautiful as I remember. It’s just like I described. Everything in my dream-not-dream is real, it’s real. I’m so in my own head, it’s harder to enjoy it the second time around. The familiarity weighs me down when all I want to be is up, up, up.

But the field trip ends, the bus rumbles all the way back home, and I trudge through the front door confused and anxious. I don’t tell Mom why. She puts on a pot of cocoa and a movie. She braids my hair and hums to an imaginary song. Julie joins us in the living room, and we paint our nails together. My eyes drift closed on the lumpy couch, and then, I fall asleep.
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When I wake, I’m in my bed. This isn’t that strange, since my dad would’ve carried me up. What confuses me is that my nail polish is gone. I ask my mom how it could have faded so quickly, and she tells me that she had painted them weeks ago. That doesn’t sit right with me. I’m so sure she painted them only yesterday. When I pester her about it, she tells me, “Sometimes, when big things happen, our brains play them back for us while we’re sleeping. That just means the day was important to you. You’ve got a busy brain, my love. It’s one of your best qualities.”

This sticks with me. It’s what I start telling myself over and over again when I experience these strangely realistic dreams—recreations—of my past.

You’ve got a busy brain.

It must have been a dream.

Until it isn’t.

This one I remember clearly. I’m a week from turning fourteen years old and I’m walking to school early in the morning before the sun is up. There’s a thick fog over the fields of dead autumn grass on either side of the road. The sky is periwinkle blue.

There are no cars on the road. I remember hearing only the gentle songs of mourning doves and the clomping of my Converse on the asphalt.

A slight buzz passes through the air and stops me in my tracks.

Droning sounds rise in my ears and I cup my hands over them tightly, but it doesn’t help.

The droning grows even louder, and I feel a wave of electricity run through my veins as the world around me brightens and shifts, fading in and out of reality. All is swept over with a flash of light that blinds me completely—as if I’m staring into the sun. Then the sun turns into a blurry spinning void that distorts my vision until warmth and color and life steadily come back into focus.

Slowly but surely, I see a dull gray road in front of me, but it’s muddled through tinted windows as it rumbles beneath the wheels of the family car.

I’m in the back seat, my sister sitting with my mom in the front.

And I’m ten years old.

I know this because I’m holding my stuffed dog, Laika, who I brought with me everywhere in fifth grade. A round, baby blue plushie that I named after the first dog to orbit the earth.

“Where am I, Laika?” I whisper in her ear.

“Honey?” my mom says from the front seat, along with my deadname. “Are you talking to Laika again?”

I hug Laika closer, rubbing circles in her matted fur.

“No, Mom.”

“You know you can talk to me, don’t you? Mommy loves you two very much.” She pats Julie’s cheek.

My mom loved to talk, but I never really felt like she listened.

Instead, I stopped talking to Laika and my parents altogether.

Ten-year-old Silas took on the weight of the world all on his own.
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The longer we sit in the car, the stronger the slow, creeping feeling of dread builds. Thoughts race through my mind. This isn’t a dream because I didn’t fall asleep. These have never been dreams. This isn’t the end of one day and the beginning of another. This isn’t three weeks in the past, this is three years. It was never a dream, but now it’s a nightmare.

I can’t recall the significance of this car ride, so I ask my mom where we’re headed.

“The Dunes,” she tells me. “For our girls’ day trip.”

Living in Terrence, Illinois, my family had only two vacation spots: Chicago and the Dunes. Other families ventured out farther, places like the Florida Keys or Tybee Island, Georgia. Our getaways were easier—and cheaper—but I didn’t mind. A frugal childhood made me a more responsible adult.

Julie turns from the front seat. “Me and you are totally racing back up the dunes when we’re done swimming,” she says with a wink.

At this age, Julie is everything to me. A mother, an older sister, a best friend, a mirror image. This is when things are easiest between us. Dad is always working; Mom is an unpredictable entity. Up one day, down the next. But Julie is my constant. If I fall, she’s there to catch me. If I’m stuck on English homework, she’s there to help me study. If my restlessness sets off Mom, she’s there to talk her down.

I grew up quickly out of necessity, but it wasn’t so bad with Julie by my side.

On this particular trip, we’re ten and thirteen, on the precipice of dealing with the implications of “womanhood.” This is the trip where Julie and I get The Talk. My gender dysphoria hasn’t quite hit yet but this trip is the beginning of it all. My mom isn’t a Christian—neither of my parents are—but she insists on preaching the purity and responsibility of being a woman. And since she’s preaching it to my pubescent sister, she’s preaching it to me.

We arrive at the rental home—the upper half of an elderly couple’s two-story house—and unpack. This is my favorite part of a trip: pretending I live a life that isn’t mine. Losing myself in the fantasy that I am anyone else, someone who feels at home in their body and stays in that body. Someone who can grow and evolve like everyone else.

I can make myself believe, just for a moment, that I live a normal life. That I’m not me.

But I am.

Because I have already been in this vacation home, already unpacked these T-shirts and board shorts. I’m fully aware of the talk that’s coming, the discomfort and nausea that’s awaiting me. My consciousness is thirteen at this point, so I have the maturity to know I shouldn’t change anything within these time trips in order to prevent catastrophe. Sci-fi movies have told me as much.

So I sit obediently on the edge of the bed next to my sister, my mother sitting across from us on a stool. She sets a notepad on the nightstand beside us and draws a picture: a woman’s body and a man’s. She tells us about the parts that are unique to only us, parts that are meant to be private and protected. She explains to us the importance of finding the right person to trust with your body, and even then, to stay vigilant of intentions. “You are young, beautiful Black women,” she says with pride. “People will look at us how they want—sexualize us more often than not. But you are your own person. Don’t let anyone push something onto you that isn’t your truth. I want you to not only seek respect but demand it. Yes, ma’am?”

“Yes, ma’am,” we echo.

Responsibility, self-respect, and precaution. Our stepping stones to Black womanhood. For the good lessons and bad that my mother taught me over the years, this one isn’t so bad. She’s honest with us rather than creating a shameful stigma around sex and bodies like some families do. I always appreciated that about this talk.

But it’s still strange to hear as this young version of me. The way she speaks of my body, or the body I will soon grow into. I feel scared, like I don’t want responsibility, I don’t want to be the owner of a body that attracts attention in that way. My sister and I talk about it later that night. I know what she’s going to say, because this is my second time here.

“You don’t have to worry about your body changing for a few more years,” she says, separating my tangled curls with her fingers. “You’ll understand better when you’re older.”

It stings to hear those words. I’m not used to her making me feel small—feel different. Little do either of us know, I’ll never understand my relationship to womanhood—not really. Not the way she does.

My sister is proud of her body, proud to carry the beauty and power of being a growing Black woman. But I am petrified, dreading the implications of womanhood, sick at the thought of being with a man in the way our mom showed us. It doesn’t make sense to me—the role I’m meant to play—and this night is the beginning of it all.

So I lie awake in a twin-size bed next to my sleeping sister, restless and terrified of the woman I am meant to become. The possibility of boyhood an intangible thing, a non-option. I feel the weight of it all pressing into me, crushing me into nothingness.

The cotton padding of the mattress flexes beneath my small, fragile body before passing through me completely as I fall away.

Everything just … disappears.

My sister disappears.

Lightning surges through my spine and a sea of stars blurs past my eyes as I crash back into my fourteen-year-old body.

I stand quietly on the road in the cold morning fog, right back where I started.

My knees buckle beneath me. I sink to the ground, letting my tears fall as I scream out into the empty air around me.

If I only knew how much worse the traveling would get from there.







HOW IT’S GOING

Silas

The dorms are quiet during the summer semester. I’m grateful for that.

Also, despite being small-town Illinois, my college is progressive enough to have a “diversity dorm,” which has its perks. Almost everyone in my building is a person of color, queer, or trans, and some of us are all of the above. We all get along pretty well out of necessity, and there are regular events down in the lounge where people hang out—and inevitably hook up.

I know it’s the expectation when you go to college, but I haven’t been intimate with anyone before. I’m still not sure it’s a good idea. Sure, there were a couple crushes through high school, but the only thing to come from them was a single kiss. It’s kind of infuriating, being an affectionate guy while also being painfully aware of the consequences of letting someone get that close to me. Surely they would notice I have one foot in the past, literally. My full attention couldn’t be committed to them, not while I’m still trying to figure out how to stop the traveling. It wouldn’t be fair.

“Silas!” A voice grabs my attention as I realize I’m staring through my open door at two guys making out in the hall.

One of my suitemates, Taeo, appears in the doorway and obscures my vision.

“Oh, hey Tae.” I blush. “What’s up?”

Taeo is annoyingly attractive. South Korean, beautifully wavy hair, clear skin. He’s been on testosterone since he was sixteen and has this super deep voice that I am insanely jealous of.

At summer orientation, a guy had hit on him at the summer jobs booth. When he explained that he was aroace, the guy said, “What a waste of beauty.” Even with how little I knew about being aroace, I was shocked at how offensive and generally rude that was—what does having no romantic or sexual attraction have to do with anything? Besides, his beauty definitely doesn’t go unappreciated.

“Bitch, my love would tear you apart,” he’d said back.

Now, he braces his shoulder against the doorframe, crossing gorgeously buff arms. “Did you study for the chem quiz on Friday?”

Also, despite majoring in pharmaceutical science, he’d rather play video games than study.

“Yeah! Why? Do you need help?” I reach into my backpack and dig for my Chem notebook.

He grabs a chair from our shared living room, dragging it into my bedroom and up to my desk.

“Thanks man, I was totally asleep during the last lecture.” He folds his arms over my desk and leans in, scanning the notebook I’ve set down.

We go over the basic laws we’re supposed to have memorized, the essential equations, and the chemical properties and interactions. Taeo’s smarter than people give him credit for, but he has the kind of ADHD where paying attention in a classroom full of twenty to fifty people—our college is pretty small—is nearly impossible.

My ADHD, if that’s what it is, is the kind that makes me feel like I have to work, work, work. In class, I am hyper-focused, writing faster than the professor talks, adding on notes, preparing for another class, replaying part of another lecture in my head. Drawing circles and lines to connect mismatched thoughts. My brain is constantly working, which is exhausting, but I’ve learned to adapt to it and use it to my advantage.

Like helping a friend in need.

“You can borrow my note cards. Just flip through them before the quiz. I have Professor Durham for Physics 101, too, and she gave us a pop quiz that was super basic. I think you’ll do great.” I offer him a big smile and a thumbs-up.

Taeo lets out a small laugh. “We’ll see. At least I have a fighting chance now. You’re the best, Silas!” He leans over and presses a kiss to the side of my head before rushing out of my room with the note cards, leaving his chair behind.

I sigh and drag it back out to the living room.

Our shared living room is pretty nice, all messy roommates considered.

The guys—I say “guys” colloquially—each pitched in with decoration and I brought some stuff from home, so it turned into this cool shared living space. We have LED lights behind our TV and, unfortunately, along the ceiling—I told them we’re going to get a violation when we take them down. Taeo’s lava lamp sits on the entertainment center, along with Ari’s Funko Pops. Fei has some really cool art prints on the walls and plants that line the floor (also a violation risk, but we haven’t gotten caught yet). Vik has a therapy cat, so we have a cat tower in the corner, and the cuteness of little Thomas Kinkade Salcedo Fernandez stretched out in his tower almost makes up for the litter box smell.

I only got to meet Fei briefly before they went home for break. The rest of us are taking summer classes to either lighten up some credit hours or—in Ari’s case—retake a failed course.

Even though the shared space is small, it feels like a home. The closeness I’ve seen between the others and the warmth they’ve received me with since move-in week stirs something like hope in my stomach. Even if I have to hold part of myself back from them, I know they’ll never judge the rest. Suite 5A is a place I could only ever dream of.

I wish I could tell my younger self that there would someday be a place for us where we weren’t alone. I wish I could tell him that someday he could say his name and his pronouns to the people he cared about, and they would be echoed back to him without hesitation.

But instead, I go back and watch him suffer through the bad days all over again.







CHEMISTRY

Jude

Nothing better than walking into Chemistry and finding out there’s apparently a quiz.

I toss my backpack under my desk and slump into the chair, preparing for my inevitable demise. When Durham walks by, I pull up the neck of my military-green bleach-dyed shirt in an attempt to hide.

No luck.

“You will have the first fifteen minutes of class to complete the quiz. Good luck. You may now begin.” Durham’s voice rings as she walks back to her desk and takes a seat.

My fingers pass over the words on the page, and I pretend like I understand it any more than I did the first time I took this stupid class. Why does a music major have to pass chemistry, anyway? Who uses this shit? And now I’m stuck with homework during the summer.

The pencil takes charge and fills in whichever bubbles it feels like, and I try to use deductive reasoning for a couple of questions that seem a bit more doable. After I finish the quiz, I look around and see that no one else has handed theirs in. It will look suspicious if I turn in mine, so I trace my filled-in circles over again and let myself zone out until I see the first person pass their quiz in. It’s that Goody Two-Shoes with the neon blue hair and the NASA backpack who’s always right when he gets called on for a question.

He makes the rest of us look bad, although for the most part of this class, we do plenty of that on our own. No one wants to be here, except maybe NASA kid.

I follow behind him and set my quiz down on the desk, catching a glance at NASA’s answers before I do.

Bombed that.







NOT AGAIN

Silas

The quiz is a breeze.

I finish early, double-check my answers, and feel confident in all of them.

After I sit down, I make weird eye contact with this intimidating dude in a green bleach-stained tee turning in his paper. I don’t think we’ve ever talked before, but I’ve seen him at parties and in a couple of classes. We might have gone to high school together?

For a second, I think he must be looking past me. Then, I realize his eyes couldn’t be on anything but me. Not only is his gaze unnerving, but he’s standing completely still. Unblinking. Unbreathing. Just staring at me with those eyes.

They’re deep brown, a few shades darker than his skin. Judging by his stoner eyes and general grungy, dull-toned aesthetic, I can only assume that we do not run with the same crowds, and I don’t think we’re batting for the same team.

So why is he staring at me?

“Five minutes left, guys.” Professor Durham speaks up and starts taking a slow lap around the room, peering over students’ shoulders while they work. The stranger snaps out of it, shaking his head as if waking from a dream. His head tilts at me in recognition. Then he returns to his seat.

Professor Durham smiles at me as she walks by. I like having her in both physics and chem. It makes it easier to have her as my advisor, too. She took over chemistry after Professor Bruckers—who waddled like a penguin until his arthritic hips gave out—finally retired.

I pull my notebook out of my bag and get back to work on my theories, trying my best to ignore the stranger burning a hole in my back.
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After class, I try my best to avoid eye contact with Professor Durham as I sling my backpack over my shoulder and make my way out the door.

The idea of visiting Carsyn at the tea shop draws me in as I exit the science building, the warm sunshine greeting my face.

A few steps down the sidewalk and I realize something’s wrong.

Pins and needles poke at my skin, the sun bares heat on my neck, and the colors of the summer afternoon are shifting before my eyes.

No, no, no.

I stop in my tracks, scanning my surroundings.

The trees are fuzzy and wobbling. People are disappearing. It’s getting brighter. My skin feels like it’s tearing at the seams.

There’s a ringing, a flash of light, and then darkness.

I fall down, down, down until I feel something soft behind me and turn to find a pillow.

I’m in a bed.

It’s nighttime, or early morning maybe?

There’s a creaking outside my childhood bedroom door, and I reach for the moon lamp on my nightstand to turn it on as the door opens.

My mom, sister, and dad are all standing in the doorway, a birthday cake glowing and flickering with light in my mother’s hands.

“Happy birthday to you …” they all sing as they creep in.

Something about it gives me an unsettling shiver. At the time, there was nothing unusual about this. But now, I’m seeing the pink icing on the cake. I’m seeing the eerie grins stretched across my family’s faces as they slowly approach my bed.

Congratulations, kid. You’re one year closer to the looming throes of womanhood!

“Blow out your candles!” They finish up the song and I get all fourteen candles out in one breath.
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My fourteenth birthday is on a Friday this year, which means school, dinner with my family, and sleeping in all weekend.

All my classes fly by; they tend to do that when you’re an eighteen-year-old doing an eighth grader’s work. It’s good to see my old friends at school and joke around with them, even though I have to hear them say my deadname to me over and over. There’s still a sweetness that lingers in the memories with them that covers up the bitterness of dysphoria.

After school, I meet all my friends out on the front lawn. Or at least, the people I talk to at school every day. If they were my friends, I would tell them it was my birthday and maybe even invite them to a party. Maybe in sixth grade, before all of this started. But instead, I stand and smile and nod and laugh and know that it can never be more than this.

There are four of us waiting for our bus, the zero-four-one-four. It’s strange, there are things you would think you’d forget after all these years. For example, if you had asked me at the beginning of this day which bus I took to get home from school when I was fourteen, I couldn’t tell you for the life of me. But when you’re back in it, when you’re actually there, somehow things just come rushing back. I’ve wondered before if it’s a side effect of the time-tripping: temporal dimension immersive retrocognition. That’s what I call it in my theories now, at least.

As I’m listening to my not-friend Gracie tell us all about her trip to Florida, my eyes glance over a figure across the lawn before darting back to focus on it. It’s another kid: my age, skinnier, medium skin a shade or two lighter than mine.

He catches my attention because of how impossibly still he’s standing.

There’s a serious look on his face, thick and messy eyebrows pressed together as he stares … directly at me. I lift up a hand to wave at him, but he doesn’t acknowledge it. He just stares.

“Do you see that?” I nudge one of my friends and point at the sight to make sure I’m not having some weird time travel side effect.

Gracie looks up at the kid and makes a scrunched face.

“Is that Jude?”

It takes me a second to recognize the name, but then the immersive retrocognition kicks in.

Jude Forrester, that kid from middle school who no one talked to like we knew we’d all forget him anyway. I nearly did. He was a loner, stuck to the back of the class, never showed up for presentations or school parties. I remember thinking he was handsome back then, and I can’t help but wonder what he must look like now.

I stare back at him for as long as I can handle it, but his attention on me gives me a chill and I have to turn away.

“That’s weird, right?” I nod my head toward the eyes that are burning a hole in my back.

My not-friends turn and look in the least subtle way possible.

Gracie scoffs. “Super weird. He’s like that, though. I heard he walked out into the street a couple weeks ago and just stood there, staring at the cars as they came at him. My mom said not to let him talk to me, that he’s not right in the head.”

Gracie has this annoying habit of speaking way too loud, and I know that Jude can hear us, so I dare to peek over my shoulder to gauge his reaction.

And he’s gone.

I turn back to my friends, but they’re gone, too.

And then so am I.
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The flash of light comes quickly, stinging my eyes, and a jolt runs through my veins as time stretches and warps around me, pulling me through it. I feel the cold biting at my skin and tearing at me from the inside. The darkness envelops me, and I feel myself fall.

They come back one by one: sensation in my muscles, focus in my eyes, awareness of my surroundings. I see the trees, the sidewalk, the education buildings and dorms. Some students are playing Frisbee on the quad.

Back in 2019.

No birthday party for me, I guess.

I forget about the tea and walk to the bakery for a piece of birthday cake.







FORTY-SIX DAYS

Silas

The next few days are … strange.

For one thing, I could swear I’m being followed. In the mess hall, I’ll see a figure lurking by the soda fountain. In the library, I’ll see a shadow through the spaces between bookshelves. Even at the tea shop, I’ll feel someone watching me through the window. But every time I look—every time I turn around—there’s no one there. The sensation crawls across my body like an approaching time trip, but it’s not that. It’s something inside, like it’s in my gut. Probably just another weird time-traveler quirk.

I’m trying to focus on school, spend a little time with my roommates, and dabble with time-trip theorems. The trips themselves, however, are becoming so frequent—sometimes two or three times a day—that I hardly have a moment of free time.
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I’m walking to the science building to discuss extra credits with Professor Durham when I feel a tingle at the back of my neck.

Shit.

I time-trip mid-step. One second, my foot rises from the concrete below me as a baby blue Air Force One. The next, it falls onto shiny linoleum as a small pink Chuck Taylor All Star. I’m back in my old middle school wearing a pair of beige cargo shorts—the same pair that I ended up ruining because I—

Oh, no. Not today.

My stomach twists and stings, a cramp spreading through my muscles and tugging on my back. Not even fully taking in my surroundings, I start running for the bathroom, feeling a warm sensation run through me. As I burst through the door to the women’s bathroom, I know I’m too late.

Red has seeped through my shorts and stained them immediately.

It’s mortifying to feel this again—usually I’m lucky enough not to experience my period when I’m back in my time trips. God, it’s been ages. I almost forgot how horrible this feels.

I call my mom, just as I did the first time around. She picks me up and I stay home, sobbing and clamping my arms over my stomach—which feels like it’s tearing itself apart. I’m in this trip for all seven days. My week is filled with heating pads, ginger ale, bananas, and Midol.

I keep my head down at school, taking at least one bathroom break per class. My periods have always been horrible—the pain being as bad as the dysphoria. I remember how much this version of me hated his body, hated the way it betrayed him over and over again. This version of him was growing into his breasts already, listening to his friends tell him how jealous they were. He would always tell them he’d give them away if he could.

I suppose that should’ve been a sign.
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I return to my own timeline after a week in the past, having only been stopped on the sidewalk for a matter of seconds. Thank you, universe, for making me endure the full seven days of my period. I run back to my dorm—grateful that my roommates aren’t here to see me—and collapse into my bed to cry. Sometimes it’s too much, wondering if my past is going to trap me inside. Reliving my entire life ever since age thirteen?

If hell exists, that is it.

Sometimes, it feels like the longer I stay in these trips, the more of my real self I lose. The past and the present become blurred lines like a water stain on a notebook.
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My next trip happens a few weeks later. It lasts forty-six days.

I feel a little older than last time. Thirteen or fourteen, maybe? I’ve cut my hair, my chest is aching and sweaty from being pressed under a cheap binder, and my outfit is as androgynous as I thought I could get away with.

I trust my parents at this point, I think, but part of me is still too scared to open up that door.

I know now that I could’ve told them, that it would just take some time for them to come around, that I could’ve saved myself years of torment and secrecy.

But I didn’t.

And now here I am again, staying in my pubescent teen body for forty-six days. I spend the holidays hearing my parents call me by the wrong name every day. It never gets easier, hearing it after being Silas for so long. But now, presents under the tree have it written across their tags. Visits from relatives cause the name to bounce around the room, talking about how big I’m getting, how different I look with short hair. At least Julie’s there to save me from conversations with our culturally insensitive paternal relatives—the white side of the family—and from interrogatives about boyfriends or girlfriends—the highly involved and invested Black side.

Julie always made this so much easier. I realize that now and wish I’d told her more often. She doesn’t wear a dress to Christmas Candlelight or any holiday parties so that the parents don’t catch onto me. She avoids my name and pronouns when talking to our parents and relatives, but when we’re alone, she calls me Si. At this point in my past, Julie knows I’m questioning—I think I’m identifying as nonbinary. With the two of us spending so much time scrolling through Tumblr together and watching channels our parents would’ve rolled their eyes at, we’ve learned a lot about each other. After our family Christmas is over with, Julie sleeps over in my room to give me my gift: a chest binder she saved up for and mailed to her friend’s house so our parents wouldn’t see.

My stomach drops and tears sting at my eyes. It’s the best gift I’ve ever received.

I rush to the closet to try it on, tugging at the fabric and settling into the feeling. The mirror on the back of the door reflects my younger image in a way so stark I’m nearly breathless. It’s amazing, feeling this for the first time again. Strange, now that I’ve been wearing one for so many years and with much more to cover. But amazing. The beginning of finally feeling like me.

I do Julie’s chores for a week after that, even though she insists I don’t have to.

In the weeks following Christmas, we spend all our free time together. We go through her entire new season of Fresh Prince on DVD. We stay up late playing cootie catchers and talking about school. She tells me about the first time she ever kissed a girl. I show her all the clothes I want to try with my new binder.

She saves me from losing my mind and losing myself every second that I’m here.
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When I return to the present, I miss Julie even more than usual. When she moved out, I was fifteen. The time traveling had been happening for two years at that point, and I let us drift so far apart in that time. I resented her, I think. Knowing that I was the one who was trapped in this . . this thing. That she could go out to parties, have boyfriends and girlfriends, sleep over at a friend’s house and share her darkest secrets. But I had to keep this big, cumbersome thing to myself and figure out how to fix it on my own.

So when she left, it hurt. Another sign that she was free to live whatever life she wanted. And I was doomed to live in my past. We keep in touch with texts and the occasional call, but I miss how close we used to be. Now, she’s an artist in Philly doing her own thing. Working a booth here, an art show there, a night market this week, and a gallery the next. I think she feels the distance that I’ve tried to keep between us. If I could fix this thing, maybe I would have more time and energy to keep up with her.

So on the forty-seventh day, as I wake up exhausted in my dorm, the first thing I do is call Julie.

The ringing stops and her bubbly voice comes through.

“Si-guy?” she says.

“Hi, Julie.” I smile, a weight off my chest. “How are you?”







STALKER

Silas

Okay, someone is definitely stalking me.

For the past few days, I’ve managed to catch details of the figure I’ve been seeing around. Dark hair, a ball cap, leather jacket, and the most suspicious-looking sunglasses ever. They pretend like they’re doing something else, but I know that they’re following me.

A realm of possibilities darts through my mind. Some sexual predator lurking on campus? A student with a vendetta? Transphobe? Homophobe? Racist? Is it me from the future? Some sort of intergalactic time-travel police? I thought about telling Julie, but she’d only worry. And in case it was something time-travel related, probably better to keep it to myself.

Whoever they are, I don’t like the feeling I get when they’re around. It’s this weird numbing sensation, a tingle that runs from my fingertips across my chest. There’s something in the air that shifts when I notice that they’re near, even a strange taste on my tongue. Metal, maybe? Every time I feel it or taste it or shiver, I look around and they duck out of sight.

Today, I make a plan. The stalker usually follows me while I’m out walking around campus, so today I walk aimlessly. I go to an arts building that I have never seen—most STEM majors rarely see this side of campus at all. Next, I stop at some random dorm across the way, then a rec room, then a burger joint—I’ve been a vegetarian since I was old enough to watch a documentary about global greenhouse gas emissions.

The stalker shows up somewhere between the rec room and the burger joint, and I walk a bit farther before turning down an alley that I know has an exit I can run to if need be. When I round the corner, I wait patiently until I hear their footsteps.

My fingers grip the sharp keys in my pocket, and I jump out, hoping to scare them enough that they don’t strike first.

It works.

They stumble back and land on their ass on the pavement. The ball cap falls off and shiny black hair falls over warm brown skin.

God, he’s handsome.

He’s a couple of shades lighter than me, more of a green undertone than orange. The bridge of his nose is sharply defined, a silver nose ring on his nostril leading into a full upper lip with a deep bow. His hair is somehow styled and messy at the same time—layers of glossy midnight black waves collide into each other in windswept bangs that frame his face, falling just short of the nape of his neck. His eyes are a noticeably warm brown, but maybe that’s just against the dark tint of his under eye. Maybe a lack of sleep, maybe he got punched, maybe both.

He’s staring at me like I’m the stalker.

“Why are you following me?” I glare down at him.

“Do you recognize me?” He pushes himself to his feet, dusting off his baggy military-green cargo pants.

Surprisingly, I do. I take a step back, ignoring the individual—and unfairly attractive—details and recognize the actual face itself. If I hadn’t just seen it days ago—granted, it was chubbier and softer then—I might not have recognized him. But I do.

“Jude? From Priory Creek Middle?” I squint as if my glasses aren’t already on.

He shakes his head, and for a second I think I got it wrong.

“Is that all you know me from?”

It takes me a second. I mean, I guess I knew he went here now. His name has been called in some of my classes, but lots of people from my middle school years ended up here.

None of us talked.

I tried to disconnect from those people when I came here. I started testosterone as soon as I turned eighteen and pretended not to know who people were talking about when they said, “Hey, you look just like [deadname] from my old school.”

Jude never came up to me. I assumed he never made the connection or just didn’t know me enough to notice. We never talked as kids. Why would we talk now?

“I mean, I don’t really know you. I know of you. I know we went to school together, hung out with different crowds, never really talked. Although … was it you that was staring at me in chemistry last week?”

Just like he stared at me in my time trip …

Jude groans and shoves his hands in his jacket pockets.

“Why don’t I know you?” Frustration laces his voice.

“You don’t?”

It makes sense that he wouldn’t recognize me from when we were younger, sure, but why has he been stalking and staring so much if he doesn’t even know who I am?

He shakes his head. “Apparently not. You’re NASA kid and you’re weird and your name is Silas, but that’s all I know.”

My face scrunches and I have half a mind to push him back down.

“I’m sorry—you’re going to stare at me, stalk me, not even have the decency to know anything about me, and then call me weird? What is your problem?” I glare up at him.

He shifts his jaw.

“You, apparently.”

That does it.

I shove my shoulder against his as I push past him and walk away.

He lets out this breath of air that makes me think I hurt him for a second, which is hard to believe since he’s bulkier and taller than I am, until I realize it was the beginning of an annoyingly amused chuckle.

“Come back, Silas.”

The matter-of-factness in his voice pisses me off.

“No, thank you.” I keep walking.

His boots clomp against the ground as he catches up with me, keeping pace by my side.

“Silas, come on. You need me.” He places a hand on my shoulder and something happens.

That taste is back … the weird one from when he was following me around before. The air bends around us, something itches under my skin, gravity presses into me, and I look at him and wonder if he’s feeling it, too.

But then, I think he shouldn’t be feeling it, because I recognize the prickling feeling and the taste. It’s the same feeling, the same force, the same taste that I get right before or after I fall back in time.

Jude’s gaze softens as he gives me a gentle nod.

“I feel it, too,” he says.







LADIES AND GENTLEMEN, NASA KID

Jude

“You feel what?” NASA kid asks cautiously, a deep crease forming in his forehead beneath his curls.

My hand is still gripping his shoulder.

“I know that you can time travel,” I say bluntly.

Silas jerks his head over his shoulder and looks around frantically to see if there’s anyone near us. Even if there were, I don’t think their first instinct would be to believe what I’m saying is true. I hardly believed it myself for the longest time.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.” He pulls his arm away from my grasp and keeps walking, as if that isn’t the most obvious reaction of a guilty party.

I follow him again, watching his electric-blue coils bounce with each step.

“God, you’re just as annoying in this timeline, aren’t you?” I pick up my pace to keep up with him, but he stops, so now I have to turn around to face him.

“This timeline?” That weird crease in his face is back.

I rest my hands on my hips. “Oh, now you wanna listen? I can speak now? Great.”

Part of me expects him to start walking again, but he doesn’t.

I keep going. “I know you can travel. Because I can travel, too. I saw you … and you told me to find you, so here I am. But you barely even know me, and I sure as hell don’t know you, so I don’t really know what to do now.”

There’s no need to tell him the rest of what happened when I saw him in the other place.

“Wouldn’t I remember you if you time traveled to my past? Or was it that time when you were staring at me when we were young? You never said anything—I would remember if you said anything. And you just said you don’t even remember me from school, so how would you know if—”

He’s speaking so fast it hurts my brain, so I cut him off.

“It wasn’t a past-you, Boy Genius. It was a future you.”







THE FUTURE

Silas

“You traveled to the future?” My brain reels as I try to wrap my head around what he’s saying.

First he’s stalking me, then he’s that weird kid that stared at me in my childhood, and now he’s a time traveler? From the future? I can’t even go to the future. Or I guess maybe I just haven’t yet? It’s only ever been the past.

Jude lets out an exasperated sigh.

“No, it wasn’t—not exactly. Yes, it was a future version of you. But I met him in the past. I’m guessing if you don’t remember it now, it’s gonna happen soon. You went back to your old body. I was back in my sixteen-year-old body, and I guess you were traveling at the same time as me. This other-you knew me. He was annoying, but at least he seemed to know what he was talking about. You, on the other hand, can’t seem to keep up.”

If I weren’t so intrigued by him, I would really want to punch him.

“What else did I tell you in the …” I trail, making sure no one is around, “future-past?”

Jude rolls his eyes. “You said you could help me. That we could help each other. Told me to find you, told me how to prove I met you in the future, told me … basically, that you were like me. Which I hardly believe is true in any way other than the fucked-up-time-shit.”

I ignore his comment. “I told you how to prove it?”

He glances over me.

“You don’t believe me?”

I shrug. “I think you sound insane. Which makes me think you’re telling the truth. But I want to know what he said—what I said.”

Jude leans into me, which I’m not expecting, and my head jerks back a little bit.

His breath is warming my ear, and I have to keep myself from shivering.

“January 4, 2016.”

My eyes go wide as Jude steps back and reads my face.

“Mean something to you?”

I don’t speak, just look at him.

The day I came out to my parents.

“You really met a future version of me?” The words stutter out.

He lifts a hand to his forehead and pushes brilliant black bangs up out of his face.

“I really did. I thought you were a traveler, too. Why are you so surprised by this?”

My head is pounding.

“I’m sorry, this is—like—a lot of information right now and I’m having a hard time thinking straight. Can we just—can we talk more about this later? Somewhere else?”

Jude sighs. “I don’t really see the point if you don’t even know how you’re supposed to help me.”

“Okay, so just to be clear. You find out that not only is there another person who’s experiencing the same fucked-up-time-shit as you, but we also went to the same middle school and now we go to the same college. And you don’t think maybe we have something to talk about?” I hear frustration in my voice, even though I didn’t mean for it to be there.

Jude sounds frustrated, too.

“Sure, whatever, fine. Tomorrow, your dorm, noon.” He starts to walk away before I can respond.

“Do you know where I live?!” I shout after him.

He keeps walking. “I’m a stalker, remember?”







TOMORROW

Jude

NASA kid’s dorm is pretty much exactly what I expected, maybe a little messier than I would’ve given him credit for.

A moon-shaped rug sits in front of a laundry-littered, navy futon, blue sheets with white stars cover the bed, vintage space posters are hung on the walls, and a deep blue LED sunset lamp casts a misty hue over the cozy room.

Glow-in-the-dark stars emit a faint green glow from above. A moon lamp warms the top of his desk, Rubik’s Cubes and fidget toys scattered across every surface. Science books lie open and thoroughly bookmarked on the desk and the dresser and the mini fridge.

“Oh my god, the NASA backpack was just the beginning; you’re a full-on space freak.” My head is still turning as I find a new space-themed item everywhere I look.

Silas plops down in his desk chair and looks up at me through squinted eyes.

“I’m not a freak,” he mutters.

It makes me feel a little bad for him, like he’s been called that before, so I don’t argue.

“How long have you been so horny for space?” I plop onto the cozy futon, sinking into the tidy cushions.

He swivels the chair to face me.

“I’ve liked space since I was little. I wanted to be an astronaut. Now I think maybe I’d rather just work for astronauts. Help make their lives easier, explore the vastness of space, try and find the answers to the universe. You know, something simple like that.” He emphasizes the sarcasm in his last sentence like it’s a joke he’s practiced before.

I imagine he gets asked about it a lot, what with it being 90 percent of his personality as far as I can tell. “I don’t know how you can care so much about the universe when it’s been playing a practical joke on you for—well … how long has this been happening to you? The time shit?” I suddenly remember that’s what we’re here to talk about.

He sighs. “Years. Thirteen is the youngest that I can remember, so, I guess five years? I went back to the observatory for the first time again.”

The laugh comes out before I can stop it. “Sorry,” I say quickly. “I think my first was when I was fourteen. Right after I—uh … lost a friend. I went back and saw him again.”

Silas grabs a notebook and a blue pen. “Interesting … Maybe something we subconsciously wanted to return to? Wait—said you were fourteen—how old are you now?”

“Nineteen. You?”

“Eighteen. So, around the same time, right?”

“Seems like.” I stare at him while he scribbles frantically on a page.

“And you went to my school,” he mumbles.

“Apparently, but I really don’t remember you.”

I think I would remember someone like Silas.

“I was different then. I didn’t go by Silas.” He says the end of that quietly, like he decided halfway through that he shouldn’t say it.

It takes me a moment, but I think I understand what he means.

“Oh. Well, I won’t think about it too hard. Who you were, I mean. I guess it’s who you are now that matters. I know how it feels to want to be different than who you used to be.”

Silas’s expression softens and I let myself soften a bit, too, my shoulders relaxing.

“So.” I crack open a can of Coke from my bag. “You’ve never talked to me in any of your time trips?”

Silas shakes his head. “Never. I don’t think we’ve ever talked before now. I guess sometime I’ll be going back and meeting you, though. Strange.”

“Hate to break it to you, Spaceboy, but this whole thing is kind of strange.” I squirm on the futons, making room to lean my head back.

The stars on the ceiling twinkle at me.

“Yeah, I know, it’s all strange.” His chair squeaks as he turns back to his desk and keeps writing, then it sounds like he’s scratching something out.

“What happens when you come back from a time trip?”

I fold my arms over my chest and try to remember it, because usually I do everything I can to block it out.

“There’s a pulling sensation, a stinging in my body. Like an aftershock. There’s something that feels wrong, and a bad taste. Metal. And when it’s happening, there’s this flash of light and then complete darkness, like the darkest I’ve ever seen—or not seen. And then things start to come back into focus, and I feel tired and weak. People tell me I wasn’t fully there for a minute, like I was—”

“Somewhere else,” Silas finishes. “Spacing out, right? I always think it’s kind of funny when they say that. Spacing.”

I laugh a little. “Yeah, I guess it is kind of funny. More timing out than spacing, really. Dissociating is the word I was going to use, actually.”

That’s what the doctor called it.

“Did they diagnose you with anything because of it?” He leans forward in his chair, and it makes me feel like I’m back in therapy.

I stop reclining on the couch and sit back up.

“Narcolepsy at first. Then depression.” I don’t bother telling him that there is probably only one of those that isn’t true.

He nods. “I got the narcolepsy diagnosis, too. Then ADHD. But I actually do have ADHD, so when the narcolepsy pills didn’t work, they decided the dissociating was just a byproduct of my ADHD. Which made sense to me, until I realized it’s not normal to dissociate back into your old body and feel everything and be stuck there for days to weeks at a time. And then when I would come back, only seconds passed. Everyone would be staring at me. It was so … isolating.” He’s speaking in a whisper now and it makes me feel like I should whisper, too.

“I know what you mean,” I whisper back.

And I really do.

I was there, too. Isolated, afraid, diagnosed with a disorder but still left wondering what was wrong with me.

Scared every day that I’d go through it again.

“I’ll do it,” he says after a long silence.

My head jerks up as I look at him and see he’s looking at me.

“Do what?” I don’t remember asking him for anything.

He stands and holds out a hand toward me like he wants to shake mine, but I just look at it. “I’m going to help you. We’re going to figure out what’s happening to us and how to stop it.”







THE PLAN

Silas

I really don’t have a plan.

The problem is, I’ve already been trying to theorize how to stop this thing for five years. I’m a lover of research and data and all things science, but my time-tripping doesn’t follow the same rules that I’m used to. It doesn’t make any sense. The first time I ever time-tripped, it brought me back to the day I went to the observatory for the first time. So as I got older, I thought back to it and decided to try and visit the observatory again. Maybe the answer was somewhere in the stars. It was a stretch, since no one else from that day ended up with the same side effects as far as I could tell. So when I returned to the observatory, I don’t know what I expected, but I found nothing. No weird energy, no tingling, no time travel.

Then, I thought maybe it was just puberty. When I turned a certain age and the chemicals in my body started changing, something got mixed up and did this to me. But then, I got my blood drawn at the doctor. I went back the next day and waited for them to tell me that something was wrong, that something was impossible about my chemistry.

But it wasn’t. It was ordinary.

So, I thought, maybe it’s just an age thing. I’ll grow out of it. But I’m eighteen now, and if anything, it’s only gotten worse. I’ve collected data points, written down family histories, researched mental health conditions, read every theory on time travel that there is, but I always come up short. There aren’t enough links between the trips, the stimuli, the ages, the significance of each day or week or month I travel back to. Years of my life given to this research with nothing to show for it.

But if a future me went back in time and told Jude that I could fix him—fix us—then that must mean that everything is about to change.

[image: ]

Jude and I have agreed to meet up every day so we can spend as much time together as we can. This way, I can gather data about his time trips, see what it looks like when it happens, see if I feel the pull, too. We’ve connected his smartwatch to my phone. If he has a time trip, I can track any abnormalities in his heart rate, blood pressure, and respiratory rate. The watch will give us an approximate duration period, too.

Today—Monday—we have chem together in the morning, but different classes in the afternoon.

“Hey, Spaceboy.” A boot kicks my sneaker and I look up from my desk to see Jude, who is dressed in another rugged outfit consisting only of neutral earth tones.

He just smiles and rolls his eyes before going to take his seat in the back of class.

I turn around in my chair and look at him past the few other summer students. He’s been back there this whole time, and I didn’t even give him a second thought until last week.

Isn’t life strange that way?

Professor Durham spends the day going over the last quiz and explaining the problems that the other students had issues with. I got 100 percent, which isn’t abnormal in this class. I struggle more in English and speech than in any of my STEM classes.

Since I already know everything Durham is explaining, I open to the newest section in my notebook: Jude. I write down everything I can remember from the questions I asked him in my dorm.


□ Jude (middle name?) Forrester

□ 19 years old. Born and raised in Terrence, Illinois

□ Started time-tripping around 2014 (same as me)

□ Recently increased frequency (pattern? not apparent)

□ Biological factors:

∘ Roughly 5’11, 180 lbs, strong build

∘ Mother: white

∘ Father: Filipino

∘ Eyes: dreamy brown

□ Environmental factors:

∘ Higher home stability, no family history of illness, mental or otherwise

□ Puberty development: (ask?), social outcast: (ask nicely?)



Notes:


∘ Never indicated a trigger for time trips. Seems to time-trip less frequently than me.

∘ Doesn’t seem to hate his past as much as I hate mine.

∘ More control over trips? Why?



I stare at my notes for half of the class, wishing I had more to add, but I know so little and it gnaws away at me.

My dad used to tell me that knowledge is power, and I guess that stuck with me more than I expected. Things are just supposed to make sense. Everything that doesn’t make sense just needs to have the right person to understand it.

I know I can figure this out. I can make myself understand.

But I can’t do it without Jude.

I turn around in my chair again and he’s already looking right at me.

He smiles.

I can’t help but smile back.







CHILDHOOD

Jude

The next morning, I wake up to a ringing in my ears and feel a residual sting stretch across my skin.

Time traveling in my sleep again.

Great.

“Jude? Honey, are you up?” I hear my mom calling from what must be the downstairs of my childhood home.

I groan lazily in response, knowing full well that she can’t hear me.

Sunlight pours into my room as I squint through tired eyes.

Sometimes I wonder if I would remember my childhood bedroom if I didn’t return to it so often. I don’t have much in here other than a chest of toys in the corner and the CDs on the shelves. My mom is a bit of a neat freak—being a doctor and all. She likes to know that my dad and I are in a safe, clean, controlled environment. I definitely got the clean gene from my mom, but my dad says I get my wild side from him.

“Jude!” she yells again.

I yell back, “I’m up!”

My voice squeaks and cracks a little bit and I chuckle to myself at the sound.

Puberty.

I push my Transformers sheets aside and stumble out of bed to the drawer.

In the top drawer, there’s an old shirt with a big green stain on the side, and I remember that time I totally ate shit trying to cartwheel down a hill on spring break. It makes me smile, but then my heart aches a little. It’s hard not to be nostalgic for the easiness of the past, but my relationship with past-Jude is complicated in a way that seems like it’s only getting worse.

I slide into some comfortable clothes and make my way to the kitchen.

“What do you wanna do today, bub?” My mom flops a pancake onto a plate.

Must be a weekend.

“I dunno. Is Dad working today?”

She takes a sip of her coffee, flipping absently through a celebrity magazine.

“No, I think he’s out in the garage already. He got up early—well, earlier than us. Those late night shifts at the hospital are ruining my sleep schedule. What’s your excuse, kiddo?”

I swallow down a bite of my scrambled eggs and fruit salad and follow it with a long swig of melon juice.

“Puberty.”

Mom’s laugh fills the kitchen, bubbly and bright. It makes my heart ache, remembering these earlier years.

I finish breakfast with my mom and help her do the dishes before running out to the garage to find Dad. He’s standing in front of a big amp, strumming chords into his electric guitar and bopping his head to the rhythm. When he hears the back door close behind me, he turns around with a beaming smile.

“Hey, little man!”

“I’m not that little anymore, Dad.” I adjust the neck of my shirt, pretending not to be embarrassed.

“Grab a guitar. Come jam with me.” Dad shakes a sweaty stray hair out of his face.

It’s weird being in the past but having all my memories from the present. I know a lot more about guitar than I did when I was this age, but my fingers are smaller and my muscles are weaker, so I still can’t quite play the way I’m used to. Still, my dad is impressed at how well I’m able to keep up with him, riffing off of each other and writing new songs together, mumbling nonsensical lyrics into our cheap microphones.

After an hour or so, my mom uses the remote from the house to flicker the garage lights, summoning us to come inside. I help my dad with turning off the equipment, tidying up our makeshift music room.

My dad catches my shoulder before we head back to the house.

“You know I have the best son that a dad could ask for, right, Beh?”

The Tagalog nickname makes a breath shake in my lungs with nostalgia. How old was I the last time my dad called me that?

I suck my lip into my mouth, chewing on the corner.

All I can manage is a nod.

I wish we kept up more. I’ll call you when I get back.

He smiles warmly at me, and I follow him out the door.







IT’S NOT A CAFE

Jude

Back in the present, Dad’s favorite song blares in my headphones. I bounce my heel to the rhythm as I wait outside of Silas’s class—engineering or something like that.

I’ve never even been in this building.

There are gears and chains up on the walls like some sort of steampunk decoration. There’s an airplane hanging from the ceiling—smaller than any airplane I’ve been in, but it looks massive from below.

I try to avoid standing directly under it.

There are big glass walls that look into classrooms on both sides, some filled with 3D printers and computers as big as the ones from the ’90s. Some of the classrooms have robots—actual robots—operating and moving their arms to deliver a block from one box to another.

It’s like a sci-fi movie in here.

A water clock trickles quietly in the lobby I’m sitting in. It’s like a miniature version of the one I grew up seeing in the Indianapolis Children’s Museum.

This place is for nerds.

It must be the end of the hour—I couldn’t tell you from looking at the weird water clock—because all the doors swing open and students pour out.

Somewhere in the mob of Accutane and aluminum-free deodorant, I spot Silas shuffling through with his bright white astronaut backpack, scanning the room until he finds me.

He smiles. I smile back.

“Hey, Jude.” He says it in that little singsong way that everyone does when they say my name.

I groan. “You just can’t help yourself, can you, Spaceboy?”
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We end up at the same fucking boba shop from last week. Silas called it a cafe, but it’s not a cafe if it doesn’t serve coffee. He says it’s his favorite spot and I can’t help but wonder if he was in here when I was before.

Honestly, I was so tired and pissed off that day, I think an asteroid could’ve struck the school and I wouldn’t have noticed.

“What are you gonna get?” Silas shifts his weight back and forth while we stand in line.

I shrug. “I’ve never had anything from here.”

Silas’s mouth drops open like I’ve just said I’m from another planet.

I don’t have time to come up with a snarky comment before I notice Carsyn is working the register again.

Last time I was here, I was so desperate for a coffee that I didn’t even care that I had to see Carsyn. Today, I see him smile at Silas (the way he used to smile at me) and my stomach turns.

“What drink do you want?” I nudge Silas before it’s our turn.

He scrunches his face at me like he’s trying to figure me out.

“It’s an easy question, Boy Genius.” I try to hurry him along.

He lets out a little hum as he glances over the menu.

Isn’t he here all the time?

“I was just gonna ask the barista what I should get,” Silas says. His lips curl up as he watches the back of Carsyn, who is turned around making someone else’s order.

I try my best not to roll my eyes. “I’ll ask him. My treat. You go find us a seat.”

Silas whips his head back up to face me and I realize he’s mistaken my urgency for demanding.

“Sorry, please find us a seat. I can pay, really.” I try to sound generous and not annoyed.

Silas squints at me for a moment before conceding.

“Make sure it’s something sweet,” he says on his way to the tables.

I sigh and prepare to deal with this prick.

“Jude?” Carsyn scrunches his nose.

I stare him down.

“Hey. I’m gonna have that thing.” I point to the first drink on the ‘fan favorites’ menu. “And my friend is going to have that one.” I point to the second.

It takes every part of me not to say “boyfriend” just to piss him off even more, but “friend” is enough of a lie that I get to watch discomfort squirm in him as he looks out into the lobby at Silas and back at me.

“You know Silas?” he prods while he writes the drink orders on the clear cups.

I nod. “Sure do.”

Sensuality drips off my voice with intent.

Carsyn’s shoulders roll. “Cool. Well, tell him I say hey.”

He tells me the total and I hold on to the cash a little too tightly, so he has to pry it out of my fingers.

[image: ]

When the drinks are done, I tip more than I should, hoping my generosity pisses Carsyn off even more. Silas has picked a spot by the window with two pillowy chairs and a round yellow table between them.

“Got your drink.” I set it down in front of him and take my seat, peeling my pointed straw out of its wrapper.

I’ve seen videos of people stabbing their boba lids but it’s actually kind of intimidating when you’re doing it for the first time.

“Need help?” Silas studies me.

I shoot him a glare. “I’m fine.”

As I say it, I jab the straw into the lid—harder than I should have—and my tea splashes out of the straw and the giant hole I ripped in the top.

Silas pushes the sleeves of his too-big hoodie against his mouth, and I know he’s covering a smile.

“Fuck you.” I go and get napkins, avoiding eye contact with Carsyn at all costs.







JUDE’S APARTMENT

Silas

It’s kind of cute when Jude’s trying not to act embarrassed.

He’s been acting weird since we got to the boba cafe—paying for my drink, then being a dick about it, then spilling his drink everywhere, then going back to being a dick.

For a second, it seemed like I could sense a hint of jealousy. But if he was jealous that Carsyn was looking at me and not him, that would mean Jude was queer. And if he was jealous that I was looking at Carsyn, that would mean he was queer and into me. Since the former is unconfirmed and the latter is impossible, the thought fades as quickly as it came.
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“How often is it for you?” I ask as we approach the campus apartments. Jude has offered for me to come hang out at his place today. Well, I suppose less hanging out and more studying each other for what feels like the world’s strangest lab project.

“The traveling?” He takes a sip of his drink, looking picturesque in his classic combination of greens, browns, and blacks. Today, it’s a brown cyber-grunge shirt, a pair of green denim knee-length shorts with stars patched onto the sides, and his ever-present Doc Martens.

I hum in response, chewing on honey boba.

“It was rare at first,” he starts. “Every few weeks, phasing in and out of it like a dream. But around when I turned fifteen, it started happening a lot more—once a week, twice a week. More random, too. I thought I was losing my mind, so I didn’t tell anyone. I thought I was just confused or tired or sick. Until it happened again. A few weeks later, the same thing, different place. That’s when I realized something was really wrong with me.”

“Nothing is wrong with you.” It comes without hesitation.

Still, Jude keeps walking, ignoring what I said. My shoes scrape on the pavement as I stand my ground on the sidewalk behind him. Jude gets a few feet farther before slowing to a stop. He turns to face me, but his expression is apathetic.

“But it’s not normal,” he says.

I step closer. “It’s our normal,” I counter. “If you’re sick, I’m sick, too.”

He takes a cautious step, then another, eyes searching mine like I hold the cure. I suppose he must think I do, or else we wouldn’t be here.

I have to remind myself of this as I watch him push away a strand of dark hair from his face as the sun highlights his cheekbones.

You’re just here to fix his problem.

Our problem.

I don’t realize I’m still staring at him—or that he’s staring back—until a car door slams and snaps both of us out of it.

Our heads turn in sync as a short guy with shaggy neon green hair steps out of his car beside us.

“Hey, Riley.” Jude takes a quick step away from me.

“Is this Silas?” the guy asks as he pulls an armful of groceries out of the small sedan.

“Yeah, he’s hanging out today. Silas, this is Riley; they’re my roommate.”

I extend a hand, and Riley—barely repressing a laugh—shakes it.

“Nice to meet you, Riley.” I offer my best smile.

They nod and pull out their phone. “So formal! You, too, man. Man? Pronouns?”

The question catches me off guard. I’m still not used to people being considerate enough to ask. “Oh! He/him.”

“Sweet. They/them. Oh and uh …” They turn and head toward the front door. “If y’all are gonna bone, just keep it down—I’m recording a song tonight.”

The front door creaks and shuts behind them.

Jude lowers his face into his hand. “And that’s Riley.”
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I follow Jude inside and down the hallway that leads to his room.

It’s much bigger than mine and I do a full spin as I scan its contents.

The room screams his name in all capital letters. Band posters—I assume his favorites—line the walls. There isn’t a single spot that isn’t filled. Vinyls are displayed, guitars are hung up on hooks. There’s a whole corner with an amp and a microphone, miscellaneous cords, and devices I assume are all for recording. His computer desk is huge, RGB lights lining practically every inch. It smells like incense and weed and pine trees, but mostly weed.

His room is far more organized than I expect it to be. He doesn’t seem like the tidy type. I expected there to be clothes scattered across the floor and old dishes along the windowsill. But everything in the room—although there’s a lot of it—is set perfectly in place. Jude’s room is decorated with intention. The placement of each item carries purpose. The headphones hung by the recording corner, the notebook and pen on his nightstand, the towers of DVDs by the television.

The place is basically glistening, but I suppose the only thing I have to compare it to is my own room, which I swear half the time is a sentient being. Clothes and trash grow arms and legs and crawl across the floor, never for me to find them.

His clothes, on the other hand, are all put in their place, the floor isn’t a tripping hazard, and it’s just him.

“So, what’s the plan for tonight?” Jude asks, his voice sending a startled jolt through me.

He lets out a small laugh of amusement and rolls his eyes. “Sorry, did I scare you?”

My brows lower over squinted eyes. “No.”

“You’re a bad liar, Silas.” He leans against his desk and does this annoying click of his tongue.

“Yeah, well, you’re a bad host. You didn’t even give me a tour, so I’m sorry for taking a second to look around.” I try my best to sound mean, matching his usual snark, but it doesn’t come as easily to me as it seems to for him.

He gives a slow nod. “Right. Well, that’s where I write music.” He points at his desk. “That’s where I record music.” He points at his recording equipment. “And that’s where I produce music.” He points at his computer.

“Oh”—he continues, pointing at me—“and right there is where annoying nerds come into my room and call me a bad host.”

My mouth falls open.

“That’s what I thought.” He smiles at me and picks up a hoodie from the back of his chair, rolling it up and chucking it at my chest.

I recoil, pretending to be wounded.

“Ah! I’ve been hit! Lights fading … everything … going fuzzy …” I collapse to the bed, closing my eyes and letting my head roll to the side. There’s silence for a moment until I feel the mattress flex beneath me, then the weight of Jude’s crawling body placing an arm on either side of my shoulders. My breathing quickens, but I stick to my charade, not daring to move or open my eyes. I realize that Jude’s legs are parted over my waist as his knees press against my thighs. He slides a hand up my jaw and my eyes snap open when the pad of his thumb traces slowly across my chin. My stomach does a nervous flutter and a breath catches in my throat.

Is this … normal for him?

Trying my best not to be too judgmental, I consider how little practice I’ve had being a normal friend. Maybe this is what friends do. I mean, I don’t … hate it. Besides, I’m sure Jude doesn’t have much more experience with making friends than I do.

Jude smiles above me and lets his thumb trace my jaw, then shakes his head at me with a roll of his eyes.

“You’ll be fine, Silas.”

There’s a moment—that feels like a lifetime—of silence where he just stares at me, and I stare right back. Then he punches my shoulder with a laugh, crawls off of me, and heads to his bookshelves.

And just like that, the moment is gone.

“Come help me pick out a movie, Spaceboy.” He waves me over with a DVD case in hand. I try to catch my breath.

What … the fuck was that?







THE SPACE BETWEEN US

Silas

Jude never addresses what happened on the bed.

We end up picking out a movie, starting a marathon of time-cycle films—Groundhog Day, Edge of Tomorrow, The Butterfly Effect, etc.—and I must fall asleep on the couch at some point because Jude pokes me in the side, and it scares the shit out of me.

“You were snoring.” It’s dark in his room with the TV now turned off, but his face is illuminated with the soft blue glow of his phone screen.

I stretch my legs and realize I must have been asleep for a while because I’m aching all over. “What time is it?” My glasses are missing, and I can’t quite see the clock.

Jude doesn’t look away from his phone.

“Midnight. You slept through a super cringe one. You’re lucky.”

My muscles find the strength to pull me into a sitting position and I rub my eyes and spot my glasses on the coffee table. Jude must’ve taken them off of me.

I shake away the idea of him doing so and push them back on, stretching to wake myself up. “Oh, sorry. I should head back to my dorm.”

“You can stay the night if you want. If you don’t have class in the morning.” He shrugs casually.

My heart rate picks up as his boldness on the bed earlier today flashes through my mind.

“Sleep over?” I marvel.

He shrugs again, not saying anything.

We have spent the last several days together… . It couldn’t hurt. It’s for the data, really. If one of us trips in our sleep, the other should be there to observe.

It’s scientific.

“I don’t have class until 2:25. But, I mean, I don’t have any pajamas or clothes for the morning.”

Jude lets out a smug chuckle. “PJs? Are you five years old or something?”

I give him an annoyed glare. “What, do you just sleep in your sweaty, stinky clothes?”

He shrugs. “Birthday suit.”

The thought tickles my stomach at first as I think about him wound up in his sheets, cloth falling elegantly over carved olive-brown skin.

Then I notice that I’m daydreaming about him right in front of him and try to reel it in.

“So you expect me to sleep in a bed that you’ve rolled around in naked?” I try to sound disgusted and not excited.

“Not naked naked, geez. Head out of the gutter, Spaceboy. Look, if you don’t want to spend the night you don’t have to, but I have some tank tops and clean shorts you can wear if you want them.”

Wearing Jude’s clothes …

My brain switches from daydream mode to practicality mode as I realize that if I’m going to sleep here, I’m going to have to take off my binder. I’ve slept in it before and it was the worst pain in the world, not to mention literally deadly.

“I mean, um—”

Oh god I’m about to come out to Jude.

“I can stay the night, but I should probably tell you …”

It’s happening.

“I’m trans.”

It happened.

Jude swings his legs off of the couch and stands up, rolling his neck and pulling on his arms.

“Oh, okay. Tank tops are in that drawer over there.” He points. “Or in the one under it, there’s some shirts that should be pretty big on you if you want that instead. I’m gonna go make a pizza. You want some?”

I just stare at him.

Well, that was certainly a reaction.

It’s dark in here, but shapes come into focus as Jude pulls a pale blue graphic hoodie over his head and deep black hair flops lazily over his face as the hood passes over it.

Seeing him in a color that isn’t black, brown, gray, or army green is so jarring it’s hard not to stare. Angry and grungy Jude almost looks like he’s been replaced with someone softer, someone who shares his T-shirts and makes pizza at midnight.

There’s still no readable emotion on him. His thick black lashes press together and apart slowly. His eyes are half-closed staring down at the couch—at me.

“Pizza?” he asks again and I realize with embarrassment that I didn’t respond.

“Oh.” I push myself off the couch and to my feet. “Yes. Pizza.”

I guess we’re just not gonna talk about the trans thing either.
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It’s quiet outside of Jude’s room, other than the tonal beeping of the oven’s buttons. There’s a wall with kitchenware, a long counter separating the space, and then a living room with a round table in the corner. The table is a smorgasbord of music sheets, textbooks, CDs—original and home-burned—and unopened mail. Vinyls and album art hang alongside ’90s movie posters on the walls, while amps and guitar stands occupy the corners.

“I really like your apartment,” I whisper, taking a seat at the kitchen counter.

“Riley’s up, you don’t have to whisper. And thanks, I like your dorm, too.”

“Oh—well—thanks. I don’t have a lot of guests.” I’m embarrassed as soon as I say it.

Here we go.

“Is that so?”

His voice drips with sensuality and snark, and I glare at him until he looks at me. When he finally catches my eye, he smiles.

“Hey, I’m not judging,” he adds. “It’s kind of sweet.”

Okay, what is his deal today?

“You seem different.” I decide that’s the nicest way to phrase what I’m thinking.

He still doesn’t like it.

“What does that mean?” He sets down the pizza box and leans against the counter, his stare now accusatory rather than attentive.

My shoulders roll. “I don’t know, you seem …” But I really can’t think of a way to end it.

Not nicer. He’s still sarcastic and snarky and quick to snap.

The strange display of dominance at the boba shop was weird too, and it definitely wasn’t nicer. Maybe he’s acting more … empathetic? More invested?

“I seem …” He leans in even closer from the other side of the counter and I worry he can smell my nap breath.

My brain shuffles through words to finish his sentence. It almost feels like a ticking clock, racing against the ever-decreasing distance between our faces.

Think of something, think of something, think of something.

He’s really, really close to me right now.

New details of his face present themselves to me:

His eyebrows get wider halfway down the middle.

The ring in his nose is spun slightly, revealing the crack where the hoop clasps together.

There’s a thin trace of a mustache—barely noticeable—spreading across his upper lip, like it’s been a few days since he shaved.

His lips are tinted only slightly darker than his skin.

His eyes are a rich shade of walnut brown.

And he is really, really close to me.

And then …

He’s not.

He’s still in the same spot, yes, but he’s … far away. It’s in his eyes. They dim—not entirely, but enough for me to notice. Like someone sleeping with their eyes open.

There’s no intent behind them, no control, no focus. They’re just empty.

Vacant.

Far away.

It’s off-putting at first, almost scary. Then I remember why we’re here, what we’re doing, why we’ve spent the last three days together waiting for this exact moment.

He’s in a time trip.

I wrestle my phone out of my pocket and open the smartwatch app, remembering that I thought to sync it with Jude’s watch yesterday. Once I see the vitals are being recorded, I switch to my stopwatch and press start. Next, I pass my flashlight over his eyes to check for any responsiveness.

Nothing.

My eyes flicker over his body—more so than they have been all afternoon—and I try to take as many mental notes as possible.

His chest is rising and falling steadily.

His body is completely still otherwise.

Bright light doesn’t take him out of it.

Part of me wonders if I can take him out of it, and I decide it’s worth it to find out. My hand stretches out gently toward him, hovering above his arm that rests on the cold granite counter.

It feels wrong to touch him like this, but I need to know if we can pull each other out of the trips. He would do it to me. I know he would. He would probably pick up the nearest pillow and whack me across the face with it. Or he’d grab a cup of ice water and dump it on me.

My hand falls cautiously over his forearm, and I give it a gentle squeeze.

“Jude?” I try.

Nothing. Which makes sense, because no one has ever been able to pull me out of one before. When my parents were still learning about my “epilepsy,” they told the doctors that saying my name or even shaking me couldn’t get me out of an episode.

Jude is still, his palms flat on the counter, eyes trained forward and looking just past my shoulder.

“Jude …” I try again, giving his arm a careful shake this time.

Something happens.

He doesn’t wake up, but his breathing picks up in pace.

I hear the smartwatch beep as it alerts that the vitals are changing.

“Can you hear me in your trip? It’s Silas, I’m here. You’re responding, I think. Can you hear me? Come back, Jude. I’m here.”

My hand traces down his forearm and finds his hand, and for some reason, I take it.

The back of his hand is warm against my palm. Cautiously, I slide my hand between his palm and the counter, letting my fingers explore the soft flesh there. With an outstretched middle and ring finger, I find the curve of his wrist.

His pulse beats against my fingertips.

I taste that strange taste again—metal and earth —and there’s a stinging on the back of my neck which almost distracts me from the burning in my fingers.

But just the fingers that are tangled into Jude’s.

The heat grows stronger and warmer and threatens to turn into a burn before I pull my hand away and watch Jude’s hand snap away, too.

My head shoots up as I face him and see him staring at me with wild eyes.

“Did you feel that?” is the first thing he asks.

I nurse my aching hand against my chest and stare back.

“I felt it.”







THE TRIP

Jude

One second, I’m standing in the kitchen, leaning across the counter and wondering what’s going on inside Silas’s curly blue head. The next, I’m home. Well, the place I used to call home. Maybe if I could bring myself to go visit them, it would feel like home again. Now, it just feels like the place I used to live.

I’m in the kitchen, but this kitchen is entirely different from the one in my apartment. The apartment kitchen is small, cozy, dim, and cluttered. This kitchen is massive, blinding, and industrial with three countertops and an island. Calacatta marble—my mom’s specific request—coats each surface, expensive silver appliances plugged into every outlet. The floor is a shiny gray laminate like the rest of the house, and there’s a gray-and-white leaf-patterned backsplash along the kitchen wall. My mother likes to keep the house as sterile and clean as she does the hospital.

At the sound of my mother’s voice, I turn to the large window against the outer wall. She’s sitting at the kitchen table, working away on her clackity laptop.

“Did you hear me, sweets?” She reaches for a mug of coffee and takes a sip.

It takes me a moment to adjust to my surroundings and the body that I’m in.

I must be thirteen or fourteen?

“No, sorry. What did you say?” I hear my voice and the softness in it tells me that my voice definitely hasn’t dropped yet.

Mom stops clacking. “Your father and I need to run across town for one of his meetings later, but we’ll be home for dinner. We’re stopping by the market for cabbage and garlic—your dad is making pork pancit tomorrow for Lola and Lolo. Can you think of anything else we need for groceries?”

Lola and Lolo—my dad’s parents.

They were still around.

“N-no, I don’t think I need anything. Are they doing okay? Lola and Lolo?”

“Yes, as far as I know. Honey, are you alright?”

“Sorry, just a little tired today. Feeling weird.”

Mom’s brows peak with concern. “Did you take your meds today? Do you want me to schedule another appointment with—”

“I’m okay. You’re right, I forgot my meds. I’m gonna run back upstairs.”

“I’m here to talk, babe! I love you!” she yells, a room’s distance already between us.

“Love you!” I yell back.

The outline of my phone in my pocket is familiar—the phone I will eventually shatter against a concrete wall—and pull it out to check the notifications. It feels tiny in my hands compared to the phone I’m used to now.

Spam emails, Instagram likes, a relative’s birthday notification on Facebook. A text.

From David.

A wave of nausea passes over me.

What day is it exactly?

The date at the top of the screen reads: Saturday, March 30.

I open the calendar app to check the year.

2014.

A month before it happens.

I take a breath, relaxing. Then I check the text.

David: Wake up! Let’s jam!

I’m awake but I’m dreaming but you’re here so I’m both and I’m neither and you’re here.

I dig through my dresser drawers for a decent-looking outfit and lace up my boots.

A quick check in the mirror reveals my mess of hair, cropped much shorter than I’m used to.

My fingers run through textured hair, ruffling up the flat bits, making the middle part look less private school and more alternative punk.

All my equipment is already at the studio, so I grab my backpack and shove in a few music sheets and my composition notebook. My notebooks are heavy with ink scrawlings and sticky-notes, taped-in lyrics written on the backs of homework handouts. I don’t think this will ever change, or at least, I hope it doesn’t.

I thump down the stairs as my mom is scrubbing up the morning’s dishes.

“Meeting David?” she asks.

Soap bubbles float and pop in front of her. The thought this is my mom drifts by.

She used to be so different.

“Yeah, at the studio. I know, be home by dark.” I hug her with one arm and head out the back door.

“Thank you! Text me!” she yells as the door swings shut.

I lift my bicycle off its rack and wheel it outside, setting a course for the studio. The wind blows through my hair as I ride through the subdivision, surrounded by identical houses and manicured lawns and HOA-compliant tool sheds.

The route to the recording studio is still fresh in my mind. I remember each guiding landmark as I pass them by. The studio is free to use, since our bandmate’s dad owns it. Zander’s dad is a drummer, just like him. He’s super supportive of David and the Goliaths (guess who picked the name?). It started as just me, David, and David’s friend Nick before Zander heard us playing in the music room at school and asked to join. After lots of after-school practice, we tried our luck at a talent show. After we got first place, we started getting more serious and using Zander’s dad’s studio to record YouTube videos. The kids at school really took to it and we’ve been playing together for over a year now. David assures me the band’s popularity has nothing to do with his own. He has plans for an EP, which means I have a lot of writing to do.

At a stop sign, I pull out my phone and shoot him an update.

Jude: Around the corner from the studio

He responds in seconds.

David: Omw! Don’t rock too hard ;)

I’m the only writer in the band, but David helps. The other guys joke that they only keep me around for my lyrics, jokes, and to be their token brown boy—the Randy Jackson to their Journey and Freddie Mercury to their Queen. Of course, the Mercury jokes started because of my skin and have spun into my lack of interest in girls. Zander and Nick are idiots and they take jokes and teasing way too far, but I always have David to back them off. Granted, I’ve heard David say a bad thing or two about feminine girls at our school, but it’s more like I’m hearing it from his dad. I’ve spent enough dinners at David’s house to know that he’s been born and raised to be a Bible-thumping, slur-spitting white boy like his father. But in the shadows, when no one else is looking, he sheds his skin and becomes something softer and sweeter. Someone who tucks hairs behind my ears and scribbles hearts in the margins of my songbooks. Someone who meets me at the studio just so we have a place to be alone.

Our time at the studio tends to be spent laughing over ridiculous song lyrics, trying impossible guitar solos, guiding each other’s fingers against the frets as we try a new chord. We’ll try out different sounds and synths for hours, mixing in his vocals and my harmonies until we feel proud enough to call it a day.

But we never quite want to.

As I pull into the parking lot of the studio, I don’t see his bike, so I send another text that I’m here. He responds as I’m locking my bike to a lamppost. I glance my phone.

David: Almost there. Can’t wait to see u

My heart does this weird twitching thing, and I have to remind myself to control my breathing.

That’s all it takes.

That’s all it ever took.

It’s been almost a year since I last saw David. Well—in my own weird, time-fucked way. I guess it’s been a year since I went to the past and saw David. It’s been about five years since I saw him in the present—saw him for real.

I punch in the door code—0666—and it beeps and clicks before I push it open and step inside. The smell of leather furniture and wooden speakers overwhelms me.

God, I missed this place.

The designers must have been super nostalgic for the ’90s. The vibe is definitely MTV-core. It’s dimly lit, glows softly with neon lights, has vintage posters and sound equipment and an old-fashioned television that’s been turned into a fish tank.

This was my favorite place when I was in middle school.

It looks like someone was here today—some of the equipment is still turned on and there’s a track pulled up on the computer. I make sure to save it before clearing space for a fresh track and picking from the studio guitars. The studio couch feels like home as I settle into it.

I’m partial to my own guitar for practice, but the instruments at the studio are perfect for audio quality in recording. There’s a gnarly Fender Stratocaster that always comes out super vintage and crisp on the tracks, so I pick it up and give it a few strums, the sound waves bouncing all over the densely padded walls and humming sweet honey into my ears.

My heart aches.

I missed this.

There are a few songs I always play when I’m warming up in the studio for a recording session. The first song I ever wrote (“Lucky You”), my favorite Arctic Monkeys song (“R U Mine?”), and David’s favorite Black Keys song (“Tighten Up”).

I only get halfway through “R U Mine?” when I see light flicker on the other side of the laminated glass window of the recording booth.

I tug the headphones down from my ears and rest them on my neck, standing up and peering through.

David’s voice comes in over the speakers.

“Keep going!”

A smile spreads across my face almost as fast as the warmth spreads through my chest.

I slide the headphones back on halfway and settle back into the sofa, my fingers finding the frets as I grip my favorite pick. I start up where I left off, and as I reach the chorus, David comes into the booth with his bass guitar and a silver pick between his teeth.

He does a quick flick of his neck to push the waving sea of blond hair away from his freckled face, then pulls the pick out of his mouth and joins in on the song.

It takes a lot of focus for me to keep playing and singing when my head spins at just the sight of him. He’s just as perfect as I remember. Maybe even more so.

David usually sings lead and I sing harmony, but I started before him, so I’m singing the melody, and he finds the harmony with no effort at all. His voice is deeper than mine, it always has been, so the song sounds different from how we usually play it.

This is our best version.

We play all the way until the end, our eyes finding each other throughout, holding back smiles and laughs when we look at each other a little bit too long. David does this dramatic bass line and slide note at the end of the song, sinking to his knees and making a ridiculously dramatic face, and I double over laughing.

“You’re such a freak!” I give his shoulder a soft kick and he springs up, throwing his body weight onto the sofa and squishing me in return.

The guitar slides out from between us as we roll over and I put it on the stand, scared to break a(nother) thousand dollars’ worth of equipment.

“You’re the freak.” He nudges his head into my chest, and I let him slowly collapse onto me.

We’re sinking into the black leather studio couch, the lights are dim, and the amps are humming softly around us.

I look at him and for a second I forget he isn’t real—that this isn’t real. Well, it’s real, but it’s not right.

If I kissed him right now, would I wake up in the future and find everything was different?

The thought crosses my mind every time I see him.

But it’s never the right time.

It’s sick, I think, that I’m too early.

If I got the timing right, could I change things?

Could I fix it?

The thought occasionally crosses my mind. Could I go back and save myself years and years of torment? Screwing things up with David, losing him in such a permanent way, being outed and lied about online for all my classmates to see. Losing my friends, my school, straining my relationship with my parents. Reliving all these memories with David as a reminder that we will never be the way we used to be?

The delusion fades away in an instant as I hear a voice over the studio speakers.

“Jude?”

My attention snaps to the window and David jerks away from me. I’m sure one of our band members is on the other side of the glass, staring at us, ready to call us slurs like they do with the kids at school.

But I don’t see anyone.

“Did you hear that?” I ask David. He straightens himself out—an ironic but unintentional choice of words—and shakes his head.

“I didn’t hear anything. Why?”

He’s starting to get up from the sofa and I feel the moment between us slipping away.

I feel my version of David slipping away.

And then I feel myself slipping away.

“Jude … Can you hear me in your trip? It’s Silas. I’m here. You’re responding, I think. Can you hear me? Come back, Jude. I’m here.”

No.

No, I’m so close to when it happened. I can’t go now.

I fight to hang on. I fight to stay.

“David, don’t leave.”

His back is turned to me.

He doesn’t turn around.

“Wait. Just stop, wait—please, just wait.” I’m pleading and I can hear the pathetic desperation in my voice, but I don’t care.

My eyes are stinging, blurring with tears, and then my hands are stinging, and the entire world is blinking and fading and drifting.

The fire in my hand grows and I’m consumed by darkness and nothingness until I feel myself fall and fall and fall until I’m back in the kitchen. Silas is in front of me, David is gone, and my eyes are dry, but the sting of the tears is still there.

Still burning.

“Did you feel that?” is all I can think to ask Silas as he nurses his hand.

He stares into me with a tenderness that feels dangerous.

“I felt it.”







THE DATA

Silas

The wild look in Jude’s eyes settles and I watch it fade to something else.

Something sadder.

“Are you okay?” I reach for his hand again out of impulse, but he snatches it away from me.

“Sorry, I just … Sorry.”

My shoulders sink.

“It’s okay. Oh …” I realize the time is still running on my phone and I press stop.

00:53.16

“Fifty-three seconds …” I whisper to myself as I screenshot the numbers and open the smartwatch app. Jude puts the unopened pizza box back in the freezer and turns off the oven.

“I’m going to bed.” He grabs a protein shake out of the fridge and sips it on the way to his room. My backpack is in there, so I follow him in and grab everything I need to log the data.

“Can you do that in the morning?” Jude sinks into bed and pulls forest green blankets over his face.

“I’ll work in the kitchen. I … I hope you feel better.” I try not to pry, knowing how it can be coming out of a time trip.

But it doesn’t help that he doesn’t tell me where he went.

“Mmm,” he mumbles in response, and I watch the lump of blankets shift and settle.

I bring my things to the kitchen counter and get to work.
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After about an hour, I finally have all the information logged in the notebook—a detailed description of what happened, the numbers from the smartwatch, the weather, the time, the phase of the moon, which happens to be waning gibbous. Theories and comparisons line the margins of each page, desperate for some sort of correlation or even a clue in the right direction.

Exhaustion tugs at my muscles and I decide that data isn’t data until it’s repeated, so I put everything away for the night and creep back into Jude’s room. His blankets are rising and falling steadily and I’m sure he’s asleep. We didn’t discuss exactly where I would be sleeping and his bed is enormous so I know I could fit in there with him, but I decide not to risk pissing him off even more.

There’s a big sofa against the wall that faces his TV. I carefully tug one of Jude’s many pillows from his bed and set it at the end of the cushions. It’s long enough that I don’t have to curl up to fit on it, but I curl up anyway. There’s a knitted gray blanket on the arm of the sofa and I pull it up over my body and wiggle into a comfy spot.

Jude’s pillow smells like him.

“Good night, Jude,” I whisper into the darkness around us.

He doesn’t respond.
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The next morning, I wake up to the smell of pizza.

Light seeps in through the windows and I shield my eyes from the sun. The time on my phone tells me that it’s nine o’clock.

I pull myself off the couch and feel around the side table for my glasses. As the world comes into focus, a chill travels down my spine and I realize the air-conditioning must have been blasting last night because I’m absolutely freezing. One of Jude’s black hoodies is draped over the couch, so I pull it over my bedhead and make sure to breathe in its scent as I slide it on.

It’s oversized for him, so it’s huge on me.

I squint toward Jude’s bed and spot an empty pile of sheets.

“Jude?” I wipe sleep from my eyes and stumble toward the door, peeking into the hallway for any signs of life.

A melodic humming drifts from the kitchen and I follow the sound.

“Well, hello, good morning.” Jude flashes a charming smile, eyeing the hoodie. He spins to slide into a pair of oven mitts, mouthing along to the quietly spinning Rolling Stones record.

This is certainly a divergence from last-night-Jude.

“Morning …” I’m cautiously awaiting the next mood change.

He pulls the pizza out of the oven and sets it on the stove, dropping the mitts and slicing it into eighths.

“So …” I start. “Did you sleep well?”

Jude keeps humming and gets a couple of things out of the fridge, moving swiftly and weightlessly through the kitchen.

“I guess so. How was the sofa? You looked cozy this morning.”

He was watching me sleep?

No, he just had to walk past me to get out of the room.

He wasn’t watching me.

… Did I really look cozy?

“It’s a nice sofa, yeah, I slept well, too. No time trips or anything. Speaking of which …” I start.

“Your drawstrings are uneven.” Jude looks up from the oven from across the kitchen.

I look down at the strings of my (his) hoodie, which are only slightly different lengths.

When I look back up at Jude, he’s already on his way over.

“I’ll get it.”

He says it like there’s no other choice.

His hands wrap around the white strings, a pointer finger twirling the right one before giving it a gentle tug.

I find myself holding my breath.

Jude’s face is inches from mine, his brows even as he measures the height of the strings, bringing them to equal lengths. His hands linger on the strings, his thumb tracing up and down the cotton, eyes still pointed down.

I’m taking every opportunity to soak him in from this distance.

Just as I begin to study the dimple above his lip, he claps me on the shoulder.

“There,” he says decisively. “That’s better.”

His lips part as if to speak before falling back to their usual—distractingly alluring—shape. “Thanks,” I whisper back.

I make a mental note.

Wear more hoodies.

“You were saying?” He steps away from me and opens up the fridge.

I don’t want to upset him—I don’t want to ruin the magnetism in the air between us right now—but we do need to talk about it.

I lower my voice. “Do you think you could tell me where you went on your trip last night? And how long you were there?”

Jude opens a can of soda and the tab pops loudly.

We just look at each other for a second.

Then his gaze falls to the can and he takes a drink.

“Why?”

I try not to sound frustrated even though it’s getting hard not to.

“For the data. For our … project,” I murmur.

Jude sighs and rolls his neck. “Yeah, okay, fine. And Riley left for work, don’t worry, they’re not eavesdropping, paranoid.”

I try to let myself relax.

“Okay. One second.” I run to the bedroom, get my notebook, and run back.

“Alright, go ahead. Where did you go?” I click my blue pen.

Jude takes a bite of his pizza. I have to wait for him to finish chewing before he responds.

“2014. Saturday, March 30.”

“Weather?”

Jude scrunches his nose. “I don’t know. Sunny? Partly cloudy?”

“What time, if you can remember?”

“I was there from about eleven o’clock in the morning to one in the afternoon. It was just enough time to talk to my mom, ride to the studio, and …” He trails off, making one of those I’m not going to tell you what I’m thinking faces.

I step in. “So about two hours, okay. And is that a normal amount of time for your trips?” I keep taking notes.

“Sometimes, yeah. I don’t know, there’s no normal. It feels totally random, like the universe is saying ‘fuck you’ and shoving my head in the shit-dumpster that is my past. Like, ‘Here’s the worst days of your life! Outed to the entire school? How about when you realized none of your friends really cared about you? Oh, or losing your entire identity to the point even your parents don’t feel like they know you anymore? Yes, how about you live the next five years in constant fear and confusion of why this is happening and what you did to deserve this. It’s a cruel joke. I don’t even know the point of writing this shit down.” Jude leans forward, elbows on the counter. He lets out a long sigh, and the tension in his shoulders softens.

Jude has mentioned his past to me in only short bursts. I’ve tried to lure more out of him, but he’s tricky. It’s fragments. But now that he mentions being outed, I vaguely remember the gossip making its way into the edges of my circle. I never thought badly of him, but I can’t imagine what it would be like to be outed like that—middle school is traumatic enough. I mean, it took me a long time to feel comfortable coming out myself. I can’t imagine what it would’ve been like to lose the safety of choice.

Jude shifts, and for a moment, I think he wants to apologize for his attitude. Instead, he pops his knuckles. “It’s just … I don’t know. Anything else you need? Blood type? Piss in a cup? Maybe a sample of my DNA?”

An awkward silence follows.

“Ahem.” I adjust my posture. “Look, I’m sorry if the questions are a lot. It may feel random to you, but if we write down all the details, we might see something in your experience that lines up with my own data. And if we find a common denominator for the trips—if we find a trigger or a catalyst—we could find a way to control it. Or stop it from ever happening again. We’re both after the same thing.”

Jude softens, jaw unclenching. “I know. Sorry.”

Tension hangs in the air between us. Jude takes a decisive breath. “You really think you could do that?”

“You’re the one who met future-me. Didn’t he say I could help you?”

He nods. “Yeah, he did. I don’t know—it just seems too good to be true.”

“Well, I’m the smartest person I know, so if he says I can help you … I believe him. I think we can do this, Jude. Just a few more logs of the trips; hopefully we can cross-reference them with mine, see what we come up with.”

“How many more trips?” he presses.

“I don’t know. I’ll see what I can get from this one. Could you hear me when I spoke to you during your last trip?” I start a new bullet point in my notes.

Jude nods. “Yeah, I could hear you. It sounded like you were there. And then I felt it, that pulling feeling. Things were starting to fade away and it was like David couldn’t hear me anymore. Then it was dark and my hand was burning, and then I felt myself fall and then it was you again. In front of me. But yes—yeah—to answer your question. I could hear you.”

I try to avoid asking who David is.

“Have you ever heard anyone else during your trips?” I ask instead.

“No.” He looks at me and into me. “Only you.”

Auditory link between J and S in time trip? I write.

I look at my hand, half expecting there to be a burn mark or deep red tint to it from last night, but there’s nothing.

“The burn. It was weird.” Jude notices I’m looking at my hand.

“Weird is one way to describe it,” I respond.

He looks at his hand, too, and then tenses it and stretches it out.

“What do you think happened, Bill Nye the Silas Guy?” He takes the last bite of his pizza.

I roll my eyes and study my notes.

“Well, no one else has ever told me they got burned from touching me, so I’m guessing it’s a weird time-traveler quirk?”

Jude knits his brows. “So we can’t touch—like—at all?”

He almost sounds disappointed, but I convince myself it’s wishful thinking.

“We’ve touched before.”

I think back to his bed, his legs against my sides, his thumb sliding across my lower lip.

The prick smiles like he knows exactly what I’m thinking.

“Oh, yeah. Let’s try it again, then. For your data.”

I’m grateful that Jude is the one that has a smartwatch between the two of us. If I were wearing the watch, it would be a dead giveaway.

BPM increase.

“Are you sure?” I don’t know exactly how much of it he wants to re-create.

He nods firmly, extending a hand toward mine.

Oh, his hand. I can do that.

Probably.

“Okay.”

I reach my hand out, hovering it above his palm for a moment.

There’s a faint prickle in the air between us, but it’s not painful, not a sting.

My hand lowers onto his and …

Nothing.

The world doesn’t fall apart, our hands don’t catch fire; a clock ticks softly in the background, and I know time is passing the way it should.

“Weird,” Jude says, still holding my hand.

“Weird,” I say back.







DAVID

Jude

After Silas leaves, my room feels even emptier than normal. The couch is still dimpled where he slept, blankets messy and wrinkled. A few blue strands left behind, stark against the white pillow. My albums in the record box, parted where his fingers passed them over. My guitar stares at me with angry brows.

You let him keep the hoodie, it says. What parts of his skin has it kissed?

I shake the thought away.

Crossed wires are the last thing I need right now. Silas is a vintage soundboard, all blue cords and lavender switches, some lines tangled, some switches flipped, some wires live and flailing and hungry for answers—for something to keep them grounded.

I couldn’t be further from what he needs.

My bed lures me like a siren song, even though it’s barely past breakfast time. A memory flickers in the back of my mind like a glitch on a television screen. Silas, playing dead on this very bed, helplessly sprawled. Me, hovering above him, wondering who this strange boy that wandered into my life is. Wondering how someone so different than me can be so the same.

It was too much, probably, touching him like that. I shouldn’t assume my experience with what’s okay in a friendship is universal. It’s probably the opposite.

Ugh, the past week has been fucking exhausting. Spaceboy is busy today anyway, so I need whatever rest I can get.

The bed dips and yawns, accepting me in a warm embrace. My eyelids flutter closed, my thoughts whirling with Silas and David and you’ve never been good at this and sick and wrong and it isn’t meant to be.

And then I fall.
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Instead of slowly wading into my new reality, I’m slammed into it. I’m sitting on a tall balcony, chest braced against a handrail and feet dangling over a sunset-lit driveway below. David’s driveway. My body jerks backward, reacting to the violent thrust into the past, but a hand on my shoulder steadies me.

A young David’s dark blond eyebrows twitch with concern. “You okay? You had one of your … episodes.”

My chest heaves, head spinning as I try to get my bearings. By episodes, David must mean how I sometimes space out for up to several minutes at a time and then act differently once I come out of it. I’ve never really been perfect at the whole imitating-the-old-Jude thing when I’m borrowing my younger self’s body.

“I—I’m fine. Sorry.”

David smiles, turning over his shoulder to the windows behind us. After confirming our privacy, he takes my hand in his.

“Don’t be sorry. I just worry about you.”

My eyes fall to our hands, heart aching.

This, just this, I would give anything to keep.

After a long silence, David sighs. “You know, my aunt gets like you sometimes. Loses herself, doesn’t know where she is. But my uncle, he … he always knows how to get her to come back. So maybe I could be like that for you. Just keep coming back to me.”

Oh, I think, softly.

This is why I fell in love with you.

“David …” I start, painfully aware of the warmth in his fingers.

“I know, I know. Stop comparing us to married couples. Just saying, I’d make a great wife.” He shrugs, smiling with lips curled to one side in that way that always made me laugh.

My chest shakes with a laugh that feels dangerously close to a sob. “You would totally be the wife,” I joke back.

He kisses my hand, winking. “In your dreams.” With that, he stands from the balcony and climbs back into his bedroom window, offering his hand to help me in. I follow behind him and try not to think too much about him dropping my hand as soon as we step inside.

David’s bedroom is just as I remember. Soccer trophies on the walls, a full bookshelf of CDs and vinyls, posters of Metallica and Guns N’ Roses and The Animals. A mishmash of his personality screaming it in true David fashion—loud. It makes me wonder how he can keep the best parts of him so quiet.

“My dad’s making chicken legs for dinner,” David says, flopping onto his bed. “Not nearly as good as that Filipino dish your dad makes, though. The adobo? I dreamt about that for weeks.”

I flop down next to him.

The first time David came to my house, I was terrified. I’d been to David’s several times already, but his parents insisted on meeting mine and seeing where I live before letting him stay over. I was the rascally brown kid that David was always hanging out with, that he’d even brought to church with him a few times. It was hard not to feel like an outsider. Especially when I saw how David’s father relaxed once he saw our two-story home in the suburbs—nearly identical to their own—and my white mom waiting in the doorway.

My arms spread out on the bed behind me. “You should come back to my house soon.”

David rolls onto his side, staring down at me with a smile. “I’d like to.”

I think back to my first day of middle school, the knot in my stomach at the thought of a new beginning. Glancing around the room, wondering if I could find an ally amidst the sea of white faces that felt worlds away from me. The blond boy sitting next to me with a gap-toothed smile and a laugh that could shake the earth.

“I’m David,” he said. “You look scared!”

He had no idea. Because what I should have been scared of, ironically, was him.

Scared of the way he took me under his wing from that day on. The way I felt every time I saw him. He was everything I wanted to be. He was happy, carefree, gorgeous, hilarious, and loved.

We clicked instantly. I joked, he laughed. He ran, I chased. I sang, he harmonized. We became a pair, inseparable, each a phantom limb of the other. I became his last name—David And Jude.

“You’re daydreaming again,” David whispers with a smile.

I blow a puff of air onto his face, and he wrinkles his freckled nose, poking my stomach in return. A creak comes from the stairway down the hall. David rolls away in one swift movement, sweeping his phone from the nightstand and scrolling through it on the other side of the bed.

I jump too, feeling my pocket for my own phone and scrolling through pages of long-abandoned apps to find the calendar.

2013. June. It’s summer, which means I’m thirteen and David is fourteen. He’s repeating seventh grade, which I’m grateful for, because we’ll finish at the same time. His dad, on the other hand, wishes he would spend less time on music and more on homework. Never gonna happen. I wonder if he’s still with—

“Ashley M. is totally freaking out at me. I think I have to dump her.”

Sourness twists in my stomach. “Oh god. What now?”

Somehow, David juggled girlfriends, school clubs, friends, church, schoolwork, and his family.

When it was only us, every day was exciting and new, wild and impulsive. When we got into trouble, he laughed it off, which was reward enough to make it worth it. But when he started dating, I watched him change just a little bit each time. He would pick up their traits, tease me a bit more than he normally did, spend a little less time with me, keep me out of the loop. Then they would break up and he would be mine again—my David. Who holds my hand under the table, who tangles himself in my limbs under the guise of sleep, who turns my mic up in his headset at the studio.

Why do you do that? I’d asked him the first time I caught him doing it.

Because your voice is the only thing that matters.

“She’s mad I haven’t called her this week,” David says. “She’s so clingy, it’s ridiculous.”

“Your girlfriends are always ridiculous,” I say before I can stop myself.

David laughs, kicking my shoulder gently with his socked foot. “Jealous.”

“You wish.”

A joke. That’s what the idea of us together had to be. Because anything else was impossible. So much, that when I tried to entertain the idea of anything else, the universe ruined my life because of it.
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When I snap back out of my time trip, I’m drenched in sweat. The midday nap was not kind to me. It’s straight to the shower, steaming hot water, and a playlist so loud, the neighbors above the apartment bang on the floor.

Fuck you, it’s been a fucking day.

The next song on the playlist reminds me of a set that David and the Goliaths played at a school festival once. I was nervous out of my mind, but seeing David next to me made everything okay.

He was a vision. Ash-blond waves cascading to his shoulders, freckles splattered across his nose, sweat dripping from his brow. Always wearing that leather jacket and those beat-up Doc Martens. Singing up on a stage next to him and catching his eyes during our sets … those were the greatest moments of my life.

I’ve spent what feels like forever wishing I could forget about everything that I lost when I lost David. The universe or god or karma, however, has been making it damn near impossible to do so. I could only ever wish there were a way to stop reliving this cyclical Groundhog Day of the cosmic joke that is my past.

Hope.

It’s bullshit. That, I decided a long time ago. I’d abandoned it, too, until I met a curly-headed sea of blue and galaxies and a childlike conviction of plausibility. If he does what he says he can—if we can pinpoint why this is happening to us—maybe we can control it. Maybe then I can fall back into that day where it all went wrong and keep myself from ruining everything. God, imagine a world where I’m more worried about my future than my past. I could have a normal life with a consciousness that stays where it’s supposed to, a family that isn’t so disappointed in me, and David, finally, David.

“Yo, Jude!” Riley pounds twice on the bathroom door. “Smokin’ in five!”

I snap out of it, rinsing out the last of my shampoo. “Alright, wait up!”
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The smoker-friendly tables are abandoned, thankfully. Illinois is trying to legalize weed, but since we’re still not exactly of age, Riley and I have to watch for narcs while we smoke.

They pass me a baby joint, pulling out their phone, probably to text their partner. Riley and I are similar in that our worlds revolve around music, homework about music, and smoking to ease the stress of that homework. But where depression, trauma, distant parents, and a supernatural curse of time traveling dig their claws into my life, Riley’s is cupped softly with a loving partner, parents they visit every weekend, and the uncanny ability to not give a shit. In the good way—where one bad day doesn’t ruin their week.

I’ve come to admire this about Riley since moving in together last fall. My parents helped me find an on-campus apartment so that I would have some sort of head start to adulthood, but they insisted I live with a roommate.

We worry about you, Jude, they said. What they meant was, We’re scared of what you’ll do if you’re alone.

So I posted a Craigslist ad: LOOKING FOR ROOMMATE, MUST LOVE MUSIC, MUST BE 420-FRIENDLY

And Riley found me. That was all it took. They never asked about my spacing out. They never really asked about anything. We smoked together, did homework together, walked to the mess hall or to class. But the dynamic was established quickly—we didn’t have to put in the effort to befriends. We still don’t. What we are is simple enough and it works.

“Oh,” Riley says, “isn’t that your new pet?” Across the street, Silas and a friend are walking toward the bookstore. Silas is waving cautiously as if he doesn’t know if he’s allowed to.

I take a long drag of the joint and hide a smile best I can. The mint paper sits between my pointer and middle finger as I wave back.

Hope, I think. Stupid.







SUITE LIFE

Silas

I don’t think I’ll ever figure Jude out.

He’s been acting weird since—well—since I met him, but particularly since his time trip last night. On the walk back to my dorm this morning, the cogs in my brain crank and catch, trying to work it out.

What changed?

I think it has something to do with what happened while he was in his trip, not that he would ever tell me what that really was. Jude’s secrecy about his past is hard to ignore, but I understand it, to a certain point. It just makes me wonder, sometimes, if it’s a good idea to trust him. My only reassurance is that a future version of me trusted him enough to share my secret with him, so he can’t be all bad.

But I don’t trust that he won’t hurt me.

Not physically—Jude plays around and teases, but he would never throw a punch, not at me. He has a lot of anger, but nothing he would direct at me in that way. I’m more scared that he’ll keep looking at me the way that he does, keep flirting in what I’m sure he thinks is a totally harmless way. Then I’ll fall, and I’ll keep falling until I break.
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My suitemates interrogate me as soon as I enter the living room.

“Where the hell have you been, Loca?” Ari is sitting sideways on one of the living room chairs ambiently watching YouTube with Vik and Taeo. Ari’s pink hair is soaking wet and hanging over her eyes like a wet dog’s while she fiddles with her Nintendo Switch. Her Joy-Cons are pink and blue, which has sparked the joke that it’s the “Trans Switch.” That joke also segued to address the fact that one of the trans guys in the dorm is blue-haired and the only trans girl, pink.

It was a hilarious observation, but it’s something I’m proud to share with her. I was so relieved when I saw her profile in my housing assignment.

Taeo is huddled under a blanket and hiding from whatever horror game play-through is on. Vik is sharing the same blanket with his cat—Thomas Kinkade Salcedo Fernandez—and ignoring the crochet project that’s crumbled up beside him.

“Just …” I pause to think. “Doing research.” Taeo and Vik make room for me between them on the couch. Thomas Kinkade kneads my leg dutifully.

These are my roommates at their core, I think painfully. Always making room. Ari drops her switch in her lap. “Research on who?” She draws out the last word with a dramatic raise of her eyebrows. The others stare in anticipation.

“No one!” My cheeks are burning and I’m grateful the melanin does its job of hiding it. “Just a project.”

Vik flinches at a jump scare on the screen. Thomas Kinkade runs off to his—Vik’s—room.

“It’s not a bio project, is it?” Taeo asks. “I totally missed it if it is.”

“No,” I reassure him. “Just something extracurricular.”

“Oh!” Taeo slaps his knee. “Speaking of bio, my textbooks for next semester are on clearance at the bookstore right now. Anyone wanna go for a walk?”

Ari picks her Switch back up. Vik lies back, pretending to be asleep.

Taeo smiles at me hopefully.

“I’ll come, I’ll come. Let me shower and brush my teeth.”
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Campus is quiet, even in the lunchtime rush. The upside of school in the summer.

“So, other than your top secret lab project,” Taeo says, “how’s your first semester going?”

“It’s good! Keeping up with homework. Not too overwhelmed yet.”

“Starting in the summer was a good call! Should make your life a lot easier. I’m dragging through my courses a little bit, but college is about more than just homework, right? What’s the point of all this if we don’t have a little fun to keep us going?”

A quiet laugh slips out accidentally. “I don’t know. To me, homework is fun.”

Taeo shakes his head. “That’s bizarre, man. I admire it, but I could never understand it.”

You have no idea.

He treads through the grass as we turn a corner toward the bookstore. “I’m gonna get you to come with me to a party this year,” he says. “You’ll have fun, I promise.”

I am positive that isn’t true. Plus, I don’t even want to know what alcohol does to my already lax consciousness. I’ve made it this far without finding out and now is not the time to be reckless.

“What about you?” I ask. “How’s your summer going?”

Taeo smiles, shrugging. “Not too bad. Less dramatic than last year.”

“What happened last year?”

He makes his eyes wide. “God, what didn’t? I guess I went too hard with the whole freshman year thing. Got caught up in boy drama that ended up being pretty soul-crushing. It was a shit show I wouldn’t wish on my worst enemy, but surviving it is what led me down the rabbit hole of the aroace spectrum. When I started to find other people who felt the way I did—didn’t want the things I didn’t—it was so … freeing. I guess that’s kinda how I feel this summer. Free.” He waves his fingers whimsically, flourishing into an arc above his head, complete with a whoosh sound effect.

A short fit of laughter transpires, the both of us waving our fingers and swiveling our wrists, whooshing down the sidewalk.

“Maybe I should take a look down the rabbit hole,” I say through a laugh, only half joking.

“You should! Even if you don’t identify with it, it’s a fun thing to read about. It really opened my eyes. Like, for the longest time, I thought being aroace was so black and white. I didn’t know you could be aro and still date, ace and still have sex. I thought there was only ever the option of a romantic partner or nothing. But it’s so much bigger than that; there are so many ways to be aro and ace. The community there is so widespread and so validating. We should scroll through my Tumblr sometime—I know! It sounds cringe. But I’ve saved tons of resources over the years. It’s like a goddamn archive.”

A smile beams across my face, and I bump Taeo’s shoulder—well, he’s much taller than I am, so more like his bicep. “Yeah.” I nod. “I’d like that.”

As we near the final street before the bookstore, a waft of weed blows by and reminds me of Jude’s bedroom. Of his green sheets and his messy bedhead and the ring in his nose, inches from my face.

When I search for the source of that smell—essence of Jude, minus the woodsy pine and incense—my heart leaps.

There he is, across the street, smoking at the tables with his roommate.

Without even thinking, I wave. Halfway through, I realize how weird it is to be waving at him.

He keeps smoking, but after a second—and what almost looks like a smile from this far—he waves back.

“Was that Jude Forrester?” Taeo asks as we keep walking.

“Yeah. He’s helping me with my project.”

“Jude?” Taeo repeats with emphasis. “Is that where you spent the night? Oh, please tell me you’re not … like …”

I shake my head. “No, no, definitely not. No. We are not sleeping together,” I tell Taeo.

“I’d keep it that way,” he says. “When I started last year, I went to GSA every week—which, by the way, you should also totally come with when fall classes start back up. Jude wasn’t in GSA, but Silas, I had to hear that name constantly. Everyone had bad experiences with him. Said he’d hook up and never call, ignore texts, miss dates. The guy is a train wreck.”

But it’s the traveling, I think, hopefully. That’s what makes him miss dates and ignore texts. I can understand that. In his own way, he’s trying to be distant. He just lets himself have the connection before he keeps that distance. That’s the difference between us. I don’t even let myself get close enough to have a chance at hurting them.

But can I blame him for that?

“I think he’s just struggling,” I say quietly.

Taeo stops walking and puts a hand on my shoulder.

“He’s got issues, Silas. He’s an angry person who cares very little for people’s feelings and has a lot of shit to figure out. I just want you to be careful.”

I nod, because it feels like all I can do. “I understand. I’ll be careful.”

Taeo squeezes the knitted fabric on my shoulder and nods. “Okay. Sorry to get all fatherly on you. Gross.”

“Gross,” I tease.
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Taeo finds his book in the bookstore: Biochemistry for the Pharmaceutical Sciences, vol. 1. Despite being on clearance, the price is still ridiculous. I was lucky to find several of my textbooks on eBay, even if some of them are worn down within their last inch of life.

On the walk back to the dorm, I flip through some of his pages. The book smells like it feels, which is brand new. The colors are bright and crisp, and the text is updated and annotated.

The content is intriguing.

“Tae, do you mind if I borrow this today?”

Taeo picks up a rock, then skips it down the empty road. “Yeah, go for it. You just want some light reading?”

My fingers pass over a line of text, making a mental note of the page number. “Yeah. Something like that.”
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After several campus-wide walks and an hour-long lecture, I spend the rest of the day at my desk rereading my time-tripping notes. Pages upon pages describing the lengths of each trip, the nature of them, the environmental components that day. It’s premature, since the data haven’t been repeated, but I study the page from Jude’s trip last night. We’ve added a new category, one that I hadn’t thought to associate before.

The vitals.

I never owned a smartwatch; I wouldn’t have even thought to wear one during a time trip until Jude proposed his own. He mentioned faking sickness as a kid, that his mom would sometimes check his vitals to verify his illness. It’s a small addition to the notebook, but one I find myself stuck on.

Could there really be a connection there?

Jude’s heart rate seemed to slow significantly during the trips, like a hypnotic state. It picked back up about thirty seconds into his trip, when I started calling to him. He was definitely reactive to it, and I assume there was a spike when our hands touched. I try to think back to the feeling, the overall sensation, the taste that keeps coming back.

Why metallic?

It’s almost like blood, that ironlike earthy taste. If there’s some sort of spike in the heart rate, it’s possible that there’s a chemical reaction occurring within the body.

I flip open the pharmaceutical textbook to page 76, finding the paragraph I’d spotted earlier. I copy down the words.


There are many factors to consider within the parameters of the body’s biological response to a given drug. The first being that whichever forces attract said drug to the receptor must be sufficiently strong and long-lasting. A force such as this initiates the sequence of events that leads to a biological response, and as such is defined as a chemical bond.



I skim down further, adding a sentence from a blurb on the side.


Incompatibility of Rh(D) bond shown through sample-discordant blood test.



I pull out my phone to text Jude, even though we’ve only been apart for about less than twelve hours.

Silas: How comfortable would you be stabbing me?

I think he’ll get a kick out of that one.

He doesn’t respond right away, which doesn’t surprise me. Instead of staring at my phone waiting for a text, I decide to get ready. I pick out one of my favorite sweaters—a knitted blue one with clouds patched on the front—and diffuse my hair. The hair deities blessed me today, because the iridescent blue curls come out shiny and coiled and perfect.

It’s around dinnertime when I’m ready to go and I hope Jude has responded because I don’t want this rare instance of actually liking how I look to go to waste.

Jude: (:<

I roll my eyes.

Silas: What are you doing right now?

Answer, answer, answer.

Jude: Nothing. U?

Silas: Nothing yet. Meet on the quad?

Jude: There in 10.

I smile to myself and grab my backpack.







THE SURPRISE

Jude

I didn’t think Spaceboy had it in him, but he’s actually surprising me.

He’s waiting at the edge of the quad, standing there in a dorky knitted cloud sweater—something that only Silas Turner would have. He bounces on his heels, hands clutched to the straps of his signature NASA backpack.

“You invite me here to impale you on the quad?” The moment it leaves my mouth, I fear the possibility of an innuendo.

To my relief, Silas doesn’t go for it. Only laughs. “Not quite. So the stabbing may have been a pretense to get you to come meet me. But it wasn’t a lie! I’ve been doing some thinking—”

“Dangerous,” I cut in.

“Shh! I’ve been thinking about chemical reactions and doing a little research, and I think it might be a good idea to examine our blood.”

I stare at him. “Don’t you think if there was something wrong with our blood, someone would’ve told us by now?”

“I used to think that, too. But then I was reading about drug reactions and chemical bonding … have you ever actually had your blood drawn while you’re in a time trip?”

It takes a moment to think back on, but I come up empty. “No, I guess not.”

“Aha!” he exclaims, and it’s nearly impossible not to burst out laughing. “Enter, my hypothesis. If we can take a sample of our blood during a time trip and find a way to discreetly examine the results, I may be able to locate any abnormalities and use that as a starting point to finding a cure!” He waits for applause.

I drop my head to the side. “That’s what we’re doing tonight? It’s nearly seven o’clock.”

Silas drops his shoulders. “Oh, Silas, that’s genius,” he whispers sarcastically.

“Oh, Silas, that’s—”

“I don’t wanna hear it. No, Jude, we are not doing that tonight. Tonight, I have a surprise for you. Not that you deserve it.” He mutters the last part under his breath.

Finally, I let myself smile. “Then I hope whatever we’re doing involves food.” My hand rests over my growling stomach.

Hesitantly, he smiles back. “We’re getting food on the way.” He turns and walks toward the parking lots. “I assume you’re not a vegetarian?”

I keep up beside him. “Oh, you assume, do you?” But he’s right.

“Well, I was going to go somewhere that has veggie options and regular, but if you just want the veggie—”

I cut him off. “I want the regular, Jesus. And you said ‘on the way’—on the way to what?”

“It’s a surprise.” He beams.

It’s kind of adorable and I hate it. “I’m surprised that you’re capable of surprises.”

Silas gives me a skeptical glance and rolls his eyes.

We get to his car—a little sedan that looks like it’s seen some shit—and guess what color it is …

“Is blue your favorite color?” I ask with as much sarcasm as I can muster.

“Yeah! My favorite shade is—” He realizes I’m joking and folds his lips in on each other.

“Go ahead.” I egg him on.

He shakes his head and unlocks the car, settling into the driver’s seat.

I take my seat beside him. “I’m serious, I wanna know.”

“My favorite shade is Space Cadet Blue,” he whispers.

It’s so hard to hold back a laugh.

Spaceboy, through and through, huh? I want to say.

But I fight the urge.

“I’ve never heard of it,” I say instead.

Excitement lights up his eyes. “It’s like a muted navy color. It’s the color of my sheets, if you remember. Oh—and the color of my hair.” He crosses his eyes and looks up into his bangs.

I suppress a smile and look out the car window.

I’m trying to remember the sheets he’s describing. I was a bit too distracted by the space-themed comforter and rug and posters and general sci-fi-headquarters vibe of his room to notice the color of the sheets, but I remember thinking the bed looked really pretty.

Really, Silas.

“I think I remember. You’ll have to point it out to me next time.”

I see him smile out of the corner of my eye.

We stop at this black-and-white-checkered diner about ten minutes away from campus. Silas gets a veggie burger with fries, and I get some bacon-burger atrocity. Silas tries not to look too closely at me while I eat it. We grab a couple of milkshakes to go and get back on the road for another twenty minutes.

“You gonna tell me where we’re going?” I slurp down the last of my chocolate shake.

“Almost there.” I can see his left leg bouncing in anticipation under the wheel.

We finally pass a sign on the road that makes everything click into place:

WHITLOCK PLANETARIUM AND OBSERVATORY: NEXT EXIT “Nooo!” I whine, mostly just to piss Silas off.

I actually have never been to a planetarium. It doesn’t seem entirely uncool.

Silas insists, “Just trust me! It’s the best place on Earth. And they have this observatory with two floors and there’s this insanely powerful telescope where you can see every single star in the sky. You can even go up on the second floor and look through the glass ceiling at them and there’s no light pollution or anything. It’s amazing.”

He’s glowing just talking about it and I can’t help but smile.

“Okay, I’ll bite.” I nudge his arm.
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I’m glad we ate before, because the star show in the planetarium is long.

It’s kind of nice, because the food in my stomach has time to settle and we get to watch stars doing star things on a screen. I’m sure Silas is getting more out of the film than I am, but I still think it’s pretty dope. I almost understand why he’s so obsessed with space. He sits in his seat, reclined back, fingers pinching and fidgeting with the armrests as his eyes flicker in awe. This is his element, that’s for sure. I remember, absently, the feeling of writing a new song on guitar.

A boy so completely at home.

After about an hour and a half of watching stars explode and planets rotate, the lights flick back on, and everyone groans in sync as our retinas burn. We file out of the theater and into the lobby, Silas pulling me around to each trinket and newspaper clipping and placard in sight.

“Do you want to look at the observatory?” He asks it like if I say no he might just jump off the roof.

“Sure,” I concede and follow behind him.

[image: ]

Okay, fine, the observatory rules. Reminds me of the abandoned silos my friends and I used to hang out and smoke in. It’s kind of old and rusted on the inside, but the telescope part of it is pristine. Silas waits in line behind a few others to get a good look and then convinces me to come gaze at the stars.

I close one eye, placing the other against the lens.

They really are beautiful.

I’ve never seen a star so close-up. They still look like specks, kind of, but they’re more twinkly in the telescope. More blue. More alive.

“Do you see the big orange star?” Silas’s whisper tousles the hair by my ear.

I squint, searching. “I think so?”

“If you follow the tail of the Big Dipper in a downward arc, you’ll see a bright orange star. That’s my favorite—Arcturus. It’s 25 times wider than the sun and shines 113 times brighter. We don’t get to see how bright it truly is because it’s so far away. Isn’t that sad?”

I look away from the telescope and some little girl seizes the opportunity to push past me and take her turn.

Silas is looking up at the glass ceiling.

“Do you wanna go to the second floor?” I ask.

He looks like he’d rather go much higher than the second floor. He could do it, too, I think. Just float away.

A boy that belongs to the stars.

Silas smiles in agreement and I follow him up a long staircase. The floor at the top is a shiny dark metal, clanging and echoing under our feet.

Curiosity tugs at me. “Tell me more about Arcturus.”

Silas beams.

“Back in the 1930s, people cared more about Arcturus than they do now. Now it’s all about Sirius, the brightest star, but Sirius only has a luminosity of 25 Ls! Arcturus has 170! And in the thirties, they had this World’s Fair Exposition in Chicago—represent—and they focused Arcturus’s light through a telescope onto a photocell. Four different observatories collaborated—including this one—and transmitted the energy through telegraphs to the Chicago fairgrounds. Arcturus’s energy generation was so powerful that it turned on this huge bank of floodlights at the exposition and the crowd went wild. The sky was aglow with the energy of a star that had never had the attention it deserved on Earth. I wish I’d been there to see it. But, you know, other than all the obvious reasons I’m glad I wasn’t alive in the thirties.”

We both let out a little knowing breath, but I’m still marveling at his story.

“Where’d you learn all that?”

He shrugs. “Internet. Books. I’m studying to be an astrophysicist, remember?”

I recall the first conversation we had in his dorm, his mention of a cosmic future and finding answers in the stars or some Silas shit like that.

“Right, yes. Not an astronaut though?”

He starts walking around the metallic second floor of the observatory, his sneakers clanging softly with each step.

“No, not an astronaut. For one thing, I don’t think the episodes I have would be a very fun experience in space. You kind of need to be mentally present for that.”

I walk alongside him, sidestepping the few other people that are up here with us.

“But if the episodes stop?”

He shrugs. “I don’t know. Maybe. I’d be more helpful behind a computer than rocketing through the cosmos. The stars are beautiful from here, but I honestly think I’m kind of scared of being up there with them.”

“That’s surprising.”

“I’m full of surprises today, aren’t I?”

My stomach flutters and I tell myself it’s the milkshake.
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We spend most of the night at the observatory. The stars look amazing out here—we’re far away from any other towns, so it’s practically pitch black above us, only lit by the moon and stars. The moon is so detailed in this lighting. I can see the dips and blemishes in its skin. It’s like looking at the universe through a new set of eyes.

Slowly, we make our way back to the car.

“Did you have fun?” Silas kicks some gravel at me as we walk along the path to the parking lot.

I can’t help but smile. “I did.”

“I’m surprised you haven’t been here before,” Silas says. “I remember coming here on a middle school trip—I figured you were there.”

It takes me a moment, but I remember what he’s talking about.

“Oh yeah, I totally blew that off. I think David asked me to. We had somewhere else to …” The memory returns to me.

Oh.

Silas nods and presses his lips together, which means he’s swallowing a question.

I don’t want to talk about David with him, so I don’t.

There’s a long wooden fence lining the lot and I push myself up onto it, sitting on the top rung and feeling around in my pocket for a joint.

Silas climbs onto the fence and looks at me, then at the stars.

The night sky isn’t nearly as detailed as it was through the telescope’s lens, but from afar, it’s just as beautiful.

“I think I kind of get it now.” I pan across the sky, taking it in.

I can hear the smile in Silas’s voice without looking at him.

“Don’t get too excited,” he says, “or I might have to start calling you Spaceboy.”

My eyes roll and I kick at his shoe. “In your dreams. Hey, do you have a light?” I fish the remainder of a joint from the inner pocket of my jacket.

I extend the joint to Silas, who stares at me with big doe eyes before patting down his chest and back pockets.

“Oh, I don’t … I guess I forgot my lighter.” His cheeks flush.

My eyes glaze over him doubtingly.

“It’s fine. I’ll smoke when I get home. Did you want to spend the night again? I don’t feel super time-trippy.”

I doubt I’m going to time-trip a third day in a row, although Silas doesn’t know about the second.

Silas takes a breath. “Maybe tomorrow?”

A twinge of unexpected disappointment rises through me, and I swallow it back.

I nod. “Tomorrow. We should probably head back, then.”

“Right.” Silas’s voice is a whisper in the night.

I push myself off the fence and spring off the ground, Silas following behind me.

“Sorry about the lighter,” he says as we approach his car.

“It’s fine, Silas.”







LIGHTER

Silas

After I drop Jude off at his apartment, I buy a lighter.







THE GIG

Jude

I’m trying to wean myself off of smoking.

It sucks relying on it to get through the day. I’m tense and restless without it. Distracted in class. Well, more distracted. Every once in a while I think I’m getting sucked back to the past, but it isn’t that. It’s just the buzzing of the fluorescent lights and the itchiness of this fucking hoodie and the heat from this tiny classroom with too many people all squished together.

This particular English lecture is excruciatingly boring today and I can’t take another fucking second.

My hand shoots up.

“Yes, Jude?” Professor Ogleman squints in my direction.

“Sorry, I don’t feel well. Can I go?” I try to hide the irritation in my voice.

He sighs and nods. “I hope you feel better. I’ll email you the slides.”

I nod in response and grab my bag, rushing out the door.

The cool air feels nice on my face, and I breathe it in, trying to steady myself.

It’s too bright out here, so I fumble through my bag for a pair of sunglasses and start walking home. The smoking tables stare at me from across the way. It’s been a week since Silas walked past me over there, only to invite me to a night under the stars later that evening.

I remember the feeling of the joint in my fingers.

Don’t, Jude.

I conjure up an imaginary Silas. He repeats his instructions:

It’s better for the project if you don’t smoke—no outside influences on the data!

When he asked this of me last night, it sounded easier than it’s turning out to be. I mean, I want this thing to work. Of course I do. But I’ve never been very good at letting go.

Maybe quitting will be easier if I allow myself a little vice once in a while. I just won’t use it as a crutch the way I have for the past … let’s just say few years. If David hadn’t started me on smoking, would I have attached myself to it the way I do now?

Without the lulling comfort of marijuana, thoughts feel crowded in my mind.

David. Bong rips and laughing until we cried. David. Karaoke and fairground rides. I need to go back. I need to see his smile again. I was happy when I knew him. David And Jude. Who am I without David?
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When I make it home, Riley is smoking in the living room.

“Hey man, did your class get out early?” They take another hit.

“Didn’t feel well. I’m taking a tolerance break, fucking itchy as hell.” It’s not a total lie.

“Oh shit, sorry!” Riley puts their joint out. “I didn’t realize you were off! You okay?”

My weight sinks into the couch.

“I don’t even know anymore. I just don’t wanna be here. I miss David.”

“David?” Riley sits up.

“Yeah, David.”

“Are you guys … talking again?”

I shake my head.

Riley stares at me.

All that Riley knows about David is from a drunken game of truth or dare last year. I’d confessed to him being both my first love and my first kiss. Other than that, all Riley knows is that I lost him.

“Do you wanna … talk about it?” Riley asks.

My fist curls as I try to find it in my lungs to breathe.

This is too much. This isn’t what we do. Just because we live together doesn’t make us friends.

“No.” I get up to head to my room. “Forget I said anything.”

My body meets the mattress with a crash as I collapse into bed face-first. I let my hand trace over the empty spot next to me, soft linens passing under my fingers.

I twist a handful into my palm, closing my eyes and imagining that it’s one of David’s cotton band tees. That he’s watching me toy with his shirt, leaning forward as I give him a gentle tug.

He says my name into my ear.

I lean into him.

“David …”

My exhaustion drags me into the conjured euphoria of my own imagination and I drift off into nothingness.
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When I open my eyes, there’s a roaring in my ears so loud, I think I might be standing under an airplane. But then the world comes into focus, my ears tune in on the sound, and I realize how much I missed it.

Applause.

I’m backstage at the Vincent Theatre, the venue for our band’s first ever gig. It’s “Debut Night” which gets quite the turnout every year to support new bands playing for the first time. They do it every third Friday in the summertime, and I’ve been to it plenty before, but this is my first time on the stage.

And David is in front of me practicing bass lines on the couch.

Don’t lose your cool, Jude. Play this off.

I look down at the electric guitar in my hands and give it a test before tuning it.

“Sounds good, Jude,” Nick, our keyboardist, says, playing the notes I’m tuning to.

David looks up from his bass and gives me a smile I didn’t realize I needed as badly as I did.

“Play the chorus of ‘Thursday Afternoon’ for me, will you?” David chews on his bass pick while he flips through the music sheets.

My chest tingles with warmth as past-Jude’s memories come rushing back to me.

Like they never forgot, my fingers find their place on the frets and my voice carries out the lyrics.

David mumbles along as he practices the bass riff and absolutely nails it. Once he plays it a few times, his voice harmonizes with mine as we sing the song we wrote together on some Thursday afternoon, pretending the lyrics weren’t about each other. I’d almost forgotten the sound of his voice. It’s like it was made for mine.

A stage manager peeks into the room and taps on the door. “You’re on in two!”

Nerves wash over me. I know this Jude is used to this kind of thing, but I haven’t played in front of an audience in years.

I try to take a deep breath but it comes out in a tremble.

David catches my eye and slings his bass onto his back, motioning for me to follow him as he walks into a storage room.

“Be quick, you two!” Zander, our drummer, yells after us.

We stop just inside the door to the storage room and David cups my face in his hands.

“You okay?”

I revel in his touch.

“Just nervous.”

My breathing is even more unsteady now than seconds ago.

“I’m gonna be right next to you out there, okay? Just like in band practice—this is no different than that. Don’t look at everyone else. Just look at me.”

A smile tugs at the corner of my mouth.

“I can do that.”

I want to do so much more than that.

“One minute!” someone yells.

David winks at me and grabs my hand, leading me to the wings of the stage.

The emcee hypes up the crowd.

“Ladies and gentlemen, David and the Goliaths!”
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I can’t take my eyes off of him during the first few songs. The way he plays with such passion, his facial expressions shifting with each note. He loses himself in the music, his body twitching and curling and stretching in perfect rhythm.

He feels it all.

“And if you only knew, if you only knew. The way I look at you, way I look at you.” His voice.

David’s eyes are locked onto mine, the warm muted greens of his irises glistening under stage lights.

“If you only knew, if you only knew …” I sing in harmony, leaning into my mic.

David smiles and plays the bass like he was born doing it, not even a glance at the frets. His eyes are only on me. He takes a few steps toward me as the music builds and gives me this arrogant smirk, rightfully so.

He’s incredible.

As the instrumental part of the song approaches, he turns away from me and leans his back against mine.

I give in and press into him, our weights supporting each other as we overtake the song.

The audience roars and I remember just how good this felt.

Just how much I miss this.

Miss him.

I crane my neck over my shoulder to get a good look at him from this close up. I feel his wavy blond hair on my cheek. I feel the breath rise and fall in his chest.

The scent of his sweat and cologne exhilarates me. It takes everything in me not to grab his hand and run and keep on running without ever looking back.
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I somehow manage to make it through the rest of the set. Applause spreads across the crowd and I soak it all in, the adrenaline glory.

“Thank you! We are David and the Goliaths!” David grabs my hands and lifts it high while a final roar passes through the crowd. He keeps it as we run offstage.

“That was insane!” He jumps as he runs and I jump with him, two bounding boys, David And Jude.
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We say good night to the guys and split off to David’s car, strolling through the grassy lot.

“You were incredible! I mean, that solo!” I rave at him.

His cheeks flush. “I’m useless up there without you.”

I lean on the car, resting a hip against the door, elbow on the roof.

“I think you’d get on fine without me,” I whisper.

David stands a few inches in front of me and mirrors my stance, propping himself with his own elbow. “I doubt that,” he whispers back.

My eyes trace over his face, taking in each detail of him. I scan his olive-toned irises, his freckled cheeks, his thin shoulders. The curve of his jaw.

“Jude?”

When I look back up to meet his eyes, I think for a second that it’s Silas standing in front of me. The shiny curls of his cobalt hair, the bronze glow in his cheeks. The tug in his smile that creates a dimpled crescent moon at the end of his lips.

Feedback whines over the speakers inside the venue. I whip around, startled, and when I turn back, the mirage of Silas has faded. My heart sinks and so do David’s shoulders.

“Everything okay?” He places a hand cautiously on my arm.

I nod.

“Yeah, just … it’s been a weird night,” I say honestly.

“You can talk to me about it.” He sinks down to the grass beneath us, hugging his knees to his chest.

I sit next to him.

“I think I’m … I think I’m really fucked up.” The words come out in a whisper.

He pulls my head into the crook of his neck and wraps his arms around me.

My body sinks into his chest.

“You’re not fucked up, Jude. Why would you think that?” His fingers comb through my hair.

I try my best to take a deep breath, but it falters and shakes on the way out.

“I lost you … and I don’t think I’ll ever be over it.” Tears finally break free from my eyes.

David’s chest rises, pressing against my back.

“Lost me? Jude, I’m not going anywhere.”

This is so hard.

I can’t do this.

“You don’t understand!” I turn into his shirt and muffle my sobs, feeling his grip around me tighten.

He shushes me softly, stroking my back with his fingertips.

“It’s okay … you’re okay. I’m sorry. But I can’t understand if you don’t tell me.” He cradles my head against him as I tremble and fall apart in his arms.

I sniff and wipe my nose, trying to bring it together.

“We’re not going to last.” The words rip off my tongue like a Band-Aid.

David pulls back, releasing his hold on me enough that I can look up at him.

“The band?” His eyebrows tug upward.

I shake my head.

“Oh …” He chews on his lower lip knowingly.

So why can’t we say it? Just this once, what we really are.

“I just mean …” I try to cover myself, “we might not always be … together.”

“Well, what about right now?” He tucks a stray hair behind my ear.

I stare at him.

“What do you mean?”

“Well, you say we won’t last. But what about right now? Are you with me now?”

I think for a moment.

I am not here, but I am here. Asleep, but awake.

“I’m with you,” I decide.

“Then be with me,” he whispers as he hugs me tight against his chest, lulling me into a high better than any drug.

Then the thought of Silas tugs in the corner of my mind. The sense of safety aches with familiarity. Dangerously close to an edge that I know I can never reach.

I only just met Silas. Does it really matter how he makes me feel?

The weight of years upon years with David presses into me—memories of the closeness we shared that I was sure no one could replace.

It was always David, wasn’t it?

Didn’t it have to be?







JUDE’S SONG

Silas

It’s a Friday, so like every Friday for the past year, I do my testosterone injection.

When I first came out, I presented my case to my mom with a boatload of scientific research, along with a pre-written Q&A—all sources cited, of course. My mom was never an inherently transphobic person, which I was grateful for. But she’d also never been educated on anything to do with any LGBTQIA+ identity. So when I told her in my junior year of high school that I wanted to see a doctor for hormone replacement therapy, I didn’t know what to expect.

But still, she surprised me. She was grateful for my research, putting on her reading glasses so I knew she was serious. “If you’ve put this much effort into learning about this,” she said, “then I know you’re serious about it.”

It made me wish I’d told her sooner. Within six months, I’d had my first T shot. I was horrified of needles, but now that I’ve done it every week for a year and then some, it’s a walk in the park. I even help Taeo with his on Sundays.

While I am pretty confident with a needle, I’m not sure how Jude would feel about potentially stabbing me for a blood sample during a time trip. I’m hoping a finger prick is enough to do it—Ari is diabetic and has a bunch of lancets for glucose readings. I have the alcohol pads and general medical knowledge for it; all I need is for one of us to trip. So just in case it’s me who falls, I have to train Jude sometime today on how to get the sample.

Once I finish my shot off with a galaxy Band-Aid, I find Jude waiting for me outside my dorm building.

“Hey, Spaceboy! Long time no see.”

We saw each other last night.

“You’re funny, did you come up with that one all by yourself?”

I’ve started to get a bit more bold with teasing Jude back. It seems to shut him up for a while. My point is proven because he rolls his eyes but hides a smile as we walk to the boba cafe.

He’s humoring me by letting us get boba again after last time. I think he was more embarrassed about the cup than he let on, and he never explained what his deal was with Carsyn.

“Did you and Carsyn use to go out or something?” I ask as we get closer to the cafe.

He glances at me and then at the sidewalk beneath us.

“Or something,” he says.

I nod, as if that’s enough explanation for me.

It’s not, but I can tell when Jude’s done talking about something. It’s frustrating and I wish he’d open up to me, but I’m lucky if I can get a few words out of him that aren’t dripping in sarcasm.

“We don’t have to go to the cafe if you don’t want,” I offer.

He keeps walking, so I do, too.
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Carsyn isn’t working today, so we’re golden. Jude lets me order for him today—he seems to have softened up a bit since the planetarium. I get him my usual matcha with boba while I try an ube boba milk tea, today’s special.

It’s heavenly. I don’t know if I can ever drink a different flavor again.

“It matches your outfit,” Jude points out and I look down at my lilac sweatshirt and white sweater vest.

“Oh my god it does.” The soft lavender hue of the milk tea is almost an exact match to the shirt as I hold the drink against me.

“Here, I’ll take a picture.” He pulls his phone out of his pocket and I freeze up a little—no one has taken a picture of me in ages.

“I don’t know how to pose.” I hold my hands close to me awkwardly, clutching my drink.

Jude laughs. “Clearly. Here, just …” He reaches over and straightens my shoulders, lifts my chin, and positions the drink down a bit, still clutched in my two hands, so you can see more of the sweater.

“And smile.” He lifts his phone up for the picture.

My body is slow to respond, still in shock from being posed and prodded by Jude’s touch.

Somehow, I manage to lift the inner corners of my brow and press my lips into what I hope is a smile.

“Wow, that is sad.” Jude laughs again. “I know you have it in you! Say … Arcturus!”

I can’t help but smile.

“Arcturus.” My cheeks sting a little.

The shutter of his phone clicks over and over as he takes what I’m sure are a thousand photos.

“Okay, okay!” I’m laughing and pushing his phone away.

He dodges my hand and snaps a thousand more before I finally push his phone down onto the table.

“You’re an idiot.” I sip my boba.

“You love it, Spaceboy.”
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We hang out at the cafe for a while and work on homework—mine is a set of equations for trigonometry, Jude’s is writing responses to classmates’ lyrics on Canvas. I ask if I can see the lyrics he uploaded, but he tells me he’d rather play it for me.

I look forward to it the whole way back to his apartment. A gust of wind wraps around us as we walk, and we share a moment where we think we’re time-tripping, but the wind settles and we relax, laughing a little bit.

Eventually, we reach his apartment and Riley’s car isn’t in the driveway. A wave of relief washes over me. Not because I don’t like Riley—they seem really cool—but I’ve been enjoying this nicer Jude. Part of me worries that if Riley is around, Jude might backslide and distance himself from me again. Back to when-I-first-met-him-Jude. I don’t want to be toxic; Jude can do whatever he wants and act however he wants. I think I’m just … a little selfish, maybe. Or hopeful.

“No Riley today?” I try my luck.

“They’re with their partner, Ovie. He’s having this big party tomorrow, so I think they’re cleaning and prepping for it.” He unlocks the door and I follow him inside.

A forest-y campfire smell greets me like a warm hug.

I sink into it.

“So, what’s the plan for today?” Jude tosses his backpack onto the couch in his bedroom and flops onto the bed.

“Well.” I sit hesitantly at the end of the mattress. “I thought we would just hang out until we get another trip. And then during the trip, we’ll go for the finger prick.”

“Oh man, I don’t get to actually stab you? It’s just a prick?” He feigns disappointment and dramatically covers his face with his hands.

I think about crawling on top of him and taking his hands in mine, pressing them into the pillows above his head.

You’ll be fine, Jude.

“Just a finger prick.” I decide to distance myself from him right now. I don’t think I can be this close to him on the bed. I head over to my backpack by the door and dig through it, fishing out the alcohol swabs, lancet, and microscope slides.

“It should be relatively straightforward. We alcohol swab the finger, prick the finger, drop the blood on the microscope slide, and seal it in a case. Then I’ll bring the slides to the chemistry lab and check them out, see if there’s anything weird—and if there is, maybe we’ll start to get some answers.”

Jude is staring at me with a blank face.

“What?” I finish setting the supplies on the desk neatly.

He shakes his head. “Nothing. You really think you’ll see it in the blood? And how are you gonna get into the Chem lab anyway?”

“Professor Durham gave me a key for my lab project. I’m growing fungus. Well, technically, I’m identifying species of Ascomycota specimens based on criteria of their hyphae.”

Jude stares blankly, which brings a smile to my face. I love when my science talk shuts him up.

“So,” I continue, “I’m thinking with those high-grade microscopes, I should be able to see anything abnormal and compare it to a normal blood sample in Taeo’s pharma textbook. In theory, if there’s a chemical reaction occurring in the body—”

“I just don’t understand what you’re expecting to see. Time-travel dust?”

I let out a heated breath.

“Maybe.”

He rolls his eyes and reclines into bed, pulling out his phone.

“You’re the scientist.”
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It takes a couple of hours, but Jude warms back up. He’s like a cat sometimes. You never know what mood he’s going to be in, but if you leave him alone long enough, he’ll forget his grumpiness and snuggle right up to you.

Well, we haven’t quite reached the snuggling stage yet.

He’s fallen asleep on my shoulder a couple of times, saying nothing about it once he wakes up. I keep deluding myself with the notion that he might like me. But Taeo told me about his history, how Jude bounces from guy to guy, that it’s better to just stay out of it.

But the more time I spend with him, the less I can imagine keeping away from him once we figure this thing out. He makes me feel crazy, but so totally sane. Could I really say goodbye to the only person in the world who has gone through what I have?
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Jude’s strumming on his guitar, trying to work out the chords for his homework project while I sit on the couch reading chem notes. This is how we spend a lot of time together, each doing our own thing but in the same space. It’s my favorite way to exist with him, I think. Just knowing he’s there. It’s almost like grounding—I know I am secure at a point in time because he is here with me. And even if I disappear, he’ll be there, and part of me will know that while I’m gone.

I’ll know there’s a life outside of the one I get sucked back into.

“I like that progression,” I say after a while.

“This one?” He plays it again, humming the lyrics along to the tune.

A smile spreads across my face.

“It’s really pretty. Is that the homework?”

He rolls his shoulders. “Yeah. Give me a second to fit in the lyrics to the chords.”

His hums turn into quiet mumbles as he plays through the song quickly.

I know I shouldn’t listen, so I try my best to tune it out while I finish up this chapter.

He clears his throat after a while. “Okay, I’m ready.”

His eyes are on his guitar while he plays, but my eyes are on his.


It’s been quite a day, or has it been years?

I been tryna say it, so I swallow back my fear

Maybe this time

Will be just like the last time

Following the stars to land in your eyes

I been pretty far but you seem like you’re alright

Maybe nothing

Isn’t always nothing

Cosmically I’m comically indebted to a universe that

Swallows me and I can’t breathe

I’m hanging by a thread and I will

Pull and pull unraveling

a sweater that I outgrew long ago

You’d say I told you so

Maybe if you carried me or even if you buried me with

Stars and comets, raging rockets,

opened up the airlock and you

Set me free I’d finally be where I think

I was always s’posed to be

Finally be free



His voice trails as he strums the last chord, staring at the ground for a few thoughtful seconds.

“I don’t know if I’ll keep it with those chords, but—”

“No, I love it. It sounds perfect, Jude. It’s really good.”

How could something that comes from your mind be anything less than perfection?

He smiles—a real smile, which is rare—and sets his guitar back on the stand.

“Thanks. Maybe I’ll keep it.” He writes down something in a notebook and puts it back on the shelf.

I want to ask what the song is about—or who—but that seems like a button he doesn’t want me to press. “I hope you do,” I say instead.







SPACEBOY

Jude

Okay, fine, Spaceboy is growing on me.

He’s making things especially … confusing lately. I’ve been starting to wonder if it’s really such a good idea to go back and change things with David.

It’s always been the hope, right? Go back to the right day, make the right choice, keep David in my life. Keep my life. It feels like I lost everything when I lost him. My friends, my passions, my relationship with my parents. But the longer I spend time with Silas, the more guilty I feel for wanting to go back. The more I feel like maybe I’m finding … life again.

David is just such a huge part of me that I don’t feel like I can leave behind. But with all of Silas’s talk of paradoxes and butterfly effects, I wonder what I would have to lose to get David back. Would it even work? Would changing things back then mean this version of me that fixes the time-tripping ceases to exist? Or maybe it’s like, boom, I change the past and the universe explodes.

Three weeks ago, I wouldn’t have cared.

But toda
y, with a snoring Silas curled under my bedsheets, it’s all I can think about.
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Silas is a hard sleeper. We stayed up late last night watching a Doctor Who marathon—against my will—because apparently we need even more time travel in our lives. I didn’t complain, though, because the Eleventh Doctor was just so nice to look at.

Silas’s sleepy face against my shoulder wasn’t so bad either.

Carefully, I slip out of bed and make some breakfast: an eggplant breakfast scramble over rice. Silas finally emerges from the room once I turn on the blender for my smoothie.

“Morning, sleepyhead.” He has me saying the stupidest shit. It was ironic at first, not so sure anymore. At least it earns me a smile.

“Mmm, morning.” He sweeps tangled curls away from his eyes.

“Didn’t have any trips while you were sleeping, did you?”

It’s happened to him before, but not while we’re hanging out.

“Nope, just dreams. I don’t think I’ve ever been chased by a sentient periodic table in real life.”

A snort comes out of me and surprises me as much as it does Silas.

“A sentient periodic table?” I ask after our fit of laughter passes.

He shrugs. “Must be the chem quiz coming up. Memorizing the masses and atomic numbers is rotting my brain.”

“We just had a quiz!” I can’t believe there’s another one. How do I never hear about these?

Silas smiles. “I’ll help you study.”

“Thanks,” I say under my breath, still annoyed that there’s another fucking quiz.

I hate that class.

“So, what’s on the schedule for today?” Silas pushes himself up onto a barstool.

I slide him a plate of eggs and rice, sprinkling some red pepper flakes on top.

“I figured we could play video games, watch TV, snack, just hang out. Apparently we have to study for a quiz. And then tonight we can go to Riley’s boyfriend’s party? If that’s something you’d want to do?”

Silas is hard to read in terms of social interaction. He’s outgoing and personable, people sometimes recognize him from class and say hi, but he seems to prefer being in a quiet space and doing more low-key activities. Not a lot of parties or clubs or going out in general.

He also doesn’t seem to smoke weed, which is fine, but it makes me worried he won’t like the party tonight. There will be a lot of weed.

“Yeah, that sounds like fun. No boba today?” Silas takes a bite and lets out a satisfied hum as he chews.

“Ugh.” I swallow a bite of my own breakfast. “I don’t really want to see Carsyn this morning. Or hear your name come out of his mouth.”

My stomach churns at the thought.

“Ah.” He raises his eyebrows at me. “Am I yours?” His tone is light, almost joking, but for some reason it seeps into my skin.

Am I yours?

An itch crawls up my spine, stinging each vertebra like the temporal dimension tearing me apart from the inside out. But this isn’t a time trip.

It’s something else entirely.

“No,” I blurt out. “I’m just saying—”

“It’s okay, Jude,” Silas mumbles with a mouth full of food, “I know what you mean. I’m looking forward to tonight. I’m curious to meet your friends.”

Friends is a strong word.

Riley is my roommate. Then there are Riley’s friends. They’re all nice enough, we smoke together, attend the occasional party, share the occasional pizza. But I try to keep a line between us and friendship. We can’t be friends because that would mean attaching myself to something in this timeline. That’s never been something that felt worth it.

But now, maybe … if this stays …

I don’t know. It’s just always been easier to be alone.
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Silas and I don’t get lucky with a time trip all day. There’s a weird sort of tension in the air when we hang out, like we’re both waiting for disaster to strike. It’s strange knowing that at any minute, we could get pulled away and spend days or weeks apart. Well, for one of us.

I’m kind of glad that it doesn’t happen. We get through a few rounds of Mario Kart, some Overwatch, a couple hours of Minecraft. Silas is better than me at all of them and I hate him for it, except that I can’t hate him for it, because he’s so cute when he gloats.

We spend some time on the couch on our phones, half-watching Doctor Who. Our legs press into each other and neither of us makes a move to take them apart.

It’s nice. This is nice.

When six o’clock rolls around, we get ready for the party.

“What are you going to wear?” Silas digs through the tote bag he’s always bringing his clothes in.

“Hmm.” I sift through my closet. “Maybe a crop top. You wanna try one on?”

I hear the ruffling of clothes stop and look over my shoulder to see Silas staring at me, a deer in the headlights. I almost think he’s in a time trip.

“You still with us?”

He shakes himself back to Earth. “Yeah, sorry. Just thinking.”

“Shocker.”

“Ha. I—yeah—I’ll try one on. If you have one.”

Oh, Silas. Picturing me in a crop top, are you?

There are a few crop tops I would love to see him in—and out of—but a knitted one is perfect for him. He’s always wearing knitted vests and knitted shirts and everything soft and pastel. I don’t think I own anything pastel, but I do have a white knitted crop top I wore as an angel to Halloween once.

“How about this one?” I tug it gently off the hanger and hold it out.

Silas approaches slowly, like a dog sniffing out new territory.

“Do you think it’ll cover my binder?” He takes the sweater into his hands and presses it against his chest.

“It’s got pretty small armholes and a tight collar, so you should be covered. Try it on.”

I turn around to face the closet. I hear Silas hesitate. Then the fabric of his clothes shifting off his body. His shirt hitting the bed with a gentle plop. Another shift of fabric as he pulls on the crop top.

“Can I turn around?” I try.

“Yeah, you can.”

I turn. Silas’s curls are ruffled from the tight collar that passed over them. They’re floating even more celestially than usual, like the halo of an angel before me. The white of the sweater shines brightly against his rich bronze skin.

He’s got this look on his face—his brows tilted up slightly at the center, his round lips now pressed together in what’s almost a smile. Like he’s biting a smile back.

“What do you think?” he asks softly.

I take a step forward because I can’t help myself. I need to witness him in greater detail.

My eyes linger on every inch of him.

“I think … you have to wear that tonight.”







THE PARTY

Silas

Jude is being weird. Like, way weirder than normal.

He’s been nothing but kind to me today; his usual joking flirtiness seems heavier and less … joking. Taeo’s advice keeps repeating in my head, telling me to stay away if I don’t want to get hurt. It’s not my place to shame him if he prefers hookups and flings, but maybe since we have a lot in common and we’ve spent so much time together … it could be different with me.

Ugh, no, that’s stupid.

Pathetic, mostly, but also insanely stupid.
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After dinner, we head to Riley’s boyfriend’s apartment. I fully expect it to be an awkward night, since Jude is my only connection to anyone there, but I can’t say no to a party with Jude. My suitemates—mostly Taeo—have tried to get me to go to them this summer. It’s just not my scene. I guess it just seems like a scary place to have one of my time trips. I’m worried enough about sketchy people and sketchy drinks; I don’t need to add a possible lapse in consciousness to all of that. Plus, I don’t want to come back to being drunk at a party after being in my childhood body (with no alcohol tolerance) for weeks at a time. For some reason, the shift in biological structure amplifies the drunkenness when I come back.

It’s only happened once, and I don’t need a repeat.

Probably won’t be drinking tonight.
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We bring the blood sampling tools, just in case. It’s a bad idea to bring a lancet and microscope slides to a party with alcohol, but I’m keeping them all clasped safely in Jude’s sunglasses case. It’s not perfect, but it’s enough to keep us and the equipment safe for the night.

I drive us to the party, since Jude plans on getting wasted, as he’s said a million times today. I’ll probably end up holding back his curtain bangs while he pukes.

We can hear the music from the party as we pull up. It’s in one of those apartments that was once a small, two-story house. Jude tells me that Riley’s boyfriend’s unit is on the bottom floor and the upstairs neighbor is out for the weekend.

“Do you come here a lot?” I ask as we approach the front porch.

“Not inside, just to pick up Riley a couple of times. Ovie is really nice though; you’ll like him.”

I go to knock but Jude catches my hand and shakes his head.

“Not that kind of party.” He rolls his eyes with a smile and pushes the door open.

The sound is the first thing to greet us.

My eardrums are thumping in a way that makes me hyper aware of the blood pumping in my head. The music is some eighties-sounding rock with loud guitar and louder singing. There’s a thick cloud of smoke looming over the living room, made visible by strobing neon lights. The smell of Jude’s bedroom is a fresh linen compared to this.

Jesus Christ.

Jude’s face lights up.

“Wow!” I have to practically scream it over the music.

Jude gives me an enthusiastic smile and a thumbs-up before taking my hand and leading me through the apartment. I figure we’re looking for Riley, but I don’t bother trying to ask.

It is so loud in here.

The overstimulation is a bit too much for me, but my headphones are clipped to the side of my backpack, so I slide them over my ears and relax into the muffled ambience. I reach again for Jude’s hand, and he takes it without a second thought.

After a few turned corners and awkward collisions with other partygoers, we find Riley and they throw us both into a hug.

“I’m so glad you two are here! Silas! Hi!” Riley grabs my face in their hands and pets my cheeks.

Jude hides a smile.

“Such soft skin! Wow! Jude, feel his skin!” Riley keeps petting.

Jude takes Riley’s hands and puts them back down. “Are you high already?”

Riley smiles a huge smile.

“I’m so high!”

Jude laughs and puts up a finger to me: hold on a second. He takes Riley out of the room.

And then I’m just standing in the middle of all of these random people I don’t know.

And I’m sober.

And alone.
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I end up wandering around, looking inside bathroom cabinets and bedroom drawers (okay Ovie, I see those Magnum condoms). Snooping is the best way to learn about someone, in my opinion. Yet, I never find myself snooping in Jude’s things. Part of me feels like he’ll tell me if it’s something he really wants me to know. Part of me hopes he’ll offer everything to me freely.

On my way out of the bedroom, something touches my leg and I jerk back, scared I’m about to trip over an unconscious body.

I look down and see the cutest cat ever instead. Don’t tell Thomas Kinkade Salcedo Fernandez.

This cat is tiny and black and fluffy with a perfect white circle on its head.

“Oh my god. You are the greatest thing … I have ever seen.” I crouch down to pet it.

It presses its head into my hand, nuzzling into my palm.

“I am going to cry,” I tell it.

“She’s pretty cute, isn’t she?”

I look up and Carsyn is leaning against the wall, arms crossed.

The cat stands on her hind legs and presses her claws lightly into my cropped sweater.

“She likes being picked up.” Carsyn points at her.

Carefully, I scoop her into my arms and she folds right in.

“What’s her name?” I stand back up.

Carsyn pets her. “Luna. Ovie got her freshman year; she’s the best. She’s got great taste, too.”

I feel myself grow a little warm.

“Yeah, I guess so.” Jude’s confidence is rubbing off on me.

Carsyn looks at me with a soft expression, a smile tugging at the corner of his lips.

“I wasn’t expecting to run into you tonight. I’m really glad you’re here, Silas. You look amazing—that top!” He tugs on the bottom of my shirt and we both laugh a little.

“Yeah, I wasn’t expecting to see you either. It’s nice to see you in something other than your tea shop uniform.” I chuckle a little and then get embarrassed at how I phrased that.

“I know, I do actually own other clothes, I promise.” He chuckles back.

He’s wearing a peach-colored ringer tee with straight-leg blue jeans and expensive-looking Nikes. I spend a little longer than I’d like to admit looking at the fit of those jeans.

“You look really good,” I manage to say.

He smiles. “Thanks. So, how do you know Ovie?”

He has a drink in his hand and I don’t notice it until he takes a sip.

“Oh.” I give the kitty in my arms a couple more pets. “I know Riley. They’re Jude’s roommate.”

Carsyn’s brows lift and fall, barely visible under red curls.

“Right, I’ve seen you hanging out with Jude. Are you guys together or …?” He trails off.

“No,” I say quickly—too quickly—“we’re not together.”

Carsyn smiles.

“Good to know.”

I smile back.
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Jude is still MIA for a while, so I follow Carsyn around. He introduces me to a few of his friends, who are all really nice.

“This is that cute regular from the cafe!” Carsyn rests his hand proudly on my shoulder.

A girl with a buzzcut and pink glasses appraises me. “He’s even cuter than you said!”

Carsyn beams, going on to tell them how smart I must be for all the studying I do at the cafe. I neglect to tell them that, at the time, I really just wanted an excuse to see Carsyn.

After chatting up his friends, I learn that Carsyn is in his sophomore year and so are most of them. They give me a few tips and heads-ups about professors, which ends up as a roast session that has me laughing so hard I cry.

When Luna scampers by, Carsyn and I excuse ourselves and go play with her in another room. He is really sweet; he seems genuine and charismatic and fun. He doesn’t tease me once, doesn’t bark orders at me or argue with me. He’s easy. This is easy.

“I should go find Jude,” I say after a while. I’m starting to worry he’s somewhere having a time trip and I’m missing the data (I’m also worried about him in general—it’s Jude).

“Right.” Carsyn sounds disappointed. “Maybe I should put my number in your phone; you can text me sometime?”

My cheeks sting.

“Yeah, absolutely. Here.” I get out my phone and hand it over to him with shaky hands. “There you go.”

“Awesome. Text me, then?” He puts my name into his phone with a heart.

“Awesome,” I echo.

We do an awkward hug. I wave goodbye and go find Jude. It’s bizarre that I haven’t run into him this whole time—where the hell is he?

I check the only place I haven’t gone: the backyard.

It’s way bigger than I was expecting. A huge fenced-in yard with a neon blue–lit pool, a grill station, and a big patio with lawn furniture.

It’s almost empty, but I spot movement on a reclining lawn chair.

A joint glows in slender, pale-brown fingers.

The music is muffled out here, so I don’t have to yell to get his attention. I clip my headphones back onto my bag and slip my phone into my bag’s side pocket.

“Jude?” I wave, a little frustrated.

He puts the joint out and saunters over to me, placing his hands on his hips.

“There you are. I missed you.”

I squint at him. “Really? You could’ve come back for me—you said you were going to.”

He squints back. “Did I?”

He did only gesture at me before he left, but it implied he would come back.

“Okay sure, Jude, on a technicality. The point still stands—I doubt you missed me since you just left me in there. I’m glad you’re having a good time, though,” I say sarcastically.

Jude chews his cheek. “Silas, I’m sorry. You don’t smoke so I didn’t think you’d want to come out here. But I’m glad you did.”

God, he’s impossible.

“Whatever, Jude. I was worried about you. I …” The words missed you catch in my throat.

Jude takes my hand and leads me across the yard. Following behind him, I can’t help but feel lightheaded.

Where are we going? Why does your hand feel so easy in mine these days?

We stop in a corner near the edge of the house.

“I’m sorry, Silas,” he says again.

“You said that.” I slide my backpack off of one shoulder, dropping it into my spare hand. My other hand is still in his.

Jude nods. “I know. But I mean it. Look, I promise I will not leave your side the rest of the night. That was shitty. And if you time-trip, I promise I will stab you for the sake of science. I hope you’ll do the same for me.” His sincerity is kind of unsettling.

“Okay, yeah, it’s fine. Can you even time trip like … this?” I motion to all of him.

He chuckles. “Apparently. I think smoking makes it a little less intense, but it doesn’t stop them altogether. I almost feel more in control when I’m high.”

“Hmm.” I wonder silently if that could have anything to do with a biochemical marker for the time-tripping. “Weird. Well, I guess we’ll see.” I turn to head back to the party, but Jude’s hand pulls me back.

“Silas?” Jude’s eyes are locked on to mine in a way that clears every thought from my head in an instant. I square my shoulders.

“Yes?”

His gaze falls to my lips.

Oh my god.

“I need to ask you something,” he starts.

My heart is racing.

Oh my god.

“Yes?” I say again.

What is happening right now?

It takes him a second to speak and I watch him pull his bottom lip into his mouth, chewing on it softly, the rosy skin bouncing back to its full shape once released.

“I need to ask you …” he tries again.

He is looking at me and I am looking at him and every infinite possibility is somewhere in between us.

Close the gap.

“If you know how to swim,” Jude finishes.

“What?”

Jude smiles and knocks my backpack out of my hand. Before I can object, he swoops me up bridal style, bounding toward the pool and vaulting both of us in.

Next thing I know, I’m soaked and confused and cold and flailing and laughing and Jude is doing the same next to me.

“What is wrong with you?!” I tread water and splash a handful toward him. I feel for my phone in my pocket but remember, thankfully, that it’s in the pocket of my backpack safe on the grass.

“So you can swim!” He laughs.

“I’m going to kill you!” I paddle over to him, and he ducks beneath the water, propelling himself toward the floor of the deep end.

I take a deep breath and follow him under, hot on his tail.

After a few blinks, the shape of him comes into focus in the blue-tinted pool lights.

His eyes are open, too. He sees me coming and starts punching the water, swinging right hooks with a playful smile.

It’s hard to get close to him and I’m running out of air, but my hands stretch out and grab his swinging fists.

He looks at me through squinted eyes as I hold his wrists between us.

I see him itching to go up for air like I am, but we can’t bring ourselves to do it.

I just want to be in this moment with him.

A cold blue light illuminating our figures. The weightlessness of our bodies. The feeling of my skin against his—only me and Jude, only skin and water, only here and now.

Jude breaks his gaze away from me and looks up.

We should probably breathe.

I nod and release his hands, both of us swimming up to the surface and taking in a big gulp of air.

“Were you on the swim team or something?” Jude kicks at my treading legs.

“I could ask you the same question,” I joke back because I don’t know what else to do.

“I’ll bet I can hold my breath longer than you,” Jude goads.

I roll my eyes. “After all that gaming today, do you really think you should be challenging me to anything?”

“You cheat at Mario Kart!”

“Knowing passages that are built into the game is not cheating!”

Jude dunks my head under the water and I dunk him back.

“If you’re so confident, then fine,” he challenges. “Win.”

“I will.”

Jude eyes me over, a smirk forming on his lips.

“Under on three. One … two … three!” He takes a big breath and sinks to the bottom of the pool. I follow behind him.

Our feet hit the floor, his before mine. His eyes are wide open as he puts up his middle fingers.

I throw mine back at him, but Jude stops me.

He takes my hands.

He wraps them around his waist.

And he kisses me.

Surrounded by water, I can’t tell where my mouth ends and his begins, but it doesn’t matter.

I am immersed fully and deeply in this moment and Jude Forrester is kissing me.







HOLY SHIT

Jude

Holy fucking shit.

I’m kissing Silas.

His arms wrap around my waist and press me into him and my hands find his face, pulling him into me. We’re tangled into each other and totally weightless under the water—breathless, desperate, starved for air as much as we are for each other.

I’m kissing Silas.

During the brief seconds our faces part from each other, I blink in a glimpse of him, utterly beautiful in the neon blue lights. His hair floats cosmically into the atmosphere, his skin glistens with a silvery hue, his long lashes flutter together as he blinks me in, too.

I hold his face in my hands just a few inches away to look at him a bit longer.

He looks into me and smiles.

And then he lets out a cough, which turns into a coughing fit, which turns into choking in a matter of seconds.

One of my arms grasps his waist while the other paddles as I push off the bottom of the pool, rocketing us both upward.

We emerge from the water for the second time, this time a bit less elegantly. Silas is still cough-choking as I pull him to the edge, where he grabs on and spits out a hefty mouthful of water.

I give his back a couple of gentle slaps and rubs, eyeing him carefully to make sure he’s not actually dying.

“I’m okay.” He takes a deep breath once his fit settles.

I smile at him. “Did I win?”
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After helping Silas out of the pool and apologizing profusely for drenching his (my) clothes, we find Ovie to ask where we could get a couple of towels. He directs us to the bathroom—which is surprisingly clean for a party—and we dry off.

“My hair is going to be all kinds of fucked up now, so thank you.” Silas smacks my arm gently with his wet towel.

We’re both still damp, not exactly able to take off our wet clothes at this party and change into something else. I didn’t really think this far ahead. I wasn’t really thinking at all.

For a second back there, I almost asked Silas if he liked me. I need to ask you, as if I were in middle school or something. Then his stupid cute face was just staring at me like I was about to offer him the world, and I had the overwhelming urge to throw him in the pool and I just went with it and then … then we’re in the pool. And then he’s looking like a wet puppy in the rain. And then we’re bickering like always and he’s testing me like he does, and I can’t stop thinking about what his lips feel like on mine.

The fear of having a time trip down there and choking to death while in the dissociative state didn’t even cross my mind until during the kiss, but I didn’t care. I kept kissing him. I kept wanting him. Risking my life for him.

I can’t stop replaying it.

I realize I’ve been quiet as Silas sits a few inches away from me on the cold bathroom tile, ringlets of brilliant blue curls sending blue-tinted droplets to the floor. The bright white of Silas’s borrowed shirt is dulled to a soggy gray with a hint of baby blue.

“I’m sorry for ruining your hair.”

Silas lets out a comical breath. “Are you sorry?”

His finger extends ever so slightly across the tile toward me, and I catch the movement.

My finger mirrors his.

They meet somewhere in the middle, skin touching skin.

I think of David. I think of Silas. I think of the past and the present and the future and my brain spins and my heart pounds.

“Silas, this is nice, but I have to tell you—”

There’s a spark in my fingers. Something familiar. Silas’s skin is warm and then hot and then I can taste blood in my mouth, but it isn’t blood.

My focus shifts from our hands to Silas’s eyes.

Their usual warm firewood glow is dulled, empty.

“Silas?” I try.

Nothing.

Fuck.

I look around for his backpack—thank god he left his phone in there before the pool, he would’ve killed my ass if I ruined it.

It’s still tucked safely in the side pocket and the lab equipment is all intact.

I grab the lancet.

I was not paying attention when he told me how to use this little stabby thing. My mom taught me how to use an EpiPen in middle school in case someone in my class had an allergic reaction. But this is no EpiPen.

Fuck!

Okay, Jude, there’s only one button on the damn thing. How hard could it be?

First, wipe his finger with alcohol.

When I move to cup his hand, it zaps me like a bad outlet.

I growl at whatever cosmic friction causes this stupid phenomenon when we touch during a time trip.

Then I get the towel Silas was drying himself off with and use it as a barrier between our hands, pinching his finger with the cloth. I sanitize his finger, bring the lancet to it, and press down on the button.

There’s a click and when I pull the lancet away, a tiny drop of blood forms.

Sorry, Silas.

I apply a bit of pressure as the blood swells and then I grab the microscope slide and lay his finger gently on top of it.

When I pull it away, there’s a nice round drop of blood on it. There are two slides, so I figure I’m supposed to sandwich them together. The blood spreads under the weight of the second slide and I hope to god that’s what I was supposed to do.

I put the slide in the case and seal it.

“Okay, time to wake up.”

I use the towel as a barrier again and wrap it around his shoulders like a blanket.

“Silas …” I draw out his name and sink into the way it fits in my mouth.

My hands grip his shoulders over the towel and I give him a gentle shake.

“Wake up, Silas. Come back to me, Spaceboy.”

His neck twitches.

Then his fingers.

The eyes I’ve grown so fond of looking into return to me.

“Hi.” Silas smiles.

I smile back.

“Hi.”







SOME GETTING USED TO

Silas

After a few moments of collecting myself and bouncing back from my time trip, Jude holds my hand as we wind our way back into the party.

Jude holds my hand.

We pass by some people smoking, and Jude leans into their circle and takes a few hits with his free hand while I stand tucked behind him.

“I want to get to the lab tonight, we should go soon!” I shout over the pounding bassline of Donna Summers’ “I Feel Love.”

Jude shakes his head. “Plenty of time for that! Dance with me first, Si!” His shoulders are already rolling in time to the music.

I play with the straps of my backpack and try to hold back a smile. The new nickname brings a flutter to my chest. So, something is changing, isn’t it?

“I don’t dance.”

Jude rolls his eyes. “Of course you do! Look!”

He folds my fingers into his, guiding them along to the music, moving me in a steady rhythm. After a few swivels and twirls, he rests my hands on his shoulders and places his own on my waist.

“You’re a natural!” He sways and spins along with the pulsating bass, carrying me along with him like a shadow through the neon-tinted fog that fills the room.

I can’t help but smile and bite at the insides of my cheeks while heat pounds in them.

He is so beautiful like this.

We orbit around the dance floor—an obstacle of sparse living room furniture—like there’s no one else in the world but us. Usually, I’d be self-conscious about my dancing, but in this moment, all I have to do is exist. And that’s enough for Jude.

As the song comes to an end, Jude smiles and claps his hands softly, feigning a British accent. “Splendid, Silas, absolutely splendid.”

I roll my eyes and bow dramatically, not anticipating the wonder in Jude’s eyes when I stand back up.

For a moment, I think he might kiss me again and I feel my heart lurch in my chest.

His hand reaches out for my face, and I instinctively step closer, but then he just pinches my chin and gives me this cheeky smile.

“Alright, now we can go.” He nods.

I let my shoulders relax.

Jude makes his rounds, saying his goodbyes, then we thank Riley and Ovie for having us. Riley begs Jude to stay, but Jude says he’s exhausted and he’ll see them tomorrow.

We head out and I want to go straight to the lab, but Jude is exhausted and still very high. I don’t want him to have to sit around the lab while I analyze a blood sample and try to work out a chemical reaction and a consequential formula to combat it.

“Is it okay if I drop you off at your apartment? Are you gonna be okay?”

Jude blinks at me sleepily. “You trying to get rid of me?”

I laugh. “No, I’m not trying to get rid of you. Do you really want to sit around in the lab while I work?”

“Sounds kind of sexy.”

“What has gotten into you tonight?” I smile at him.

“I know what I wish would get into me tonight.”

My jaw drops.

“Okay, we’re gonna go tuck your high ass into bed and I’ll see you in the morning.”

He whines but gives up protesting.
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We pull into his driveway, and I help him stumble to the door and get inside to bed.

“Why won’t you stay?” He nuzzles into his pillow and pets the spot next to him.

“Maybe when you’re not so wasted.” I pull his bangs gently away from his eyes.

He lets out this big dramatic sigh before rolling over and steadying his breath.

“Good night, Jude.”
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When I get to the chemistry lab, all the lights are off. I go to the lab station the farthest away from the windows and turn on only the microscope light. The blood sample is safe inside the container we brought, and I silently admire Jude’s ability to actually get a good, clean slide.

Thankfully, that time trip was a brief one—just short of an hour. Aged eleven or twelve, playing in the cardboard box that held my family’s Christmas tree. Julie and I had turned it into a rocket ship. She would stand it up on end, place the box over my head, and shake the box vigorously while counting three, two, one to lift off. We would run through the house, pretending to run into asteroids and dead stars and fall into the black hole of the living room couch.

A young Silas and his big sister, best friends against the world. Back before everything started to change.
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After I focus the slide under the microscope, the cells come into view. They look familiar, compared to what I studied in high school molecular bio.

I reach into my backpack and pull out Taeo’s textbook along with my high school chemistry and molecular bio. Starting with molecular bio, I flip through the thoroughly highlighted and annotated pages, tabbed with all colors of the rainbow. Not too far in, I find a series of images and text displaying human blood samples. My fingers run down across the page, refreshing my memory on the expected data. Red blood cells, white blood cells, platelets. Then, I return my eye to the microscope.

Plenty of red blood cells, biconcave and gently moving. It’s slightly odd for them to be so active, since the sample is over an hour old at this point. Between the red blood cells are the white blood cells and platelets, but there’s something different, something I’ve never seen. With this type of sample, you usually expect at least a little movement from a white blood cell, but this cell is moving almost … decisively. There are also trace elements within the cells, something angular and discolored, a pale gray.

Something that shouldn’t be there.

I increase the magnification and adjust the lens to get a better look.

The outlier is rough and gravid with smaller, angrier particles. It drifts slowly to the right, and I use the directional knobs to keep it in view. The outlier flattens, then straightens. Stretches, then shrinks. Twinkles, then dims. Searching. Changing.

A white blood cell seeks it out, attaching itself to the outside. A microscopic war unfolds: The white blood cell attempts to devour the invader, but the outlier is smarter. The outlier explodes, releasing its inner particles in a supernova, tearing past the protector and dusting itself through the galaxy of my blood.

“What the fuck …” I whisper into the darkness of the lab.

Chemical reactions occur in the bloodstream all the time, but through all my years and several AP science classes, I’ve never seen anything like this.

The blood cells begin bubbling, tiny circles of gas rising and popping in the slide. Then, with a flash, the newly formed bubbles dissipate into nothingness.

“Holy shit. Holy shit.” Fumbling for my notebook, I click my blue gel pen and write down everything I can think of: the shape of the outlier, the incongruence in its form, the white blood cell’s feeble attempt—almost like invading a virus—the supernova, the bubbling, the general strangeness of it all. Then I flip to a new page, titling it “Stabilizing Chemical Reactions.” I can perform chemical reactions in my sleep—carbon dioxide geysers and Briggs-Rauscher oxidation-reductions—but changing something in my own blood? I am completely out of my league.

Between my three textbooks of study material, I’ve got a lot of reading to do. The idea of sleep is too far away, swallowed up by the adrenaline pumping through me.

I found it, there’s something in us, there is a reaction. It’s real, it’s tangible, and it might be curable.

There’s no use staying in the lab to get all this reading done—it’s getting creepy in here alone, anyways—so I pack up for the night and clean up any evidence of my trespassing.

Jude would be proud, I think to myself.

And then, Jude and lips and skin and music and Jude, Jude, Jude.

Tonight seems unreal for a plethora of reasons, but I’ve begun to accept that my life is full of impossibilities. Jude Forrester being the greatest one of all.







THE NEXT MORNING

Jude

In the early hours of Saturday morning, a sea of blue is spread out before me. Blinking the blue glow of Ovie’s pool out of my dreamy haze, Silas’s tight curls come into focus in reality.

Now, when did you get here?

Flashes of last night are a blur in my mind. The highlights play on repeat, followed by Silas’s farewell.

“Are you sleeping?” I whisper into the quiet of the morning. In response, a car alarm blaring a few blocks down. A crow cawing on a branch outside my window. A steady, long breath from Silas that turns into a light snore.

Nerd.

A smile warms me from the inside out, accompanied by the urge to find his shoulder with the tips of my fingers. His arms are soft, bare skin under one of my T-shirts staring at me in a long line until his arms curl into his chest.

I kiss the dimple of his shoulder and wrap my arm around his stomach, pulling him tight as I can. And for the first time in a while, my sleep is filled with dreams instead of memories.
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Saturday afternoon, I wake for the second time to no Silas. First, I wonder if I imagined his presence here in the early hours of the morning. Then, I’m scared that he decided this was all a horrible idea and left me here.

But the smell of something sweet wafts into my open door. And Riley is definitely at Ovie’s.

In a tank top and gray flannel pants, I stumble out of bed and follow the scent to the kitchen.

Silas is standing at the counter, spreading icing on a Toaster Strudel.

He catches my eye.

“Good morning, sunshine.”

I smile.

“I thought you left,” I say, leaving out the crucial word, me.

He slides a plate in my direction, and I sit at the counter, suddenly starving and annoyingly hungover.

“I snuck in after I finished up last night. Or—this morning. I guess it must have been four or five when I got here. Your screen door was unlocked.” He takes a sip of water, then slides it over to me. “Sorry,” he amends.

I don’t process his late night at first. I’m shoveling food into my mouth, my stomach slowly sighing with relief. I scrunch my brows at Silas.

“Why were you out so long?” I manage with my mouth full.

Silas finishes his pastry and then rounds the counter, sitting next to me at the barstools.

“Well, I sort of made what you might call a breakthrough.”

My head drops to the side.

“A breakthrough?”

“I would say ‘Eureka,’ but I don’t think I’d ever hear the end of it.” Silas proceeds to tell me about his night: sneaking into the science lab, examining his blood sample under one of their fancy microscopes, that the sample was strange and there is a difference between our normal blood and our blood when we time-trip. I have to ask him to translate it from nerd language, but I’m starting to understand the gist. A chemical reaction, he says.

“So what does that mean?” I swallow my last bite of pastry and reach for a banana. My head is still pounding.

“It’s proof that whatever’s happening to us could very possibly be due to a chemical reaction occurring in our bodies. And Taeo has this textbook that dives pretty extensively into the manufacturing of drugs to prevent or initiate certain types of chemical reactions, so I think—”

“Drugs?” I ask, more than a little surprised.

“Just a drug, and only technically a pill, maybe, or a serum. I know it sounds crazy. It doesn’t make sense, but it’s also so simple. Besides, it’s just a theory, I haven’t tried anything yet. I stayed up studying a bunch of this stuff and I really think this could be a viable option.” Silas nudges my knee with his. “We should at least explore it. If we can figure out a way to prevent it, or even stabilize it while it’s occurring, I think we could be … cured. Like cured, cured. Jude, I really think this could be it.” He kneads his fingers together with nervous excitement.

I reach across the small gap between our chairs and place a hand over his fidgeting fingers. His eyes on me are warm and puppy-soft.

“You’re the genius here. If you think it could work, I’ll do whatever I can to help. And if you need any DNA samples …” I trace the curve between his pointer finger and thumb, gently sliding two choice fingers into the warm flesh between them. “I’m all yours,” I finish.

Silas swallows. “Oh.”

A laugh comes out more awkward than I mean it to. “Sorry, I’m just jok—”

“Were you sober enough last night to know what you were doing?” Silas asks.

There is no hesitation. “I knew what I was doing.” I point at myself. “Willing participant.”

Silas smiles, so big I can’t stand it. He points at himself. “Willing participant.”

I stand, because sitting at a barstool doesn’t feel right.

Silas stands, too.

Slowly, I place my hands on either side of his face. Silas skims my waist, hands ducking under my shirt to find flesh. His hands are cold.

“Can you tell me what you want?” I whisper.

“I want you to kiss me again,” he says.

And then I’m just holding his face and he’s just smiling at me and his hands are squeezing and pulling and his neck is stretching up to meet me.

And I kiss him.

This time he feels different against me; his skin is somehow even softer out of the water. My thumbs brush against velvety cheeks, the taste of chlorine from last night replaced with the sweetness of strawberry pastries. I reach for the nape of his neck, pulling him closer and closer. Silas lets out a gasp that nearly brings me to my knees.

It feels like fighting the pull of gravity, but somehow, I draw away.

Silas beams up at me and my heart screams in my chest.

“It’s a lot nicer when I’m not drowning,” he says.

“Yeah?” I trace his lower lip with my thumb. “I think we can do better.”







A START

Silas

Sunday afternoon is all Jude and tangled sheets, lips and coffee breath, smiles and whispered promises.

“Is this okay?” he asks, knee between the legs of my boxers.

A frantic nod, a breathy curse, a fistful of Jude’s bedhead.

He takes the lead, checking in on me with each boundary that we push—Do you like this? If you say stop, I’ll stop. What do you need?

He’s more of a giver than a receiver, which surprises me at first. All attempts to touch him below the waist get redirected, but I adjust quickly. Kissing, he likes. Biting, he loves. But he’d rather touch me than let me touch him. And it’s just the sort of Judeish thing that makes all the sense in the world. Always with the brooding mystery.

All at once, he is the Jude I first met and the Jude I know now and a Jude he’s yet to become. Each version of him, I adore.

Jude’s tenacity finally leads us to a blissful exhaustion, his head resting gently against my chest. When I sigh, he draws impossibly closer to me.

“You can say it now,” he says, tilting his chin to look up at me.

“Say what, sweet boy?” I run a finger across his sweaty forehead, sweeping hair away.

He smirks, the devilish first-met-Jude returning in his eyes. “Eureka.”
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Sunday recharges me from Friday night’s sleeplessness. It’s hard not to go to the lab and keep studying, but Jude insists that we take it easy. I think he’d like an excuse to keep me in his bed all day, but I don’t mind.

Monday morning, I head to chemistry with Jude and then split off after class to catch up with Taeo at the dorm.

“The prodigal son returns!” Taeo greets me in the common room, game controller in hand and a brightly colored open world on the TV screen. He pauses his game for me.

“Missed me that much?” I joke, slinging my backpack onto the couch and digging inside.

“All better now. Been at Jude’s?” His voice is careful.

“Yeah. Just hanging out. I know, I know, I’m being careful.” I pull Taeo’s textbook out, setting it on the coffee table. “Thanks for letting me borrow this. It was very difficult not to highlight and annotate it, but I held back for you.”

Taeo sets his controller aside, flipping through the textbook. “I probably could’ve used the help. Let me guess, you’ve already copied down the entire book into that little notebook you’re always carrying around?”

Taeo’s perception surprises me in a way that turns out to be not completely unpleasant. “You would guess right.” I set out my notebook, flipping to the most recently tabbed section: pages and pages from my study session last Friday night into Saturday morning. Information, ideas, relevant concepts and vocabulary all in neatly color-coded pens and highlighters.

I only show Taeo a quick glance, cautious of any of my time-travel-specific scrawlings. Sinking sideways into the couch, I hike up my knees, bracing the notebook against them for support. I click the blue gel pen. “Do you mind if I ask you a few questions?”

Taeo chuckles, light and airy. He mimics my position, facing me and hiking up his own legs. “Ask away.”

“I know you’re taking Pharma One this semester, but how much do you already know about pharmaceutical science?”

“My dad has had me taking at least one medicine class per semester since my sophomore year of high school. I know enough to know I’m in it for the long haul.”

“Do you have any field experience?”

“Field? Like, drug manufacturing?”

I shrug. “Not necessarily. I don’t know, job shadowing, stuff like that?”

Taeo chews his lip, eyes searching the square tiles of the dorm’s low ceiling. “Hmm. I mean, I’ve been to my dad’s work a few times. He’s in—like—a factory. SIVKO Industries.”

“Oh, interesting! What sort of drugs do they produce?” I start a new section in my notebook.

Taeo shifts in his spot. “Should I be concerned that the more time you spend with Jude, the more interested you are in drugs?”

Oh, yeah, I can see how that comes across.

I shrug it off. “Ha! No. Don’t worry. The drug questions are unrelated. See, I’m doing this …”—it takes longer to think of a lie than is probably convincing—“extra credit thing to make up for a missed test in bio. It’s a paper on methods for counteracting a theoretically impossible chemical reaction in the body. I used your textbook to get me pretty far in it, but I wanted your opinion on a few of my ideas.”

Surprisingly, Taeo buys it. “Huh. Well, I’ll try to be as helpful to you as I can. It’s the least I can do after all the help you’ve given me with studying this semester.”

We spitball back and forth for long enough that the TV screen times out.

“If a white blood cell isn’t strong enough to fight an invader,” I ask, “what can we do to counteract it before the invader multiplies?”

“If you do something like a pill, the first step is finding out what sort of antigen you’re trying to counteract. If you can find the right combination of chemicals to counteract the elements composing the antigen, you could create an as-needed capsule or tablet.

“A tablet might be better if you’re looking for something more immediate. Peptides, proteins, acids, inhibitors. Find the right mixture of those, throw ’em into an industrial tablet press—whammo presto—you got yourself a cure.”
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Taeo’s advice is enough to get me to a basic procedure:

Create a mock compound to simulate the behavior of the reaction in my blood. Place the sample under a microscope to observe the chemical reaction and cell multiplication. Place a variety of chemicals on top of the sample to observe behavior with each reactant. Attempt different chemical combinations until the microscopic reaction is counteracted. Press the combination into a tablet and attempt human trials. Adjust based on side effects and half-lives.

Whammo presto.
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All afternoon, I’m buzzing with nervous excitement for tonight. After a cafeteria dinner and a few hours on the dark side of Reddit, I meet Jude behind the Advanced Sciences Building and use my key to get us in.

He holds my hand as we creep through the building, climbing the stairs to get to the labs.

“This is really doing it for me, just so you know,” Jude says.

My laugh sticks halfway up my throat, an attempt to be discreet. “Oh, yeah?”

“Oh, yeah. Big-time. I like reckless Silas.” We stop in front of the door to Professor Durham’s lab.

“He only comes out for you.” I kiss him in what is meant to be a quick peck, but Jude seizes my waist, and I lose track of time. His weight presses into me and I feel the door’s handle against my back. Still kissing Jude, my hand twists behind my back and feels for the grooves to the lock.

Slowly, I fit the key into it and twist. Jude and I fall backward, nearly to the ground.

He snorts, pulling me back to my feet. “Sometimes, I think you like science more than you like me.”

“Science and I,” I unlock the cabinet of chemical reactants, “have more history.”
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Jude sets himself up at a nearby desk, pulling a bag of chips out of one pocket and a soda out of the other. He opens both—loudly—and then turns on some music.

I shoot him a glance.

He turns it down.

At a lab station, I set up an array of acids, bases, salts, oxidizers, solvents, and catalysts in front of me along with test tubes, droppers, flasks, and graduated cylinders.

Candy store, meet kid.

Chemistry has always been one of my passions, earning me an easy grade with each class. I’ve taken so many to set me up for a physics-related major, I almost considered chemistry itself as a major. But conceptual chemistry and physics is way more appealing to me. I could never do pharma like Taeo. Creating a pill to combat accidental time traveling is definitely going to be new territory, but it’s nothing the good old-fashioned scientific method can’t handle.

I pull a pair of gloves on, snapping them against my wrist.

This is going to be a fun night.







BAD TRIP

Jude

Silas and I spend four hours at the lab and all we get is close.

A gentle knock wakes me up for a nap and I realize I’ve been drooling at the desk.

I wipe my mouth.

“Did you do it?” I ask.

“No,” he says, “but come look.”

When I look into the microscope, it takes a minute to realize what I’m seeing. A bunch of tiny circular gray things, floating past each other like cereal in a bowl of milk.

“Now, look at this.”

A big blurry thing comes into focus and scares me half to death before I realize it’s Silas with a dropper.

A droplet of something falls onto the slide and I wait for the magic.

Slowly, at an elderly snail’s pace, one of the gray cereal pieces gets fuzzy at the edges. It craps out a handful of tiny little baby craps and the craps float away with the other pieces of cereal.

I pull back.

“So … this is the cure?”

Silas laughs, then rubs sleepily at his eyes. “No. This is a start to the beginning of a simulation of our reaction. I’m trying to re-create what I saw in my blood sample before. Once I re-create the reaction, then I can start working on the cure. That way we don’t have to keep pricking our fingers for samples.”

Exhausted, I squeeze his face in my hands and kiss him gently. “I don’t fully understand, but I’m very proud of you. I could never begin to understand how you do what you do. It is very impressive. And I am very tired.”

Silas smiles, then kisses me again. “Thank you. Couldn’t have done it without your help. Let’s clean up and go to bed.”
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The next two weeks are long and grueling.

Late night sneak-outs, after-school research sessions, trials and errors and more trials and more errors. When I have another time trip at my place one weekend, Silas takes another sample from me and uses it to help his trials. He’s taking it really hard whenever he can’t get something right, which doesn’t surprise me. Always the perfectionist.

He studies each reaction religiously, spending hours on research forums and scribbling down equations that I can’t even begin to comprehend. Sometimes, I see how much he’s written in his notebook since the last time I saw him, and I wonder how he has time to do school between all of this. My grades are suffering and I’m not even doing the research for our condition. Silas is keeping up with a STEM degree and working double time on this cure.

Whenever Silas has a breakthrough, I only half-understand what it means. All I know is that Silas is maybe the smartest boy in the whole world.
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Within sixteen days, Silas has re-created a reaction similar enough to his own that he feels it’s safe to try it on himself. The next night, we meet back in the lab for the first test round.

“So you’re going to cause a time trip?” I clarify. “Not cure it?”

“I’ve made something virtually identical to what I saw happen in both my sample and yours. If we know it works—that I’m targeting the same type of catalyst that causes our trips—then I can reverse engineer it and start working on the cure. So yes, I’m going to cause it.”

My stomach lurches. “Is it safe?”

Silas shrugs, which isn’t reassuring at all. “It should be. I’ve been careful with all my research and my quantities.” He pulls a steel rod and a bottle cap out of his backpack. “I used these in lieu of a tablet press. Saw it on Reddit. Ta-da.” He produces the tablet. A grayish Tums-looking thing. Definitely homemade.

“Actually,” he continues, “a lot of the elements in the tablet are identical to the genetic makeup of stars. Iron, magnesium, carbon, nitrogen, phosphorus—at a molecular level, it’s the same stuff we already have inside our DNA.”

He hands me the tablet to inspect. I hold it up to my eye.

“Since we originated from a supernova,” he says, “we’re all made of stars.”

Out of everyone I’ve ever met, Silas is the one who is the most proof of that.
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After a brief argument about why it has to be him, Silas ends up convincing me to be on standby while he takes the stardust tablet. It scares the shit out of me, but he agrees to let me try the next one.

“Just be careful, okay? And if something crazy happens, I’m calling 911.”

“I’m only taking a little bit. But yes, I’ll be careful.” He kisses me, and I squeeze him like it’s the last time.

“Be right back,” he says.

He takes the pill.

He lays his head on the lab station’s table.

And he starts convulsing.







DO I KNOW YOU?

Silas

I spin through an endless void of space and stars, light and dark, screaming and infinite silence. My consciousness is separated into fragments. Control slips away from me until I hear Jude’s voice guiding me.

“Silas! SILAS!”

A wave of nausea crashes violently over me as I feel my body slamming into my mind all at once. My eyes flutter open.

I throw up.

Jude’s phone is on the table next to me, dialed to 911 but not yet ringing.

“Silas?” He pulls my hair out of my face, away from the mess I’ve made on the table.

I nod, swallowing dryly. “Sorry. I’m here.”

Jude shakes with relief, hugging me tight against him.

“You piece of shit. You fucking piece of shit,” he whispers against me.

“Sorry,” I say again. Tears fight behind my eyes.

Fuck.
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Okay, so it turns out replicating a catalyst that causes circular time traveling in chemically compromised individuals is a little bit complicated.

My first catalyst sample was enough to get me halfway there, but the nausea was a nasty side effect, and the half-life was all wrong.

It’s just a hiccup, I tell myself. Keep trying.

During class the next few days, I find myself thinking about the catalyst. For the first time this semester, Professor Durham calls on me, and I don’t know the answer to the question.

“Sorry,” I explain to her after class. “My mind is elsewhere.”

After class she expresses her concern, tells me the score of my most recent quiz was lower than she would have expected from me. Not low enough to threaten my scholarship yet—my mom would kill me, so thank god—but enough for her to remind me to keep studying.

It feels like both she and my roommates think I’m just slacking off because of Jude. But if I can figure this out, it will fix everything. I have to keep trying.
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Sample 2 comes a few days later, and Jude makes me let him try this one.

I adjusted some measurements and diluted some chemicals, hopefully dampening some of the previous side effects and correcting the half-life.

I really don’t want him to have to go through what I did.

Jude takes the tablet in his own bed—we decided it was better than doing it in the lab—and he sleeps. I watch him carefully. No convulsions. No twitches. Just sleep.

The smartwatch reports his vitals, and he’s reporting similar to a time trip. Just as I’m about to start worrying, he wakes up with a gasp. The smartwatch beeps as his heart rate jumps.

I lift a plastic tub to his mouth, but he pushes it away.

“I—I’m fine,” he rasps. “My head hurts a little, but I think I’m fine.”

Jude says that his time trip was nearly flawless. He felt himself slip into it, then felt a drop in the pit of his stomach as he returned to an old self. I write down the data from his trip—how far back he went, how long he was there, any internal side effects and external side effects. Somehow, he’s almost fine. In the time trip, he didn’t feel completely in control of his body, but mostly because he could still feel the tablet working in this body. I make a note to possibly work on getting the half-life a little shorter, just to have less room for error when constructing the cure, but other than that, we’re almost there.
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When the weekend comes, it’s my turn again.

“Okay, be safe.” Jude helps me lie down on his bed as if I’m a patient about to undergo surgery.

“Don’t worry, Jude. The formula isn’t that different from the one you took.” I sink into the comfort of his bed and take a deep breath.

The gray tablet is soft between my fingers as I place it gently on my tongue. It dissolves in seconds, and I feel a wave—almost more of a shimmer—flow through my body as it takes effect.

Jude’s eyes are trained on me with diligent focus and a touch of concern.

“I’ll be okay,” I tell him.

A jolt runs down my spine.

A twitch in my neck.

Jude’s fingers tighten around my wrist.

“I’m fine,” I whisper.

My eyes flutter closed.

A breath.

And I fall.
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When my eyes snap awake, I’m standing in a crowded hallway. The familiarity creeps in on me as I recognize the building and a few passing faces.

High school.

It’s early high school. I must be fourteen or fifteen.

One of my teachers walks by and my jaw tenses as they greet me by my deadname.

I fold my arms over my chest and slouch my shoulders, pushing through the crowd with my head down.

It’s lunch period, thankfully, so I settle on a nice picnic table outside and avoid the spots I know my old friends will be. I still hold a soft spot in my heart for them, but I’m not the same person I was in high school. Especially this year.

I remember how terrified I was, how much I swallowed bits and pieces of my identity every time I went to open my mouth. This wasn’t me.

Isn’t me.

A laugh bellows out across the courtyard and I look up from my fries to see a group of boys chasing each other around the tables, pulling on backpacks and fistfuls of shirts to bring each other down in a violent game of tag.

The boy in the middle has long blond curls that bounce as he runs, the sun illuminating rosy freckles across his nose. His carefree energy and effortless shine make me ache with a yearning for a boyhood that I never got.

A few feet away from the game of tag, I notice a smaller boy sitting on a table watching them, leaning forward to rest his elbows on his knees.

I recognize him in an instant.

“Jude.”

His face turns toward me, even though I said his name no louder than a whisper and he couldn’t have possibly heard me over the ruckus of his friends.

He stands to his feet, thick eyebrows pressing together, nearly connected by a faded unibrow.

Silently, we both stand to our feet, eyes focused on each other.

He turns away and starts toward the dumpsters, turning down a long stretch of fencing and brick wall.

I follow a short distance behind him until he stops, and we’re face-to-face.

My eyes flicker over his body, details of him that I compare to the Jude that I know. He’s so different now. This is him, I know, but he’s … changed more than I ever knew. We were acquaintances at best when we were this age. I never saw him so up close.

He’s still beautiful.

“Do I know you?” Jude squints at me.

I guess I should’ve seen that coming.

“Not really, no. Can I ask you a question?”

“What?”

“How old are you?”

The question catches him off guard. I watch discomfort squirm across his face.

He’s thinking.

“You don’t know, do you?” I smile.

Jude’s back straightens. “I know how old I am.”

“What day is it? What year?”

His breath falters.

This isn’t past-Jude.

“New question: What year did you come from?”

He blows out a puff of air and rolls his eyes, pushing past me.

I spin to face him. “I’m not from here either, Jude. You can trust me.”

He stops but doesn’t turn back.

“I don’t know you.”

It isn’t my Jude either.

“Not yet. I think I’m … I think we’re supposed to meet right now.”

This is it. This is what Jude was talking about when I met him, how we’d both gone to the same point in time but at different starting points.

Jude turns slowly, choppy black bangs casting a shadow over his eyes.

“You’re not from here? Where are you from?”

“Your future. We go to college together; we met at the beginning of our summer semester. I know you, Jude. And I know you want control over the time traveling. I can fix it.”

His eyes light up.

“You can?”

I nod. “That’s why I’m here now. I’m … I figured it out. The cure.”

Jude makes his way back over to me.

“What is it?”

“I can’t tell you. We have to figure it out together, the way it’s already happened. If I told you now, it’d ruin everything. You need to go back to your time and find me.”

Jude’s lip twitches. “I don’t have time for that.”

“If you want your life back,” I feel dirty the moment it leaves my mouth, “I think you’ll find you have all the time in the world.”

This catches his attention.

“My name is Silas Turner. We have chemistry together—chemistry class. Find me. Tell me that we met, tell me we can fix this, tell me we need to do it together. If I don’t believe you, tell me this date: January 4, 2016. Got it?”

He looks irritated but he nods anyway.

“Silas, chemistry, January 4, 2016. And you swear you can control the traveling?”

“I swear.” I don’t let myself hesitate.

He needs to do this, or we’ll never meet.

I’ll cease to exist upon return.

“Okay.” Jude sighs.

“Okay. See you in the future.”







A MIRROR TO THE PAST

Jude

Silas returns from his time trip with no side effects.

The fucker really did it.

We celebrate with a long, lazy weekend. It’s hard to steal those from Silas these days. I’m relieved that we’re one step closer to curing this thing.

As long as I don’t think too much about the implications of what that might mean.

After Silas is asleep on Saturday night, I scroll through my phone restlessly. It always sucks logging into my social media and seeing all of the people from high school who are doing way better than me. Living actual lives that aren’t centered around trying to cure a mystery time-and-space-illness.

Every once in a while, whenever I’m feeling at my most pathetic, I type his name into the search bar.

I’m pathetic, I know.

Silas sleeping peacefully and beautifully to my right, and I still can’t help but wonder.

D-A-V-I-D

My stomach turns as his account pops up.

My thumb falls on the screen, examining his profile.

Mostly things I’ve seen before—straight from high school to record labels, bouncing through girlfriends and roadies, already planning a tour across the US. Bandmates have rotated in and out, Zander and Nick long abandoned. But still a rock star. Still David.

His most recent photo is one I haven’t seen before.

One that chills me to my core, goose bumps running down my arms.

You’re. Fucking. Kidding. Me.

David, with his arm around someone.

David, with a busy street and a colorful crowd behind him.

David, with a rainbow painted on his cheek.

David, kissing a boy.







THE CURE

Silas

Once I’ve buckled down on the right catalyst, creating the cure becomes a lot easier. The problem with the catalyst was that I had no point of reference for what I was working with. Now, I can at least be sure of which chemicals I need to counteract. The bigger issue is finding the right half-lives and balancing everything in a way that will be safe enough to take every time we feel a time trip coming on.

The structure of the tablets is the key. Because I didn’t want to have to wait until we felt a time trip coming on to test the cure, I combined the catalyst and the cure into one dissolvable tablet. On the outermost layer, our perfected catalyst. It’s much cleaner than a natural time trip. Our time unconscious in present-time doesn’t always correlate with a consistent time-trip time. The catalyst, however, seems to give us a more reliable output of about an hour. Then, it continues dissolving until it reaches the innermost layer, the cure. If the cure can take us out of the trip the moment the catalyst has dissolved, then once we remove the catalyst, we have the cure. Feel a time trip coming on? Pop a tablet.

Whammo, presto.
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Twenty days and four failed samples later, I’m so close that I can taste the stardust. I’ve worked through all kinds of hiccups: jumping rapidly through years of my life, pounding spaceheadache, nausea, light sensitivity. But finally, finally, I have a sample that I think could be the cure.

As I work on sample 5 in the chem lab late on a Thursday night, Jude is next to me waiting patiently.

“Are you done yet?”

Okay, not so patiently.

He’s been a little different since we dove deeper into working on the cure. Often lost in thought, a touch of contemplation on his brows. But then he notices me and it fades away. I figure it’s just Jude being Jude.

“I’m trying to stabilize the phosphorus levels; they’re being finicky.”

Jude sighs and presses his head into my shoulder.

My fingers freeze, eyedropper in hand as I try not to let the intoxicating scent of Jude’s hair take over me.

“Jude …” I draw out his name, letting it linger in my mouth.

“Hmm,” he mumbles into my sleeve.

“I’m working.” It kills me to say it.

It kills me even more as he sighs and removes his head from my arm, resting on the counter instead. I drop the rest of the amino acid into a small graduated cylinder, the mixture turning a pale gray.

“What’s that?” Jude watches with crossed eyes a few inches away.

“It’s an amino acid, cysteine. I’m trying to make an artificial alkaline phosphatase. My hope is that since it’s a basic enzyme, it’ll provide a more stable protein than using pure phosphorus. I think this could be the one.”

Jude looks up at me from the counter through long, thick eyelashes.

“Not to be a downer, but you did say that the last four pills could be the one.”

I shoot him a glance.

“No I didn’t! I told you they’re samples. Besides, I’ve gotten the worst of the side effects so far. You haven’t had to endure five-second time jumps for an hour.”

Jude puts his hands on mine and suddenly I can’t be annoyed with him anymore.

“Alright, how about I take the next one then?” He looks into me with sincere eyes.

I shake my head. “No, it’s okay. It’s my turn.”

“I’m serious, Silas. I trust you; this is gonna be it. Let me take this one.”

His strong fingers pass over my knuckles, petting them softly, bringing them warmth.

“Okay.” I give in.

[image: ]

“What do you think?” I present Jude with my masterpiece: two small graduated cylinders filled with their own grainy pastes—one pink, one blue.

This is the one, I tell myself. I can feel it.

“Woah, pretty!” Jude holds the pink cylinder in his hand, turning it one way, then the other.

“That’s the catalyst, it’ll form the outer layer. When it finishes dissolving, it’ll be the cure, which is the blue. It should take about five seconds to bring you to the time trip, and you’ll be there about fifteen now-seconds. If the equation is consistent with the previous catalyst trials, we’re looking at maybe four hours in your time trip. And once you get to the cure layer of the tablet, I’m hoping the reaction is instantaneous. Maximum of five seconds to kick in.”

Jude beams at me, shaking his head. “My little genius.”

My cheeks flush with warmth as I brush him off with a laugh. “Thanks, but I still have to press them into a dual-layered tablet. But our work here is almost done. Also, please refer to me as Black Einstein henceforth.”

Jude bellows with laughter, throwing himself forward, nearly knocking over a cylinder. We both reach for the glass at the same time and let out a sigh of relief as the wobbling stabilizes.

“I hate you for that.” He shakes his head at me, trying to appear disapproving but failing catastrophically with that wry smile on his lips.

“Give Einstein a kiss.” I use my best old-man voice and lean into Jude with my eyes closed, but he nearly pushes me out of my chair.

I grasp Jude’s army-green jacket to keep myself upright, which quickly turns to wrestling which quickly turns to lips against lips, skin against skin.

His warm hands, nearly twice the size of mine, snake under my shirt to tug at my waist.

It takes us a while to get back to working on the sample.

Longer than I’d like to admit.
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After a day of pressing and drying out the solutions in the bottle cap, we have a tablet. A combination of the most successful formulas from all of our trials: a pink-and-blue dual-layered dissolvable caplet that just might change our lives.

We wait until we’re somewhere secluded to try it out, going through the rest of the school day as if it couldn’t be the most important day to ever happen to us.

After all of our classes, homework, and a healthy amount of making out, it’s 10:00 p.m. in Jude’s bedroom and we can’t wait any longer.

“Are you sure you want to do this?” I ask. “I’m more than willing to try it myself.” I trace Jude’s sharp jawline gently with an open palm as he lies reclined against his pillow.

He nods into my hand. “I want to. I’ll be fine, I have you here with me.”

I bite back a smile and maybe even tears.

The words sink into me.

I have you here with me.

Sentimental is not what I need to be right now, so I fold up the feeling and tuck it away for later. “You can do this. I’ll pull you out if you’re under too long, okay?”

Jude nods and sits up, crossing his legs and leaning against the headboard behind him.

I place the caplet into his palm, and he takes a deep breath.

“See you in a second.” He gives me a side smile and a wink before popping the pill under his tongue.

I start a stopwatch.

Jude breathes out.

Relaxes his shoulders.

And the flicker in his umber eyes dims to nothingness.







JUDE VS. THE FORCES OF THE UNIVERSE

Jude

The back of my brain fizzes like a fresh cracked soda as I feel myself float away.

Not fall.

Float.

I find myself thinking, “David, David, David.”

Find me, find me, find me.

I wake up in an aching young body and check the date in my calendar.

It’s the day after.

Why is the universe fucking taunting me?

I groan and shove my head into my pillow, hoping to pass out and wake up in the future.

A pounding on the bedroom door thuds in my ears.

“Jude! Time for school!”

“I’m not going!” I yell into the forest green silk.

My mother opens the door—she has no respect for my privacy—and tosses a shirt at me.

“Get dressed, Jude, you’re going to school. Your teachers emailed me. I know you ditched the observatory field trip we paid for you to go on.”

“I don’t feel good,” I whine in response.

Mom comes over to the bed and I feel the weight shift as she sits on the edge, placing a warm hand on the back of my neck.

“You feel fine. I’m a doctor, remember? Can’t fake a sick day with me.”

“As a doctor, you should know how important it is for me to listen to my body—”

“As a mother, I know how important it is for you to listen to me. And I say you’re going. Up and at ’em, J.”

I make sure to let out the most dramatic groan I can muster before rolling out of bed.

“This is child abuse!” I grab the shirt that she threw at me and slide it on.

“Love you, too, hun.” She blows me a kiss and closes the door behind her.

I miss these days. Pissing off my parents, bullying each other lovingly, trying to get out of going to school. Today, though, I really wish I could.

The horror awaits me.

I make sure to turn the notifications off on my phone—it’s about to blow up with group chat messages and DMs asking me about David. He’s going to post on his story sometime before school about how I pinned him against his car and made him kiss me at the Minor Discrepancy concert last night. Everyone’s going to believe him because he’s insanely popular and has a new girlfriend every week—why would he make out with a degenerate boy like Jude Forrester?

No, it must have been against his will.

I’m about to be removed from groups, blocked on socials, posted about on school drama accounts—the ones that haven’t gotten banned yet. He’s about to ruin my life and there’s nothing I can do about it.

If I could just go back in time—stop myself from kissing him, convince myself we’re just friends and nothing more … that would fix everything.

I would still have my band, I would still have my friends, I would still have David.

But it’s already over.

I’ve already lost.
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When I walk into school, everyone is staring at me. And this isn’t one of those things where it just feels like everyone is staring at you—everyone is actually staring at me. Looks of disgust cross their faces and they shake their hands. Middle schoolers are fucking brutal.

It’s exactly the way I remember it, except this time I know what’s wrong. It was so embarrassing the first time—I was going about my day, not knowing what David did. And finally at lunch, when no one sat at our usual table, I checked my phone and saw the posts blowing up.

Jude Forrester tried to make out with David Stephens.

Jude Forrester is a f*g.

Jude Forrester is a predator.

Jude Forrester is kicked out of David and the Goliaths.

I remember scanning the cafeteria for my “friends,” and when I spotted them, they were all looking at me and laughing.

Except for David.

He stared with this cold, cruel look on his face. This look of disgust.

I ran the entire way home that day.

Today, as I live through it for the second time, I know what to expect. I keep my head down, soak in the misery of it all, and hope that next time I trip back into my past, I’m on time.







IT WORKED

Silas

Jude takes in a steady breath as his eyes flutter to life.

I stop the watch.

00.30.07.

“Are you okay?” I cup his face in my hands and watch him sink into them.

“I am now,” he whispers gently.
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After a general checkup—his mouth still works just fine—we get back to business. Jude tells me he was able to think about where he wanted to go—something about his first concert with a friend—and he got really close, just the day after. I’m not sure how he did it, but that’s not the part I’m excited about.

For its intended purpose of catalyzing and neutralizing a time trip, sample 5 worked.

Once we take the pills without the catalyst … we’ll have a cure.

It will really be over.

“What did it feel like?” I’m hugging my knees to my chest as we sit on his bed and talk about the trip.

“It was different … sort of fizzy? It wasn’t so harsh or painful this time—I was here and then I was drifting and then I was there. It was gentle. And then when it ended—about four hours later—I could feel the fizzing again. I knew it was coming, I let myself drift back, and then I was here.”

I rest my chin on my knees as it sinks in.

It worked.

“You said four hours?” I finally process that part of the sentence.

Jude nods. “Yeah, almost exactly.”

“Interesting.” I write down a quick conversion in my notebook. “I guess the catalyst worked better than I thought—I’m actually surprised! That means when I make the pills without the catalyst, the reaction should stop almost immediately. No more time trips!”

“Well, actually I was thinking …” Jude scratches his neck, a nervous tic I’ve never seen.

“Do you think … you could make some more of the test pills? Like sample five?”

I squint at him.

“Like with the catalyst still on the outside? Why would I do that?”

“Well,” he starts, “because maybe it could be of use to us. I mean, think about it. If we’re able to choose when we go back and we know how long we have in the past, we could do so much good.”

“I think that would be incredibly dangerous, don’t you?”

Jude places his hands on my knees. “It doesn’t have to be. Silas, you’re the smartest person I know. If anyone’s going to be able to control time traveling and use it to make the world a better place, it’s you.”

I can’t help but stifle a laugh. “You’re treating it like some kind of superpower!”

“Maybe it is! I mean, we’re the only people that are able to do this, Si. Doesn’t it seem like a waste to just suppress it for the rest of our lives? Pretend it never happened?”

I let out a long sigh, which turns into a groan.

“I don’t know, Jude.”

He nuzzles against my knee, and I lose myself in how insanely cute he is and how grateful I am that we’re in this with each other.

“Please, Silas. We could just try it. Together.”

I physically feel myself giving in.

“Okay.” I give a gentle nod. “Together.”







TOGETHER

Silas

“According to the comparative data between our trip lengths and trance lengths, we should get about two to six hours in the time trip, which is a relatively small variable considering the inconsistencies in each of our trips. Now, I’m hoping since the reaction is intentional and controlled, we’ll be able to think of the time we want to go to. We’ll have a few hours, try our best to make a minimal impact on the environment, and then return to the present. Make sense?”

Jude stares at me with a blank expression.

“You’re not in a time trip, are you?” I prod.

He shakes his head. “I feel more like I’m on an acid trip.”

I push him gently and he pushes back.

“What! I’m sorry, it’s kind of hard to keep up with you when you go all Bill Nye on me like that.”

I shrug. “Science is kind of my thing. I’m a nerd, remember?”

He smiles. “My nerd.”

I roll my eyes.
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After a lot of mulling over, we decide we’re going to create a relatively insignificant day. Then, tonight, we’ll try to go back to the start of the day and make a minimal change to see how it impacts the future. We convince ourselves that it won’t be a big deal, even though time-travel media says otherwise. I mean, it’s not like we’re going back to stop Kennedy from being shot. We’re just going to the beginning of the day.

Start smaller, a voice in my head from some TV show tells me.

So we start small.

We spend our morning in bed, head to the boba shop for some tea, and go on a walk around campus. Then we meet up with my suitemates for bowling in the rec hall and Jude wipes the floor with them—he has some sort of hidden bowling proficiency that I somehow didn’t know about, apparently.

After bowling, we all go out for lunch. Jude gets four gigantic slices of Hawaiian pizza, which he throws up three hours later.

We spend a while on his bathroom floor, talking about school and life and everything and nothing while we wait out his passing nausea.

Then we stay home and snack on some gentle food and Sprite and watch a couple of movies in the living room until retiring to his bedroom for the night.

“Will you still kiss me even though I barfed today?” Jude looks over at me pitifully.

“Did you brush your teeth?”

He gives my shoulder a light punch. “Yes, I brushed my teeth, jerk.”

I smile and bring his face to mine, kissing him gently on his lips and then his nose and then his forehead.

“I would have kissed you even if you didn’t,” I whisper.

“So sweet.”

“Are you ready to hit the reset button on today?” I trace his face lightly with my fingers, hoping I remember every second of it.

“How exactly are we both going to go on the trip?” His big brown eyes flutter under his lashes.

I sigh. “So, I have another theory. I’ve had it since the first trip, actually—the one you had in your kitchen. You know how when one of us travels, the other one gets sort of zapped when we try to touch each other?”

Jude nods.

“Well, have you ever had anyone tell you that you shocked them when they came in contact with you during a dissociative state?”

It takes him a second, but he shakes his head. “I don’t think so.”

“Me either. Therapists and doctors and parents and friends—no one has ever said anything even close to that has happened. So it made me think about what must make our interaction with each other different from everyone else. Have you ever jumped a car?”

“Of course,” Jude says. I try to keep myself from imagining him all sweaty with a white tank top on, leaning into the hood of a car, grease tinting the tips of his fingers.

I clear my throat. “Right. So, let’s pretend we’re both car batteries. Right now, the car’s off. No danger, there’s potential energy inside us, but nothing is running. I can touch you, you can touch me. But then we go into a time trip and the battery jumps to life. Then, I try to connect one of my terminals to yours, like in the kitchen. What happens?”

“My battery jumps yours.”

“Exactly. But I only connected one hand—one terminal—and I got shocked. Sound familiar?”

He nods again, slowly.

“Well, maybe that’s it. Maybe that zap we’re feeling is just the beginning of the jump. Maybe we just need to complete the circuit.”

“I’m trying so hard to understand what you’re saying, Si.”

“Okay, hear me out. Maybe if we hold both of our hands together—have a place to direct the energy that’s flowing between the two of us—maybe that will be enough to bring the other person on the trip.”

“I think you just want to hold my hands,” Jude teases.

I smile. “That too.”

“So we … we both take a pill, hold our hands together, and wait?”

“In theory, yeah.”

Jude rolls his eyes. “I’m gonna be so pissed off if this works.”

I smile. “On three?”

I grab two of the pills from the case on Jude’s nightstand.

He takes one gently between his fingers.

“One …”

“Two …”

“Three.”

We both place the pills under our tongues and interlock our fingers. It’s slow to start, so for a long moment we’re just holding hands and looking into each other’s eyes. And then we start to feel it … but this time it’s something different. It’s the familiar earthy taste and slow tingling feeling, but with a side of … bubbliness? I feel lighter than air, less like falling and more like … flying.

Jude’s breath trembles and I rub my fingers over his knuckles, our palms pressed together.

“You okay?” I manage.

My voice sounds far away.

Jude nods in response, eyes closed.

“See you on the other side,” I whisper.

I close my eyes, too, and try to focus on the destination. Back to this morning, the scent of strawberry pastries heavy in the air, the sound of Jude’s sleepy, steady breaths from the other room. His bedhead when he comes into the kitchen. The taste of strawberries and morning breath as he kisses me.

My body does this strange fizzling thing and instead of the usual pitch black surrounding me, the world behind my eyelids paints itself with brilliant blues.

The colors ebb and flow, breathing like they’re alive. Bright white stars twinkle deep into the vastness of it all, and I know in my head that I am small, but the space I’m in makes me feel as big as a planet. It carries me with celestial intent through a cosmos unlike any I’ve ever seen.

I feel Jude’s pulse against mine the entire time.

And then I get this light shiver, like chills during a crescendo, and I’m awake again.

Standing in the kitchen.

Strawberry pastry in hand.

Jude stumbles out of his room and smiles at me.

“Is it you?” I ask, not sure if he’s this-morning-Jude or just-now-Jude.

“It’s me.”

“What’s the last thing I said to you?”

He waltzes over to me and wraps his hands around mine.

“See you on the other side.”

I smile at him, and he pulls me into a kiss.







HE DID IT

Jude

We actually do it.

The pill takes us back to the beginning of the day and we are there for around four hours—just like my trip before. We start the day the same, but instead of owning everyone at the bowling alley and barfing up my pizza slice, Silas and I go on a drive through the outskirts of town.

I sit in the driver’s seat while Silas rests his head against his arm, leaning out the open window. The wind tries to pass through his thick curls, but they fight back and only shake slightly in the breeze. I sneak a glance at him every chance I get—the faint curve of his smile in the side-view mirror, the way the golden sun turns his hair a brilliant cerulean and his skin a brilliant umber.

He is a boy meant for sunlight.

After an hour of aimless driving, we end up at a park that seems to have been abandoned and unkept for years. Gray-green grass covers every inch, the wooden fence that once lined the park now rotted to bare bones.

A few turns down the path, we find a gurgling stream with a barren patch of land.

“Seems as good a spot as any to await the possible collapse of our timelines and potentially create an interdimensional rift that rips our current bodies to shreds, right?” Silas flashes a chipper smile.

I roll my eyes in response. “Looks good to me.”

And so we sit, two boys bending the laws of time to their will, watching the sun over an empty field as a time bomb ticks between them.

But the minutes pass; the world breathes in and out around us as it should. It comes on slowly—the pulling back of the universe, the tugging on our strings.

Silas catches my eye before it happens, a subtle smile pursed gently between his lips.

“It’s gonna work,” I promise him as our worlds fade to black.

And it does.

We fizzle away, swept through the cosmos like stardust, and find ourselves back in my bed with the bitter taste of the pill still fresh under our tongues.

“How’s your stomach?” I ask Silas. “No nausea?”

He smiles. “Not even a little.”

We remember everything. Nothing terrible has happened, all of our limbs are accounted for, no one and nothing has been lost to the abyss. We’ve set a different reality for ourselves, we made a different choice, and we survived.

Time no longer controls us; we control it.

The first moment I met Silas—that future version of him—he told me he would help me, that we’d help each other. I don’t know what I could ever possibly have to offer Silas Turner, but maybe this is it.

Maybe he just needed the push to make the pill. Now he can be free of our condition and so can I.

Thoughts of David come fluttering back. It feels like I’m abandoning him, abandoning the version of myself that was bullied and outcast and alone. The future I could’ve had if I hadn’t ruined everything. I spent a long time hating him for what he did, but wasn’t it me that put him in that situation? Me that kissed him? I pushed too far, and he wasn’t ready. If I can go back and change the ending … shouldn’t I at least try?

Maybe I could have my life back, have David back. I could go back to my friends and my band and my plan for the future. We’ll have Thursday night jam sessions again, stay up way too late, sketch out ideas for band merch.

David and I will sit closer together on the couch than anyone else, but no one will notice and no one will say anything because we’re guys and we’re friends and there’s no reason to suspect anything different.

I’ll be grateful for David in those small moments, and I won’t push him for anything he isn’t ready for. We could be us again.

I remind myself of that picture—celebrating Pride, kissing a boy.

You were just too early, I scold myself. Right person, wrong time.

Maybe … Maybe I’ll stash a pill. Just in case.

It couldn’t hurt.

Right?







THE DUNES

Silas

“We can’t skip class; I have a test coming up!” I argue.

Jude groans. “You can still go to class! We’ll go out, enjoy today’s perfect weather, enjoy the freedom of being young and alive and in control of this time shit, then we’ll go back to the morning and go to class.”

“Why can’t we just wait until after class or the weekend?”

“Silasss,” he whines. “It’s so sunny outside right now, and after my 6:00 p.m. class we’ll barely have time. We know it’ll work, let’s just do it! Don’t you want to spend more time with me?”

I squint at him. “Male manipulator.”

He scoffs. “I’m not! Look, we don’t have to go, I’m just saying I want to spend more time with you, and I think we’d have a great time if we—like—went on a hike in the woods and smoked or something. And you wouldn’t have to miss class because we know we can come back to this morning. But we’ll still have that time together in the woods, we’ll have longer than twenty-four hours in the day. It’s a power I think we should use.”

“Is this that ‘doing good’ you were referring to? Smoking weed in the woods instead of going to class?”

He beams an arrogant smile.

Damn it.

“Look, just this once, okay? And we’re not getting high in the woods. I’m taking you to the Dunes.”
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Even though I know I’m coming back, I still feel guilty as I watch the clock in Jude’s car tick to 9:00 and think about my empty seat in aero science.

As if he can read my mind, Jude reaches over from the driver’s seat and traces reassuring circles on my knee, his left hand gently guiding the wheel as we cruise down the highway.

“I can’t believe you’ve never been to the Dunes. I thought it was like a rite of passage.”

Jude smiles. “Apparently it’s not. I’m excited to see you in your cute little swim trunks though.”

My face grows warm as I bury a smile.

“Likewise.”
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One rest stop and a few Beach House albums later, I finally see the sign.

INDIANA DUNES NATIONAL PARK

I can’t help but immediately roll down the window and lean outside, breathing in the earthy Lake Michigan air. Jude pays the entry fee and finds parking while I close my eyes and listen for the quiet shhh of the tides lapping on the shore.

When we finally get parked and settled, I help Jude carry our bags down the path until we find a spot away from everyone else.

“Is this okay?” Jude slings the bag off of his shoulder and starts to unfold a blanket.

“It’s perfect.” I kneel to help him set up camp.

While there’s basically no one within eyeshot of us, I still decide to keep my tank top on rather than wear just my binder. The binders are never quite the right skin tone for me and I just feel like they stick out more than a dude in a tank top.

I think Jude catches on because he keeps his on, too.

“You don’t have to do that.” I tug at the belly of his shirt.

He shrugs. “I have weird nipples. Rather keep them covered up.”

I roll my eyes and pretend he’s telling the truth, but I can’t help but feel grateful for him anyway.

Here I am, sitting on the very same sandy shores of Lake Michigan, the place I spent summers at as a kid.

But this time, I’m someone new.

And I’m here with someone who never saw me as anything different.

“I’m really happy we came here.” I tangle my fingers into Jude’s.

“You’re becoming quite the little rule breaker. What would your professors say?” he teases, kissing my cheek.

I tangle my fingers into the charcoal locks of hair that fall at the nape of his neck. “We’re still going back to this morning. We’ll still remember it all. But right here, right now … I’m just happy I’m here with you. And we have all the time in the world.”

Jude looks up from my neck with a smile softer than any I’ve ever seen.

“Me too.”

His lips meet mine with a tenderness as gentle as the breeze rolling over the lake.

“Now, let’s go swimming.” Jude pecks me on the cheek before kicking off his shoes and darting toward the water.

I give myself a second—just a second—to soak in the way he looks right now.

Olive skin shining a warmer golden hue in the sunlight, midnight hair shiny and beautiful as it bounces and flows in the wind. Toned arms, a faint shadow of muscle glossing over them as they pump at his sides.

I let myself feel everything I’ve ever felt for him and more.

And then I chase after him.







THE DUNES, PART 2

Jude

I am becoming utterly and helplessly attached to Silas Turner. Against all better judgment, and seemingly against my will.
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Silas’s head resurfaces from the water, electric blue curls dampened and desaturated as they hang in front of his eyes.

“You have to go all the way under, you wimp!” He splashes a handful of water at me.

“It’s cold and this water is dirty!” I kick my legs and arms to keep me treading and upright.

“It’s part of the experience! Come on, what are you, scared?”

I squint at him. “Don’t you start, Turner.”

He flashes me an innocent smile.

“What?”

I reach for him and wrap my entire body around his, pulling us both under the water.

The muffled hum of hundreds of miles of water fills my ears and brings me back to the past.

But this time, it’s not a time trip.

It’s a memory.

Our first kiss in that pool …

Silas in front of me, water all around me, a burning inside of me.

When I resurface from the cloudy Lake Michigan water, I soak in the presence of it all. I take in the beautiful blue-haired boy before me. Something tells me he’s remembering the same thing. Our hands reach out at the same time, cupping each other’s faces, mirroring each other’s movements.

That first kiss.

I can’t help but remember how much I wanted him back at that party. How the desperate need for him completely overwhelmed me.

How is it possible that the need has only gotten stronger?
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We dry off on our blanket in the sun, both of us realizing we forgot sunscreen—it was always the lighter-skinned parent who brought it as kids, and technically, this day will cease to exist anyway.

Silas did, however, pack these cute little sandwiches cut into triangles and some bags of chips for us. We snack and kiss and sunbathe and kiss some more.

I watch with studious attention as Silas lies on his stomach, hands folded under his left cheek as he drifts off into sleep. His breathing is steady and soft, his back rising and falling rhythmically.

His hair is barely beginning to dry, so it gathers in curly clumps as it cascades over his ear and down his neck.

That neck …

I can’t help but kiss him there.

He twitches gently in his sleep, lips tugging into a smile.

I am becoming something more than I ever thought possible, I think, euphoric and sleepy.

I am becoming soft.







THIS TIME, I HAVE A LIGHTER

Silas

I’m on top of the world.

Jude and I are basically dating. He’s not your conventional dater, but we’ve been kissing (a lot), flirting, falling asleep in each other’s arms, spending every day together. Taeo still thinks it’s a bad idea, but I’m being careful.

Kind of.

I mean, it’s not like I’m going to confess my undying love to him or anything, but we’re getting close—closer than I’ve ever been to anyone—and I’m enjoying it.

I’m allowed to enjoy it.

I created a cure, a reason for him to stop hanging out with me—not that I wanted him to—but he continues to stick around.

If he was going to ditch me, he would have done it already, right?

We’ve gotten into the habit of skipping classes a couple of days a week to spend time together, then using the catalysts to go back and attend class. I’ve noticed that the more times we use the cure, the sparser our trips get. Maybe something adapting inside of us, which I’m hoping will mean we can eventually stop taking the pills. If we kept just a few on hand for emergencies, that would certainly help with the guilt from using up school materials. Not that they’ve seemed to notice so far.

Today, we go for a walk after our classes and end up at this abandoned car lot that Jude says he hangs out at sometimes. It’s pretty sketchy looking, lots of graffiti and garbage all over the place.

“That one’s mine.” He points to a big spray-painted dick on a car.

“Classy.” I laugh and give it a good looking-over. “Not life size, I see?”

He smiles. “Nah, mine’s bigger.”

Quietly, I think about how I wouldn’t actually know of Jude’s … size. But boundaries are boundaries, and I’ve never pushed. I never would. I’m here for Jude, not for whatever’s beneath his clothes.

I bump his shoulder with mine and he bumps me back.

He takes a few bounding steps before jumping up onto the hood of a small sedan and sitting on the roof, patting the empty spot next to him.

A little less elegantly, I follow behind him and carefully scale the windshield, settling on the top. He fishes a joint out of his pocket and places it between his lips, patting down his pockets before letting out a groan.

“Need a light?” I pull my new lighter from the pocket of my jeans.

He smiles with the joint in his lips, and I flick the lighter to life, bringing it to the end as he draws in a breath, moving the joint between his fingers.

“You have never been sexier.” He blows smoke out the corner of his lips.

“Can I try?”

I can’t stop looking at the way he’s looking at me right now.

He nods and takes a hit, cupping my face with his free hand and bringing my lips a breath away from his. Smoke pours from his lips as I draw in.

I cough, of course, but not an embarrassing amount. Not nearly as embarrassing as choking on pool water the night of our first kiss.

“You okay?” He takes another hit for himself, and I go to breathe in his smoke, but he laughs a little which makes him cough. “I think one’s enough to start with for now, stoner.”

I roll my eyes and lie back against the roof of the car, watching the clouds soar above us.

“I like what we’re doing.” I reach my hand out to Jude, who’s still sitting up.

He puts his hand on mine and I revel in the warmth.

“I like it, too. Oh, Si! Shooting star!” Jude shakes my hand excitedly.

My eyes lag hazily, dragging across the sky to where Jude is looking. “In the daytime?”

“There!” He points, but there’s nothing there.

“Maybe just a plane?” I suggest.

Jude shakes his head. “If it were a plane, wouldn’t it still be there?”

I shrug, the drowsy looseness of my thoughts allowing more room for this possibility. It’s rare for a meteor to have enough mass or velocity to be visible in the daytime, but Jude and I have learned to accept the rare and unlikely.

After all, that’s what we are, isn’t it?

Clouds are swirling in the sky above me and I think about how different my life is right now than I ever expected. I don’t think I ever expected to be happy. I know it sounds emo and cringe, but I genuinely thought that my entire life would be something I’d just have to get through.

I was forced to exist inside the wrong body. I was forced to keep reliving my life over and over again at the mercy of the universe. I never really had a say in anything. I just got through what I could.

For the first time, it feels like I’m in control. I can choose when to go back and I can choose to bring with me the one person I want the most. Someone who sees me for who I am. Someone who knows me and wants me and chooses to stay.

He teaches me without meaning to teach me.

He saves me without knowing he’s saving me.

As I smile up into the beautiful and endless skies above me, I can’t help but wonder if the universe is smiling back.







CLOUD WATCHING

Jude

High Silas is an absolute treat.

With our backs pressed against the windshield, Silas watches the clouds, and I watch him.

“How do you feel?” I ask after a while.

It’s the quietest he’s been since I met him.

“High,” he replies.

I laugh. “And how is it?”

“Strange”—Silas giggles—“but nice. My head is so calm but also so full. Organized. Like rows and rows of color-coded filing cabinets.”

The mental image is overwhelmingly Silas. Folders and tabs color-coded with pastels, filing cabinets shiny and silver like his round-framed glasses.

“What are you thinking about,” I ask, “in all your infinite organized knowledge?”

Silas lolls his head to the side, eyes dreamy and smile effervescent.

“Every color is you.”

I close the space between us, his kiss warm and inviting. When we pull away, he sighs, returning his gaze to the sky.

“It feels surreal,” he says.

I reach for his hand, folding it into mine. “Which part?”

Silas huffs through his nose, smiling. “All of it. You. The cure. The possibilities. It’s like a new beginning.”

I smile back. “I agree. It’s surreal. New beginning, I like that.”

“Do you have any regrets?” he asks, eyes still searching the clouds.

“Deep question. I don’t know—I mean—not with you. But in my life? Sure. I regret some decisions I made when I was young. Relationships where I … could’ve made smarter choices. I think I was a fragile kid, and I never really realized that until it was too late. I thought I was indestructible, so when I broke, I just got so … angry.”

I remember at the end of middle school, how often I’d skipped class just to avoid David. To avoid the name-calling and shoving, slapping my bags and books out of my hands. I begged to go to a different high school. Mom said she’d talk to the principal about the bullying, but I screamed at her that it would only make it worse. She let me change districts.

“My parents tried to help,” I explain, “but the constant reminder of how much I had changed just made me feel worse. There was too much pressure to be normal when I knew that something about me was so fundamentally broken. I had some episodes in high school that I’m not proud of. I know that they don’t see me the same anymore and we’re not as close as we used to be. I regret letting our relationship get this bad. And my grandparents …” I trail off, chest shaking.

Silas squeezes my fingers, looking to me with sincere attention.

I take a deep breath. “I wish I’d spent more time with them. They had very traditional Filipino values—both from a long line of Catholics—and I know they bent a lot of their rules to be accepting of me. I wish I’d shown them my appreciation more.”

“It sounds like they really loved you,” Silas says softly. “I’m sure they felt how much you loved them back. And your parents—I don’t think they ever saw you as broken. You’re not broken, Jude, you never were. You were in pain and you felt alone in the world. That would change anyone. It changed me. But you don’t have to be alone anymore.”

A tear stings behind my eye, and I rub it against my shoulder to hold it back. “Thanks, Silas. What—um—what about you? Regrets?”

Silas sighs, long and exasperated. “I’ve always tried not to be regretful. I definitely don’t regret anything with you. I wouldn’t change a thing. But before I met you, I think … I think I just wish I’d come out sooner. I wish I hadn’t been so scared to tell anyone anything about myself. I practiced so much self-restraint back then and I feel like it wired my brain in a way that’s maybe not the healthiest? But opening up has been a lot easier since I met you.” He rests his head against my shoulder, and I trace his wrist with my thumb.

The pulsing of his heart against my fingers tells me that I’m real—tells me I’m here in this moment.

If his heart is beating next to mine, I’m safe. If he’s alive, then so am I.

The quiet sounds of nature and the distant roaring of the highway lull me to a near-sleep as Silas and I rest against each other on the warm roof of this abandoned sedan.

“I feel like I’ve known you my whole life,” Silas says after a while.

I shift my shoulders against the metal roof to angle my face toward his, looking into his dark and honest eyes.

“Really?” I stretch my pinky finger toward his hand, and he winds his fingers into mine.

“Really. You just make sense to me. Well,” he laughs, “you don’t make sense. Ever. But you make sense in my life, you make sense when you’re around me. Or maybe everything else makes sense. But it’s like you’re just … right. Do you know what I mean?”

He’s fidgeting with my knuckles, so I know he’s thinking pretty hard about this.

“I know what you mean,” I say honestly.

Silas is annoying and persistent and hard to understand sometimes, but ever since I met him—even future him—I’ve felt like the world is so much bigger than it was before. I’ve never met anyone that made me feel like that.

My stomach pangs with guilt as I think it.

David …

Since we made the pill, I haven’t been able to shake the thought of going back to him. But I’ve gotten so used to this. The softness of Silas, the comfort he gives, the understanding he offers.

But I had all that with David. I know I did.

Years thrown away with David. I haven’t even known Silas for a full semester. These things I feel for him are just chemicals in my brain. He’s the first guy in a long time I’ve felt anything for.

That doesn’t mean he’s the right guy, does it?

Not when I’ve spent the past five years going back to the past over and over again, knowing why, knowing what I’m supposed to do.

What I’m supposed to fix.

I got it wrong the first time. I’ll go back and I won’t kiss him. I’ll keep things the way they were, give him the time and space he needs. And when he comes to terms with who he is, even if he doesn’t choose me, he’ll still be in my life. I won’t be throwing away my friends and my band and the first guy that I ever loved.

It’s supposed to be David.

Not Silas.

Not Silas.

“Si, I like this. What we’ve been doing. How you make me feel. But I just want you to know I’m not … this isn’t going to work long-term. I can’t give you what you want, and I don’t … want a boyfriend. Okay?”

I’m hoping he’s sober enough to understand what I’m saying but high enough to not start a fight.

He doesn’t respond.

“Si?” I’m looking at him but his eyes are trained on the sky.

“I guess I figured you’d say that,” he says with an even tone.

I’m hesitant.

“It’s not that I don’t—” I start, but he rolls off the hood of the car so fast I expect him to fall flat on his face.

But he doesn’t.

He lands on his feet, pauses for a moment, and starts walking.

“Wait up!” I jump off the hood and follow behind him.

“I just want to be alone, Jude.” He doesn’t stop, turns left out of the lot.

“The school is the other way!” I stop in my tracks and watch him keep walking.

“Silas!” I yell again.

He carries on.







CARSYN

Silas

I don’t want to see Jude after what happened yesterday, so I decide to go to the boba shop alone. The familiar orange-red of Carsyn’s curly hair pops out behind the counter as he notices me.

He waves excitedly. “Hi, Silas!”

I wave back as I approach the counter. Thankfully, it’s pretty empty in the shop today so there’s no one in line.

“It’s good to see you. You, uh—you never texted after the party.”

Shit.

Yeah, I was a little preoccupied curing temporal anomalies and making out with Jude for a few weeks.

“I’m sorry about that! It’s been … I’ve been crazy busy. Homework and stuff.”

He gives me a doubtful look before relaxing and then shrugging.

“It happens. I’ve missed you, though.”

I smile.

“Really?”

He smiles back, a cute little bop of his head as he nods. “Really. You’re my favorite customer. I’ve been wanting to make this drink for you, actually, do you mind?”

“Do I mind if you make a free drink for me?”

Carsyn lets out a cute mini-laugh. “Yeah, do you mind?”

I shake my head. “I do not mind getting a free drink from the world’s cutest barista.”

Hanging out with Jude is making me bolder with my flirtiness.

Carsyn blushes behind the counter and sucks his lower lip into his mouth, biting back a shy smile.

“You’re something else, Silas.”

Now he sounds like Jude.

God, spending so much time with Jude is rotting my brain.

Just let yourself enjoy being flirted with by someone who actually gives a fuck about your feelings, Silas.

“I try to be,” is the response I come up with.
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Carsyn makes small talk with me while he prepares my drink. There’s only one other worker and she’s back in the kitchen, so it’s just us chatting for a long while. When he first hands over the drink to me, I give it a sip. He calls it peaches ’n’ cream. It’s a sweetened Earl Grey with peach syrup and half-and-half all over a nice layer of honey boba.

“Carsyn … this is heaven in a cup.”

He smiles. “I know. It’s my new favorite. Sweet enough for you?”

I nod enthusiastically. “Definitely. I think the ube is still my favorite—purely for aesthetic purposes—but this is really, really good. Although Jude would probably hate it.”

Fuck.

Why am I thinking about Jude again?

“Is that so?” Carsyn sounds immediately disinterested.

“Yeah, he just hates tea in general, so … it’s not saying much. Never mind, sorry.” I want to talk about literally anything else.

“At the party, you said you guys weren’t dating? Is that still true or …”

“Yeah.” I suck in a breath. “It’s true. Not dating.”

Carsyn doesn’t look entirely convinced but he nods anyway.

“Do you, um … do you think maybe I could take you out sometime, then?”

My stomach flutters.

“Really?”

He smiles and the freckles on his cheeks stretch into a new constellation.

“Really. I could take you out to dinner, maybe we could see a movie. Drive around for a bit. Would you want to do that?”

God, he’s adorable.

“Yeah, I would love to do that. Yes. A thousand percent.”

Okay, Silas, overkill.

Carsyn laughs a little. “Perfect. How’s tonight?”

I consider Jude for a moment—only for a moment. We planned to watch a space movie tonight. We take turns picking movies each week and I almost always pick a space one and he almost always stays awake.

But I spend every day with Jude, and considering how cold he was to me yesterday, I think we could benefit from some time apart.

“Tonight’s great. When are you off work?”

“Six o’clock sharp.”

“I’ll be here.”

“Perfect. See you then.”
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I’m still sipping on the last of my peaches ’n’ cream bubble tea when I get back to my dorm.

It’s a Tuesday afternoon, so I end up spending the majority of the day getting ahead on homework and tidying up my dorm, hanging out with my suitemates, playing video games in bed.

When 5:45 rolls around, I’m all dressed up—an oversized peach-colored T-shirt with a strawberry milk printed on the front, some pale blue straight-leg jeans, and a pair of Adidas Superstars that I doodled all over with planets and stars sometime in high school. When I get to the boba shop at 6:00, Carsyn is taking off his apron and hanging it on a hook.

He emerges from behind the counter and wraps me in a hug. I breathe in the sweet sugary scent of him, wondering if it’s cologne or a product of his tea making.

“You look cute,” he says as we pull apart.

“So do you,” I reply, although I almost prefer him with the little apron on.
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We head to some Italian cuisine spot that’s relatively close to campus. It’s basically a step above Olive Garden. I love Italian food, so I don’t mind, but I feel a little underdressed and the intensity of the atmosphere makes me a little more anxious than I’d like.

“Do you eat here a lot?” I glance over the menu once we’re seated.

“Not really. I just wanted to take you somewhere nice. Is this okay?”

I ignore the fact that he’s asking me after we’re already here and I try to focus on the fact that he’s trying to impress me.

“Yeah, it’s great! I just don’t really go out to eat a lot.”

“Jude doesn’t take you out?”

This catches me off guard.

“No … we’re just friends.”

“I didn’t say you weren’t. I eat here with my friends sometimes. I guess I’m just wondering what you guys are always doing together.”

Okay, what the fuck?

“I don’t know, we just hang out. What do you two have against each other?”

Carsyn takes a deep breath and consciously relaxes his shoulders.

“I don’t have anything against him. I was close with him for a while and we’re not anymore, so I guess it’s just weird. But I’m happy you guys are friends. You seem like a good fit. I’m sorry for bringing him up.”

I try to relax my shoulders, too, but I still feel on defense.

“It’s fine, I just … I don’t want to think about him tonight. Is that okay?”

Carsyn nods.

“Of course. So tell me about you, then.”
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It’s kind of hard to have a genuine conversation with someone when you can’t mention, “Hey, by the way, I spent the fundamental periods of my life reliving the past and I now have a skewed perception of reality and find it difficult to maintain any sort of real connection!”

I tiptoe around it, mentioning that I didn’t have a great childhood, that I try not to think about it too much. I talk about having ADHD and dissociative episodes, how it affected me growing up. I talk about my major, how I want to work with astronauts and learn more about the universe.

Carsyn sits across the table, nodding along, but I feel like he’s not really listening. I don’t know if it’s because I’m used to Jude’s interjections when I ramble, but Carsyn is just watching me and eating his food and sipping his drink and nodding while I talk and talk and talk about space and my favorite media and more space.

Eventually, I don’t have the energy to keep talking.

Carsyn doesn’t fill in any gaps, doesn’t offer up any information.

I can’t help but feel like it’s my fault.

That’s what happens when you ramble on and on about your special interests, Silas.

Somewhere between our second or third round of breadsticks, I feel a buzzing start in the back of my neck then tingle across my skin. The panic must show clearly on my face, because Carsyn asks, “Are you okay?”

I reach for my messenger bag, fumbling with the pastel buttons before pulling it open and digging through the messy interior. Pens, mints, notebooks, Rubik’s Cubes, and emergency tampons clatter around as I feel for the cloud-shaped pill case.

“Silas?” Carsyn asks again.

My eyes blur, darkness closing in like a vignette. My hands are moving slowly, like I’m losing control of them, slipping out of my body. It takes a lot, but I manage to snap the case open, spilling the pills all over the inside of my bag. Luckily, I get a grip on one, bring it to my mouth, and let it dissolve under my tongue.

Just before the world goes black, I feel myself sinking back into control, my senses relaxing to their natural state. I manage a deep breath.

“What was that about?” Carsyn stares bug-eyed at me.

My breath shakes. “Sorry. I get these narcoleptic episodes.”

“You’re addicted to stealing? Where’d you steal pills from?”

I close my eyes, letting the comment roll off my shoulders. It is, surprisingly, not the first time I’ve heard that one.

“No, not kleptic. It’s like a mini-seizure. I’m fine, sorry, the pills help. Um, what were you saying?”

He wasn’t saying anything, but I’d really like to move past how horribly awkward I have made this date.
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Carsyn is kind enough to pay for the meal when we’re done—I make sure to reach for the bill just in case—and he opens my door for me when we get to his car.

“Do you want to go see a movie or anything?” Carsyn reaches his hand across the console between us and rests his palm on my knee.

The touch almost makes me want to squirm, but I don’t know why.

I like Carsyn.

Or I thought I did.

So why is he freaking me out?

“I actually have an assignment due at 11:59 that I completely forgot about. Do you mind if we rain check?”

Carsyn looks at me like he’s clocking my lie, but he gives my knee a gentle squeeze before starting the car.

“That’s fine. Another night, then.”
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The drive is excruciatingly awkward. He doesn’t turn on any music and the longer the silence lasts, the more daunting it seems to speak. There are cicadas hissing and crickets chirping in the night, but it’s barely audible through the windows. Thank the universe we’re only about a seven-minute drive from campus.

When we get to my dorm parking lot, Carsyn turns and smiles at me, but it’s not a full smile because his freckles don’t do the stretching thing.

“This was really fun,” I lie through my teeth.

Carsyn nods. “I can’t wait till next time. Good luck with that assignment, cutie.”

Cutie?

Carsyn leans over the console and pulls me in for another lingering hug, but this one is even more uncomfortable than the last. He’s holding me against him for several seconds and I’m just staring over his shoulder and out his window into the blackness of night.

When he finally pulls away, I start to unbuckle my seat belt to leave, but he pulls me back in and kisses me.

I’m not expecting it, so our lips collide awkwardly, and his movement is bold and unpredictable and disgustingly wet.

I pull away the second he goes for air.

“Thanks again.” I don’t think I thanked him to begin with, but it seems like the right thing to say as I unclick my seat belt and leave the car, slamming the door behind me.

What the fuck!

A chill passes through me—the bad kind—and a feeling of disgust climbs up my throat. I try to roll it off my shoulders, but it seeps under my skin.

Then, when I round the corner of the building to the entrance of my dorm, Jude is at the door waiting for me.







OH

Silas

“Where the hell have you been?” Jude crosses his arms over his chest as I head up toward the doors.

“Out,” I retort.

“We had plans tonight.” Irritation lines his voice.

I groan and roll my neck. “Yeah, I know. I just wanted some time away, Jude.”

He squints at me.

“Are you mad at me?”

I roll my eyes. “We spend every day together, Jude, and then you act like what we’re doing doesn’t even fucking matter to you, so yes—I spent some time with someone who actually …” I replay the date with Carsyn in my head and feel sick.

Maybe Carsyn didn’t actually feel something for me. Maybe he just wanted …

Or maybe my head is just all screwed up over Jude and I can’t accept affection from Carsyn, someone I’ve been attracted to for months, even before I met Jude.

“Who were you out with?” Jude presses.

I sigh, really not wanting to do this right now.

He’s going to find out eventually.

“Carsyn,” I whisper.

His eyes go wide.

“Carsyn?”

I shrug.

“Why the fuck would you go out with him, Silas?”

I don’t like his tone.

“I really don’t need this from you right now, Jude.”

I just want to go to bed and cry.

I nudge him as I push past him, but he catches my arm on the way.

I look at his hand on me and then shake it off. “What do you want from me?”

He puts his hands up defensively. “I’m sorry. I don’t mean to … I’m not trying to …”

“Control me?” I interject. “Because it kind of feels like you are! What the fuck else could you be doing, Jude? I mean, seriously, you come into my life, you throw everything way off course. You flirt with me, then when I convince myself it’s stupid to think you could ever like me, you kiss me.

“And then I think maybe it was a onetime thing, but you keep kissing me. So I think, ‘huh, maybe he’s actually got a heart in there! Maybe he’s not the guy everyone says he is!’ But just when I get comfortable enough to think we could be something real, you freak out at the thought of being my boyfriend. And now you’re pissed that I went out with someone? You are the definition of controlling, Jude!”

I have to take a deep breath when I finish—I don’t think even I knew I was going to say that much or talk that fast. But the words streamed straight from my consciousness, and I felt a weight off my chest—everything that’s been rattling around in my brain for the past twenty-four hours—some of it is stuff I’ve been thinking about since the day we met. He is so unbelievably impossible, and I don’t know how he can’t see what he’s doing to me.

He’s just staring at me in silence, brows tilted slightly upward, cheek flexing on the outside while he chews on the inner wall of it.

He nods. “Okay.”

I squint at him.

“Okay?”

“I’m going to tell you something, but I don’t want you to think I’m just saying it to piss you off or to make shit up. I’m just telling you this because I have to. And because it’s time. Okay?”

Where the fuck is he going with this?

“Okay, Jude, just say it.”

He takes a deep breath.

“I was being honest when I said I didn’t want a boyfriend. I don’t. I’m not trying to control you—it was selfish of me to keep kissing you and leading you on when I knew I didn’t want … what you want. But I’m not trying to—like—keep you for myself or anything. I don’t care if you date someone. Well, I care, but it’s not … It’s not that I don’t want you to date someone, Si. It’s just him.”

“Ugh, what are you two not telling me? Did you guys sleep together or something?”

He’s quiet, which makes me think I’m right.

“I … yes, we did. We hooked up, but it’s not that, Silas, it’s—”

“What, then?”

“It’s hard to explain.”

“Fuck you.” I turn to go inside.

“He’s a chaser!”

My head jerks back.

“What?”

Jude groans and ruffles his hands through his bangs. “Silas. Carsyn is a chaser.”

I shake my head. “No, I heard you. I don’t understand.”

“He only goes out with trans guys and it’s just to hook up with them. He’s a total freak about it.”

It’s not making sense.

“Have you ever considered that maybe he’s just … gay? And he’s not one of those cis gay guys that, like, only dates cis gay guys? Maybe he’s just inclusive—that happens, you know. Not everyone is you.”

A look of genuine hurt crosses his face, and I immediately regret what I said.

I’ve never seen this look on him and every second of it breaks my heart.

“I’m sorry. I just meant … I just don’t believe that, Jude, I mean if he only hooks up with trans guys, why would he hook up with you?”

Jude’s shoulders sink as his eyes drift to the concrete between us.

“I … you were going to find this out eventually, but I’m … I am trans. Okay?”

What?

“You … you’re …” The cogs in my brain catch and grind, lagging behind.

“I’m trans, Silas. I didn’t tell you because I don’t tell anyone. I’ve known since I was little. My mom had learned so much about trans people through work, and after some gender-based therapy programs, my parents were all for it. I went on blockers and then testosterone and never even went through female puberty. Sometimes, I guess I … I don’t feel trans enough? So I don’t talk about it. I know how different my experience is to so many people.

I know how different it is to yours.”

Jude leaves a space for me to speak, but I’m speechless.

He continues, “So, I just don’t talk about it. But I’m trans. And somehow, Carsyn found out, maybe he overheard Riley on the phone with me or something—they’re the only one that knows; they found out by accident. But he was hitting on me a lot and then asking for pictures and asking about my name, using weird words to describe me. When we hooked up, all he wanted was to talk about my body and get into my pants and … He’s done this to a few of the trans guys on campus. I didn’t want him to do it to you, that’s why I didn’t want you to go out with him. Did he … did he try anything, or …”

My brain is still reeling.

Jude … is trans.

And I just … didn’t know.

I mean, he didn’t tell me, so I don’t know how I could’ve known. His chest has always felt so flat against my hands, and I’ve never seen him without his boxers. I just thought he was like a service top or something. I never questioned it for a second. I mean, it doesn’t change anything, not really, but it’s still hard to wrap my mind around. Is this what it will be like for me someday? Will I reach a point where I can just exist freely without having to announce my pronouns and name in order to be respected in a conversation? Will I be just some guy and not the trans guy?

Although, I don’t think Jude could ever be just some guy.

Especially not to me.

“Carsyn tried, I think … but nothing happened,” I say after a while.

I watch Jude pull his fists into tight balls until his knuckles turn white.

“I’m sorry. I know I should’ve told you sooner, I just, I really don’t tell people.” Jude takes a few deep breaths, leaning back against the wall.

“I understand. I mean, I guess I don’t, but I do. I get why you didn’t tell me. I’m sorry if you felt like you couldn’t—”

“It was never because of that. I trust you and that’s—that’s always been hard for me to do. The longer I waited, the harder it got to figure out how to tell you. But I wanted to tell you more than anyone I’ve ever known. I want you to know everything. It’s just hard for me to … I can’t let myself do all of the things that I want to do.”

I’m starting to think he’s talking about something else.

“What do you mean?”

“There are things that I want … that I can’t have. And I want … I want you, but I …”

His breath is quivering.

“Jude, you can have me. All I want to be is yours.”

Our eyes meet for the first time in a while.

He shakes his head at me.

“I can’t give you everything you need.”

“All I want,” I say again, “is you. For as long as I can have you.”

Jude surges forward, his kiss everything I’d been missing.







JUDE IS STILL JUDE

Silas

In spite of it all, Jude is still Jude.

I expected to see him a little bit differently after finding out he’s trans, but Jude is the exact same. He’s snarky and self-centered and annoyingly charming. His smile is just as proud. His gaze is just as dizzying.

I wonder to myself what I would’ve done if I were in his shoes. It does make me a little jealous to think of how long he’s been able to live in an affirming body. How he was born into a family that knew him and trusted him so well that he never even had to go through the dumpster fire of puberty dysphoria.

But then my heart breaks for the way he sees it.

Feeling like he’s too privileged to relate to other trans guys? To relate to me?

There’s this huge thing that we have in common, this unique and painful and powerful and beautiful thing. And he didn’t feel like he deserved to share it with me.

I wish I could spend a day inside of his brain. There are so many things about him that I want to know, want to understand. But for now, I just want him. I just want us.

And Jude is still Jude.







DTR

Silas

The world comes into focus as I blink awake, the sun from Jude’s windows filling the room with a warm glow.

“Jude?” I give him a gentle nudge, not sure if he’s up yet.

He hums in response and nuzzles into the crook of my neck.

So soft in your sleep.

I snake an arm up his back and give it a few gentle strokes.

“Can we talk for a second?” I whisper.

He hums again.

“About us?” I add.

He pulls back and squints up at me, rubbing his eyes.

“Is everything okay?” Concern lines his voice.

“Yeah, it’s fine! I just—I wanted to talk about it.”

He seems hesitant but slowly agrees.

“About …?”

I take a deep breath.

“Okay, well … I’m glad we’re spending time together again.

And I know you just want this to be a short-term thing, and that’s fine, but I … I guess I want to know what the short-term thing we are … is?”

He eyes me over.

“Are you asking me to define the relationship?”

I shrug. “I guess. Is that annoying?”

He shakes his head. “Honestly, this usually happens to me a lot faster. I’m surprised it took you so long.”

My brows knit.

“I’m sorry you’re just absolutely drowning in guys who want to be with you.” I give him as much sarcasm as I can.

Dick.

“No, I don’t mean that, I just … in my experience …” He groans. “You’re right, there’s no good way to say it. I don’t think it’s annoying, though. I knew it was coming.”

I squint at him.

“You’re kind of sounding like an asshole right now.”

He is.

“I’m not trying to, Silas, I’m sorry. I’m also just really tired, so I don’t know if now is the best time—”

I pull myself up to a sitting position, crossing my legs.

“I would kind of like to talk about it now.”

He looks at me for a moment and then pulls himself up to sit, too, reclining against the headboard.

“Okay. Let’s define it. What am I to you?”

I shake my head. “I asked you first.”

We stare each other down until he finally caves.

“You’re … Silas. The only other guy in the world that can time travel, the most confusing and complex and interesting person I know, and the guy I can’t stop thinking about. You’re the guy that makes me want to put more than twenty-four hours in a day. And the kind of guy that people write songs about. That I do. Your turn.”

I take in the end of his sentence and bask in it.

“You’re Jude,” I start. “The asshole who is constantly teasing me and calling me Spaceboy and sleeping in late and making me feel crazy for feeling the things that I feel for you. But you’re also the guy who surprises me with the things you say to me and the softness that you treat me with. You make me feel like I’ve been asleep my whole life and I’m just now starting to wake up. You make me feel … significant.”

“You are significant.” He reaches a hand out to me, and I fold my fingers into his.

“So then, are we … more than friends?” I ask hesitantly.

He laughs quietly at first but then it turns into a fit of breathless chuckles and he wipes tears out of his eyes.

“You are so fascinating, Silas.”

I frown at him.

“What did I do?”

“We’ve been full-on making out and then some for weeks, not to mention flirting for months. And you’re wondering if we’re more than friends?”

I throw my hands out. “You told me at the car lot that we weren’t!”

“That’s not what I meant!”

“Well you never said what you meant!”

“You didn’t let me!”

“Well, then don’t expect me to know!” I groan and bury my face in my hands.

Jude shifts on the bed and puts his hands on my shoulders.

“Okay, okay, I’m sorry. Honestly, I knew you meant more to me than a friend, but I didn’t know what that made you. I still don’t know. I don’t really do boyfriends. I’ve never … I don’t think I ever really thought about having one of those.”

That part catches me off guard.

I mean, I knew Jude didn’t really date—just hooked up with people from what I’ve heard—but I figured it was because he was so insanely attractive that he didn’t want to tie himself down to just one person. I still don’t know that that’s not true—he could be saying he doesn’t want to date me just so he can keep his options open.

“Is it me, or …” I don’t know what else to ask.

He shakes my shoulders gently. “No, no! It’s not you, Si. I just—I don’t usually feel those kinds of things. If I was in a … relationship, I think it’d be more—”

“Sexual?” I fill in.

“No. Not sexual. It’s like … to me, sex isn’t tied to a relationship. N-not like you’re thinking! I’m not poly or anything. But I don’t feel like sex should mean you’re dating, and I don’t think dating should mean you have to have sex.”

Slowly, my head bobs. I understand that. I mean, I’ve got similar views. I don’t really have any dating experience, but I also see people like Taeo who have so much love to offer and have no desire to involve sex in that love.

Jude continues, “I think I see the ideal relationship as more of a bestfriendship. As close of a bond as a romantic relationship, just without the implication of sex and fulfilling—like—traditional roles. Honestly, I think without the romance, it’s an even closer bond for me. Then you’re just … yourselves. But together. You know?”

And honestly, I do. I mean, I’ve spent a decent amount of time exploring aroace identities and perspectives. I agree that a relationship shouldn’t have implications, that discussing individual boundaries and needs is more important than following the structural norms. With my extreme lack of experience, I just never thought about how I felt about my own attraction.

“So, you don’t experience romantic attraction for … anyone?” I clarify.

He shakes his head. “No one. But I … I feel something for you. I just don’t know if it’s romantic.”

How have we never talked about this before?

“Do you experience sexual attraction?”

He takes a deep breath and blows it out forcefully. “That’s a whole other story. I think … maybe I have libido more than sexual attraction. That’s what’s gotten me this far. Libido and a desire for some brief interaction when I’m feeling particularly pathetic. Making someone feel good and never seeing them again.”

My shoulders sink, but Jude cups my cheek. His eyes are the most honest shade of brown I’ve ever seen them. “But with you, Silas, it’s not like that. It’s only about … you. I’m interested in you, so I want to be around you and see you in ways that no one else does. I want to make you feel good, kiss you, touch you. But I don’t … it’s not the sex I want. I could take it or leave it. It’s you that I want. Does that make sense?”

Hearing him talk so plainly about wanting me makes my heart pound in my chest and my lungs tremble.

“I …” The words don’t come.

Jude speaks instead.

“I just—I have literally never talked about this with anyone. It’s easier to just bounce around from guy to guy and have fun until they want more. I can’t give them a normal relationship; I never wanted to. So I drop them and move on—it’s just easier, cleaner. No one ever made me even want to think about what I actually want until now. Until you.”

A soft smile spreads across my face.

“Thank you for telling me.”

He nods in response, pressing his lips together.

I lean into his hand, still warm on my cheek. He strokes the wispy edges of my hairline with his thumb. We’re just looking at each other for a long moment until he breaks the silence.

“So, do you, um … do you still like me? Knowing that I can’t give you a normal relationship?”

I put a hand on his chest—just to feel his heartbeat and his warmth—and look into his eyes.

“No part of this relationship is ever going to be normal.”

A smile tugs at the side of his lips.

“Nerd.”

I close the space between us, kissing him and feeling at home.

“Asshole.”







PERFECT

Jude

Much to my surprise, I’m … happy.

Silas and I spend all morning in bed scrolling Tumblr as he shows me a bunch of posts from a community that I didn’t even know existed.

Why does no one talk about this shit?

We look at posts about queerplatonic relationships, situationships, sexualities, orientations, education, information, and media recommendations. Basically every -ation you can imagine.

He teaches me so much—there’s actually a word for what I feel. Well, a couple of them. In terms of sexuality, I think I’m somewhere between aegosexual and placiosexual. Aego is when you feel a disconnect between the sexual act and the sex—basically thinking the sex is hot in theory but not in practice. Placio is when you like doing stuff for others but not having it done to you. Those feel right to me, even though Silas assures me I don’t even need to pick a label.

It still feels validating to know. To have a community who is on my team. Something I had a desperate need for in my high school years. I was a loner, but more than that, I was alone. Four years of brutal bullying, rumors that followed me from middle school, slurs on lockers, insecurity that my body was too feminine and my skin was too dark and wondering if I looked at other boys in a way that was too predatory or too wrong.

How different would things be, I wonder, if I had someone like Silas by and on my side?

When we scroll through brightly colored flags and descriptions of romantic orientations, none of them seem to describe me too well. Aro-spec is a broad enough term, so I land on that. I don’t experience attraction in the traditional sense—I never have—and I can’t be sure if what I feel for Silas is romantic. All I know for sure is that it doesn’t matter if I have him physically, romantically, or sexually—as a partner or a roommate or a friend—I just want Silas. In this and every universe.
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Silas and I decide to take things slow, figuring out what a relationship looks like for us. The term partner sticks, and I have to beg Silas to stop calling me his “partner in time.”

Other than our terminology, not a lot changes.

We still spend all day together, drink unethically priced bubble teas, take long walks around campus, and hang out with our friends. Every once in a while, Silas will smoke with us, and I’ll watch him get weightless and airy and warm.

I find myself forgetting that the cosmic weight of a time-traveling curse ever cast itself upon me.

I find myself living in the moment more than ever before.

Everything is perfect.







UNTIL IT’S NOT

Silas

“Hey, handsome,” I say to a sleepy Jude as he trudges out of his evening comp class.

He wraps his arms around my waist, holding me tightly and sighing into my shoulder.

“I missed you.” He kisses the top of my forehead, and I blush a little at his public display of affection. I’m used to him being more private than this.

“I missed you, too. You too tired to go stargazing tonight?” I try to take his backpack to carry it for him—like he does for me—but he doesn’t let me.

“I’m never too tired to go look at stars.”

His hand finds mine as we head to my car.
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I found this spot when I was sixteen.

I had just gotten my permit and I wanted to get out of the house—away from my parents—so I would drive and drive for hours. I didn’t have anywhere to go, so I learned the roads instead. I found cafes and bookstores and antique shops that I’d never seen.

One day, I turned down a small gravel road and found a path leading to this huge overgrown field. Farmers must have abandoned it long ago, because there were weeds as high as my shoulders. But, if you walked along the tree line far away from the road, you could find a small barren desire path weaving through the fields.

When I followed that path all the way to the center of the field, there was a wide, flat patch of land, like a crop circle. More likely the result of someone doing donuts with a four wheeler, but crop circle sounded cooler.

I would come out here to get away from everything—feel the vastness of the universe above me in a crystal clear sky. No light pollution, no fog, no sounds from the highway.

Just nature and its enormity.

[image: ]

“This is so cool.” Jude helps me lay out our blanket in the empty patch of the field.

“I haven’t been here in a while,” I think aloud. “This used to be my go-to getaway spot.”

“Well, tonight,” Jude says, “tonight it’s ours.”

My hands find his face and I pull him into me, tasting the cream soda on his lips, feeling the softness of his perfect hair between my fingers.

Tonight, the whole world is ours.
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I brought my travel telescope with me—a gift from my family for my fourteenth birthday. They all saved up and pitched in for it instead of paying for a dinner or a trip. Still cherishing it now as much as I did then, I unsling it from my back and fold out the collapsible legs.

“Which constellations are out tonight?” Jude waits patiently on the blanket. He tunes his guitar, strumming it lightly every few seconds to check his work.

“I’m looking for Libra and Ursa Minor. We should be able to see Arcturus, too.”

The telescope clicks and clacks while I position it as best as I can. The sky is crystal clear tonight. It tends to be clear this far in the country, but for some reason I’m having trouble lining up the scope right.

“Ursa Minor is the Little Dipper, right?” Jude strums a few notes on his guitar.

“Mhmm.” I fumble with the alignment some more.

Jude keeps strumming his chords and improvises the lyrics.


Brilliant storms of light burning miles away

Shining in the night but you still burn in the day

We call you dipper ’cause you’re shaped like a spoon

Any bigger and we’d call you the moooon



I stifle a laugh, my eye still in the telescope.


Silas is a dork and he’s looking away

Nerding in the night but he still nerds in the day

I call him Spaceboy but I’m thinking that soon

I’ll have to call him something like … space buffooooon



I jerk my head to look at Jude, my mouth hanging open.

“Space buffoon?”

He breaks into laughter that overtakes his entire body.

“I couldn’t think of a rhyme!” I hear through his hysteria.

“You’re lucky you’re so cute.” I abandon my telescope and meet him on the blanket, wrapping him in my arms as his laughing fit slows to a stop.

“I’m sorry,” he says as earnestly as possible. “I don’t think you’re a space buffoon.”

“Thank you.” I kiss him softly before settling down on the blanket, Jude’s jacket functioning as a pillow beneath my head.

“Did you find the stars?” Jude snuggles in next to me.

“No, I think my telescope sucks. Although …” I strain my eyes, scanning the sky. “I can’t see them without it, either …”

Jude hums and pulls out his phone, the keyboard click-clacking as he types something into Google.

“Whoa, I guess the stars are going out,” he whispers as he scrolls through an article.

“What?” I scoot over to get a better view of his screen.


While we know that all stars do have an expiration date, they aren’t supposed to blink out without a trace. They usually finish their life in a powerful, blinding explosion—a supernova—leaving behind a newly formed black hole. And we usually don’t lose entire constellations all at once.

There has been no evidence of a supernova, but astronomers are saying we should consider ourselves lucky. Apparently, the star might have simply skipped over the supernova and collapsed into a black hole without the light show.

“If indeed the star collapsed into a black hole with no supernova at all, then Earth has successfully avoided several supernovae and their potentially catastrophic atmospheric effects,” Phillip Wembley, an astronomer from the California Institute of Technology, stated.

What I’m wondering, along with the rest of the world is, why now? And if there are so many new black holes forming in our galaxy, could Earth get caught up in the mix?



I’m speechless.

Jude pans over several more articles, all titled similarly, asking the same questions.

Why are the stars going out?

“Jude …”

He turns off his phone. “I … it’s just a coincidence, right?”

All attempts to rationalize it are unsuccessful.

“This was just posted. The only thing that is strong enough to rip open a black hole—several black holes—in our galaxy is us. Multiple time jumps … intentional manipulation of the temporal dimension. It’s us.”

Jude shakes his head. “That can’t be true.”

“It has to be! Jude, we’ve been playing with the laws of physics for fun. God, I knew this was a bad idea.”

He sits up. “We’ve been time-jumping our whole lives and no stars have ever disappeared because of it! It’s just a coincidence; we didn’t do anything wrong.”

I sit up, too.

“But the universe was in control then. It was doing that to us.

Now we’re in control—we’re doing it to the universe. We have to stop, Jude, we can’t keep time-jumping. We-we’ll keep the antidote pills and throw away the catalysts. We’ll live our lives like normal people, the way it should be. I can’t believe I let you convince me to keep going back! I’m so stupid, I should’ve known.”

“What, like it’s my fault? You made the catalyst pills!”

“Because you begged me to!”

We stare at each other for a long, heavy moment.

“I think we should go back to campus,” Jude huffs.

“Agreed.”
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It’s a long, awkward, excruciating ride home.

Our space playlist plays quietly over the speakers as neither of us speak a word.

When we get back to campus, I park at Jude’s apartment.

“You’re staying?” Jude asks. I can’t tell if he’s hopeful or surprised.

“I just need to get my stuff,” I reply. “I should probably go ask my roommates if they’re okay. See what they think about the stars. Maybe the science nerds have some ideas.”

Jude nods silently and I follow him inside.
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A lot of my stuff is here at Jude’s; I practically moved in here. I grab my toothbrush and some homework I need to do tomorrow, shoving them in my backpack.

“I’m sorry to ask this, but can I have the rest of your catalyst pills?” I tread lightly.

Jude squints at me. “I don’t have any.”

I squint back.

“I know you do… . I made them, remember? I’ve been keeping track of how many we have and I’m missing some. I know you have them.”

His breathing quickens.

“If I did have some, I don’t anymore. You have all of them, Silas.”

“Really? What did you use them for, then?” I take a step closer to him and regret it the second I do.

He looks furious.

“Seriously? What, you don’t trust me now? Really fucking nice, Silas.” There’s a look on his face somewhere between rage and heartbreak.

I’m sorry.

“Sometimes, Jude, it just feels like you’re holding back. I’ve been nothing but honest with you, and if I’m telling the truth, yeah, it’s hard to completely trust you.” And it is, isn’t it? He guards so much of himself, I sometimes feel like I know Jude’s walls better than what he keeps behind them.

He scoffs. “No, you know what? Fuck you. This whole thing is your fault just as much as it is mine. Thanks for blaming it all on me, though, that’s really cool of you. I don’t have your stupid pills so why don’t you just go?”

“Jude, I’m sorry, I’m just saying—”

“Just go! I’m serious, Silas, fuck off!”

When I reach to touch his arm, he flinches away.

Crushed, I grab my backpack, sling it over my shoulder, and leave out of the front door.

It’s muffled, but I can hear him crying inside.

Despite every instinct to stay, I don’t turn back.







ONE LAST TIME

Jude

My room is a mess.

It wasn’t my proudest moment—a desperate attempt to rid my space of DVDs and posters and lyric book pages that I just couldn’t look at anymore.

Silas is everywhere; David is everywhere else.

Old songs about dreams and David, new songs about stars and Spaceboy. The movies Silas and I watched together, the posters from bands David and I always said we’d see in concert.

I’ve been so stupid for so long, thinking I could make this thing work with Silas. He isn’t the one I’m supposed to be with. He’d be better off without me.

The time traveling has to be the answer to getting David back. To getting myself back. I keep going back to that time in my life, reliving that pain. That was when it all started. This is what the universe wants me to fix.

So I’ll fix it.

I’m done ripping holes into the universe. It’s time I actually do something right.
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I push myself off my bed, wipe the tears from my face, and open the bottom drawer of my dresser. I pull out a pair of socks and unfold them, tugging a small Altoids tin out from the cotton.

My last catalyst pill is tucked neatly inside.

I pour it out into my palm, tracing it gently with my thumb.

You’ll never see Silas again.

The thought pounds in my head, aches in my muscles, pumps through my blood.

It tears me apart.

Memories of him flicker through my mind.

His smile, his laugh, his skin, his touch.

The way his eyes light up when he’s looking at the stars.

When he’s looking at me.

Nausea pangs in my stomach and I almost double over in pain, trying and failing to shake him out of my mind.

You can’t have him, I tell myself.

You can’t. He’s smart, he’ll figure out the cure on his own. Or maybe, some altered chain of events will stop him from ever traveling in the first place.

I replace my anxious thoughts with memories of David.

Our first gig.

Sleepovers.

Midnight drives.

Jam sessions.

His eyes.

His warmth.

I place the pill under my tongue.

A fizzling starts in my mouth, snaking down my neck and through my spine.

The room dims as my world tears at the seams.
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When I open my eyes, there’s a blue neon stage light beaming on my face.

I shake away the memory of Silas in the light of the pool.

When the world comes back into focus, percussion and bass pound rhythmically in my ears. It’s impossibly loud and overwhelming and I realize where I am.

I’m outside, pressed against the barricade at the Minor Discrepancy concert.

The day I kiss David.

And he’s right next to me.

I did it, I think.

I actually did it.

I’m going to fix everything.

This time, I’ll know better. This time, I won’t kiss him. I’ll hug him and we’ll go to his house like normal and we’ll fall asleep together and he’ll stay in my life, and I’ll be happy to have him, to have this life again.

The way it was always supposed to be.

I did it.

[image: ]

At the end of the concert, I’m meant to spend the night at David’s. My parents aren’t expecting me home because of it, but they’re unaware that David’s parents are out of town.

This, I think, is why David and I feel invincible tonight. We’ve skipped school, bribed a guy with my allowance to bring us in as his “kids,” been to our first concert alone together, and have an unsupervised sleepover ahead of us.

All night, David has stared without his usual shyness, pausing at the end of each sentence like there’s something he’s dying to say. His shoulder, flush against mine, not because it had to be, but because he wanted it.

The first time around, I thought I knew what this meant. I thought he was saying tonight is the night; let’s be who we could be if no one else were around.

But I was wrong. Because the next day, I lost everything. The next week, the time-tripping began. The next five years, I lost myself, too.

“Should we leave a little early?” David yells over a particularly screamy part of the set. There are still a few songs left, surely, but it’s a pretty big venue and getting out as fourteen- and fifteen-year-old boys amid a drunken, mosh-prone crowd might be a little problematic.

“You’re right,” I yell back.

David’s hand folds into mine, a tether between us as we force our way back through the crowd, weaving through fences and ducking under vinyl rows of tape. When we finally get David’s car—something he really shouldn’t have been driving others in this soon after getting his learner’s permit—we pause at the front, knowing this is where our hands should tear apart.

This was the moment, I think, when I decided I was going to kiss him.

The events replay in my mind.

The two of us, hopelessly lost in a sea of unknown, leaning into something that might be an answer or a start or a secret breathed into existence.

A quiet turn of my head, a tender hand on David’s cheek.

Closing the space between us, wild and electric, chemicals firing in our veins. David’s lips, his hands, his taste, his frantic excitement. The concert’s ambience and every other sense inside us screaming with bass and drums and music and us and finally.

When I pulled away that first time, how I sank at the look on David’s face.

Confusion and embarrassment. A look over his shoulder.

He’d kissed me back. He’d felt it. What was there to be confused about?

“We should go,” he’d said. I couldn’t tell what it meant, couldn’t read him at all, couldn’t think of anything to say on the drive home. Then he pulled up outside my house.

I don’t think it’s a good idea for us to share a bed tonight.

I thought, okay, I fucked up. But I never would have thought David would skew the story. That he would tell everyone and ruin everything for me so easily and so fast.

So this time around, I don’t give him the chance. Now, I know he isn’t ready. That he may never be. All I was ever meant to be was his best friend. All that matters is the two of us, together.

How the universe intended.

“So, we should go,” I say, pulling my hand out of David’s.

He clicks two buttons on the fob of his keys, unlocking the car.

He should go right to the driver’s side door, and I should go left to mine.

But David grabs my shoulders.

“Wait,” he says.

And he pulls me in.

And he closes his eyes.

And he kisses me.







STILL

Silas

When I wake up the next morning, it’s dark out.

For a second, I panic that I slept through the entire day. Then I tell myself it must still be nighttime. I squint at the alarm clock on my nightstand and see that it reads 9:07 a.m.

What the fuck?

It’s not cloudy-weather dark. It’s pitch black. My curtains are only open a crack, so I stumble sleepily and tug them open.

The sky is clear, not a cloud in sight. But there’s no sunlight, no moonlight. Only the artificial light of streetlamps and building windows.

I burst out into the living room where all of my suitemates sit in front of the TV in silence. A newscaster on the television speaks as images and videos of the sky flash on-screen.


—as we all ask the question, What happened to the sky? Billions of people across the world woke up today wondering this very thing. NASA has yet to put out an official statement about the astral phenomenon, causing concerned citizens to speculate. Stay tuned as we get live updates from meteorologists around the world and await NASA’s response.



The TV cuts to commercials, and my suitemates spin around to me.

Taeo is speaking Korean into his phone, which usually means he’s talking to his parents.

Vik is crying.

“What the hell is happening?” I pull out my phone and google “weird dark sky.”

It’s all my brain can think of right now. I just woke up.

Through sniffles, Vik explains while I scroll the headlines. “A big meteor, they think, blocking the sun. Probably headed right for us. Some people think the moon is falling even though that’s not how its orbit works; if anything it should be drifting farther away. Either way, it seems like everyone’s waiting for something to hit.”

Fuck.

“I have to go.” I grab my keys from my desk and run down the hall, out the doors, and straight to Jude’s apartment.







DID I BREAK THE UNIVERSE?

Jude

‘‘Jude!’’

Silas’s muffled voice rings out on the other side of my apartment door, but I don’t bother answering.

I can’t.

“I know you’re there, please open the door!”

His pounding on the door is enough to drag me out of bed, if not just to nurse this killer headache. I thank myself for leaving the living room curtains closed last night, my eyes not ready for the daylight just yet.

Silas pushes inside, his chest heaving. I let my back press into the wall as I sink down to the floor, head resting on my knees. Silas is glancing around the apartment. I can feel it without looking up at him.

The sound of his breath changes as he turns his head back and forth.

“What happened in here? It’s a mess, you’re … a mess.” He speaks softly as if that will dampen his words. He’s referring to the splay of CDs and vinyls across the floor, my latest project of purging from last night. With Riley at their boyfriend’s place, I figured I’d clear out some more reminders of David before they get back. That was before collapsing exhausted in my bed.

“Why are you here, Silas?” My voice comes out hoarse, exhausted from the crying. I don’t remember much of last night, but I remember how long I cried. At some point—a late hour that I knew they wouldn’t be awake—I called my parents. The voicemail that I left as an apology for the past five years was probably a disaster. Better that I don’t remember the specifics.

“Have you … looked outside?” Silas asks carefully. There’s something else in his voice—something scared.

I tilt my head up to face him, peering through tufts of my matted black hair.

“What?”

Silas throws open the curtains. “It’s nine in the morning, Jude. The sun is supposed to be out, but it … it isn’t. There’s something big in front of it. Something coming.”

A breath leaves my nostrils in a chuckle.

“Cool.”

Silas crouches to meet my height. “What is wrong with you?”

Something turns in my stomach—something familiar.

“Why are you always asking me that? What happened to ‘if you’re sick, I’m sick, too.’ Remember that? I thought we … I thought that meant something to you.”

In my mind I see the honest look in Silas’s eyes when he first said those words to me. I remember how scared I was to trust him back then, how scared I was to let myself feel safe. I think of how far we’ve come since then and how I’ve managed to ruin it all for nothing. And now there’s nothing left to lose.

“Jude.” He sighs. “That’s not what I meant. I’m not saying you’re … sick. I’m asking what happened here, what’s wrong?”

I can’t help but laugh, exhaustion lining the walls of it.

“What’s wrong is that I’m helpless here, Silas. I don’t know what to do anymore. I’m messing up the universe and I’m disappointing you and you’re angry, I get that. So I try to fix it—try to do something right—and guess what! I was wrong again. And now I probably only made everything worse. I didn’t fix shit.”

My words run together. I feel tears fighting at the corners of my eyes but I blink them back.

Why did I think things would turn out right this time?

“Jude. Listen to me, I do not think something is wrong with you, I shouldn’t have said it like that. But I need you to tell me what happened last night; what do you mean you tried to go back and fix things?” He puts his hands on my knees, warm through the holes in my jeans. I don’t pull away.

“Silas.” His name barely escapes my mouth in a whisper. “Did I break the universe?”

His fingers trace circles against my skin, bringing me back to earth. “Tell me what happened. Please.”

I take in a deep breath before I let the words fall out.

“I went back to stop myself from kissing David. I told you about him … but not everything. I loved him so much, Silas. He was my best friend, and I ruined things with him, and I just … I wanted him back so bad; I wanted that life back. I deserved … I thought I deserved a second chance. So I—I went back and I got the right day, I did everything right. The pill worked—it worked—and I was back in that body and back in that moment and David was right next to me.

“And I didn’t kiss him.

“I held myself back. I’ve been wishing for years that I could do it and I did it! I didn’t kiss him. But Silas, it was so fucked; after I had stopped myself from doing it he … he kissed me.” It replays in my mind, and I have to swallow down the bile that threatens to rise in my throat.

“He kissed me, Silas. I wasn’t expecting it, but then he’s kissing me, and I’m kissing him back. It goes exactly as it did the first time. We make out and he takes me home and the next day everyone at school knows and they’re calling me names and David just … ignores me. The band changes the locks at the studio. They remove me from the group chats. And I’m alone again—I’m alone and I’m confused and I … I just don’t understand. He kissed me. He wanted to, Silas. He wanted to do it, even back then, and he still made my life miserable, still took everything away from me, still made me feel like I was a freak. And now you … you hate me too and it was all for nothing. I broke the universe, and I ruined everything with you just to have it all turn out exactly how it did the first time.”

My body gives in as I collapse against Silas, coughing out tears and saliva, wet face and trembling hands. His fingers hold the small of my back.

“I’m so sorry, Jude,” he whispers. “I don’t … I don’t know what to say.”

My body attempts to say something in response, but it comes out in a fit of tears.

“I’m sorry,” he says again, echoing softly, over and over as he presses me into him.

After a few moments, I sniff in the last of my tears and lean out of Silas’s grasp, propping myself against the wall behind me. I wipe my face with my shoulder.

“I’m sorry, too. I should’ve told you why I kept the catalyst. I just couldn’t shake the idea that fixing things with David would be the answer and—”

“Wait.” Silas jerks back, hands drawn to his chest. “How long have you been planning this?”

“It’s not like I was always planning to. It was a nagging thought. But when you and I fought … I thought if I fixed things with David, you would never have to meet me. I thought it’d be easier that way.”

“You were gonna leave me?” Silas’s brows press together.

I don’t answer.

“Jude.”

“I thought it would be better that way.”

Silas stumbles backward, his face twisting.

“So I was just like—what—your time-travel sensei and you were going to use me to get back to your fucking middle school crush?”

“You don’t understand. You don’t know what it was like with him,” I argue.

“You’re right! You’re right, because it was in the fucking past, Jude! He’s gone; you don’t need him anymore!”

“I didn’t just need him; I needed that version of myself back! Me before everything went wrong—when I was happy!”

“But why? You’ve spent so long hung up on the past that you’re letting it make you miserable! You’ve had so much time to grow and change, and I know that what happens to us makes that hard. I know more than anyone, Jude! But I’m glad I’m not who I used to be, I’m glad that I’ve changed so much. I get that you’re grieving, but blaming yourself and pining for your past isn’t going to fix anything.”

“You don’t understand.” I sob, saliva vibrating in my lungs.

Silas flinches at my voice. He looks at me like I’m a total stranger. “You’re right. I don’t understand how you can’t see this. David didn’t save you, Jude. He ruined you. And you continue to let him ruin you every day by even still thinking of him. You act like you’re so broken, but you refuse to start building anything new. Why can’t you just move on?”

My chest shakes, holding back a storm. My hands curl into fists, the only thing they can think to do. The whites of my knuckles are sharp and hungry for chaos.

I look at Silas, against every instinct to flee, and I breathe. And it’s easier, I realize, with him looking back at me.

A tether, a tide, pulling me in.

“I fucked up, Silas. I know that. I chose wrong, because I always do. I guess whatever the universe has been trying to tell me … I haven’t been listening very well.”

“You never do,” Silas says without hesitation.

For what seems like forever, we just sit there, staring at each other while the world ends.

At some point, Silas’s shoe connects with the side of my leg. A tether, a tide.

“What am I supposed to do now, Jude?” Silas says finally. “Do you want to kiss and make up? I can’t give that to you. You still lied to me, you still used me, I still don’t know what it is that you even feel for me—”

“I feel everything for you, Silas,” I confess, because this feels like the time for confessions. His chest rises and falls, his eyes searching mine, his head shaking.

I say it again. “I feel everything. You run through my veins like the dust of stars, Silas, and I … I don’t know how to do this. There’s never been a promise of anything permanent in my life. But now, I can’t picture a life without you in it. I’m sorry for lying, I’m sorry for thinking there could ever be a universe where I don’t …”

I cut myself off.

Silas’s eyes soften, a smile twitching at the corner of his lips but not quite giving in.

His hand stretches across the carpet and finds mine, fingers resting on fingers.

“Where you don’t …?” He fishes for the words, but I know that he knows.

“Where I don’t …”

A distant rumbling snaps our attention to the window.

I look up at what I’m sure must be a jet passing overhead, but what I see instead is a blur of stars crashing down to earth. At their head, something big.

And headed straight for us.

There’s a second of panicked silence before a boom—louder than anything I’ve ever heard—sends a tremorous shockwave throughout the house. Silas is silent behind me as glass rattles, pictures fall, sirens blare. A blinding light sweeps over the window as the campus fizzles into radiant shades of white, blast waves reverberating off of every surface in a low rumble that builds and builds. My skin burns. My breath halts.

I feel myself getting pulled and I strain against the cosmic force, reaching my hand out toward Silas’s, trying to grasp it in mine.

“Silas,” I say weakly, but it echoes into nothingness.

The world disappears around me and I fall through space.







A STAR, NOT A PLANET

Silas

When I return to my body, it’s smaller, softer.

My heart is still pounding, panic buzzing in my chest from the chaos I left behind. There’s a sense of relief—an unfamiliar one—that I’ve escaped to a time trip.

I snap into my new reality as a bell rings deafeningly in my ear.

I look up and see the clock hung on the wall of my old high school, slowly recognizing the room as my biology classroom. The sun is shining outside, so at least that’s normal.

“Okay, we’ll see you guys on Monday. Enjoy your Friday—and for those of you going on the observatory trip, have fun!” The teacher flashes a bright smile at everyone while students practically trample each other on their way out of the room.

This one again.

I move slowly and give the teacher a gentle wave on my way out.

I’m so tired of this.

When we made the antidote pill, I thought, This is it, I’m finally done.

And then Jude had to go and screw it all up and drag me back into the past with him.

I did it. I found a way to control the time traveling. I found an answer to the question.

But it wasn’t enough.

I didn’t account for a margin of Jude error.
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My friends are waiting for me at the bus stop, talking about the upcoming field trip. One of my closer friends in middle school, Kori, shows off my astral knowledge to a group of kids standing nearby. I’m grateful, at least, that Kori calls everyone this dude despite their name or gender.

“This dude knows all this trivia about the observatory—tell them about how it turned a planet into a power source!” He pokes my side, urging me on.

“It was a star,” I start. “Not a planet.”
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We get to the observatory while it’s still light out.

We’re supposed to spend the day in the planetarium, reading and learning about the stars before we go see them in the observatory. The show that we watch in the theater is different from the one Jude and I watched just a few weeks ago—well, give or take five years.

This one is about the beginning of time rather than the sum of our solar system. It’s a good show—amazing, really—but I can’t stop myself from glancing over to the chair next to me and expecting to see Jude.

I forget where he said he was on this day, but I wish he were here.

I’m pissed at him, and I want to scream at him and blame him for ruining the world and lying to me and leading me on and making me feel stupid for wanting him as much as I do.

But I also want to feel his arms around me.

I want to rest my head on his lap while his fingers curl gently into my hair.

I want to tell him that he’s the only one who understands me, that I understand him, too.

I want to tell him how he changed my entire world.
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The star show ends, and the lights click back on as fifty middle-schoolers groan and hiss in unison.

We file out and back into the display room, standing under the tall glass ceilings, greeted by the encompassing darkness of a brilliant deep blue sky.

Not just any deep blue.

Space cadet blue.

A smile spreads across my face as I take in the beauty of it. I didn’t know I could miss stars so much.

While everyone gathers around the tour guide as she launches into another lecture, I slip away and head toward the observatory.

The sky must look so beautiful under that telescope.

I blend into a small group, walk out the side doors with them, and let the cool air greet me outside. In the distance, the observatory is a black silhouette on the far side of a hill. As I get closer, I notice within that dark silhouette, there’s another shape.

Something smaller.

Someone.

About twenty yards away, my steps slow and come to a halt as the person materializes.

“Silas?” he says.

The familiarity is unmistakable.

“Jude.”

We take a few slow steps and then bound toward each other, full speed, and the second he’s within reach I throw my arms around him, and he catches me as our colliding forces bring us both to the ground.

I’m crushing him but he doesn’t care. He pulls me tight against him and I squeeze as hard as I can.

“You’re here,” I whisper into his shoulder.

“We’re here,” he whispers back.







CALLISTO

Jude

We stay like that for a while and when we pull apart—hands still together—tears are streaming down both our faces.

I take in a shaky breath and sit down on the hill, relieved to have found him here. He looks different but the same. It’s strange to see him without his signature blue curls, but oh, those eyes. They never changed.

Silas sits beside me.

“I’m sorry I lied,” I admit. “I’m sorry I went back, I’m sorry I didn’t tell you how I felt about you, I’m sorry I didn’t—”

Silas puts his hands on my face and I bask in his touch.

“It’s okay, Jude. I mean, it’s not … okay. Nothing is okay. But I know you’re sorry and I understand that you were feeling alone. I’m sorry for the things I said to you. I shouldn’t have blamed you. I know you cared about David, but you deserve so much better than that, Jude. Someone who’s not afraid of the truth. Okay?”

I nod, Silas wiping a tear from my cheek with his thumb.

“Okay. And you—you deserve better than how I treated you. I’m so sorry for that. You deserve to feel wanted and respected and … and loved.”

The word lingers between us.

“I accept your apology,” he says in his matter-of-fact Silas voice.

“I appreciate your acceptance.” I try to let out a laugh, but it comes out in this weird cry-chuckle.

“You came to the observatory,” Silas says after a moment.

I shrug my shoulders. “I figured I uh … I already fucked up the timelines enough. What’s the harm?” We both laugh a little, squeezing each other’s hands as we sit cross-legged on the hill, stars shining bright above us.

“What did you say you were doing on this day?”

I blow out some air. “It’s uh … it’s actually the day of the concert with David. Where I … kiss him.”

His jaw drops.

“This is the day? Today? Weren’t you just here?”

I nod.

“Did you bring us back here on purpose? And—and did you kiss him?”

I shake my head.

“So what happened?”

“Well,” I start. “When I landed here, I had already skipped school and met up with David at his place. His parents weren’t home, and we were watching these shitty horror movies and …” I look at Silas and notice him chewing on his lower lip. My stomach pangs from guilt, knowing Silas is probably tired of hearing me talk about this guy who has turned me into a complete asshole.

I cut myself short.

“Uh—basically, I told him I couldn’t go to the concert. That I had somewhere else to be. Somewhere more important. So I took a bus and then walked a while and now I’m here.”

“Why?”

A smug look crosses Silas’s face, tilting his thick brows.

He’s fishing for this.

I roll my eyes back.

“Silas.”

“Jude.”

A deep sigh escapes my lungs, and I lean forward, placing my hands on Silas’s round cheeks. My eyes train on his, hoping he can see the honesty in them.

“I swiped twenty dollars and took a sketchy-ass bus out to the middle of buttfuck nowhere to come to your observatory on the day I knew you would be here so that I could find you … and tell you …”

“That you’re sorry?” Silas tries to finish.

“That I want to be with you.”

A smile spreads across his face.

“I, Jude Marshall Forrester, want to be with you, Silas Spaceboy Turner. You. Always.”

“You know my middle name.” Silas flicks my nose.

“Silas Callisto Turner. You are the biggest nerd I have ever met, and I want to be with you. You’re what I was supposed to come back for. It was always you.”

My thumbs rub gentle circles into his cheekbones, and he beams at the touch. His eyes are squinted into a smile, his long curly lashes pressed together angelically.

“Are you … Do you …” I mumble, hoping he’ll cut me off—hoping he feels the same.

Hoping he wants me.

He shrugs. “Do I what?”

I suck in my cheeks, shaking my head, heart pounding in my chest.

He watches me stew.

“Do you … feel that way about me?”

“What way?” he asks innocently.

I lean in, one subtle twitch away from kissing him, and stare intensely into his eyes.

“Do you want to be with me, too?”

Silas gives in, pressing his lips into mine. He runs his fingers through my hair and pulls me into him, our kiss a cosmic catastrophe.

He pulls back after a few moments, smiling from ear to ear.

“As sure as the stars shine in the sky,” he says.

“Very funny.” I nudge him on the shoulder and he reels back, rebounding and pouncing forward, tackling me down.

Our lips reconnect as we roll around in the dark, the twinkling stars and full moon guiding us to each other the way they had always tried to before.

How could I have been so blind?







THE BEGINNING

Silas

We never end up going to the observatory. Instead, we break away to the parking lot—Jude finds the perfect time to run when the chaperones aren’t looking—and we sit up on the wooden fence where we’d sat before in the future. He leans his head against mine and I lean back.

The sight before us is beautiful.

A pitch-black sky, alive with twinkling lights and the gentle swaying of the tree line in the distance. The observatory is dark on the outside to prevent light pollution, but there’s a faint blue glow emitting from the planetarium. The weather is warm, the breeze is light; this night is picturesque in every way.

“I wish it happened like this,” I whisper against him.

“What?”

“This night. I wish you were here. Can you imagine if this is how it went?”

“Silas, we’re here right now.” He squints at me.

“Yeah, but …” There are so many buts.

Yes, we are here right now. But, if we meet here, how will we ever end up going forward in time and meeting in the future? Changing the past means there’s no reason for Jude to look for answers, find me in the future, and then eventually reach this point where we meet—the altered past. My brain spins and spins as I think of all the scientific probabilities and laws stating that this very thing cannot happen.

“But if we meet here,” I say, “we create a paradox that keeps us from ever meeting.”

His squint intensifies.

“But you just said ‘if we meet here.’ So we would be … meeting.”

I put my head in my hands. “I feel like we’ve watched enough time-travel movies and Doctor Who for you to understand the laws we have to abide by.”

“What if—and hear me out—we forget about the laws. I mean, we have followed everything to a T, and we still managed to fuck that up.”

“We?”

He puts up his hands defensively. “Okay, I. But, Silas, I’m serious. The laws of time and space have done nothing for us. They’re the ones that got us into this mess, right? It shouldn’t be possible—we shouldn’t even be able to travel backward in time. But the universe pulls us. You figured out how to stop it. You outsmarted those laws.

So why can’t we do it again?”

I look at him for a while, thinking.

“So what are you suggesting?”

“Well”— Jude shrugs—“for starters, let’s make sure past-Jude and Silas remember this night.”

“How?”

Jude pushes himself off the fence and steps over to a parked car, crouching down and leaning his phone against the tire.

“Self-timer!” He skips back to the fence and hoists himself back up, cupping my face in his hand and pulling me in for a kiss.

I smile against his lips and the flash blinks as the camera shutters.

We keep kissing even though the picture’s been taken.
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Jude sets the photo as his lock screen and sends it to me so I can do the same.

“Now they’ll remember, right?” Jude leans against my shoulder.

I nuzzle his head with my cheek. “I think so. This will be the night we met.”

And it’s perfect.

Arcturus is shining bright above us, the moon smiling down in its fullness. Jude’s breath lifts and lowers me gently against his shoulder. His air is my air, and mine is his. This moment is entirely outside of space and time, even though it isn’t, even though it is. It’s our past and our future and what could’ve been and what is. But most importantly, it’s ours.

Exactly as it should be.
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We stay like that for so long, I nearly fall asleep. Jude feels so right pressed up beside me, causing oxytocin to pump through my veins. As I sink into his familiar comfort, my limbs tingle and my ears buzz. Then, the buzzing turns to a loud hum and the starry night begins to blur in and out of focus.

My eyes shoot down to Jude, who is nearly asleep himself.

“We’re going back,” I say at the same time he says, “It’s happening.”

Jude wraps his arms around my shoulders and I squeeze him tight, ready for the universe to rip us out of the bodies that we hope we’ve set right.

I whisper into Jude’s ear, “If this doesn’t work … if we go back and we get hit by a meteor or we’ve ripped a hole in the universe or—”

“I don’t care what happens to us.” Jude’s grip tightens around me. “I met you, Silas. That’s what matters. I met you.”

Before I can say anything else, my arms pass through the space where Jude once was, the night dims to black, and I fall.







THE END

Silas

For the last time, I feel the universe envelop me in its infinite darkness. My heart drops as I fall stomach-first, stars blurring behind my closed eyes and nebulas swirling in my chest. A buzzing familiarity stretches across my skin, and I steel myself to open my eyes. The vastness of space is spread in front of me—twinkling and beautiful and space cadet blue.

“Silas!” My name rings in my ears.

At the sound, I tip my head down, noticing its source.

Jude, falling just below me.

Jude, within arm’s reach.

Jude, surrounded by stars and moons and galaxies.

Jude.

I reach out my hand, my sneakered feet rising behind me as I angle my body toward his falling figure. Jude smiles as our fingers clasp, making my stomach drop all over again.

“I’m here,” he says breathlessly.

Space fizzes and bubbles around us, a tonal ring growing louder and louder.

My voice rises over the noise. “Me too. Always, Jude Forrester.”

And then the world goes black.
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The ringing fades. I blink and light slowly seeps in. I come into consciousness, feeling gravity’s cumbersome weight on my aching body.

“Mm,” I groan, willing myself to roll over.

I find myself in an unfamiliar bed, a familiar arm around my waist.

The sun creeps in through the windows, the morning birds chirping outside.

The sun.

The sun!

“Jude?” I shake him gently.

His eyes flutter open, the soft and sleepy look on his face making my cheeks warm.

“Silas?” He twitches.

Moving slowly, I wrap myself around him and pull him tight, breathing into the woodsy scent of his neck, feeling the silkiness of his hair between my fingers.

“You’re here.” My chest shakes as I speak.

“I’m here.” His fingers grasp at my shirt, holding me tightly.
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Once we dare to let go, we sit up, our eyes wondering the same question.

Is the world actually fixed? Where did we end up?

We make our way around this strange apartment and the memories begin to spring back. Retrocognition, in its own weird way.

There, the guitar that I bought Jude for his birthday last year. Here, two pictures of our high school graduations—me at Jude’s, him at mine. On the shelf, a first-place trophy from the STEM club fair, along with a signed card. Names I recognize like Vik Salcedo Fernandez and Taeo Yeong. A signature by Professor Durham, A much-deserved win for my star pupil!

On the counter, framed photos of Jude and me with our families for holidays and trips—our parents having drinks together, my sister with Jude and I making faces at the camera, his grandparents smiling and joyful.

I got to meet them, I remember happily.

Across the fridge, Polaroids with messy labels. JUDE’S FIRST GIG scribbled under a photo of him and his new band—one he created in high school—making faces on stage. SILAS’S FIRST CAR! under a photo of me and my shitty Chevrolet. DUNES 2016 under a photo of Jude and me on the beach, the two of us shirtless, me in a binder.

I told my parents so much earlier. Look how happy I was.

“We had a whole different life,” Jude says as he veers off to wander around the apartment.

“Our own life. Can you imagine?” A puff of air escapes my nose.

Jude chuckles. “I know, right? Autonomy? Freedom? Weird.”

He steps into the living room before letting out a gasp, and I quickly follow behind.

“What is it?”

He lifts a finger, pointing to the poster behind the television.

A star map of the night we met.

“I got it for you last year, Silas. I remember. But I remember us too. Isn’t that weird?”

Tears well in the corners of my eyes, but a smile wavers across my face. “Very weird. I don’t know if I have a scientific answer for it. But I know … I know how happy I am to be here with you now. That we … that we can finally have a normal life.”

Jude’s lip trembles as he sniffs back a tear, shaking his head. “Nothing about our relationship will ever be normal.”

I laugh, choking back a tear, too, and wrap my arms around his shoulders, finding myself at home in his arms. The pressure of his hands against my back lets me know that this is real, that we are alive and together and okay.

The sun shines in through the tall windows of our apartment, beaming down clear and unhindered, illuminating the space that we created together. And though we still have a lot to learn, we still have a lot to live, too.

And wasn’t it just like us to find ourselves at a new beginning?
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