
        
            
                
            
        

      





For anyone reading this with a heating pad on.
& for Jenny Morris.
Thank you for being my biggest fan.
I’m yours too, you know.
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AUGUST 6TH
Version 26
For the twenty-sixth Tuesday in a row, I sit at the kitchen table, watching my mom sprinkle blueberries into pancake batter.
In a second, she’ll wipe her face with her knuckles to avoid staining her cheek purple. She’ll somehow leave a trace of color on her chin anyway and, as she wipes it off, she’ll tell me about the news. Maybe today, this time loop will end and she’ll talk about something different, I lie to myself, not believing it for a second.
“I was watching the news earlier,” Mom says. My chest heaves out a sigh so heavy I worry my lungs may give out. “And Sandy on Channel 5 said this year’s lovebug season’s going to be particularly bad.”
I mutter, “That sucks,” and do my best to pretend that I haven’t heard her say this over twenty times already.
I could tell Mom I’m sick of hearing about those damn lovebugs. I could break her favorite vase that’s always filled with handpicked flowers from her garden. I could scream and cry. I could burn the whole kitchen down.
It wouldn’t matter, because at sunrise, tomorrow will settle back into today, as seamlessly as the hardwood floors settling beneath my feet. All thanks to an agonizing irritable bowel syndrome flare-up that broke time’s ability to move forward (at least, that’s my theory).
I did try telling my mom once, on day three. In a fit of tears, I begged her to see reason, attempted to unlock the subconscious part of her that had lived August 6th already. Somewhere in her brain, I thought, the memories could be buried, waiting for me to dig them up.
If they were, they were far too deep for me to unearth them. Mom had shuffled me back to bed, insisting I get more rest. She tucked me in and gently told me that upping my therapy appointments “may be beneficial.” Of course, the suggestion only lasted until sunrise, gone from her mind once the next August 6th cycled through.
It’s much easier to pretend everything is fine and eat a pancake. Or rather, choke down a pancake. After twenty-five days, they taste less like fluffy goodness and more like dry cement.
When we’re done eating, Mom heads out to her garden. I usually snuggle up on the couch and read a book with a plot vaguely connected to time or pay for a scholarly article on the probability of time loops, hoping that the way out is somehow woven into the text.
It never is. Every Google search leads to loose threads and dead ends. Every time loop movie I study leaves me hollow during those last five minutes, when the music swells and tomorrow comes. At that point, I tend to shut my laptop and stare at a wall instead.
After a few hours of alternating between deep-diving and contemplating what god would curse me with an existence this mind-numbing, Dad calls. I typically pick up on the first or second ring and he says, “Hey, Bug, you up for getting your ass beat at Scrabble today?” Occasionally, I don’t pick up until the last ring. When I do, he says, “What took you so long? Your uncles got here an hour ago, we’re ready to beat you at Scrabble. Are you free?”
Today’s a “pick up on the first ring” type of day. I’m not in the mood for waiting.
As I assure Dad that yes, I’ll be over soon; no, Mom doesn’t mind; and yes, I’ll come equipped with my extensive vocabulary, I pull on my only clean outfit that I laid out on August 5th. It’s a baggy cream-colored T-shirt with, very ironically, an image of Garfield on the front. Every time I catch a glimpse of my reflection, his cartoonish face taunts me, reminding me that Tuesdays can be a lot worse than Mondays. At least the shirt’s a 4XL, leaving more room than my typical 3XL, so it’s extra comfortable. Small blessings.
Once I’ve dressed and been properly mocked by an animated cat, I make my way to Dad’s. The ball of nerves that makes up my brain has a bad habit of putting off my driving test “until next year,” so I’m forced to walk through the hellish Florida heat. My feet sweep aside the fallen Spanish moss that I know will trip me as I brace myself for the only text I’ll receive today. It’s from my old best friend, Bea, a picture of a refrigerator captioned: Have you seen this?!
Sending each other inconsequential pictures with dramatic captions is the only remnant of our fizzled-out friendship. I don’t remember how the inside joke started, let alone why it’s stuck around while the rest of our relationship has dwindled. I don’t know why exactly our relationship dwindled to begin with, how I went from being her everything to barely anything when we got to high school.
The refrigerator photo is more than a bittersweet reminder of who Bea once was to me, though. It’s a signal that I’m about to leave my neighborhood and stumble on another ghost from my past: Jess Friedman driving by in their light-blue punch buggy.
I wish this weren’t the most interesting part of my day, but with a history as messy as mine and Jess’s, any interaction—even one that’s happened twenty-five times already—feels significant.
When Jess’s family moved to Lewiston a decade ago, my dad invited them over, excited to bond with a new Jewish family in our overwhelmingly Christian town. Jess and I became fast friends. After our first dinner together, we embarked on three months of trips to the beach, pretending to be mermaids in Dad’s pool, and far too many games of hide-and-seek.
Then, one night when summer was winding down, my dad and Jess’s dad got into some big fight. To this day, Dad refuses to talk about it. All I remember is shouting and doors slamming. Dad sat me down, tucked my stuffed animal frog Dr. Frogbert into my hands, and told me we wouldn’t be spending time with the Friedmans anymore. I cried as he stroked my back, assuring me that one day, I would understand his decision. That one day still has yet to arrive.
I didn’t see much of Jess after that. They lived on the other end of town and went to a different elementary school, a different middle school. When it came time for high school, they choiced into Waterford High, the school in my district.
When we saw each other again freshman year, we slowly fell back into a rhythm of friendship. We didn’t hang out outside of school or anything, but we sat together in World History and would get caught up in conversations about how stifling the heat was that day, how excited we were for the TV show that was dropping eight new episodes on Friday, how annoyed we were by the many pointed looks shot in our direction whenever the Holocaust came up.
Unfortunately, we weren’t rebuilt to last. Only a few months into the school year came what Dad now occasionally calls The Jess Friedman Incident and I occasionally call The Worst Non-Repeating Day of My Life.
Some seniors thought it would be fun to play a school-wide version of Assassin—a game where everyone pulls a person’s name, and that person becomes your “target” who you have to “kill.” When you “kill” your target, you eliminate them from the game and inherit their target.
In most versions of the game, this “kill” is committed with a shot from a Nerf gun or the flick of a laser pointer. At the ever-dramatic Waterford High, the seniors decided that only a kiss could truly kill.
It was, needless to say, a disaster. The lines of consent were scarily blurred or, really, nonexistent. It got shut down pretty quickly, administration swooping in with a weak PSA about STIs and the power of abstinence—but only after a week of utter chaos.
I had no intention of carrying out a kill. A rising MVP on the Waterford River Otters’ Quiz Bowl Team, I thought I was a genius for pulling a name and ignoring it. I wasn’t uncool for opting out, but I didn’t have to kiss anyone either. Thomas Sinclair—the name on my slip of paper—was nice enough, but the thought of kissing a boy felt wrong to me, even if I couldn’t quite place why back then. Win-win.
I very naively, however, didn’t consider the fact that someone would pull my name. It didn’t cross my mind that Jess Friedman could pull Josh Samson’s name, give him a peck in the band room, and inherit a scrap of paper with Phoebe Mendel scrawled on it.
On my way from biology to math class (a brutal back-to-back), I shuffled along, staring at my feet, and Jess charged up to me. They stood directly in front of me, interrupting the flow of the crowded hallway traffic, stopping me in my tracks. They reached a hand up, pressing their pointer and middle finger to my cheek and their thumb to the curve of my double chin. Then they leaned in (or rather up, since I have about half a foot on them) and kissed me. As soon as I began to lean in and close my eyes, they lurched back.
“Who do you have?” they asked. I looked around to gain proof that that really happened and earned it through the hordes of people who had stopped walking to witness the scene go down.
“I … what.” I remember I didn’t say it like a question. It was one single, blankly stated: what.
“For Assassin. Who do I have to kiss next, Mendel?”
“Oh. Uh. Thomas,” I said. And then I ran.
Jess shouted after me, asking if it was Thomas P. or Thomas S. Their question was nearly drowned out by the crowd around them laughing, the sound of it curdling in my stomach as I darted into the bathroom. I texted my parents that I wasn’t feeling well and hid in the safety of a stall until my mom came to pick me up.
I’m still not entirely sure why I ran. Maybe it was the whole being-a-lesbian-even-if-I-couldn’t-put-the-word-to-it-yet thing. Maybe it was being a freshman, trying to blend in, and having someone pull me out of obscurity and into something very public and gossip-worthy. Maybe it was having my first kiss taken in one of the hallways of Waterford High, which perpetually have dicks drawn on the walls and the faint scent of urine in the air.
Or maybe (and this is the option I like least) it was the fact that Jess kissed me and pulled away the instant I dared to kiss back. Maybe I found that a little (completely and utterly) gutting.
After it happened, I asked our history teacher to move me to the opposite side of the classroom, and I cut off my re-budding friendship with Jess at the knees. They tried to talk to me, cornering me between classes, begging me to hear them out. I brushed past them enough times that, by the end of the school year, they gave up completely.
Now our once-intertwined lives are reduced to this, and only this: Jess driving past me in their car and giving me a look.
Beyond our past, the look itself makes this part of my day so intriguing. Their expression is the only question beyond how the hell do I get out of this time loop that I have to mull over. Their eyes are simultaneously apathetic and curious. Sometimes, I can almost convince myself that they’re checking me out, thinking about that kiss, wondering what it would be like if it had gone down somewhere more private, like I do. Other times, I’m certain they’re glaring at me.
I decide today that no, it’s not a glare. It’s gentler than that, but still rough. It’s the gaze of a kitten—but a kitten that’s sizing up a lizard, learning everything about it before it pounces.
Every repeated day, right as I think I’m finally getting a grasp on it, they swivel their head back toward the road and speed away.



  

AUGUST 6TH
Version 27
Yesterday’s loop ended like it always does: Scrabble and dinner with my dad and uncles, followed by a night on the toilet courtesy of my body’s inability to digest said dinner.
This morning is coated in the same sickening familiarity. I wake up the way I do every loop of August 6th: at 11:03 a.m., to the sound of Dusty Springfield crooning in the next room. Mom has always been a Dusty Springfield fan, but she’s played her more and more the last few years. It’s probably her quiet, ongoing way of showing her support of me being a lesbian.
Despite the monotony, today is different from every other today I’ve suffered through. It’s even worse—because if time had kept moving as it should have, today would be September 2nd. I would be at my appointment with Dr. Peterson.
My pining for this date began long before the time loop. Shrouded in a flurry of positive reviews, Dr. Peterson is a highly coveted, always booked gastroenterologist. There was one review in particular that made me and Mom decide she may be worth the five-month wait:
: Dr. Peterson is a GODSEND!!! She will actually try to figure out what is sending your gut haywire instead of tossing meds at you until 1 sticks. AND she didn’t tell me my pain was just because of my age and weight like that damn Dr. Bradford over at Osprey Medicine. One star off for the disastrous front desk staff … but she’s worth the hassle 
IBS is an infuriatingly vague diagnosis, one that you get when your body can’t digest food and no one can definitively tell you why. It’s an umbrella term that attempts to describe stomach issues that can’t really be described. It would be huge to have a doctor willing to dig deeper than that initial diagnosis and help me understand why my stomach is stuck in a state of pain that can’t be healed.
This is, of course, contingent on two key variables: 1) If the anonymous reviewer is right about Dr. Peterson not being fatphobic like the other gastroenterologists who have burned me before. 2) If September 2nd becomes a date I can reach, rather than an abstract concept.
I pull my blanket over my head, doing my best to block out the thudding piano notes of “I Found My Way” while working up the energy to make my one stop of the day: my dad’s house. Living the same day over and over is unbelievably exhausting.
But the way I see it, replicating that original August 6th, searching for any slip in the normalcy, may be the key to making it to tomorrow and, ultimately, September 2nd. At least, that’s what I tell myself since it’s kind of my only option.
In the small town of Lewiston, Florida, where I’ve lived my entire seventeen years of life, the closest shopping center is a few minutes away by car. Unfortunately, for those of us without a license, that adds up to an hour and a half walking. That might be doable if I didn’t have a stomach like mine and if Florida summers weren’t so hot an egg could fry midair before it hits the sidewalk.
The trek isn’t exactly worth the risk of heat stroke, anyway. After endless waiting for cars to pass and risky jaywalking on roads not built with pedestrians in mind, all that awaits me is a Bealls Outlet, a Publix, and a Supercuts.
So, after pancakes (again), Dad’s it is.
I’m more anxious on my walk over than usual, and that’s saying something. I’m far too conscious of the fact that I should be sitting in a cushy waiting room right now, checking off a laundry list of my current symptoms.
I’m far too conscious of how limiting it is to be confined to sidewalks, to watch cars like Jess Friedman’s glide by day after nonexistent day. I’m far too conscious of the fact that this morning’s research led me nowhere but to fan theories about Happy Death Day and I’ll be too sick tonight to search any further, so the whole day is basically gone. I’m far too conscious of the fact that it doesn’t really matter if today is gone because today will happen again. And again. And again. And again.
My body moves quickly, almost as if it’s trying to keep pace with my rush of thoughts. I’m one step away from breaking into a run. Maybe I should do that. Could I run my way into tomorrow? Am I fast enough to pull that off? I guess it depends on the rate time moves—
My speculation stops short when I make eye contact with Jess Friedman, like I do every day. Only this time, I’m not standing on the side of the road watching them. This time, I see their face in full view as their car hurtles right at me.
Apparently, getting hit by a car can happen mildly. Maybe I’ve been misled by my fear of driving, but I assumed it was an all-or-nothing thing. You dive out of the way, or you get squashed like a bug. I didn’t realize that you could get bumped. Knocked off your feet, falling on the asphalt so lightly that it’s almost as if you’ve tripped. It could be because I’ve spent twenty-plus days stuck in a time loop, but it feels rather undramatic.
Or at least it does—until Jess throws open their car door, phone in one hand, cane in the other. They charge right at me, an absolute storm at only five feet tall. “WHAT WAS THAT, MENDEL?” they shout. “I COULD HAVE KILLED YOU. HAVE YOU EVER HEARD OF THIS LITTLE THING CALLED LOOKING BOTH WAYS BEFORE YOU CROSS THE STREET?”
Their shouting makes it sink in: Jess really hit me with their car. That’s different.
It’s different.
My phone, miraculously unscathed, pings in my pocket. My heart thuds when I unlock it to Bea’s same old text. It’s not that the day changed, I realize. I just walked so quickly that I carved out a new reality within August 6th. One where I’m horizontal on asphalt, Jess hurrying toward me.
I grin, despite the fact that it’s still today. I can’t help it. This is the first big feeling of new I’ve had in a long time. Twenty-seven non-days long if my calculations are correct, but maybe a while before that, too.
Whenever I try to remember life before the time loop, it’s not very different from my life now: internet wormholes, sporadic texts from Bea, searing stomach pain, toilet, heating pad, sleep. Lather, rinse, repeat. Getting hit by a car isn’t my first choice to spice up my life, but at this point I’ll take any change I can get.
“Why the hell are you smiling? Shit, do you have brain damage? Please tell me you don’t. That’ll go on my conscience, Mendel. Though, for insurance purposes, I would like it to be known that you did NOT have the right of way. You know no lines on the street means you wait to cross, yeah?” Instead of reaching down a hand to help me up, which may be the rational choice, Jess lowers themself to my level, sitting down and tossing their cane beside them.
I can see them up close now. Their hair is a beautiful mess of frizzy waves sweeping their shoulders, dark-brown roots giving way to dark-green hair dye. They have this adorable big, drooping nose with a small septum ring in the middle and a butterfly stud on the side. Their typically pale white skin is tinged red from the heat.
Their ears are pierced too and adorned with absurd, clearly homemade earrings, two plastic rubber ducks dangling down. They’re wearing a black tank top that reads No Photos Please in white text on top of an image of a broken camera, the pieces of it going a million different directions. Their lavender cane rests on the asphalt, glimmering in the sun. I’m memorizing them—every part of them. I don’t mean to, but I am.
It’s a new habit of mine, necessitated by the time loop. Taking in my surroundings, searching for change, and committing all my observations to memory. Any note I take will disappear at sunrise, so my mind is all I’ve got.
“Why are you sitting, what are you doing?” I mumble, pulling myself up from my half-lying-down position to sit beside them. I wince as I do, but I only feel the familiar pain in my stomach. Nothing new besides a faint scrape on my knee and some dirt on my palms.
“I’m assessing you. What does it look like I’m doing?” They press the back of their hand gingerly to my forehead. Their fingers are warm and the ring on their middle finger is slightly sharp. I’m overwhelmed by that feeling again. New, new, new—and something else that I can’t quite place.
“Are you checking if I have a fever?”
They pull their hand back quickly. “Well, I don’t know what I’m supposed to do. Who’s the president? Wait, that’s no fun … What’s my name?” They lean in close, eyeing me suspiciously, in that same way they always do from their car. Seeing the look in high definition doesn’t help me understand it any better.
“Hello? Should I call an ambulance?”
“Jess Friedman.” I’m embarrassed saying their name, like I should pretend I don’t know them for some reason. “No ambulance, really, I’m fine.”
“What was the name of my mermaid persona when we were kids?”
“Pearl, because your imaginary tail was white and shiny.”
“I didn’t think you’d remember that. Makes sense, though, with your freaky Quiz Bowl genius mind.” They put a hand up to their chin, tapping their fingers against it methodically. “Okay, one more test: whose classroom did I kiss you in front of during Assassin?” My eyes widen, and I’m blushing. I can feel it; I just hope they can’t see it. “I’m kidding. I’m obviously kidding. I think you’re good, though.”
“Uh, what?” I’m having a strange, non-time-loop-related sense of déjà vu. At least I managed to say it like a question this time.
“You’re safe. From brain damage, at least. Are you good, like, physically? I don’t know how to test that. We could do a reflex test. I’ll bump your knee, and if your calf flies up—”
“I’m fine, honestly. My leg kinda feels like it has rugburn, but I’m good. Look.” I wiggle my toes, which are visible in my Birkenstocks. “Full movement.”
“Hmm, okay, if you say so. Do you need a ride to wherever you were walking? I’m headed to work, but I can call my manager and tell her I’ll be late. She won’t mind. Well, she totally will, but who cares. I’m always like, it’s Publix, Michelle, not the barracks of war.” Jess shifts, stretching their leg out. “You walking smack into a moving car is kind of more important than bagging groceries.”
“I’m fine.” I’m tempted by the prospect of a ride from Jess—continuing to see them up close, to experience something different. But that’s selfish. For Jess, today is real, and I don’t want them to get in trouble at work because of me. “I was heading to my dad’s, it’s not far from here. No worries.”
“All right.” Jess frowns, still eyeing me suspiciously. “You really should be more careful when you cross the street, though, Mendel. You know what they say … why didn’t the chicken cross the road? Because he was roadkill. Duh.” They swipe their hands together, miming a flattening motion.
“Who in the world says that?” I ask through a laugh.
“I don’t know, people. It’s totally a thing. Don’t let that pretty face become roadkill, Mendel.”
They rise, pick up their cane, and walk back to their car before my jaw has the chance to drop. Pretty?
I pick myself up off the pavement and shuffle back to the sidewalk so Jess can drive away. They’re gone before I can wipe the dirt off my hands and wonder what the absolute hell just happened.

After I’m done thoroughly reeling, I head to Dad’s, same as always. Even though the date on my phone is still a glaring August 6th, I need to be 100 percent certain that Jess crashing into me was an interruption, rather than an indication of a new day. The only surefire way to do that is to follow my routine and see if anything else has changed.
When I arrive and ring the doorbell, Uncle Gabe greets me, same as always. He throws the door open with gusto, wearing a button-down adorned with mustard-yellow stripes on one side and vomit-green polka dots on the other, all atop an orange backdrop. It’s absolutely horrendous and I loved it dearly before having to look at it for twenty-six days straight.
“Well, look what the cat dragged in. It’s my favorite niece!” I’m his only niece. I stumble up the front step, enveloped by the sameness, down to the clamoring of Dad cooking in the kitchen. My shoulders slump down low. Jess crashing into me really must have been nothing more than a side effect of walking too quickly. I was pretty sure this was the case, but the confirmation still stings. “What’s new?” Uncle Gabe asks. “Any girls you’ve got your eye on?”
“Leave her alone.” Uncle Adrian swoops in to save me right on cue. After my parents’ dead-on-arrival marriage and my humiliating kiss with Jess, my uncles’ relationship is my only source of hope in the romance department.
Uncle Gabe’s a white Jewish man who rarely goes to temple. He’s all rumpled clothes and frazzled attempts to get to know me better. Uncle Adrian’s a Black Jewish man who often drags his husband along to temple. He’s all perfectly ironed button-downs and absurdly warm smiles. They’ve been together for twenty-two years, and the worst fight I’ve seen them get into was over who forgot to add almonds to the grocery list.
Uncle Adrian flashes me one of his signature grins now, takes my hand, and asks, “What are the kids into these days?” It’s a running bit of ours, another pitiful inside joke stringing my repetitive days together. He says it each time I see him, and each time I say something sarcastic back. I’ve changed it up often within the time loop, but his reaction never varies.
“Low-rise jeans, they’re really making a comeback,” I tell him. It’s the same line I pulled yesterday, but I’m too frazzled by my run-in with Jess to take a stab at anything more creative.
“Fascinating. You keep me young, Phoebe,” he says, and we walk to the living room.
“My sweet Phoebe.” My dad’s hands are deep in a plate of bread crumbs for tonight’s dinner. My stomach churns at the sight. In a few hours, the meal he’s working so hard on will take a left in my digestive tract when it’s supposed to take a right and destroy me from the inside out. I push my dread down as deep as it can go, accepting the hug he eagerly gives me once his hands are clean.
I roll my eyes fondly, like I always do, and he says, like he always does, “You’re rolling your eyes, aren’t you? Oh, I don’t care. I’ve missed you.”
“I’ve missed you too,” I lie through my teeth. It’s only been half a day since I last saw him, but with the way these nonexistent days blur together, it feels like even less. Go along with it, I remind myself. It’s easier that way.
I have tried changing August 6th, making different choices than I did that first day. On day nine, I got sick of pancakes and opted for a bowl of cereal instead. But after I took in the dejected expression on Mom’s face, I went back to eating pancakes, no matter how hard they are to get down. Same story with Dad—it’s not like I enjoy replaying our Scrabble game over and over again, but the one time I suggested we stray from our typical game of choice and play Jenga instead, he looked at me like I had two heads.
The best option is to keep going along with it. All of it. I sit down and play Scrabble, ready to lose. I’ve memorized all the letters I’ll get by now, the triple-word scores my dad will rack up, the made-up words Uncle Gabe will play that everyone will fight him over.
Even without my useless advance knowledge, courtesy of the time loop, I’m pretty good at Scrabble. During the original August 6th, I actually won. Every day since, I’ve lost on purpose. Partially because I know every tile headed my way, and that feels like cheating, but also because when I lose, my dad (ever the high school English teacher) wins. He leans back, clasps his hands behind his head, and says, “My perfect daughter has flaws after all, huh?”
It’s the last good part of the day. After Scrabble, he brings out his homemade chicken parm. Here, the night can go one of two ways.
The first is, I eat it.
I shove down every bite. I don’t complain. After dinner, I make up some excuse in order to hurry home. I’m awful at lying, so it’s always something absurd—like saying I have to dig into a summer assignment, even though my dad knows I finished most of my work in July. He accepts the flimsy excuse anyway and has Uncle Gabe take me home. At the end of the drive, Uncle Gabe asks if I’m okay, and I close my eyes and pretend not to hear him. Then, in the safety of my bathroom, I get painfully, violently sick.
The other option, which I’ve only mustered up the courage to try once, is fighting back.
After about a week of being stuck, facing yet another sweat-drenched night on the toilet, I said, “Dad, I can’t eat this.” He looked confused, as if I haven’t been diagnosed with IBS for almost four years now. Then he looked hurt. Then he looked embarrassed.
It wasn’t as bad as it could have been. In the past when I’ve dared to mention my stomach pain, he usually says something like, “Maybe if you went on a longer walk every day it wouldn’t be an issue,” and all I can hear is Maybe if you lost some weight. That wrenches my gut in a whole new way.
That time around, he simply said, “Oh right, your stomach thing,” as if he couldn’t be bothered to remember my debilitating chronic pain.
Luckily I didn’t have to worry about responding, because Uncle Gabe started chattering on about this new diet he read about where you eat food that corresponds with your blood type. My dad went to the kitchen and came back with hummus, baby carrots, and a stack of matzah, sheepish that he didn’t have much else I could eat. Uncle Adrian told Uncle Gabe to be quiet already.
They ate their chicken parm and I ate my hummus. They ate ice cream for dessert, and I turned down the bowl Dad awkwardly offered me, feigning a smile.
I still got sick, but it wasn’t as bad as the chicken parm. It was a milder sick, a manageable sick, a daily sick. I could handle it, but I couldn’t handle the way he looked at me—like I was a problem he was desperate to solve. Since then, I’ve taken the impending doom of the chicken parm instead. At least tomorrow, I’ll wake up in my default level of pain, my body retaining no memory of the meal.
Dad serves the plates two at a time, and Uncle Gabe applauds at the sight, bemoaning that he wasn’t gifted the same cooking skills as his brother. If I ignore how sick I’ll be tonight, I can see why. A thick slice of mozzarella oozes over a marinara-smeared chicken cutlet beneath a sprig of basil.
I push at it with my fork. It’s tougher than usual, getting it down today. Along with the cheesy sauce, I’m swallowing the way Jess’s hand grazed my forehead.
One measly conversation in the middle of the street. After all my days spent watching them drive by, wondering what’s behind the gleam of their eyes, wondering what it might be like to forge a different ending with them, that’s all I get.
I look away from my plate, shooting a glare at the August page of Dad’s Twelve Dogs of the Year calendar. The basset hound wearing a sun hat glares right back. I used to think it was the way his eyes drooped, but I’m starting to think that damn dog feels as lost as I do.



  

AUGUST 6TH
Version 27.5—Research Notes
Day 27 (I think)
 
	Jess Friedman hit me with their car. Just a change in timing, was likely always a probability. Still Aug 6th (checked many times after getting hit)
	Taking a break from yesterday’s research on theory of relativity, will resume soon
	They called me pretty




  

AUGUST 6TH
Version 28
I don’t get out of bed today until Dusty Springfield is singing her last chorus. Despite yesterday’s blip, it’s still August 6th. I can tell the second I wake up.
There’s the music, as always. There’s the fact that my room looks the same: dirty laundry scattering the floor, my Garfield shirt folded neatly on my desk chair, my collection of tiny frog figurines askew on my dresser. Dr. Frogbert sits beside me as always, his faded, floppy lime-green hands folded over his pale pink stomach.
When I was a kid, I made up this whole backstory for him. He has a doctorate like Dad, but he works at a nonprofit like Mom. He runs an organization that makes sure every frog (stuffed animal and otherwise) has their own personal lily pad. It’s very noble of him.
I hug him tight and sigh, pressing a hand to my knee. The small scratch from yesterday has disappeared completely. In its place is nothing but tan skin and a stray freckle.
After shoveling down some pancakes, I curl up on the couch to read. I’m digging into a favorite from elementary school right now, A Wrinkle in Time. Every time I’m in the mood for it, I rebuy the e-book and find my place. Part of me worries that when I escape the time loop, all of the days will have happened somehow. Like every August 6th will have stacked on top of each other and I’ll have paid hundreds of dollars to Apple to buy the same copy of A Wrinkle in Time repeatedly.
I buy it again anyway. If the costs do pile up, I can always file a report, claiming a Wrinkle in Time–induced glitch. Or, worse comes to worst, I can try to pull some money from the college tuition fund my grandparents left me in a last-ditch effort to “amend” the terrible childhood they put my mom through.
It takes me some scrolling to regain my place, because it’s been a week or so since I last read it. I’m on the tenth chapter: “Absolute Zero.” Meg’s been reunited with her father and separated from her brother. There’s this part where Meg’s dad massages her fingers and when she yells, hurt, he tells her that pain is good. He says it’s a sign that she’s regaining feeling from some fantastically caused paralysis.
Meg is then kidnapped by scary beasts that turn out to be kind, but I linger on that exchange about her fingers.
Ms. Romero taught us a similar sentiment in biology class: that pain is a good thing, actually. That it’s your body’s way of telling you that something is wrong.
She forgot to tell us that sometimes, nothing is wrong. Sometimes pain is senseless.
My pain today is as senseless as ever. It buries itself deep in my stomach as I put my headphones in, press play on Elton John’s Greatest Hits, and begin my walk to Dad’s.
The doctors I’ve seen have asked me to explain how my stomach hurts, what the pain feels like, but I’ve never had a good answer. It just hurts. It hurts like a dull stab some days. It hurts like a stomach flu other days. On the worst days, like after eating Dad’s chicken parm, it hurts like I’ve been hit by a truck or … a light-blue punch buggy.
I walk up to the edge of the sidewalk, careful to wait this time. Jess’s car pulls up, and they peer at me. My eyes analyze theirs, like always. Their gaze seems sharper than it did yesterday. I think I’ve just never noticed their eyebrows before, furrowed tight together and angled downward. Their eyes have always pulled me in, but their eyebrows are equally entrancing, bushy and brunette, a sparser bit of hair in the middle, bridging the two together.
The eyebrows in question relax slightly as Jess slows their car to a stop and rolls their window down.
I must still be dreaming. Granted, I have the same dream every night (an unexpected side effect of the time loop), so that’s unlikely, but there’s no other explanation. Unless I’m concussed. I’m concussed, aren’t I? I should have gone to the doctor after getting hit by a car. What was I thinking? Now I’m stuck in a time loop with a concussion that has somehow carried over. That’s probably the only thing worse than getting stuck in a time loop with an IBS flare-up. Although, I was only a few days off from getting trapped while on my period, which would have been a whole other ring of hell—
“HEY, MENDEL,” Jess shouts, and I swear my heart stumbles to a stop. Their hair’s pulled up into one small bun with a few strands at the front hanging down—not the same as the loose waves they’ve had every other August 6th. They’re also wearing a different shirt than their usual black one; I can see from here that it’s hot pink. How the hell is it pink?
I blink repeatedly, like my eyelids shuttering will somehow return me to normalcy. Each time, I’m met with the same sight. My mind keeps chanting hot pink and bun over and over again, like the repetition will help me understand this.
Jess shouts, “YOU FEELING OKAY? OR ARE YOU GONNA SUE ME FOR DAMAGES?”
“What?” I sputter. They must think that that’s the only word I know how to say.
“I ASKED—COME OVER HERE.” They wave a hand, but I’m rooted to the spot. “COME ON, I WON’T BITE. I JUST DON’T WANT TO YELL.” They don’t need to yell, not really. We’re the only ones here—I could probably hear them if they spoke at a normal volume. But I walk toward them anyway, with slow, trembling steps.
Up close, my suspicions are confirmed.
They’re wearing a hot pink shirt that reads MEN ARE FROM MARS in black font over a tiny constellation. Their ears are adorned with new earrings, two small troll dolls with purple hair. They’re messing with one of them with their fingers.
“I was asking if you were okay. Because of yesterday—”
“Yesterday?”
“I hit you with my car,” they say frankly, before slapping a hand over their mouth. “Ah! You hit my car, I mean. Everyone’s quick to call me a bad driver, but I say you’re a bad pedestrian!”
I’m shaking. I don’t mean to, but I am. I frantically play back the day’s events. Dusty Springfield. My room. Pancakes. Call from Dad. Nothing had changed. Not a piano note or blueberry was out of place.
I frantically pull out my phone, and there’s the date. August 6th. Beneath it is a notification from Bea: Have you seen this?! with the usual picture of a fridge. My head whips back up to Jess. They’re looking at me expectantly with those dark-brown eyes, now lined with eyeliner that extends out into wings. I swear they had barely any makeup on yesterday.
I swear, I swear, I swear.
“So you—”
“Jokes aside, did I mess your head up or something? I really didn’t think you went down that hard but—”
“No, you … I … Did you …”
“Phoebe.” It’s the first time in a long time that I’ve heard my first name come out of their mouth, and it’s accompanied by an exhausted sigh. “I’m gonna be late to work, spit it out already.”
I flounder, trying to figure out a way to ask what I want to without sounding totally unhinged, before blurting out, “Did you wake up today with a strange sense of déjà vu?”
“Look at you, little genius.” They shrug, combing through the tiny purple hair of one of the troll dolls. “Yeah, kinda. For one thing, you’re still wearing that shirt. Are you really into Garfield or something? I’ve never gotten him. Like, what, he eats lasagna and hates Mondays? What’s the actual plot?”
“Can you answer the question? Like, seriously?”
“Geez, okay, relax. Déjà vu? I guess I kinda did. But the days are all the same in Lewiston, aren’t they?” They glance down at their phone and jump. “Shit, I gotta get going, but rest up, okay, Mendel? Gotta keep that brain sharp so you can get the River Otters to nationals this year. Yay!”
They pump a fist and drive away, as if they haven’t turned my head upside down and backward.
Maybe the day’s changed, I rationalize, teetering toward the sidewalk. Maybe this morning was the same but it’s tomorrow now. I mean, sure, when I thought about getting out of the time loop, I expected to wake up on August 7th, but maybe it’s more gradual than that.
There’s only one way to find out.
I continue on my walk, going faster than I ever have before, yesterday included. Fast past the ponds where tiny alligator heads pop out of the water, so subtle a non-Floridian might assume they were logs. Fast past rows of cars with stick-figure bumper stickers parked along rows of suburban neighborhoods that aren’t too different from mine. Fast past my old elementary school, past the playground where a mom is always pushing her baby on a swing at this time of day.
I glance over and the mom and baby aren’t there. My breath catches. Granted, I could just be early, since I’m practically running. They could be about to arrive, but I can’t help but think that maybe … maybe …
By the time I reach Dad’s, I can barely breathe. I drop down on the grass, inhaling and exhaling hard, making eye contact with a garden gnome that has a tiny ceramic pride flag superglued to its hand.
All my mind can conjure up is Jess. Jess’s hair, Jess’s shirt, Jess’s earrings, Jess’s makeup. Jess’s brown eyes that remind me of the oak tree stretching above me in Dad’s yard—the same one they used to climb when we played hide-and-seek. Those eyes saw me yesterday and remembered today.
I take my phone out again, glaring at the date on the screen: August 6th. I lock it and unlock it. I consider turning it on and off again like I’m my mom trying to fix any technology problem, but I shove it into my pocket instead. I have a guaranteed way to test this. All I have to do is walk to the door.
I take slow steps, pressing a tentative finger to the doorbell. Twenty-eight days. It’s been twenty-eight days. A few more days and it will be an entire month. If it were February, it would be already. It’s totally reasonable to think that it’s a new day and that, somehow, I managed to break out of—
Uncle Gabe thrusts the door open, and I see it immediately. Mustard-yellow stripes, vomit-green polka dots. I may vomit myself. “Well, look what the cat dragged in. It’s my favorite niece!”
“Shit.” I try not to cuss in front of my family. I doubt they would punish me, but as my parents’ only child, I sometimes feel like I owe them eternal innocence. Not today, of all nonexistent days though. “Shit.”
Uncle Gabe’s face falls. “What’s wrong? It’s this shirt, isn’t it? Adrian says it’s ugly, but I think it’s unique.”
“No, it’s not that, it’s—”
“Leave her alone.” Uncle Adrian walks up, white button-down and all. “She’s sick of you telling bad jokes, like the rest of us, that’s all.” Before his husband can protest, Uncle Adrian says, “What are the kids into these days?”
“You know …” My head is spinning so fast that I’m worried it might fall off. All I can muster up is a weak, “Tesseracts.” A Wrinkle in Time has burrowed its way into my brain. I wish, not for the first time, that I was like Meg. That something as simple as the power of love would be enough to carry me to tomorrow.
“Huh.” Uncle Adrian rubs his free hand to his chin. For a split second, I get absorbed in his hesitation. I let myself hope that he’ll remember, that the shuffle into tomorrow is weird, warped, and slow-moving.
“Fascinating,” he says. “You keep me young, Phoebe.”
My lips flash upward in a smile that’s as weak as I feel.
I’m distracted all through Scrabble. I can’t help it. I’m scrolling frantically through Jess’s Instagram, which I follow but have had muted since I don’t know when. They’re often the first to like or comment on my posts, which are few and far between, the very rare photo of a particularly beautiful sunset or a happy birthday message for a family member. Despite their overwhelming support of my little Instagram, I muted them because I couldn’t bear to look at their account, not without thinking about that kiss, the way I moved in, the way they pulled back.
I catch up on their posts now, under the table, after I’ve thrown “cat” onto the board for a measly five points.
Their account is pretty much what I expected. They have seven hundred followers, which I assume are mostly people from the local music scene that Jess is so obsessed with. Their profile is primarily selfies and pictures of their stepbrother and his band. There’s also the occasional aesthetic shot: a zoomed-in photo of an earring. A light-blue spotlight shining down on someone gripping an electric guitar. A rack of jeans at the local thrift store.
I’ve gotten to yet another selfie, one from back when their hair was longer and dyed dark blue, when Uncle Gabe leans in. I lock my phone but it’s too late. “Ooh, who are we Instastalking?” He settles his chin on his hand, already equipped with a smirk.
“No one.” My face is hot and likely an unnatural shade of pink. I have no clue how to explain that I’m researching a glitch in a time loop, not a crush. “It’s nothing, just drop it.”
“Drop it?” He turns to Uncle Adrian, jaw slack. “What does she think I am? A dog?”
“No one thinks you’re a dog, Gabriel,” Dad says nonchalantly as he carefully lays out the letters of “maximize” on the board. “If anything, you’re Ms. Kaufman’s cat. Did he ever tell you about her, Adrian? When we were kids, our neighbor had this cat that would meow all hours of the day. It was unbearable. The only way you could get her to stop momentarily was to feed her.”
“Yup, sounds like my Gabey.” Uncle Adrian grins and pushes the bowl of M&M’s on the table toward him.
“Don’t use snacks to distract me.” He pushes the bowl back, then eyes it and tosses a few in his mouth. Around a bite, he says, “Our niece is two years back on a girl’s Instagram. I think that’s worth meowing about!”
Dad turns to me, pushes his glasses up on his nose, and says far too seriously, “Phoebe. Is this true?”
“It’s not what you think. And they’re not a girl.”
I give Uncle Gabe a pointed look, and he’s halfway through stammering out an apology for misgendering them when Dad says, with all the confidence in the world, “So it’s Jess Friedman, then?”
I cringe. Of course he knows. It’s not like many other people at a place like Waterford—a school where the only way to gain social currency is by playing a sport or dating someone who plays a sport—are out as using they/them pronouns.
“Jess … now, why does that sound familiar?” Uncle Adrian asks.
“Is this about the freshman year Incident, Phoebe?” Dad asks at the same time. One downside of my dad teaching at the school I go to is rumors always make their way to him—including when I’m the subject. I couldn’t have hidden the Assassin kiss from him even if I tried. “Are you still hung up on that?”
“This isn’t about The Incident, oh my God.”
“Hey,” Uncle Adrian, the only Jewish person in the room who practices seriously and doesn’t say God’s name, lets out a little tsk.
“Sorry, Uncle Adrian. But it’s not—”
“What incident?” Uncle Gabe pipes up.
“Jess is the one who Phoebe’s freshman year—”
“Please.” I slump down in my seat. “We don’t have to relive it.” I don’t have the capacity to deal with this right now. I need to figure out why the hell Jess is different today, not sit here while my dad and uncles hash out my love life. My stomach cramps up, pain jabbing me with pins, then knives. All of this stress is not mixing well with Mom’s pancakes. But, like always, I’m rooted to the spot—just slightly lower in the spot, with my hands pressed to my cheeks. “I don’t have a crush on Jess Friedman.”
“It’d be okay if you did,” Dad says, fishing a blue M&M out of the bowl. He insists that they’re his favorite, even though they all taste the same. “I know The Incident was hard on you, but they’re a good kid. And they’re one of the only other out lesbians in Lewiston, yeah?”
“Well, there’s Sue, who runs the library at the Triple Palm nursing home,” Uncle Gabe offers. “She’s a lovely woman.”
“I meant lesbians Phoebe’s age.”
“I’m not going to date them just because they’re gay and the same age as me,” I cry out. “That’s absurd.”
“Ah, to be seventeen and gay in this day and age.” Uncle Gabe reaches out and squeezes my cheek, something he enjoys doing far too much. “Do you know how hard we fought so you could have standards?”
“We? This one was always at a party before a protest.” Uncle Adrian rolls his eyes with decades worth of fondness. “We my ass.”
“Now, if it wasn’t for a party—” Uncle Gabe starts, but he doesn’t get the chance to finish.
“So why were you on their profile, then?” Dad asks. Uncle Gabe slams his mouth shut. Dad can pretend that Uncle Gabe’s the nosy one, but he pries twice as much. I think it’s because I spend half my time at Mom’s. He lives in perpetual fear that he’s missing out on my life. I never have the heart to tell him that I don’t have much of a life for him to miss out on.
“I was … trying to see something.”
“And what were you trying to see?” Dad leans forward. He, Uncle Gabe, and Uncle Adrian wait for my answer. It almost seems like they’re holding a collective breath.
I turn my head slowly, looking at each of them in turn. I narrow in on Dad when I say, “I’ve been stuck in a time loop for twenty-eight days, and virtually nothing has changed except Jess. I’m trying to figure out why.”
Three blank pairs of brown eyes stare at me for one long beat. I cling to a sliver of hope that they’ll take me seriously. And then, almost simultaneously, they burst out laughing.



  

AUGUST 6TH
Version 29
As soon as I gain consciousness the next morning, my mind starts racing with thoughts of Jess. The pink of their shirt, their bored expression, the mention of yesterday, like it was something tangible enough to hold.
I need to see if they’ll be wearing a different outfit again, if they’ll still remember our collision. I need to figure out if anything else has changed, why it changed, and how they remembered.
Unsurprisingly, my body catches wind of my anxiety, and my stomach churns into a collection of knots that refuse to unfurl. When my digestive tract calls, I have no choice but to answer. I end up on the toilet, the minutes creeping by on my phone until the time Jess drives by has passed.
There’s a chance they could be late, right? It might be worth it to sit on the sidewalk in the scalding heat, wait for their car, hope it provides an answer to at least one of the one hundred questions nagging at me.
But my stomach continues to pull, tug, cramp. It demands I lie in bed with a heating pad pressed deep into it and a blanket pulled up to my chin to ward off the full-body chills. Ugh. Of course my gut has ruined my plans yet again.
I search “rain noises” on Spotify and let the sound wash over me. Here in central Florida, it rains almost every day in the summer, typically around three p.m. August 6th happens to be one of the few dry days of the season. I miss the rain, the way it washes over my window in drops, then sheets, before stopping suddenly, the sun shining through again.
I spend the day like this: listening to the artificial rain sounds through my phone and pretending it’s as good as the real thing, holding Dr. Frogbert tight to my chest and staring at the ceiling, contemplating the pain that consumes my abdomen.
I don’t know why food makes me sick. The first gastroenterologist I saw said it was probably puberty, that there was nothing he could do for me. “It’s natural for girls her age,” he said, addressing my dad instead of me. “They get nervous about menstrual cramping. She’ll adjust.” I was fourteen then, but he patted me on the head, offered me a lollipop, and sent me on my way.
The second gastroenterologist I saw snarkily said that it was because of my weight and it would be a waste of everyone’s time to consider any other reason. Luckily, I had my mom with me. She went to med school at Vanderbilt for a year before she realized that animals and grasslands are more her speed than other humans and dropped out. That small bit of time surrounded by future doctors taught her a thing or two about how to deal with them.
Mom pointed out that that logic didn’t make sense, considering I go on walks almost every day and salads and other “healthy” foods can make me sick, but the doctor still handed me a pamphlet for diet supplements and said we’d talk when I dropped fifty pounds. Mom was sure to tell him we’d be seeking medical help elsewhere.
That led us to researching new gastroenterologists and, ultimately, finding Dr. Peterson. After securing my September 2nd appointment, I scoured through her YouTube lecture series on gut health. In one video, she talks about the connection between anxiety and stomach issues. This immediately connected the dots for me.
I’ve been anxious for as long as I can remember. First, it was guilt spirals about my parents’ divorce, convinced that if it weren’t for me, they would still be together. Then, it was bullying in middle school, cheap lobs about my weight from boys who thought their naturally thin builds and emerging muscles made them invincible.
Then, it was everything. A homework assignment due in two weeks. The work reports Mom leaves scattered on the kitchen table about rising sea levels. The divot that deepens in Dad’s forehead when I tell him no, I still don’t know what I’m going to major in when I go to college. The thought that maybe I left the stove on even though I don’t cook, maybe I left a straightener on even though I leave my hair a wavy, untamed mess.
No matter what changes I make in my life, the anxiety remains. I’ve overheard arguments between my parents, hushed back-and-forths about whether I’m too young to try out antianxiety medications. They can’t seem to reach a consensus, so I stick to weekly therapy sessions. It’s helpful to process my loud thoughts and quiet fears—but no amount of talking is enough to quell the stomach pain that’s steered my anxiety’s sidecar since I was fourteen. Or rather, used to steer it, until it parked me right here, on this never-ending day.
When my playlist of rain noises comes to an end, the silence is enough to make the memory start to surface: the original August 6th. The flare-up that landed me here. The fact that this time loop could, quite possibly, be my fault.
I press play, drowning the thought before it has the chance to come up for air.



  

AUGUST 6TH
Version 30—Research Notes
Day 30 (I think)
 
	Officially 1 month mark. Send help.
	Jess wearing: white tank top. Couldn’t make out the words on it. Hair down again but looked messier maybe. They squinted at me differently this time. I swear, it was different.
	No other changes worth noting.




  

AUGUST 6TH
Version 32—Research Notes
Day 32
 
	Jess didn’t drive by today. Sat on sidewalk for 1 hr waiting before I went on to Dad’s.
	No other changes.




  

AUGUST 6TH
Version 33
It takes three days. Three days of waiting on the sidewalk for Jess. On the days they show up, they always have new hair, new earrings, new makeup. They always squint harder and I spiral harder.
On day thirty-one, I didn’t even go to Dad’s house. I just walked to the sidewalk to make eye contact with Jess, to examine their outfit change, to try to discern their gaze. When they drove away, I sat down right there on the pavement and typed everything out on my phone—the color of their shirt, the crinkle of their nose. I repeated the note a dozen times in my head, as if I could ever forget the sight.
I considered running up to their car. The next day, when they didn’t drive past, I considered messaging them on Instagram, laying it all out there. PLEASE TELL ME YOU’RE STUCK. PLEASE TELL ME I’M NOT LOSING MY GRIP ON WHATEVER REALITY THIS IS. I chickened out in the end, too afraid I was hallucinating, that weeks of longing for change had conjured up a mirage of it.
Today, I show up fifteen minutes early, in case I just missed them yesterday. Or did they come later? Should I have set up camp, waited longer? I’m debating turning around, grabbing an umbrella and a cold cloth to bear the harsh heat for a few hours, when I see their punch buggy. It’s parked on the side of the road, a pensive-looking Jess in the driver’s seat.
They spot me, roll down their window, and shout, “YOU. DÉJÀ VU, HUH?”
I can’t help it—I run to them. I almost don’t want to ask, in case I really am wrong somehow. But if I am, it all goes away tomorrow, right? Before I have the chance to regret it, I blurt out in one big rush, “AreYouLivingTheSameDayOverAndOverAgain?”
Jess’s face is as unreadable as ever. Their hair’s become progressively messier every day. Today, it’s totally unbrushed and sprawled out in a hundred different directions. They’re makeup-less, earring-less, and wearing a big, wrinkled green T-shirt that reads Pickled Pretty with an animation of a pickle wearing lipstick. “Get your ass in the car, Mendel,” they say flatly.
I walk around to the passenger side. The door handle resists a bit and I have to pull on it three times to get it open.
As I fumble with the door, Jess throws a series of objects from the passenger seat to the back—their green Publix uniform, a Taco Bell bag, some plastic straws, their folded-up cane, a half-used bottle of maple syrup. When they’re done, they nod and I slide in beside them, settling into the fabric of the scratchy gray seat, receipts crunching under my feet.
Before I can say anything, they’re driving. Their car speakers play a song I don’t recognize. Based on the band names scrawled across their shirts, I assumed that the music they listened to was all loud and thrashing, belonging to a genre that demands to be screamed, not sung.
I’m surprised by how slow this song is. Jess sings along so quietly, I can barely hear them.
Watching them close-up makes it fully sink in that I am in Jess Friedman’s car. Somehow, this feels more surreal than being stuck in a time loop.
“So, uh, where are we going?” I ask, looking out the window as we drive past the mother pushing her baby on the swing.
“Somewhere we can talk.” It sounds vaguely threatening, but I can’t bring myself to care. All I feel is nausea in my stomach and my heart barreling against my chest. I’m not sure what exactly I’m anxious about; all I know is that I am. Watching Jess’s profile as they bob their head along to some indie song, it’s like every nerve in my body is on edge.
They pull into the parking lot of Mel’s Diner, a local restaurant with cheap food that everyone in Lewiston frequents. It’s the ultimate equalizer for families with young kids, old white retirees, and hordes of middle schoolers. Despite the fact that it’s a Tuesday, the parking complex is packed.
Even the accessible spots are all taken. Jess circles a few times before parking in an empty spot by the nearby nail salon. They silently grab their phone and get out of the car.
I follow their lead, and by the time I emerge, they’re carefully dislodging their walker from the trunk, where it’s leaning precariously by a big pile of books and a bigger stack of records. “I keep meaning to donate those,” they mutter, as if I’m judging them for the contents of their trunk. As if that’s at all on my radar. As if my brain isn’t exclusively shouting what the hell is happening on repeat.
Jess lugs their walker onto the ground and closes the trunk. They pull on something below the handles of their walker (maybe brakes?) and start making their way toward the restaurant.
As we walk, I watch them again. I can’t help it. I’m waiting for them to say it, to say, yes, I’m stuck in a time loop, to say anything. They look back at me, and before I dart my eyes away, I see them frown. “It’s a long walk.”
“What?”
“I need the walker sometimes. Instead of the cane. On bad days or if it’s gonna be a long walk—”
“No, I know. I mean, I don’t know the details, but I’ve seen you with it. At school and, like”—I wave my hand vaguely—“around.” Lewiston is a small town. I don’t have to say much more than that.
“Right,” Jess says skeptically. “You tend to avoid me. So I wasn’t sure if you knew.”
“I don’t avoid you,” I mutter. Jess shoots me yet another look, raising their eyebrows. “I mean, sure, I’m not actively seeking you out. But it’s not like I’m jumping into trash cans to get away from you. Granted, I’m a bit too tall to hide in a trash can—”
“Can you get the door?” They nod down to their hands gripping the handles of their walker.
“Sorry.” I scramble to open it and they push their way through. I follow after and slide past them, toward the sign-in sheet at the hostess stand where you write your name and the number in your party.
I’m jotting down Phoebe and 2 under about six other names when a hostess walks into the crowded waiting area and shouts, “RUTH? Party of two?”
“That’s me,” an older woman standing ahead of us calls out. “You two can take my spot, though. You need the seat more than I do.”
I look around in all directions before I realize she’s talking to us. It’s been a while since I’ve been addressed by a stranger. Sometimes I forget that my family aren’t the only people living life in a loop, that the rest of the town (state? world?) is on repeat too and has no clue. It’s terrifying not knowing how deep this time loop runs, how far it extends.
Ruth ushers us forward, flashing Jess a condescending grin, and she has no clue that she’s likely broken a thirty-three-day streak of sitting down to eat right now.
“People are so weird,” Jess mutters as a hostess guides us to a small corner table, away from where other customers are congratulating Ruth on her good deed, offering her a coveted seat on the crowded bench in the entryway. “Like, my walker literally has a seat. I could sit in it and wait. But they see this thing and assume I’m Tiny Tim on the verge of dying if they don’t pull a Scrooge McDuck and swoop in to save me. I guess Tiny Tim used a cane, not a walker, but I use both, depending on the day. You get what I mean.”
They park their walker and settle into one of Mel’s signature dark-green booths. The seats are fake leather and peeling a bit, but in a charming, comfortably worn-in way. “Well, I suppose if able-bodied pity gets me to a plate of waffles quicker, who am I to correct them?”
They smile softly, light glinting off their butterfly nose stud, and I smile right back. For a split second, I forget why we’re here. It’s like we’re just two old friends, taking advantage of ableist pity to enjoy some brunch, nothing more. They tap their nails on the plastic cover of the menu nonchalantly and say, “How do you know?”
“How do I know what?”
“How do you know that I’m living the same day over and over again?”
Reality tumbles back in with force. They really are stuck too.
It was clear they were, but actually hearing them say it floods me with adrenaline. “I mean, even the first day,” Jess says, “well, the first day that it repeated, you asked me if I was having déjà vu. I knew you were smart, but I didn’t know you were a psychic.”
“I’m not psychic, I—”
“Well, hi there,” a voice chimes in, and we turn to see a waitress hovering over us, notepad in hand. I recognize her. It’s Nicole, who was in my Spanish class last year. She’s typically equipped with a smug smile and a freshly picked (or, more likely, crafted) piece of gossip. If I remember correctly, she once spread a nasty rumor that Jess doesn’t need their cane and only uses it for attention. You didn’t hear it from me, she always says, as if we’d hear it from anyone else.
“I didn’t know you two were friends.” Nicole raises her eyebrows. I know she’s piecing a story together. I’m not technically out at school, but I keep to myself, and I’ve never dated anyone. Seventeen is basically spinster age in a town like Lewiston, so that’s enough for people to suspect I’m gay.
Even if no one says anything about it to my face because they love my dad and his Dead Poets Society–inspired methods of teaching, I know they know. I’ve heard whispers since my kiss with Jess. Since people spread rumors that I was a very willing participant. They weren’t entirely wrong …
“We’re not friends,” Jess says plainly, and I will my heart not to sink, even if it’s the truth. “We’re business partners, actually,” they add quickly. “We’re planning on selling homemade salt scrubs and driving your mom out of town.”
Nicole folds her arms over her chest and huffs. It’s well known that her mom runs a soap store out of her kitchen that once gave half of Lewiston’s PTA moms gruesome rashes.
“How about I get you a cup of coffee, Jess?” Nicole asks, in a way that’s so sweet it sounds sour. “You seem like a don’t talk to me until I’ve had my coffee type of girl.”
“Not a girl,” Jess calls out as Nicole grabs our menus and struts away. “What the hell? She didn’t take our orders. I want those waffles. I think they’re superior to pancakes, because of the texture. I like how the syrup pools in the squares, don’t you?”
Once again, Jess Friedman has made me feel like I have a bad case of whiplash—and not because they hit me with their car. I really can’t be blamed when I blurt out, “I’ve been stuck in a time loop for thirty-three days,” before looking around instinctively to make sure no one’s heard.
The fact that everything will reset by sunrise isn’t enough to appease me. One of my biggest fears is telling people about the time loop, only for it to magically come to an end, allowing everyone to remember me as a deranged Bill Murray wannabe. Most of Lewiston would love to whisper about the poor anxious girl who lost her mind. I would instantly become nothing more than a piece of gossip passed over tithe envelopes and plates of Mel’s hash browns.
“Thirty-three … Are you serious? Thirty-three days? As in over a month?” They let out a low whistle. “It’s only been about a week for me, and I feel like I might snap.”
“A week. That’s since the car crash, right? You still remember it, then—hitting me. And all the days since, every single one. It’s not just me.” The pitch of my voice rises with excitement before I can contain myself. I know I’m being selfish, but it would be a relief to not be completely and utterly alone anymore.
“No. It’s not just you.”
I exhale, feeling like the floor has dropped out from underneath me but I’ve fallen into a foam pit. It’s exhilarating and comforting all at once. “Okay, so … wow, okay. So I’m here and you’re here and we … we need to compare notes, then. With double the brain power, we have double the chances. How do you think we can get out of this? Have you done any research yet? Do you think we should focus more on fictional portrayals of time loops or the actual science behind them, because I’ve been doing both and I’ve found—”
“Whoa, whoa.” Jess juts a hand forward, placing it on top of mine. I can sense Nicole’s stare burning into us from across the restaurant, but I don’t pull back. The coolness of Jess’s clunky ring against my skin is obnoxiously calming. “Relax, Mendel. Seven-eleven.”
“Seven-eleven?”
“Breathe in for seven counts, out for eleven. Come on, do it. I’ll do it with you. It’s not easy, but it’s worth it.” They say it so casually, like this is totally normal. I’m not sure I can breathe properly with their hand on mine, but I give it my best shot.
I’ve done my fair share of breathing exercises in therapy, but I struggle to truly inhale for seven counts. Still, the deep breath helps center me (a bit) by the time I reach the exhale—until the twelfth second hits and Jess draws their hand back. My hand twitches with the urge to reach back out for them, to ground myself with the knowledge that they’re here, stuck with me.
“Okay.” Jess fiddles with the ring that was just pressed against my skin. It seems to be shaped like an owl, but it’s so abstractly sculpted that it’s hard to tell. “So I’m a newbie compared to you. Walk me through this. For the past thirty days …”
“Thirty-three, if my math’s right. It’s repeated. It’s the same day over and over again. I don’t know why. It’s a normal day, it’s not my birthday or—”
“Groundhog Day?”
“Exactly! Every day, I wake up and my mom’s making pancakes, and I eat the pancakes and I research how to get out of the time loop, and then I walk to my dad’s house and I play Scrabble with my dad and uncles, and then I go home and … and that’s it.” My mouth is moving at double speed, but at the end, I falter. Jess and I may have been friends once, all those years ago, but I don’t know them well enough to divulge what happens behind closed bathroom doors. “It’s a perfectly normal, boring, repetitive day.”
“Okay, slow down. I’m trying to process this. Are you telling me this is what you do every day?”
“Yeah. It’s like I said, it’s Groundhog Day without the groundhog. So just … day.”
“No, no. Obviously I get that part. But that, like, schedule you just went through. You’re saying you could do literally anything and it wouldn’t matter because everything resets at the end of the day, and you choose to eat pancakes and play Scrabble with your family? Am I hearing this right?”
“Well, I …” When they put it like that, it sounds ridiculous and kind of humiliating—but they haven’t been stuck as long as I have. There’s a big difference between one week and four. Besides, what else am I supposed to do? “I spend part of my day researching time loops, reading articles, watching movies, observing my surroundings for any changes, anything I can do to understand why I’m here and how I can get out. I couldn’t do anything else even if I wanted to. I don’t have my license, and it’s not like there’s a surplus of Uber drivers around here. It doesn’t seem worth it to wait around for one.”
“So?” Jess throws their arms in the air. “Ask your dad for a ride, he’s cool as hell, he’d take you anywhere. Or you could hitchhike. Or, shit, I don’t know, fake a medical emergency and take a joyride in an ambulance, dude.”
“I don’t appreciate being called dude,” I mutter, “and I don’t get why you’re making fun of me. All I’m doing is trying to get to tomorrow and make it stick. Anything else would be a waste of time.”
“Waste of time? What time?!” Jess leans forward. “I’m sorry for making fun of you, really. But we’re made of time, baby. Wait, is ‘baby’ allowed?” I nod, grateful for once that I’m already blushing. “Look, I’ve been spending the better half of this week freaking out, like, Am I losing my mind? and No wait, I’m definitely losing my mind and No wait, the Catholics got it right, purgatory is real, and I’m in it for the time I smoked weed backstage at a The Simulation Is Glitching show.” My face must look as confused as I feel, because Jess waves a hand. “Local band. Doesn’t matter. THE POINT IS, this is real. Today is repeating over and over. Do you know what that means?”
They’re so excited that I almost feel bad replying, “No.”
“Phoebe. Sweet, sweet Phoebe. This time loop is not a burden. Sure, maybe it was for the past thirty-three days. But now? It’s a gift. It’s an opportunity. We can do anything we want with literally no consequences.”
Obviously, the thought has crossed my mind. Every time loop movie I’ve pored over has a thirty-minute sequence of characters gorging themselves on luxury dinners, going on lavish shopping sprees, skydiving into the unknown without fear. But what I need—a doctor who listens—isn’t something I can get on August 6th. And I’ve tried.
A week into the time loop, I called Dr. Peterson’s office on a whim, asked if she happened to have any openings today. The receptionist scoffed at me. She’s all booked up, as always. Your appointment is only a few weeks away, dear, she said. Most people can’t get in to see her for months. You really can’t wait?
“I mean, I went to New York yesterday,” Jess says nonchalantly, breaking my perpetually spinning spiral.
“You … you what?” I ask, convinced I’ve misheard them.
“Well, at first I was heading to work like always, convinced I was losing my mind or something. But by day five it became pretty clear it was more of a Groundhog Day situation, so I maxed out my mom’s credit card and flew to New York. It was awesome. The Statue of Liberty’s bigger than you’d expect.”
“I …”
“It was definitely a trip to wake up back in my bed this morning after falling asleep at the Plaza.” Jess gasps before I can get my head on straight enough to formulate a response. “Hey, I bet that’s why I got pulled into your time loop! To show you a good time.”
I’m struggling to breathe again. I could try that seven-eleven technique a second time, but for some reason, I’m not sure it would work as well without Jess’s hand on mine. “I don’t know …”
“Look, I’ve known you, like, basically my whole life, so I know you were a living, breathing, house-playing kid once. And every kid wishes they could pause time for a day and fuck shit up.”
“I’m not sure children say”—I drop my voice to a whisper—“fuck shit up.”
“Okay, fine then. Mess things up. Eventually, we’ll find the abracadabra magic phrase or secret button or whatever and get out of this, I promise. But why not have some fun first? You’ll have me as your Certified Fun Guide—and you’ll have access to my car. Consider it my payment for, ya know, almost killing you.”
There’s no way. No rational person would willfully stay locked in a time loop. Especially not with a potentially life-changing doctor’s appointment looming on the unreachable horizon.
But … Jess looks up at me with their big brown eyes and says, “Come on. Will you mess things up with me, Phoebe Mendel?”
It turns out that I am not as rational as I previously thought.
I squeeze my eyes shut. “I’ll think about it.”
When I open my eyes back up, I’m met with the sight of Jess grinning so wide that I can now make out a small dimple on the left side of their face. “I swear you won’t regret it—”
“I said I’ll think about it. I’ll think about it doesn’t mean yes.”
“It does to me. Because I’ll think about it means there’s room for me to convince you. And I will convince you.”
“And what makes you so sure?” I try to raise one eyebrow but fail spectacularly and end up raising both.
“Remember when we were kids? Back before our dads hated each other, I mean.”
“Yeah. Of course I remember.”
“We were such a team. Like whenever we played hide-and-seek with the kids in your neighborhood instead of just each other. I’d always hide in reckless places, like high up in trees or in bushes too close to ponds that were definitely full of gators. And you’d hide near me. I don’t think you wanted me to notice, but I did. You were always right there in case I got hurt.”
I swallow hard. All I remember from those days is how humiliated I felt every time Jess scampered up a tree and I was too scared to make it past the roots. “What’s your point?”
“I don’t know. Maybe I trust that, even after all this time, you’re still on my team.”
I’m touched and kind of surprised they still think of me that way. It’s been a whole decade since we were truly enmeshed in each other’s lives, confiding in each other whenever we snuck a cookie before dinner or ripped a seam on a stuffed animal’s arm. If Jess’s Instagram is anything to go by, they’ve found a new team in the many years since, brimming with people who are in their corner, present tense.
“I’ll think about it,” I repeat, brushing aside a loose strand of hair from my braid. Jess pumps a fist in the air, and there’s that huge smile again.
Not too long after, Nicole begrudgingly returns to take our orders. While we wait for our food, Jess fiddles with their ring and asks me questions. Is there a chance this loop could last forever? I don’t know. Does this mean time travel is possible and, if so, can we go back to 1985 and see the Live Aid concert? I don’t know, but sure. Is there any question I do know the answer to? Shut up.
Truthfully, the answer is no. I should be the expert since I’ve been stuck longer, but there’s not exactly a manual on time loops, beyond some poorly written blog posts and “purely theoretical” academic articles. When Nicole finally returns with a pointed glare and food she probably spat in, I’m relieved for the reprieve from Jess’s interrogation.
I sprinkle brown sugar on my oatmeal and spend too much time watching it melt. Every few seconds, my gaze flits up to Jess, who’s already doused their waffles in syrup and is now devouring them.
It’s odd, being stuck with someone else. I can’t help but wonder why they’re here. Was it as simple as them crashing into me? If I had wandered in front of someone else’s car, would I be stuck with them instead?
Or, a more hopeful side of me can’t help but wonder, was it always meant to be Jess? Jess, who has a giant glob of maple syrup smeared on their chin. Jess, who flags down Nicole and makes a big show of paying for my four-dollar oatmeal because our bank accounts will be restored tomorrow.
I can’t wrap my head around any of this. Every time my brain tries, it short-circuits. I watch them from the passenger seat as we pull out of the parking lot, and think that if I am losing my mind after all, it’s nice to not be losing it alone. Of course, I could be imagining all this. I haven’t ruled out the prospect of a hallucination or an elaborate dream, but—
“Your dad’s place or your mom’s?” Jess asks.
“What?”
“Where do you want me to drop you off? Here, just put the address into Google Maps.”
They enter their passcode and toss their phone to me. I type in the address for my dad’s house before asking, almost embarrassed, “Didn’t you want to mess things up?”
“Uh, yeah,” Jess says, like my question was outlandish and my embarrassment is 100 percent warranted. “Tomorrow, though. I have things to do, ya know. Places to see, people to be, groundhogs to interrogate.” They chuckle at their own joke, but I remember their real laugh well enough to know it’s strained.
I force a laugh of my own and resist the urge to ask them where they’re rushing off to when we have all the time in the world.



  

AUGUST 6TH
Version 34
Yesterday feels like a fever dream. Actually, yesterday must have been a fever dream. I sit at my kitchen table, mulling it over while I wait for my pancakes. My fingers trace along my forehead, checking for an actual fever. That just makes me think of Jess’s hand doing the same, the sharp contrast between the warmth of their skin and the cold of their clunky ring.
My hand drops abruptly back onto the table. I shouldn’t be thinking about how Jess’s hand feels, how it felt. I should be trying to figure out what the hell is going on.
The truth is, I don’t know much about Jess. I don’t know what college they want to go to or which of those bands they love is their favorite or whether they make or buy their increasingly eccentric earrings.
Sure, I have fragmented memories from when we were friends as kids, but it was so long ago that I only have blurry visuals. A young Jess with their naturally dark-brown hair in two pigtails, standing at the edge of the ocean, turning to look back at me with a crooked smile, three teeth missing. A young Jess pushing me to catch the frogs that always stick to the window by my front door after thunderstorms, the same ones I was content to watch through glass. A young Jess playing prince and princess with our stuffed animals until their dad entered the room, falling quiet until he left.
I know bits and pieces of seventeen-year-old Jess, too. I know they get kicked out of class often for making remarks that are a bit too “out there” for Lewiston. I know they’re not in band or orchestra, but they’re obsessed with the local music scene. I know they once broke Sammie Turner’s toes after she made an antisemitic comment, though I’ve also heard they broke her nose. I know they spend all their time with their stepbrother, Zahir, who I don’t know much about since he’s older than us and didn’t come into their life until sometime between ages seven and fourteen, when they were nothing more to me than a foggy memory.
I know they’re one of the only out lesbians my age in Lewiston, and I know that that means people like Dad and Uncle Gabe and even virtual strangers like Nicole think we’re destined to fall in love. Everyone expects us to sink into each other’s arms for a swoonworthy slow dance and make out on the roof of the school gym like all the nauseating straight couples in town.
But Jess isn’t my destiny. Sure, they may be cute. There’s no denying that they have a sweet smile and an adorable nose and this entrancing splatter of freckles on their left shoulder, but …
But Jess Friedman is bold and brash and sometimes a little mean. Jess Friedman is everything I’m not. And the “opposites attract” thing may work for other people, but it’s not for me. I know that eventually, Jess would grow tired of me like Bea did.
Bea and I didn’t have a dramatic falling out or anything. We first met in gifted class when we were ten, instantly bonding over the fact that her name picked up where mine left off. We stayed that way, ending where the other began, until high school. Freshman year, Bea started playing soccer and made actual friends, fun friends, cool friends.
Slowly but surely, she pulled away. We went from hanging out with each other almost daily to the occasional sleepover to the more occasional study session to, well, now. Our friendship exists on a technicality, held together by sporadic riffs on our long-running inside joke. I’m honestly surprised every time she reappears in my texts.
A relationship with Jess would end the same way, if not worse. I’m sure of it. Besides, it’s not like it matters anyway—I’m not certain that the conversation I had with them yesterday was real.
The more reasonable explanation is that Jess is someone I fleetingly see on my walk to Dad’s every August 6th. My brain has conjured up a version of them that is an active part of my day. A version of Jess that talks back to me. A version of Jess that tries to convince me to stay trapped in a time loop before dousing a plate of Mel’s waffles in syrup. A version of Jess that … is standing outside my front door, knocking.
Mom looks up from where she’s flipping pancakes. I race to the door before she can, although I doubt she’d risk burning our breakfast to answer it. I peer through the window to make sure my eyes aren’t deceiving me.
It’s definitely Jess. They’re wearing a faded Waterford High Marching Band shirt that must have belonged to their stepbrother. It’s cropped in a way that was clearly cut by scissors, and I can see a small stretch of skin on their stomach between the shirt and their brown cargo shorts.
My eyes quickly flit back up to meet theirs as I throw the door open.
“Hi, hi.” They’re holding their cane in one hand and an iced coffee in the other. “I found your address online. Isn’t it wild how much Google knows about us? I remembered the vague area kind of, but we mostly hung out at your dad’s as kids, didn’t we? Still, it’s so trippy being back here. Can I come in?”
“You’re not real,” I blurt out. I don’t mean to; it sort of tumbles out of me.
“Are you always like this in the morning? That’s good to know.” Jess leans heavier on their cane. “I need to sit down. Could you doubt my existence inside, maybe?”
“Right. Of course.” I step aside because, hallucination or not, they clearly can’t keep standing. The way they grimace, the relief on their face when I guide them to the living room and they sit down on the couch … it all feels so real.
“Uh, hi there.” Mom moves to stand beside me, where I’m rocking back and forth on my feet to calm myself down, and says, “Who’s your—who’s this, Phoebe?”
It’s painfully obvious that she’s shocked I’ve brought someone home—and even more obvious that she’s trying (and failing) to hide that shock. “This is Jess Friedman. We used to hang out when we were kids, their dad was friends with Dad.”
“Ah, right, Jessi—”
“It’s Jess,” Jess cuts in, gritting their teeth. Their grip on their coffee tightens.
“I’m sorry, Jess,” Mom says. She has this uncanny ability to not nervously blubber, to get straight to the point she needs to make. Dad always jokes that it’s because she’s not Jewish. “All right, well … I’m going to tend to my garden. Blueberry pancakes are on the counter. I hope they’re all right. Any memories of good food you’ve had with Phoebe come from the Mendel side, believe me.” She chuckles.
Once the sliding glass door has squeaked shut behind her, I say, “I’m really sorry about the, uh, deadnaming—”
“It’s fine.” Jess takes a large gulp of iced coffee, kicking off their pale yellow sneakers and tucking one foot onto the couch. “I’m used to it. Sometimes I really wish I could wipe everyone’s minds, though. Make them forget how they used to see me.”
“That makes sense,” I say quietly. “If it helps, I only remember the highlights of who you used to be. Like how you always gave my Barbies awesome haircuts.”
I can’t help but feel warmed when Jess’s smile meets their eyes. “You should sit down,” they say. “You’re, like, hovering. It’s weird.” They pat the cushion next to them, and I sink into it. Mom and I have one of those old, comfy couches you have no choice but to disappear into.
I sit up as much as I can and turn toward Jess. The front of their hair is pulled back with glittery butterfly clips today. They take one out and begin to reclip it as they say, “Let’s cycle back to me not being real.”
“Right … that.”
“Yeah, that.”
With their clip firmly in place, they lean back into the couch, tilting their head to look at me. “What, am I such a dreamboat that you must be imagining me?”
“No. Well, not no.” The urge to hide my face behind one of Mom’s throw pillows and not emerge until they’re done smirking is very strong. “I’ve had a month’s worth of this day—or this non-day, I should say. I call them non-days sometimes, because days doesn’t seem … right, I guess. Like, has it really been a day if no one besides me remembers it happened? Anyway, I’ve researched this tirelessly, and this isn’t how time loops work. You don’t pull people into them.”
“Who’s to say you don’t?” Jess takes a long sip of their coffee before holding it out to me as an offering. I shake my head and they shrug, lean forward, and press the cup onto a coaster. When they lean back, their fingers are steepled like they mean business. “Did you think time loops were real before thirty-four days ago? Or non-days, whatever you wanna call them.”
“I don’t know,” I answer honestly. “I’m not sure I thought of them at all.”
The last instance before August 6th I can remember them crossing my mind is when Dad and I watched Russian Doll last year. I was more focused on how hot Natasha Lyonne is than anything time loop related.
“But if you had been asked,” Jess pushes. “If on August fifth, someone had said”—they form their hand into a fist and hover it below my lips, like a mock microphone—“ ‘Phoebe Mendel, do you think time loops are real?’ What would you have said?”
“I think I’d say that anything can be real, theoretically speaking. And then I’d want to know why they were asking me.”
Jess laughs, but it doesn’t last long. They get this somber look on their face when they say, “So if anything can be real why can’t I be?” They poke me squarely in the center of my cheek. It happens so suddenly that I feel the push before I see their hand move. Then, much more slowly, they drag their fingers down. They hold my chin with their pointer finger and their thumb. I swear my heart is going to beat out of my chest and end up splattered in their lap. “This feels real, doesn’t it?”
“It … it does.” My voice comes out slightly muffled from their fingers on my jaw—or maybe I’m forgetting how to speak. It’s easy to do that when someone is holding your chin in their hands and you can’t stop yourself from internally screaming: this is how they held you right before they kissed you.
They don’t kiss me, though. Of course they don’t. They pull their hand back as quickly as it came and begin spinning that maybe-an-owl ring that seems to be the only consistency in their outfits.
“Okay,” Jess charges on. “So we’ve established that I’m real and I already believe that you’re real. Where did we land on the thinking about it front?”
“The what?”
“Yesterday? When you said you’d think about it? You know, the whole doing whatever we want, then focusing on figuring a way out thing?” They say it all so nonchalantly, it’s honestly startling. As if it’s nothing to be living the same day over and over again. As if it’s normal.
“That doesn’t make sense, Jess. This is a time loop, not a vacation.”
“Why can’t it be both?” Jess procures their phone from their pocket and opens the Notes app. “Like you said, we didn’t know this was possible until it happened. So we get to set the rules. Not movies, not articles, not society—”
“Society? What does society have to do with this?”
“—just us. A team, remember? Come here.” They gesture to themself, as if asking me to come closer. Slowly but surely, I inch over until we’re sitting thigh to thigh and the hairs on my legs are raised. They type in capital letters: THE RULES.
“This note will be gone by tomorrow,” I say, shifting to prevent my skin from grazing theirs. “Anything you write—whether it’s on paper, your phone, or your body—will disappear.”
“Ah, but it won’t be gone from your little genius brain, will it? So we’ll write some rules and you’ll keep them safely locked away in your mind,” Jess exclaims cheerily. “I’m the Certified Fun Guide. You’re the bookkeeper.”
“Wow.” I wince. “That makes me sound incredibly boring.”
“Sorry, sorry. Okay, so rule one: Don’t insult the bookkeeper. Rule two: The day starts over again at midnight? Wait, no, I’ve been awake at midnight, that can’t be right.”
“Yeah, it’s later than midnight. It’s sunrise, at like six forty a.m.–ish.” Midnight would be a kind gesture from the universe. It’s so cruel to see the date on my phone switch to August 7th, knowing it won’t last. “And you have to be asleep during it,” I add.
“What? Why? Will the boogeyman get me if I stay up?” they joke, even though they’re still typing everything I’m saying. (Or rather, they’re typing: 1) BE NICE TO PHOEBE 2) RESTART AT 6:40 A.M. 3) GO TO BED).
“No, early on, I tried to stay up all night. I thought that maybe if I stayed up, it would become tomorrow? But instead, I felt it shift. I don’t know how to describe it.”
The words don’t form easily. I’ve never had to talk about this before, never gotten the chance to, so I didn’t realize that it would be this difficult. Now that I’ve started, my breaths are getting progressively shorter, my stomach tighter. All the while, Jess is watching. No, I think they’re waiting.
They reach out and put a hand on mine. “Seven-eleven,” they whisper. And I do it. Or I try to, at least. It’s still hard to inhale and exhale that long. I do what I can. When I’m done, just like yesterday’s today, Jess draws their hand back immediately, as if it was never there in the first place.
“My day starts at eleven a.m. No matter when I fall asleep, I’ll wake up at eleven to my mom listening to ‘I Found My Way’ by Dusty Springfield.”
“Great song,” Jess whispers, their voice hushed like we’re swapping stories over a campfire.
“That day, the day I stayed up, six forty a.m. collapsed right into eleven a.m., and it felt like … like … Okay, can I say something that might sound really weird?”
“We are literally stuck in a time loop together,” Jess says flatly. “A few minutes ago you doubted my existence. We are far past the point of weird.”
“Right. Okay.” I still hesitate, desperate to move on from this topic of conversation altogether. Except … Jess is looking at me expectantly, with open, nonjudgmental, unbearably warm eyes. Somehow, that’s enough to make me inhale and exhale and continue on. “So, I was a C-section baby. It’s not like that matters; I obviously can’t remember it. But when I was a kid, I felt so bad that my mom had this gnarly scar because of me. I felt like I wasn’t worth it?” I take another deep breath and Jess watches. Jess waits.
“Then I became obsessed with the idea of C-sections—the fact that as humans, our bodies aren’t equipped to carry a kid for as long as, say, elephants, which carry their babies for almost two years. It blows my mind that sometimes the only way, or the best way, a pregnancy can end is to plop your organs on a table or push them to the side and … rip the baby out. I know it’s convoluted, but it’s how I make sense of it—the reset, I mean. It’s like being ripped from six forty a.m. to eleven a.m. I was already in my bed, so it’s not like I teleported or anything, but things shifted. I shifted. It’s so painful, and it tears through your whole body and it’s— I’m describing this horribly, aren’t I?”
“No. No, you aren’t. Sorry, shit, I didn’t realize how bad it was. I’m kind of new to this whole time loop thing. To be clear, you’ve never stayed awake through the shift outside of your bed, right? Or outside of your room? What would happen if you did? Would you, like, teleport?”
“I don’t know. I’ve wondered that too but I’ve never tried it.”
“Why not?”
I look down at the point where my leg connects to Jess’s. At some point while I was talking, my thigh finally pushed into theirs, or theirs into mine. “I haven’t found the right time,” I say quietly. When I look back up, Jess is staring at me blankly, as if this isn’t a satisfactory answer. “I’ve slept somewhere else, though, at my dad’s. I’ve only done it once, because it’s hard for me to get my dad to break his custody arrangement, even for a night.”
“I did the same in New York,” Jess says. I exhale, relieved they’re dropping the question. “I fell asleep in a king-size bed around the corner from Central Park and woke up in my twin back home, like I’d never left. It was weird.”
“Very. You don’t feel the shift at all if you’re asleep. That’s what I call it, I guess.” I didn’t realize I invented a word for it until saying it out loud. “A shift.”
Jess nods again, making another vague note. “Okay, so everything reverts at six forty a.m.—”
“Approximately.”
“Right. Everything reverts at approximately six forty a.m., be asleep for the shift unless you want to feel like a newborn baby, and no matter where you sleep, you’ll be shifted back to the same time and place your day always starts. Which is around nine thirty for me and eleven for you. Anything else?”
“Well, yeah,” I say. “There’s you.” Jess blinks at me with their incredibly long eyelashes. “People can come into the time loop, apparently. Or you can, at least.”
“Right. Hey, maybe that’s because you ran into my car. You should go let someone else crash into you. Ooh, or if I were to hit another person—”
“Nope, no more car-hitting,” I shout, and Jess laughs. I laugh with them, but I can’t help but wonder if that’s all it would take. If one small crash brought Jess in, would it be enough to get us both out?
No, it’s too absurd of a thought to humor. How hard would we have to hit the car? Would we have to hit someone else? Would that get us out or trap a third person? There are too many variables, and the majority of them are life-threatening. It’s a nonstarter.
“Well, I’m sorry to say it doesn’t seem like you’re close to figuring a way out. So, I think we should go with my plan to fuck shit up. Or mess things up, whatever. What’s the harm in not dedicating every single second to research? You’ve spent over thirty days in this alone, right? Just eating blueberry pancakes—which I have to try soon—and playing Scrabble with your dad, yeah?”
And watching you drive by, I think. “Yeah, just that.”
“Don’t you deserve some fun, then?”
I don’t bother telling them that “deserve” and “Phoebe Mendel” don’t tend to go together. Instead, I get up, plate them a pancake, douse it in a gratuitous amount of syrup, and carry it over in one hand, fork and knife in the other.
Their lips turn upward into this big smile, and it reminds me that I know something else about Jess Friedman. I know what it’s like to kiss them. If I’m going to somehow, sometime, make it out of August 6th alive—I need to do everything in my power to forget.



  

AUGUST 6TH
Version 34.5
There’s one more rule of the time loop I didn’t tell Jess. In a rush of syrupy pancakes and the nerves of explaining the shift, I honestly forgot.
When you’re stuck in a time loop, you have the same exact dream at night, every night. I’ve had my dream so many times, I’ve memorized it. I could draw it out on a storyboard, frame for frame, if my art skills were any good.
That’s not too impressive, because there isn’t much to remember. Even though it’s the same dream over and over, it’s still hazy. It still has that dreamlike quality of sand slipping through your fingers, leaving behind the grainy bits that get stuck under your nails.
I dream of a house that doesn’t look anything like either of mine, but to dream-me, it’s home. It’s two stories with a giant basement. Florida houses don’t typically have basements, since the annual hurricanes are too much of a flood risk. Because I’ve never had a basement, I’ve always been mystified by them—by the way that there can be an entire room in your house carved out beneath your feet.
My dream doesn’t start out in the basement. It begins in dream-me’s bedroom on the second floor. I (very unsurprisingly) have a stomachache, so I reach for my heating pad. In real life, my heating pad is my saving grace. It doesn’t heal my pain but it numbs it, helps it dwindle to a level of somewhat bearable that it can’t reach without warmth.
In my dream, my heating pad is too strong. It burns a hole through the floor of my bedroom and I fall, bed and all, into the living room. Not long after, I crash again into the basement.
And then, because I’m in the basement, there’s nowhere to go but deeper, beneath the house. I fall through the bed finally and sink into the dirt. Disgruntled worms surround me, annoyed that I’ve crashed into their home. They were enjoying a delightful dinner before I dropped in, one tells me. Apparently dream worms can talk.
“I’m sorry,” I say calmly. “My stomach hurts quite a bit, that’s all.”
I wake up before I find out if the worm accepts my apology.
When I’m on the toilet in the morning, I envy dream-me. Not for falling three stories down and sinking into a pile of dirt. But for the fact that she—I—does it so calmly. When dream-me falls through the first floor, she doesn’t panic. Instead, she simply thinks, I should maybe change the heat setting to medium before plummeting again and sighing with a quiet, oh well.
“Next time,” she tells herself, as dirt flies into her eyes, “I’ll have to put it on low.”



  

AUGUST 6TH
Version 35
I’m nervous sitting in my driveway, waiting for Jess. It’s weird how different today is.
A few hours after Jess left yesterday, I messaged them on Instagram and finally, definitively said yes to their plan. I just couldn’t shake what they said about me not having made any progress in finding an escape route. It pains me to admit it, but they’re right.
Maybe that’s not the only thing they’re right about. Maybe there’s truth to their theory that they were pulled into this time loop to show me a good time. It’s worth exploring. Worse comes to worst, my research will benefit from me taking a break and revisiting it with fresh eyes.
Unfortunately, I also can’t shake how abruptly they bailed yesterday afternoon. They avoided eye contact while claiming plans they wouldn’t explain, but promising that if I was down, the Certified Fun (“capital C, capital F”) would start the next non-day, at 11:30 a.m.
A sharp pang bloomed in my chest at their exit, which would be better described as an escape. It was a harsh reminder that if it weren’t for this time loop, they wouldn’t choose to spend any time with me at all. I once overheard my dad describe a fellow teacher as “better in small doses.” I bet that’s how Jess feels—fine to hang out with me in the morning, but eager for someone more fun by the afternoon.
Although, morning isn’t entirely accurate. It’s 11:38 a.m. and they still haven’t arrived. It’s just me and the summer heat that’s threatening to swallow me whole.
Sitting here, breathing in the humid air and waiting for my ride, makes me feel like a little kid again. It reminds me of my life before I was deemed old enough to walk back and forth between Mom’s and Dad’s on my own.
They didn’t make me wait on the driveway. I chose to because I hated the awkward small talk between them, the stilted words they would exchange when they passed me off.
Despite the slightly uncomfortable air between them, Mom and Dad do balance each other out as parents. Whenever I have a problem, Mom pulls me in for a hug while Dad pushes me toward a solution. They thought they balanced each other out as partners too—but decided otherwise by the time I turned two.
Mom, according to the stories I’ve been told, sat my dad down after a blowout fight at my second birthday party and told him that they had two options: raise me through a mess of a marriage and a mess of a divorce, or divorce now, before I could remember it.
Uncle Gabe said once that Dad was angry then, angrier than he’d ever seen him. Angry that Mom wouldn’t fight for him, fight for them. Apparently, he only saw reason once he realized she was fighting for me.
This story is rooted deep in my gut with the rest of my pain. I feel so guilty all the time. Guilty that if it weren’t for me, my parents might still be together, a little dysfunctional but ultimately happy.
I’m undeservedly lucky to have a dad who, after an abrupt divorce, bought a house four neighborhoods over so he’d always be within walking distance, to have parents who don’t fight much anymore, parents who quietly pass their kid back and forth every two weeks. Mom gets me for Christmas and Easter, Dad gets me for Hanukkah and Passover. They both love me year-round, and the Catholic guilt wins over the Jewish guilt, so I bury my feelings deep down and don’t let them surface.
I’m doing precisely this (pointedly ignoring my annoyance toward Jess’s lateness) when a blue punch buggy screeches to a halt in front of me. “HEY.” They roll down the window on the passenger side. They’re feet away but still shouting as if we’re miles apart. “SORRY I’M LATE.”
I stand up, hovering beside the passenger seat as they throw back the same random assortment of objects as last time. “The morning I’m stuck with is hectic as hell. Zahir—my brother—hogs the bathroom and our annoying hamster escapes his annoying cage. I swear he was Houdini in a past life. Get in, get in.”
I pull on the car door handle and it sticks shut again. “Pull harder, come on. You’re not gonna break it. And if you do, it’ll be fixed by tomorrow, right?” They grin, still far too cheery about this entire situation. When I pull myself into the car, though, their smile has turned into a frown directed at me. “Come on, what’s with the shirt?”
Garfield smirks up at me, smug as ever. “All my clothes are dirty. If I do laundry, it’ll be undone when the day resets. It’s not worth it.”
“Mendel, Mendel, Mendel. You astonish me, honestly.” They shake their head, and their earrings (two plastic toys that seem to be blue-and-white yetis) shake with them.
“What?”
“What do you mean what? How dirty are your clothes that you can’t spray them with Febreze and rewear them? Did you, like, spill ketchup on everything you own before the time loop started?”
“No. I just don’t like wearing dirty clothes. I think that’s perfectly reasonable.”
Of course, that’s not the whole truth. I’ve always struggled with getting dressed in the morning, figuring out something comfortable that won’t garner too many side-eyes from fatphobes when I go to school or on my walks. So for years, I’ve laid out my outfit for the next day the night before—and on August 5th, I laid out my Garfield shirt. It’s easy. It’s there. And it’s not like August 6th is an occasion worth dressing up for, anyway.
“If you say so.” Jess turns their head toward the road and speeds away from my house. It’s my second car ride with them, and it’s already clear that they’re not the best driver.
I’m in no position to judge since I don’t know how to drive—but they always have one hand on the wheel, the other meticulously skipping songs on their phone or fiddling with their earrings. I have no clue what the speed limit is but I’m fairly certain they’re surpassing it.
My hand reaches up to grasp the little handle above the window as I ask a question that I have a feeling will be a staple of car rides with Jess: “Where are we going?”
“What if I said it was a surprise?” Jess asks, glancing up at a yellow light and immediately accelerating, “What would you do?”
“Uh. Be anxious.”
“There’s some Xanax in the glove compartment. It’s my brother’s emergency stash. Take one if you need to. Actually, take half of one. You’ll pass out otherwise.” They make a sharp left turn, and I decide not to address the fact that they offered me someone else’s medication.
Instead I say, or rather, blurt out, “Okay, seriously, how are you so nonchalant about this?”
“Hmm? About what? Ugh, this playlist sucks ASS.” Jess leans forward, pressing skip again with a heavy thumb. “Zahir and I make each other mixes every week. He always taunts my taste, yet he listens to garbage like this? You’re so lucky you’re an only child. Anyway, what were you saying? Nonchalant about what?”
“I don’t know, the fact that we’re stuck in a time loop with no way of escaping?”
“Hmm.” Jess turns into a parking lot, swerving into an accessible space. They reach in front of me, open up the aforementioned glove compartment, and root around a medication bottle, a half-melted Kit Kat bar, and a stack of napkins before pulling out a dark-blue accessible parking placard. “I don’t know.” They hang it on the rearview mirror and lean back in their seat, making eye contact with the placard instead of me. “Why are you so serious about it?”
“Because …” I gesture my hand back and forth wildly. “I’ve been living the same day over and over again for thirty straight days—”
“That was your choice. We’re changing that, remember? There are a lot of ways to live one day, Mendel.” They reach into the back seat and grab their cane before popping open the car door. I sigh, reluctantly following them. It seems that the conversation is over now, and I can’t find it in me to try to continue it.
“All right, we’ve arrived at destination number one.” Jess gestures dramatically to a giant peace sign that reads Time Turners, with one word dangling on either side of the line in the middle.
“You’re taking me to a thrift store? And one with this name? You do realize the irony, right?”
“Yes, I realize the irony, I’m not obtuse. But it’s the best thrift store in town. It’s also one of the only thrift stores that washes their clothes before selling them, so don’t you fret. It’s a cool place, it’s where I get my clothes that aren’t band shirts. Like this one.” They gesture to their peach-colored button-down adorned with cartoonish white feathers. The first two buttons are open and a flicker of a gold Chai necklace falls onto the exposed skin. It’s ironic—wearing the Hebrew symbol for life when we’re currently removed from any conventional meaning of the word.
“I didn’t know you had clothes that weren’t band shirts.”
“RUDE,” they shout, before pushing their way into the store. Damn. I should have opened the door for them. Even if they don’t have their walker right now, I’m not sure how much weight they can handle. Before I can sputter out an apology, they turn toward me and say, “first step of Certified Fun is a makeover.”
“A makeover?”
“Yeah, duh. Haven’t you seen, like, any movie ever? It’s time for your montage moment! Besides, if it’s not already blatantly obvious, I’m desperate to get you out of that Garfield shirt.”
A flush of embarrassment spreads from my head to my toes, but if Jess realizes the double meaning of their words, they give no indication of it, nonchalantly making their way through the store.
Time Turners is supposed to be eighties-themed, I think, but it’s really a hodgepodge of a bunch of different decades. There are more peace signs stuck on fraying pieces of paper marking sales, beaded curtains hanging in the middle of aisles, and posters of celebrities on the walls, ranging from a wide-eyed Lucille Ball to a smirking Ferris Bueller. I think the idea is old clothes, old aesthetic—and they count on their shoppers not noticing or caring that they can’t quite pin down an era.
“Hey. Earth to Mendel.” I dart my head away from an almost frightening light-up Elvis sign. Behind it is Jess, peering at me with that curious look on their face. “What size are you?” They’re running their hands through a rack of shirts before I can work up an answer.
When I was younger, I would never tell anyone what size I was, as if that would magically stop them from noticing I was fat. It took some growing up for me to realize that pretending I can swing a size eight won’t change the fact that I can’t. Still, the question catches me off guard, especially coming from Jess, who has a round face but is relatively thin.
“I’m a 3XL,” I say, steeling myself. “I occasionally size up to a 4XL for comfort though, and in some brands, I’m a 2XL.”
“Cool. I’m a medium.” Jess claps their hands together. “Let’s get to it, then.”
“To what?”
“The montage. Pretend a royalty-free pop song is playing right now. One of us will come up with a theme and we’ll both pick an outfit to fulfill it. Let’s start with … underwater and beyond.”
“What’s beyond?”
“That’s up to you to figure out.” They waggle their eyebrows. In spite of the absurdity, I’m excited. It’s refreshing to do anything that’s not researching time loops and staring down Scrabble tiles.
After scouring through a few shelves, I land squarely in the water—rather than beyond—with a blue shirt and far too long turquoise skirt. Jess applauds when I manage to spin around without tripping. It reminds me of being little, the two of us playing dress-up in my dad’s closet, drowning in his blazers.
Jess stands before me now, all grown-up, wearing a mismatch of clashing rainbow layers. They move their hands beside their face in an absurd attempt at gills. “I’m a fish, get it?”
“What kind of fish?”
“I don’t know, a rainbow one, probably of the gay variety. You pick the next theme.”
“Hmm.” I look around the store until I land on a long row of suit jackets. “How about ‘a night on the town.’ ”
“I love it. A night on the town … and beyond! You find my look and I’ll find yours?” They charge toward a rack of plus-size dresses, not waiting for an answer.
Before I know it, Jess is equipped in a powder-blue tux and I’m showing off a dress that’s more disco ball than fabric. It’s incredibly itchy but I adore the way the light catches on it. When I lean toward the window and the sun bounces in a hundred different directions, I feel like the center of the room.
As if agreeing, Jess lifts their phone up and points it in my direction. “Are you taking pictures?” I ask. “You know they’ll disappear by tomorrow, right?”
“I know,” they say, “but this is still a moment worth capturing.”
I like that idea, that our time is important enough for mementos, even if they won’t last. I strike a few poses—a hand on my hip, an action shot where I shake, light rippling off me. Then I lift my phone and photograph Jess. They really pull their suit off, despite it being two sizes too big.
“Okay,” Jess says once I’m twenty photos in, each of their poses more absurd than the last. “I think we’ve montaged to the moon. Let’s switch gears and find you a lunch-appropriate look.”
“What, you don’t think this is lunch-appropriate?” I shimmy my shoulders.
“It is, but sadly, driving around with you wearing that would be a hazard. You’d reflect all the traffic lights.”
We fall into a comfortable silence, Jess singing along to the ABBA song playing on the store speakers, me lip-synching.
A few seventies songs of shifting through shelves later, Jess squeals so loudly, I swear it fills the whole store. “This is it! Here, try this on.” They throw an outfit at me, shooing me into a dressing room before I can register what’s in my hands.
It’s not until the hideously tie-dyed curtain is pulled closed that I get a good look at it. It’s a dress—no, it’s a romper. I’ve never worn rompers because I assumed it would be hard to find one that fits me well. Even if I could, it always seemed like too much work to take them off every time I have to go to the bathroom—which, for me, is fairly often.
I don’t want to explain that last bit to Jess, so I shed the outfit I’ve been wearing for thirty-five days straight and pull the romper on. It’s black and speckled with small red roses and swirling green leaves. It clings to my body, hugs me in a way that I don’t usually let my clothes. The sleeves plunge down to my elbows and the pants stop short halfway down my thighs so you can see my legs in all their glory. It’s beautiful. I’m beautiful.
My reflection entrances me. I can’t tear myself away. It feels like I’m watching a stranger from across the room. Someone different, brand-new, shifted somehow and—
“HELLO?” Jess shouts, making me jump. “EVERYTHING OKAY IN THERE? I WANNA SEEEE.”
I take a deep breath and throw the curtain to the side. Jess instantly stops shouting. Their jaw drops before they break out into a grin. One of their all-consuming grins, the kind where I can see that left dimple of theirs. When they say, “Okay, you look hot as hell and we’re buying that, stat,” I feel electrified.
They come over to me, their fingers grazing my neck as they rip off the price tag. “I’ll take this up to the cashier so you can wear it out of the store. My treat.” I’m dizzy as I watch them go, my body still buzzing. It’s probably because I skipped breakfast today, that’s all.

“I’m sorry, by the way,” I say. We’re sitting in their parked car, eating food from a local vegan café in Delmar. Delmar is a town over from Lewiston. It’s where Jess spends most of their time for the local music scene. (It’s where the cool bands play, Jess clarified as we drove over the bridge and crossed town lines, like, the gay ones.)
I’m not surprised by that. Delmar is an odd juxtaposition to Lewiston. While Lewiston’s all nuclear families and retirees, Delmar’s a relatively liberal college town. Uncle Gabe occasionally drags Uncle Adrian to Delmar to go to one of their two (two!) gay bars. In return, Uncle Adrian occasionally drags Uncle Gabe to Delmar to go to temple.
Now I’m here with Jess, sitting in the passenger seat, watching Priuses roll by with those corny Coexist bumper stickers smacked above half the license plates.
“You’re sorry?” Jess asks. “For what?”
“For not opening the door the other day at the diner—and today at the thrift store, too.”
“Is this what keeps you up at night? I may have to give you some breathing exercises for the road. I’m not sure seven-eleven is enough for you. We’ll have to bump it to fourteen-twenty-two.”
“Ha.”
I’m considering apologizing for apologizing when Jess says, “I have oligoarthritis. Basically, my immune system is clueless and attacks some of my joints thinking they’re viruses. My legs have it the worst. I can open doors fine; it’s just easier to push my walker through if other people open them. I take meds that help a bit, but I probably need physical therapy too. We can’t afford it though because our insurance is shit. It would cost, like, hundreds a month out of pocket. So, Zahir pushed me to get a cane and then a walker when it started getting worse a year or so ago. He pushed me to go through the process of getting an accessible parking placard too.” They take a huge bite of their wrap and mumble, “And I’m glad he did.”
“You didn’t have to tell me—”
“I didn’t. But you would wonder. What’s the sense in wondering when I could tell you? I really don’t mind.” They shrug. I wish I felt the same way about my IBS, that I could tell Jess everything about how my stomach runs my life.
The perfect entry point is staring me down, but the confession snags. It’s just not the same. While my pain flies under the radar, Jess’s cane and walker force theirs out in the open. I didn’t miss the looks of pity the cashier at the restaurant shot our way, the kid in Time Turners who pointed at them before getting dragged away by his mom.
Besides, my pain is grosser, grimier, not something you casually drop over lunch. Telling them would only ruin the moment, take away from them sharing something so intimate.
“Thanks,” I say, “for, uh, trusting me with that. It means a lot, really.”
“Well, thanks for listening.” There’s a gleam in their eyes that’s warm, earnest. I think of my dad’s oak tree again, how my arms always angled up when Jess climbed it, a seven-year-old’s weak attempt at spotting. They always trusted that I’d magically muster up the strength to catch them if they fell. Somehow, after all this time, that trust still seems to linger.
“All right.” Jess clears their throat. My gaze shifts toward the asphalt in front of us, as if it’s suddenly very interesting. “That’s enough dramatic disability talk for one day. I actually have a question for you.”
“Hit me,” I reply, taking a sip of my almond milk strawberry banana smoothie, trying to seem apathetic while my palms get clammy. My anxiety doesn’t pair well with vague, open-ended statements like I actually have a question for you. I always jump to the worst-case scenario, like Jess asking why I only ordered a smoothie for lunch or maybe going farther back and asking about that haunting ninth grade kiss.
“What happens to the time loop if we … like … die?”
A few of the knots in my stomach unfurl. “I have no clue. Do you really think I’ve done anything that could kill me?” I ask. “Scrabble with my dad and uncles can get competitive, but not that competitive.”
Jess laughs. “Okay, fair enough, but it’s wild to think about dying in the time loop. Although, some would argue we’re already dead and that’s why we’re here.” They toss a fry into their mouth and offer me one. I shake my head, and they shrug as if to say your loss before dousing another in what looks like a lethal combination of hot sauce and mustard.
“So I take it some doesn’t include you? You don’t think we’re in … purgatory or hell or whatever? I know you mentioned it at Mel’s, but you don’t really believe that, do you?” I struggle to say it: purgatory. The idea has occurred to me before, but I can’t stomach it. It scares me to think that there’s a chance I died at the ripe age of seventeen, that a plate of chicken parm led straight to an eternity of torture.
“Nah. Though some Jews would think we’re in Gehinnom,” Jess says. They throw out the Hebrew term for hell casually, like it’s not a concern.
“Doesn’t that scare you?”
“Only if you’re thinking of it in Christian terms. You don’t go to temple much, do you?” they ask, and I cringe, shaking my head. That’s how many, many lectures from my bubbe have begun. Much to her chagrin, my parents are easygoing enough to let me choose my own religion. I can’t pick out a movie without an hour-long internal debate, so what faith should I follow for the rest of my life isn’t a decision I’ve made lightly.
“Gehinnom isn’t the same as the hell that Christians believe in,” Jess continues, gracefully sans condescension. “It doesn’t last an eternity. Some Jews believe that it’s like a cleansing of your earthly wrongdoings, and unless you’re intensely evil, you proceed to heaven after. It’s temporary. Very painful, but temporary. Kind of like a really hot bath.”
It’s comforting to think of it like that. A bath, rather than a burning. But still … “We’d be dead,” I say. “That sounds nice, but that does mean we’d be dead, right?”
“Yeah.” Jess’s shoulders tense up, the rest of their body going still. “That part, I’ll admit, scares the shit out of me. I really thought I might be dead when I first got stuck … before I realized you were stuck, too.”
“Why would me being here change anything?” I ask.
“Because you don’t get a partner in hell. Whether it’s torture or a hard cleanse, I feel like you would have to brave it alone. I don’t take it for granted, you know. That I’m here with you.”
I bite my lip, fighting hard to suppress a smile. I try my best to ignore the fact that I’m literally their only option.
“Why us, though?” I ask. It’s still nagging at me. One non-day I was watching them drive by in this car, and the next I’m sitting in the passenger seat, watching them eat french fries as if it’s a typical Tuesday. “Why are you and I partners in this? Why didn’t I stay alone? And why you and not someone else?”
“Why not us?” Jess says like it’s the easiest thing in the world. “I’m telling you, Mendel, the universe was begging you to go out and have a fun August sixth for once, and you weren’t listening. Enter: me.”
“And I’m telling you that that doesn’t make sense,” I argue. “Do you really think the universe cares if I spend the day at a thrift store with you rather than playing Scrabble with my dad? Whatever higher being is out there doesn’t have anything more high-priority to worry about?”
“Maybe not. Or maybe you’re underestimating how important you are.”
It’s a joke. There’s a smirk on their lips, so I know they don’t mean much by it. Still, the words have weight to them, too heavy for me to muster up a light response. “What exactly are we going to mess up, anyway, Certified Fun Guide?” I angle for a subject change.
“Anything and everything. Our lives. Our enemies’ lives. Lewiston. The world. What would you do, Phoebe?” My whole body shifts toward them at the sound of my first name, which always sounds foreign in their mouth. “If you could do anything without consequences. What would you do?”
Drive a car, I think. Get my dad to take me and my pain seriously. Make a friend or two. Kiss and be kissed back. Live a day worth remembering. “Nothing really comes to mind,” I say.
I’m strangely comfortable around Jess—it feels like yesterday we were skipping stones in the pond near my house, annoyed that we couldn’t form more than two ripples—but that doesn’t mean I’m ready to tell them my deepest desires. Because the truth is, all we are is stuck. We wouldn’t be sitting here right now, sipping smoothies and downing fries side by side, if the space-time continuum hadn’t broken and dragged us down with it. If time had carried on its normal course, it would be September and we’d be avoiding eye contact in the halls at school as usual.
“Nothing? I find that hard to believe. No sweat, I’ll get the truth out of you eventually.” They take the last bite of their wrap, shoving their empty box of fries in a cupholder. “Well, that was delicious. I gotta get going, though. Want me to drop you at your mom’s or dad’s?”
A glance at my phone tells me it’s barely three p.m. This August 6th is still brimming with plenty of time for, in Jess’s own words, messing things up. And yet we haven’t done any messing up at all—unless you count the crumbs and trash from Jess’s lunch. “Uh, my mom’s,” I say as they put the car in reverse.
Better in small doses, my dad’s voice echoes in the back of my mind and the front of my chest.



  

AUGUST 6TH
Version 36
Sometimes I feel like my stomach is a mood ring that guesses wrong.
I’m excited to see Jess again, even knowing that they’ll probably ditch me in the afternoon. Does that make me pathetic? I can’t stop thinking back to that romper, the way it held on to every inch of me. The lilt to Jess’s voice when we were walking out and they said that it was meant to be worn by me.
Unfortunately, excitement rests too close to anxiety. When my heart starts pounding and my hands start shaking, my stomach is the next part of me to kick into overdrive. It begins with a drop. Like, I physically feel the pancakes I ate thirty minutes ago wind their way down, down, quicker than seems humanly possible. I typically digest them fine, but of course, my stomach is too erratic to be contained by the laws of a time loop.
Shit. In every sense of the word: shit.
Settling onto the toilet, I type out a frantic message on Instagram that simply reads: Can’t go out today. I unmute Jess, crossing my fingers and toes that they’re running late again and haven’t started driving over yet.
They respond in a whopping thirty seconds: boo 
Then: why not???
I take a deep breath and lock my phone, a little more focused on expelling what feels like a lifetime’s worth of pancakes than thinking of an excuse. I have IBS-D, which means my primary issue is frequent and excruciating diarrhea.
Over the past few years, I’ve tried out my fair share of over-the-counter medications for gut health, and a lot of them swing me back the other way toward constipation. It’s painful, having everything you eat form a solid rock in the depths of your stomach. Beyond painful. I’m definitely afraid that I’ll finally reach my appointment with Dr. Peterson, only to end up back on that excruciating pendulum.
Everything coming out at once is unbearable in its own right. As soon as I’m able to get off the toilet, I transition to lying in bed, shaking from chills, a heating pad draped over my stomach. I’m desperate to take a hot shower but I don’t have the energy. I barely have the energy to text Jess. In the twenty minutes I’ve gone silent, they’ve sent me a string of question marks and more ghost emojis.
My phone lights up with a new message from them: if u don’t respond soon im coming over!
I scramble to respond: No
My mom asks me to garden with her every loop. I felt bad today and said yes. Sorry.
Jess replies: i can join  i planted a mean pumpkin patch when i was a kid!!
well, i tried to. my dad pulled them out before they could grow. he thought they were weeds lmao
My fingers dig crescent-shaped marks into the bridge of my nose. I feel terrible lying to them, but the truth is too ugly. I can’t let them see me like this. I won’t. Especially when my gut is churning with a warning that the worst is yet to come.
It’s a mother daughter bonding thing, I reply. Sorry. Tomorrow?
Oh, they say.
Two letters. Oh. It may be the shortest sentence Jess Friedman has ever uttered.
Three dots appear, disappear, and reappear over the course of an agonizing minute. I hold my breath, waiting, hoping for a message that will relieve the nagging ball of guilt building in my chest.
No worries! Pick a bouquet for me, Mendel! 
I exhale, sinking my head deeper into my pillow and turning my heating pad up to high, letting out a low moan. The sound is enough to bring it back with full force: that night I’m desperate to forget.
It was August 6th. The first August 6th, back when I didn’t know there could be a second. After winning Scrabble and losing a battle with Dad’s chicken parm, I lay right here, writhing in pain. I put a hand over my mouth to muffle my screams of pain and thought to myself: I wish it would stop. I wish it would all stop.
I repeated the words in my head over and over until I found myself muttering them under my breath. The part of me that shuffles through every day, accepting the ache, bent and then broke.
“MAKE IT STOP,” I shouted so loudly that I spared a second to hope I wasn’t disturbing my mom in the next room. I lowered my volume but not my desperation, whispering my plea, “Make it stop. Please. Make it stop.”
Not long after, I blacked out from the pain. When I woke up, the whole world had stopped.
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There’s one aspect of being stuck in a time loop that I’ve appreciated since the beginning: my flare-ups don’t last. Typically, something like Dad’s chicken parm or yesterday’s excitement-slash-anxiety would knock me out for two days, maybe three. But when August 6th resets, my digestive system does too. All that’s left is August 5th’s cobb salad sans cheese and the dull ache I wake up with every morning, readying itself to worsen as the day rolls on.
Standing on the driveway, hand to my stomach as if my touch can will the budding pain away, it’s clear that I didn’t need to worry about Jess heading over before they got my message yesterday. Apparently, their lateness is nothing if not consistent. I try not to let it get to me too much—especially since they spent our entire wait at the vegan café describing their hamster’s harrowing ten a.m. escape.
My own morning was spent willfully ignoring pointed looks from Mom when I told her I was heading out to work on summer assignments with a friend. I sent Dad a text with the same sentiment, lamenting my dense Calc packet so he won’t expect to see me today. I instantly hated myself for it, but lies are as essential to time loops as air-conditioning is to the depths of summer—the latter of which every inch of my skin is begging for right now.
After fifteen minutes of waving my hand around, making the world’s worst fan, Jess rolls up. They’re honking their horn as if I’ll miss their light-blue punch buggy swerving to a stop in front of me.
I pull on that obnoxious stuck handle as Jess begins throwing their belongings in the back. It’s funny how, despite our commitment to living each day in the time loop differently, our mornings are already falling into a routine.
“Hey there, little landscaper,” Jess says. “Where are my flowers?”
“Ah, I picked you the most gorgeous bouquet, but then this funny thing happened where the day restarted and it disappeared.”
“How tragic. And to think I was so kind as to get you a gift.” They hand over a white shopping bag.
“What’s this?”
“The shirt I got you. Didn’t you read my message? Saying I’ll be late because I was getting you something to wear?” They pull away from the driveway as I buckle up, tucking the belt under my stomach and tightening the strap. You can never be too safe when riding shotgun with Jess behind the wheel. “Your Garfield shirt is an affront to my senses. After going through all the trouble of putting my contacts in every morning while Zahir bangs on the door screaming that he has to pee, I don’t want to look at that orange cat’s annoying smirk. Seriously, what is he smirking about?”
“I didn’t get a message,” I say, ignoring their perpetual Garfield slander.
“What? Messages still go through, don’t they? I still get texts. Granted, it was on Instagram, but I don’t think that makes a difference.”
“That explains it. I, uh, kind of have you muted on Instagram? So I’ll have to unmute you every day, but that shouldn’t be a problem—”
“WHAT?” Jess gasps, screeching to a halt in the middle of the road. There are no cars in sight but I still jump, clutching the shopping bag as if that would save me in a car wreck. “What the hell did I do to you to deserve getting muted?”
“Uh.” The obvious answer is right there on my tongue, but I refuse to say it. It’s embarrassing to admit that that one little kiss still has such an impact on me years later. “You kind of post a lot.”
“I do not! I post a totally reasonable amount. Hold on.” Jess pauses their music and clicks into the phone app, pressing on a contact simply titled LOSER that floods their recent calls.
“What do you want?” a groggy voice mumbles after one ring. “I’m taking a nap. Chasing a hamster around with a Tupperware container and an oven mitt really wears a guy out, ya know.”
“I’m with a friend. Tell her I don’t post too much on Instagram.”
“Tell what friend? You don’t have any friends that aren’t currently in the same room as me.”
Jess hangs up, shaking their head solemnly. “I’m afraid Zahir isn’t a reliable source on the subject.”
“Right.” I desperately need to alter the course of this conversation before I’m forced to tell them the real reason I muted them. “So, what’s he like? Your stepbrother, I mean.”
“He’s my brother, Phoebe. You don’t have to add the ‘step.’ ” They narrow their eyes in a way I haven’t seen from them before—not curious or unreadable but maybe critical? “Everyone feels the need to add the ‘step,’ even though I never do. Obviously, I know this six-foot-tall Pakistani dude isn’t biologically related to me, but he’s still my brother.”
“Sorry, I didn’t think,” I say—because that’s really it. I didn’t think. I didn’t realize that I was separating Jess from Zahir, even though every sign points to them being attached at the hip. I force down the part of me that wants to blubber out a long-winded apology and keep it simple. “You’re right.”
“I know I am,” they say, hitting the gas. “Besides, he was my brother before he officially became my stepbrother. Our parents met when I was nine and they were together for years. They didn’t feel the need to get married until Asif—Zahir’s dad—got sick.” They cast me a sideways glance. “He wanted Zahir to be able to stay here with us and his friends and the community his family found when they immigrated. So our parents got married at the courthouse and my mom became his legal guardian and all that. Asif passed not long after.” They slow at a stop sign, bringing one hand down so both are on the wheel for once, as if talking about death has sobered them.
“I’m sorry,” I say. I’m compelled to touch them, but their hands are on the wheel and their leg is too intimate, so I reluctantly keep my hands firmly planted on the bag. Jess opening up to me about all of those years between seven and seventeen just feels so precious. “That must have been hard for you,” I say, wishing I had more to offer.
“Yeah. It sucked. Asif was way cooler than my actual dad. But obviously, it was a thousand times harder for Zahir. Don’t bring it up to him, okay? He’s really sensitive about it, which, like, duh. It should go without saying, but people throw him unsolicited pity parties all the time, so I feel like I have to be clear about it.”
“I wouldn’t do that, I promise. I’m not sure when I’d have the chance to, anyway.”
“Well, right now, for one. We’re headed his way,” they say, as if I should have known.
“Ah, was that also in the Instagram message I missed?” I instinctively unlock my phone to check, but Jess shakes their head before I have the chance.
“Nah, I didn’t mention it.” They tap their hands on the steering wheel, glancing up at a light that’s turned green and keeping their foot firmly planted on the brake a moment too long. “I just figured it would be good for you to be around people who aren’t related to you.”
“So this is a playdate?” I bristle, reminded of all the times my dad has feigned nonchalance while urging me to call Bea to set something up.
“More like necessary socializing. Relax. I can practically feel you tensing up over there. Zahir’s the best. You have nothing to worry about.”
“If you say so,” I mutter, although nothing to worry about
isn’t in my repertoire. The storm that my body passes off as a stomach is picking up by the second.
“I do say so. He’s really great. He’s been there for me through so much these past few years.” Jess reaches forward, pressing play on their playlist. “My mom fell off the map completely when Asif passed away. Most days, she sleeps all afternoon and works all night. Zahir was really messed up about it too, obviously. He still is, but at least we can be there for each other, I guess. He’s kind of all I have. Well, him and No Photos Please.”
“What?”
“Oh, that’s the name of his band. Their thought—Zahir’s thought, I should say—is that since their music is pop-punk adjacent, their fans will want to rebel against the name and take lots of photos, then post them. Free publicity and all.”
I laugh. “That is …”
“Absolutely ridiculous? Yeah, I know. They’re really good, though. And I’m not just saying that because I’m their social media manager and I’m amazing at my job. Although, maybe everyone has me muted.” They glance my way, smiling slyly.
“I really am sorry about that.”
“Eh. I’ll pretend to hold a grudge and taunt you forever, but it’s no sweat.” They take a right turn and look straight ahead as they say, “I’m kind of for a niche audience.”
Before I can tell them that they’re not, or at least that if they are, I’m part of it, they’re busy rolling down their window. They shout out a friendly greeting to a security guard on our left. When I turn to my right, I glimpse black text calligraphed on a marble slab that reads Oakville Country Club.
The security guard presses a button and waves us on to drive through the now-open gate. Rows of trees transition into houses, growing in size the farther in we get.
“Zahir’s girlfriend, Lulu, lives here,” they explain before I can ask. “Her house is so big it has its own practice room. Lulu plays drums, she’s killer.” As they drive through the winding roads of the neighborhood, they give me a rundown on the names and pronouns of all their friends. I do my best to keep track of everyone and not get too overwhelmed at each mention of a new name.
After an absurd amount of turns, Jess pulls to a stop in front of a quintessential Florida country club house: orange tiles on the roof and a long, brick driveway to match. They pull their walker out of the trunk, and we take the winding pathway to the front door. They ring the doorbell and sit down on their walker seat.
“It’s gonna take them a while to decide who has to get off their ass and let us in.” Jess rolls their eyes, shooting off a text before dropping their phone in their lap.
I catch a flicker of their lock screen, a picture of them and Zahir and some other people I vaguely recognize from their Instagram. People who are almost definitely waiting upstairs. Jess wasn’t far off in assuming I need practice socializing, as much as I wish they were. I was never great with strangers before August 6th, and now I’ve gotten used to having the same conversations with the same people over and over again. The familiar hum of anxiety tugs against my chest as we wait.
“Don’t forget your shirt.” Jess gestures to the bag that’s hanging in my (now a bit sweaty) hand. “You can change into it whenever. Only if you want to, that is.” Their voice becomes gentler, more reserved. “If the romper made you uncomfortable yesterday—”
“It didn’t. I really liked it.” Jess’s gaze softens and angles up to meet mine. I know that I should thank them for the romper, and the shirt, too, but I can’t seem to form the words. Instead, I look in their eyes and they look back until the front door swings open.
I feel caught, as if we’ve been staring at each other for hours instead of seconds. But when I spin around, the person hovering in the doorway is on their phone, not glancing our way. They’re white with long, straight brown hair that goes down to their hips. I recognize them instantly as Claudia, who Jess described in the car as being “goth, but like, actually goth.” I can see what they mean now. Thick red eyeliner accentuates their pale eyelids, a dress that looks like a quilt of a bunch of different black-and-white fabrics patched together is draped over a long-sleeve fishnet shirt that loops around their thumbs.
“Hi, Claudia,” Jess says cheerily. Claudia waves with one hand, continuing to tap something on their phone with the other. They seem uninterested in us, but when they do detach from the screen, they’re smiling.
“Hi, sweet Jess.” Claudia leans forward, smacking their lips against Jess’s cheek sloppily. Jess swipes the black lipstick off, smiling back as they do. “I lost at nose goes again.” Claudia points a finger to their nose, which has a clunky silver septum ring extending from it.
“Maybe if you stopped writing for one second—”
“Who’s this?” Claudia interrupts, peering at me.
“This is Phoebe. Phoebe goes to school with me and uses ‘she/her’ pronouns. Wait, you do still use ‘she’ pronouns, right? I probably should have asked you days ago.”
“Yeah, I do.”
“Cool. I’m Claudia. They/them.”
“Claudia sings lead for the band,” Jess adds.
“And I write most of the songs.” Claudia promptly turns back around, leading us inside. Jess pushes their shoes off, motioning for me to do the same. My Birkenstocks make a small dent in the overflowing pile of boots and sandals.
Claudia and Jess nonchalantly walk me through huge, sweeping marble rooms that I try not to marvel at. It’s the kind of house that’s so big it’s impossible to imagine people actually living here.
I’m so mystified that I don’t realize we’ve reached the end of the long marble hallway until Jess pulls their walker to a halt. I stop walking a few feet too late, and when I turn around, I realize we’ve reached an elevator. “Wow,” I whisper, more to myself than to Jess.
“I know. Believe me, it took me a solid two years to adjust to this place. But hey.” They press a button and push their walker into the small, clear elevator. “What’s indulgent for the rich is accessible for me.”
“I’m gonna take the stairs,” Claudia says. “The elevator only fits three, and Jess’s walker counts as one.” I swear they’re smirking, but before I can process it, the elevator doors are closing and Jess is pulling me in by the wrist.
“Sorry,” they mutter, dropping my arm. “I’m kind of afraid of elevators. Which sucks because I, ya know, need them, but doesn’t it scare you when people stick their arm out to hold the door?” They squeeze their eyes shut, their knuckles on their walker getting rapidly whiter. “I always feel like it’s gonna get chopped off. And, like, what if it randomly plummets, or … this is glass! It could shatter. I go through this every time, I should just struggle up the stairs—”
“Jess.”
“Yeah?” Their eyes fly open, like they’ve been startled awake.
“Seven-eleven,” I whisper.
“Hey, don’t steal my line.”
“Seven-eleven.” I press my hand to their wrist. They inhale, and their hold on their walker loosens slightly. Right before they exhale, I press the button for the second (and only other) floor. My hand stays firmly planted on theirs until the doors open. I don’t keep count, but deep down, I know it lasts longer than eighteen seconds.
“Thanks,” Jess says quietly, leading me down another mazelike hallway and opening one of the many doors lining it.
Zahir doesn’t open his eyes when we enter the room. Neither does the person whose stomach he’s resting his head on. By the way his fingers are lazily tangled with theirs, I assume that’s Lulu. “You’re supposed to be at work,” he says in lieu of a greeting.
“I called in sick and no, I’m not really sick. I just didn’t feel like going in. I’ll pick up an extra shift tomorrow.” They wink at me and I roll my eyes in return.
“Leave us alone to nap. You’re disabled, shouldn’t you understand the value of rest, my dear sibby?”
“Every time you call me that it somehow gets less funny.” Jess abandons their walker and plops down on the bed, dropping their head on his legs. The three of them look like a renaissance painting, all tangled up together.
“Seriously, are you okay?” Zahir asks in a voice so quiet I almost don’t hear it and definitely feel like I shouldn’t be hearing it. “If you need to quit or take on less shifts, you can. I’ll figure out a way to make up the difference. We’ll be okay this month, and Lulu can help out next month—”
“I’m fine. I don’t need to quit. Really, I’m taking a day for myself, that’s all.” They shift their weight, turning over to face me. “You can sit, by the way. The empty beanbag is Cooper’s.” They gesture to the sunken beanbag beside another occupied by Claudia, who beat us up here. “But he’s—where’s Cooper?”
“Bathroom.” Zahir opens his eyes at last, sweeping the room and letting out a startled gasp when he spots me. My palm turns in an awkward wave. “Whoa, shit. You’re a real person.” He pushes Jess off him and stumbles out of bed, meandering toward me.
“So you’ll get up for her?” Jess calls after him.
“Yes, I will get up for her, we don’t get many guests around here. Especially not guests of Jess’s.” He looks at me like he’s searching for something in me, though I’m not sure what. Inscrutable gazes must run in the family. “So, how do you two know each other?”
“This is Phoebe,” Jess says, still lounging as if it’s their own bed. “I’m teaching her how to have fun.”
“Well, step number one is to stop hanging out with this one.” He smoothly dodges a beaded pillow that Jess chucks at his head. “Zahir Alvi. I use ‘he/him’ pronouns.” He extends a hand and I tentatively reach mine forward. I haven’t met many people under the age of fifty who shake hands—it’s strangely charming.
“Uh … Phoebe. Mendel. ‘She’?” My pronouns are listed in my Instagram bio, but I’ve never been in a setting where people introduce themselves with theirs. I didn’t know people did that in a place like Lewiston, outside of the GSA Dad runs at school. It’s unbelievably refreshing.
“Sweet. Mendel … you Jewish?”
“Uh, yeah. Well, half, technically. On my dad’s side.”
“Eh, half, ‘whole,’ it doesn’t make much of a difference, does it?” He crashes back onto the bed, nudging Lulu, who still has her eyes closed, seemingly undisturbed by our conversation. “Lulu. Luuuu.” He turns back to face me while continuing to poke her cheeks. “She’s a scarily deep sleeper. Lu. We have company.”
She mutters something that sounds like gibberish, and Zahir laughs as if it’s entirely comprehensible. He reaches a hand down and tickles the back of her knee. As she jumps up, shrieking, I once again get that feeling that I’m witnessing something I’m not meant to, that my mere presence is an intrusion on their tight-knit circle.
“God, Zahir,” she shouts. “I hate when you do that.”
“It’s the only way to wake you up,” he says.
She reaches a hand up, running her fingers through his hair. Then she rolls over, unlocks her phone, and groans. “Can you grab me a few Starbursts, babe?”
“Yeah, of course.” Zahir plops a kiss on her forehead and I instinctively look away, taking in Lulu’s bedroom instead. It’s huge, but it’s the most lived-in room in the house by a landslide. There’s an overflowing bookshelf, a vanity cluttered with makeup, and a wall covered entirely with polaroid photographs and paint samples. Sunlight peeks through the window, past morning glories that climb the brick wall outside.
“You want one?” Zahir asks me. He carefully hands Lulu four pink Starbursts before unwrapping a fifth and popping it in his mouth. Around a bite, he says, “You can Venmo me for it. We’re not capitalists here, so it’s pay what you can. What income bracket is your family in?”
“Uh—”
“He’s joking,” Jess interjects quickly.
“I’m joking,” Zahir says, settling his head back on Lulu’s stomach. “I’m not joking,” he whispers with a wink, and I don’t know what to say so I just smile. It really is a stark transition, going from endless days of pancakes with my mom and Scrabble with my dad to actually being around people my age.
Lulu yawns, opening her eyes and carefully unwrapping a Starburst. “Hi.” She turns her head against a purple pillow, one of many on her huge bed. “I’m sorry I’m being a terrible host. My blood sugar’s low and it doesn’t help that I got barely any sleep last night. Cooper came over and was like, ‘What if we watched Twilight, totally as a bit,’ and before I knew it, we were on the third one, what’s it called? Total Eclipse?”
“I think it’s Eclipse,” I offer, hovering in the doorway, still gripping the bag Jess gave me like it’s a lifeline.
“Ah, yes, thank you.” Lulu’s hair is black and wavy and completely frizz free, which is a feat in Florida summertime. Her brown skin is unbelievably clear. She has a double chin not too different from mine. If she told me she was a plus-size model, I wouldn’t be surprised. “Hiya. I’m Lulu.”
“ ‘She/her,’ ” Zahir whispers.
“Right. Shit.”
“Lulu’s our token cishet,” Zahir says, reaching down and squeezing her cheeks. “She’s our only exception.” He lowers his head and drops another kiss to her forehead. They’re nauseatingly adorable.
I’m working overtime to think up a response that’s equal parts witty and relevant when a door bursts open. It’s a door within the room that I didn’t notice before—probably because it’s painted lavender and covered in photos that make it blend in with the rest of the wall.
A gangly white person with floppy brown hair saunters in, shutting the door behind them. Based on process of elimination, it must be Cooper, Claudia’s twin brother. His face also clues me in. Despite Cooper lacking elaborate eye makeup, I can see stark similarities between the two of them. “Okay, who let me drink that much coffee last night?” he groans, sinking into the beanbag beside Claudia. “I’m pissing like a racehorse or whatever the phrase is. I can’t imagine racehorses piss this much. Lulu …”
“You wouldn’t let me stop you.”
“But did you try?”
“I absolutely tried.”
“You did not. You were too busy ogling, uh, what’s his name? He’s not relevant anymore, crushed it in that movie Sharkboy and Lava Girl.”
Zahir gasps and makes some comment about Lulu leaving him for a werewolf with a six-pack. Cooper ignores him, looking straight at me. Great. Yet another person to give my frizzy hair and baggy Garfield T-shirt a once-over. “You’re new.”
“I am. I’m, uh, a friend of Jess’s. Phoebe, ‘she/her.’ ”
“A friend, huh?” All of my attempts to read his face come up short. “I’m Cooper Evans. ‘He’ pronouns.” He runs a hand through his hair, tousling it effortlessly. “The man, the myth, the legend.”
“Lulu’s our token cishet and Cooper’s our token twink,” Zahir calls from the bed, where he’s started pulling Lulu’s hair into messy braids.
“Stop, I’m not a twink! You’re a twink—”
“I don’t know if bi men can be twinks,” Jess says, reaching out and opening the first drawer of the bedside table, emerging with a pack of Twizzlers.
“Well, that’s debatable,” Cooper says. “The hell do you know about twinks, Friedman?”
“I don’t know, I read things. You should try it sometime.”
“Hey—”
“Everyone, everyone,” Zahir calls out. “Relax. Cooper, there’s nothing wrong with being a twink. Jess, stop being an asshole. We need to be on our best behavior. We have a guest.” He points to me and, suddenly, all five pairs of eyes are on me at once. My gut churns, instinctively and irrevocably nauseous. “What’s your deal, Phoebe? How did you and Jess meet?”
I hesitate. Does he mean the first time, when my dad shoved me toward them, me tentatively introducing myself, them initiating a weird hybrid game of freeze tag and hide-and-seek that kept us laughing in my front yard until the sun went down? Does he mean the second time, their face lighting up when they walked into history class and saw me in the back row? Or does he mean the third time, running smack into their car, them gingerly pressing their fingers to my forehead and—
“We go to Waterford together,” I settle on, not letting my thoughts propel further down that path. Zahir stares at me, as if waiting for more explanation. “I’m, uh, helping them with their summer homework.” I am, evidently, a one-hit wonder when it comes to lies.
Jess squints and Zahir does the same almost simultaneously. “What classes are you taking that you have summer homework, chump?” he asks, his head swiveling toward Jess. “I thought you didn’t have any.”
Jess points their chin out defiantly. “You don’t know me. I contain multitudes.”
“All right, Whitman,” Cooper scoffs. “Now gather around, everyone. I have news. Newbie, you’re gonna wanna take a seat for this.”
My eyes dart over the two beanbags occupied by Cooper and Claudia. There’s a desk chair but it’s piled with clothes. I’m about to go for the floor when Jess pats an empty space on the mattress. Relieved, I tentatively settle in beside them, leaning into a pillow that Jess places behind my back.
“Okay.” Cooper clears his throat dramatically. “So there’s this guy—” The whole room erupts into groans. “What?”
“What? What? I’ll tell you what—” Zahir starts, but I don’t hear the rest because Jess leans in very, very, stomach-joltingly close to me.
“Cooper meets a new guy online, like, every week and gets convinced he’s met the love of his life,” they whisper, pushing their shoulder into mine. They’re so close I can smell the licorice on their breath. “He’s cursed, though, so they’re always giant douchebags.”
My head turns ever so slightly in a move I should have calculated more. Now, my mouth is inches from theirs. “You, uh, really think that? That he’s cursed?”
“No. I think that Lewiston sucks and Zahir’s the only asshole lucky enough to meet someone worth dating here.”
“Right …” I know it’s a joke, but it stings, especially coming from Jess. When I see couples at school spending half their time holding hands and the other half making out, my heart feels weighted, heavy with the knowledge that I’ve only had one kiss that I was barely present for.
There’s a loud yelp and I follow it to see Zahir lying on his stomach, dangling off the bed, clutching Cooper’s face with both hands.
“Cooper. Light of my life. My best friend, my co–band founder, the bassist of my dreams, the only Leo man worth loving, the worst and only boyfriend I’ve ever had—”
“Thirteen,” Cooper shouts. “We were thirteen, that doesn’t count.”
“—you’re not going to find your soulmate on Grindr.”
“Oh, fuck you, Zahir. You don’t understand how lucky you are—” The rest of his spiel is muffled as Zahir squeezes his cheeks harder.
“Apologies,” Zahir yells over the sound of Cooper’s faint ranting. “So, Jess is teaching you how to have fun?” He turns toward me as much as he can in his current position. “Is that a euphemism?”
Jess chokes on a bite of Twizzlers. “No! Phoebe here spends a lot of time with her parents. I’m getting her out of the house.” I decide not to comment on the fact that this really makes it sound like a playdate.
Cooper successfully pulls back from Zahir, slapping his arm as he does. “Stoppp, don’t silence me.”
“Please silence him,” Claudia mutters, earning them a slap on the arm, too.
“Are your parents cool?” Lulu asks. “I think it’s fine to spend a lot of time with your parents if they’re cool.” Now that Zahir’s done tormenting Cooper, she tugs at him. He lies back down and she rests her head on his chest. Apparently using each other as pillows is a two-way street.
“Yeah, they’re pretty cool.”
“She’s being modest,” Jess says. “Her mom makes delicious pancakes and her dad is Dr. Mendel.” Their voice is hushed, excited, like my dad is some major celebrity and not … well, my dad. The man who lectures me about college being a year away and tortures me with chicken parm.
“Who?” Lulu and Claudia ask in sync.
“He’s a teacher at Waterford—”
“Dude, wait, seriously?” Zahir jumps up and Lulu pulls him right back down. “I can’t believe I didn’t make that connection when you said your name. Your dad is a legend. He’s like Robin Williams in—”
“Dead Poets Society. Yeah, I’ve gotten that before. He’s, uh … he’s cool.”
“He runs the GSA, right?” Cooper asks and I nod. “I only went to Waterford for two years before I dropped out, but I went to a meeting once. I was the only person who showed up, but he sat with me for over an hour. He brought, like, a shit-ton of cookies, and he asked me what I was reading lately and gave me some gay recs.”
“Oh yeah,” Claudia says. “I remember that. That was nice of him.”
“The nicest. I seriously had such a crush on him my sophomore year.” Zahir sighs in a way that can only be described as dreamily. When he makes eye contact with me, he gets a remorseful look on his face. “Sorry, that’s probably awful to hear.”
“Unfortunately, I’m used to it.”
“Wait, settle a bet for us, will you?”
“About my dad?”
“Yeah! Is he gay?”
“Zahir,” Lulu gasps. “You can’t ask that.”
“No, he totally can ask that because he’s about to owe me five bucks.” Cooper pushes forward, eyes lit up like he’s been waiting his whole life to meet me and hear my answer. “Well?”
“Don’t listen to them,” Claudia interjects.
“It’s fine. He’s not, though,” I say. “Gay, I mean.” Cooper pumps a fist up in celebration and Zahir lets out a loud groan.
“Are you sure?” Zahir asks.
“What the hell do you mean is she sure? She’s his daughter.” Cooper sticks a hand in Zahir’s direction. “Pay me, pay me, pay me. My gaydar is impeccable, can we acknowledge that?”
“Yeah, and your taste in men is shit,” Zahir mumbles, sitting up and grabbing his wallet from the bedside table.
“Ah, I can’t hear you over the sound of my new wealth.” Cooper snatches the five-dollar bill from Zahir and presses it against his cheek. It should probably feel weird, them betting on my dad’s sexuality, but I’m accustomed to the pedestal my dad is placed on in Lewiston.
“So he’s just a really good ally?” Lulu asks, “Well, apparently really good. I wouldn’t know. Claudia and I went to DFA.”
“Oh, nice.” DFA is a private school in Delmar—Delmar School of Fine Arts. Dad desperately wanted me to go there, since the school is more diverse and well-funded than Waterford, but my homemade frog figurines didn’t quite cut it. “Yeah, just a good ally. I have gay uncles. And, uh …” I take a deep breath. “I’m a lesbian. So the gay gene must have missed him.”
Lulu laughs, smiling sweetly, which seems to be the only type of smile she has.
“See,” Zahir says. “I wasn’t really wrong, then. Your cool gay energy rubbed off on him and misled me. I want my five dollars back—”
“You are so full of shit, Zahir—” Cooper calls back, holding the money out of reach.
It’s amazing to be in a room with people like this in a place like Lewiston. To come out casually, without a plan first, without rationalizing whether the timing was right or not. I didn’t think, I just did. I’m so caught up in the pure, reckless abandonment that I almost miss that Jess’s eyes are the size of vinyl records.
“Sorry, you’re a …” They reel back, pulling a few inches away, as if to get a good look at me. “You’re a lesbian?”
“Yeah?” They have to be joking … right? “You knew that, didn’t you? I assumed you did. Everyone at school knows.”
“Well, I guess I missed the memo! Was there a news blast? I think they forgot to add me to the email list,” they cry out. “But then, freshman year—”
A wave of dread flows through me. We’re not talking about this. I have no clue where Jess is going with this train of thought, but we’re not having a conversation about the most embarrassing day of my life in front of four kind people who don’t seem to totally hate me.
“I should go change,” I interrupt, holding up the bag. “Where’s the bathroom?”
“It’s right through there.” Lulu points to the door Cooper came out of not too long ago.
“Sorry if I left the seat up,” Cooper yells out as I get off the bed and hurry across the room. I close the door and lock it behind me. My breaths are becoming few and far between all because of a mention of that damn kiss.
My shaky hands pull off my Garfield shirt as quickly as possible. If I stay in here too long, I may get some bright idea about using the toilet, and who knows how long that would take. My nerves are rapidly making their descent down to my gut, but I think I can hold out until I get home.
I throw on the shirt Jess got me. I didn’t get a chance to look before, but seeing it on me, I can’t help but laugh at the irony. It’s a simple white T-shirt, except on the right side, there’s a heart literally on its sleeve with an animated smiley face drawn on it, its lips puckered.
That kiss is ancient history, I remind myself, gathering my bearings. Three years and one time loop ago, to be exact. I am no longer the girl who tucked away in a bathroom stall after her first kiss, willing her lungs to remember how to breathe. The bathroom I’m hiding in now is much fancier.
After a few seven-elevens that are more like four-fives, I head back into Lulu’s room. I’m preparing to sit beside Jess again, to pivot to a new topic and rejoin the conversation, but they’re standing when I come out. Zahir’s hovering over Jess and they’re speaking in hushed tones, both with their eyebrows furrowed.
“You can’t do that, you can’t—” Jess cuts off abruptly when they lock eyes with me. “We’re leaving.”
Zahir rubs a palm over his face, clearly frustrated. I look to the others for cues as to what I missed, but they’re all on their phones, avoiding whatever tension has suddenly arisen. “Don’t do that, Jess.”
“Do what?” they snap back. The sharpness to their voice and the scowl on their face are both so jarring. I was only in the bathroom for a few minutes, yet it feels like I’ve reentered into a parallel universe. The room, once a soothing lavender, is now grating.
“Don’t run away from me because you don’t like what you’re hearing!”
Jess grabs the handles of their walker and pulls the brakes, taking a few steps toward the door. “In case you haven’t noticed, I literally can’t run.”
“Please, you know I didn’t mean—”
“We’re going. Come on, Phoebe.” They leave the room without another word.
“Um.” I rock back and forth on the balls of my feet, resisting the urge to ask what the hell just happened. “It was nice to meet you all.”
“You too,” Lulu says. “Feel free to take some candy for the road. Maybe grab some Twizzlers for Jess.” Cooper waves and Claudia salutes me, not looking up from their phone. Zahir takes a step in my direction.
“I’m sorry. If Jess is cranky, it’s my fault.” His gaze is cast low. Even though he’s got half a foot on me, I can barely see his eyes. “Stick with them, yeah? They’re worth the trouble. I promise.”
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We didn’t talk about what happened at all yesterday. Jess hurried out of the house, not bothering to make eye contact with me or explain. They drove me home in complete silence. They didn’t put any music on, which was equal parts eerie and concerning.
I let them say nothing, let them have the dramatic storm-off they needed. When they got to my dad’s house, I left with a quiet I’m here if you need anything and dropped the pack of Twizzlers in the cupholder.
I wasn’t sure if I would hear from them at all today, but around 11:30, they sent me a message on Instagram with two words and a frightening lack of emojis: I’m outside.
They’re quieter than usual and their music is louder. The song blasting through the car is loud and crashy. It’s something I would maybe tell Uncle Adrian about, if I ever actually told him what the kids are into these days.
I don’t realize until we’ve arrived that our short drive has led us to Mel’s. We’re here earlier today, so it’s busy but not packed yet. We make our way into the restaurant in silence, aside from the thumping of walker wheels hitting cracked asphalt.
The hostess seats us at the same table as last time. It’s a funny coincidence and I want to comment on it, but I hold myself back. The glower attached to Jess’s face is enough for me to know this isn’t the time for jokes. Instead, I thumb through the menu as if I’m going to order anything besides oatmeal and try to get my racing heart under control.
Jess’s bad mood isn’t about me. Logically, I know this. But physically, my body absorbs the tension and refuses to release it.
I remember the first time I asked my dad why I was scared all the time, twelve years old with a body that sensed danger that was never actually lurking. He gave it some thought before answering. Then, he said, “You know all of that suffering our ancestors went through, that we talk about every Passover?” I nodded. “We carry it with us. The fear helped them survive. They passed it down to us to keep us alive.”
It doesn’t feel that way. Most days, I’m convinced my anxiety is trying to bury me. Like when I’m sitting in a diner booth across from someone who’s clearly in distress and I have absolutely no idea how to make them feel better.
“Shit,” Jess says finally, while I’m busy pretending to peruse a lengthy page of cheese-stuffed omelets. “I’m being weird, aren’t I? It’s just, Zahir …”
“What about Zahir?” I ask eagerly when Jess can’t seem to find an end to their sentence. I’ve been thinking about it since they dropped me off yesterday, trying to figure out how the friction escalated that high during the short span of time I was in the bathroom.
“Nothing.” They wave a hand. “It was a ridiculous sibling fight, that’s all. You wouldn’t—”
“—understand?” I cut in, my concern making way for annoyance. “I may be an only child, but you say that like I’ve never had any other relationships before.”
“Well, have you?” Jess asks, their tone as harsh as their words. It lands like a slap to the face. I try to think of a retort, something equally gutting, but I come up short.
When I was getting bullied for my weight in middle school, I always promised myself that next time, I would say something scathing in response. Whenever “next time” rolled around, I was unfailingly quieter than the last. It’s a lot easier to think up something clever when you’re alone in the shower and not staring cruelty right in the face.
“Shit, sorry.” Jess’s eyes go wide, like they didn’t know what they were saying until it was too late. “That was out of line, wasn’t it?”
“Yes, it was.” I’m surprised by my own bluntness, but I force myself to stand my ground, resisting the ever-tempting urge to tell them it’s fine and will the discomfort away.
“I’m sorry. Really. I know you have your family and everything, but when I see you at school, you’re always … alone.” They speak slowly, like they’re trying to tread carefully for once. I’d be more touched if I wasn’t so embarrassed.
“I had a best friend after you, Bea Webber, I don’t know if you know her. But she kind of pulled away when we got to high school. And I’m on good terms with my teammates for Quiz Bowl,” I say, resenting the excuse as soon as I’ve uttered it. It’s the same one I offer Dad whenever he’s concerned that I don’t have plans on a Saturday night. I’m not alone, I reason out, there’s always someone around. Sitting here across from Jess, I can’t be bothered to lie anymore—to myself or to them. “But … they’re school friends. I have friends to sit with in the cafeteria and my family is there if I need them, but I don’t have a person, you know? Someone to tell everything to.”
My fingers tug nervously at a loose bit of stuffing on the booth seat. I’ve always tried to escape this truth in books, movies, schoolwork—but when I’m lying awake at night, a host of anxious thoughts cycling through my head and no one besides a paid professional to share them with, it becomes undeniable. My loneliness grips me, holds me tight.
“I get that. I love Zahir, but it’s kind of embarrassing that my best friend is my brother. It can be hard to meet people when you’re—sorry, I didn’t dream up you saying you’re a lesbian yesterday, right?”
“No.” I shake my head. “In my experience, there’s not much room for new dreams when you’re stuck in a time loop.”
“Yeah, that’s true. I have the same one every single night where I’m stuck underwater and—this doesn’t matter, does it? You’re gay. Seriously, how did I not know?”
“No clue,” I say. “I think everyone knows, but I never came out publicly. It’s like an open secret. I get a bit of immunity because of my dad.”
“Ah. Lucky you. I guess it also helps that you don’t have as big of a mouth as me.” They grin. “I’m a lesbian, too, you know.”
I laugh, shaking my head. “Yes, I know, Jess.”
“Just making sure. The whole nonbinary and lesbian thing throws people sometimes.”
“I’m not thrown. I mean, I’ve never met a nonbinary lesbian before you, but I think that’s the nature of Lewiston.”
“Well, I’m honored to be your first,” Jess says. I do my best to ignore the way my stomach flips, followed by some cartwheels.
“How’d you know?” I ask. They smirk and the gymnastics in my gut intensify. “That you were a nonbinary lesbian, I mean,” I rush to add. Maybe it’s because of how much they’ve been holding back since yesterday, but I’m itching to get to know them better.
“The lesbian part was easy. I figured that out … pretty early on. The nonbinary part took more time. Womanhood has always been this foreign concept to me. When I’m around girls, especially straight girls, I feel like I don’t quite fit.
“Back before I knew I could be a nonbinary lesbian, that I could be both, I was going through life like … like, you know when you’re in class and you take a test and everyone around you starts speeding through it? Meanwhile, you’re stuck on the first question, so you keep looking around, wondering if you got the wrong handout? It was like that. I was always turning around, trying to figure out what I was missing, until I realized I wasn’t missing anything—that I don’t feel like a girl because I’m not one. That it can be that simple.”
Jess’s eyes are far off as this train of thought tumbles out of them. It’s kind of endearing, witnessing the circles their mind swirls in. “Wait, you probably didn’t relate to that metaphor at all, did you? Miss Quiz Bowl MVP.”
“Not really,” I admit. “But I get the idea. And for what it’s worth, I’m glad you figured it out in the end.”
“Me too. Hey, I guess after your Birkenstocks, that should have been the first sign that you’re not straight, huh? I’m too comfortable around you.” Jess offers me a tiny, almost shy smile that I can’t help but return. “How did you know that you’re a lesbian?”
“It took me a few years to come to terms with it. I was stuck in this back-and-forth of am I bi?, maybe I could have feelings for a guy, yeah, maybe I’m super picky. I took all these online quizzes, you know the ones that are like, am I gay?, am I bisexual?”
“Of course I do. What were your results?”
“Most of them were inconclusive. I chose ‘unsure’ too many times. After agonizing for two or three years, I finally reached the point where nothing else was fitting and I was able to be like: okay, fine, I’m a girl who likes girls. Well, I mean, not just girls. I like some nonbinary people too.”
Why the hell did I say that? Granted, it’s true, but I hope Jess doesn’t think I’m implying that I like them. Suddenly the menu is the most interesting thing I’ve ever seen, and I keep my eyes glued to it.
“It’s nice talking about this,” Jess says. I hazard a glance up, and they’re smiling wide enough that their dimple has started taking shape. “I’m lucky to have gay and trans friends, but, like, none of them are lesbians.”
“Yeah, same. I have my uncles and I love them, but they don’t really understand the ins and outs of being a lesbian.”
“Look at us. Two Jewish lesbians stuck in a time loop together. Hey, maybe that’s why we’re both stuck.”
The thought has crossed my mind. The similarities are too uncanny to not consider. It’s amazing that I’m in this with someone who understands me like Jess and not, say, Nicole or the boy who bullied me in middle school. I almost shudder at the thought. Whatever the reason is, I’m glad it’s them.
“Who knows?” is all I say. I look at Jess and they look back. We’re doing that thing again, where we quietly watch each other—like we don’t have anything to say, or we don’t need to say anything.
As if dead set on ruining the moment, Nicole appears above us. “Well, hi there,” she chirps, with that same faux charm as last time. “I didn’t know you two were friends.”
Before she can begin to raise an eyebrow, Jess replies, “We’re actually not. We’re lovers, but an hour ago, we discovered we might be third cousins twice removed. It’s quite Southern gothic and tragic. Some sympathy would be nice.”
Nicole gasps in horror, scooping up our menus and turning on her heel. As soon as she’s out of earshot, Jess and I burst out laughing. “It’s not funny,” I say between laughs. “Have you ever been told that you take jokes a smidge too far?”
“Only three times a week. All right.” Jess claps their hands together. “Let’s get back on course, Mendel. Back to what I was sent here for: injecting some fun into this damn loop. What are we messing up next?”
“I get to choose?”
“You get to choose. I was busy moping this morning, so I didn’t get the chance to get you an outfit today. Consider it my gift.” Jess looks me dead in the eyes and says, “Anything you want, I’ll give you.”
I always thought that it was an exaggeration when people said their heart skipped a beat. Hearing that leave Jess’s lips, seeing their gaze darken, I prove myself wrong. I lean forward, pressing my hands hard against the table. “Anything?”
They lean in, too, digging their chin farther into their palms. There’s this inexplicable heated intensity enveloping us, like a blanket straight out of the dryer. I feel like if I moved a finger an inch farther, it would get shocked from the static.
“I’ve been told I have to take your order,” a voice drawls from above us. I jump back but Jess stays put. Out of the corner of my eye I still see them there, head in their palms, watching me. “It’s rude to have your elbows on the table, you know,” Nicole quips to Jess.
Jess swivels their head and gives Nicole a fake pout, batting their eyes. “Yeah, and it’s rude of you to leave a local beaver family homeless when you took a stick from their dam and shoved it up your ass. I’ll have the number-one special with double turkey sausage instead of bacon, and my cousin slash lover here will have—”
“Oatmeal with brown sugar, please.” I manage to cough out, before Nicole rolls her eyes and walks away. “Most of Florida’s beaver population lives on the panhandle. There aren’t many around here. She must have gotten the stick somewhere else.”
Jess throws their head back and barks out a laugh, finally leaning into the booth seat, pushing away from me. “You would know that. So what are we doing? What’s your one wish?”
Right. I’d almost forgotten. “I want …” I glance out the window, away from Jess’s soft hair and softer smile, toward their punch buggy. “I want to drive a car.”
“Wait, have you never driven a car?”
I shrug. “I told you I don’t drive.”
“But you’ve never driven a car? Not once? Like, your parents never put you behind a wheel and said, ‘It’s time now, my darling girl. You must learn to drive so when you meet your true love, you can ride off into the sunset with them,’ ” they say in an awful, fake deep voice.
“What was that? Is that supposed to be my dad?”
“Hell yeah, that’s supposed to be your dad.”
“He doesn’t talk like—it doesn’t matter. No, I’ve never driven a car. Not once. I have my permit, but I only had to take the test online for that. The thought of driving makes me queasy.” Of course, I’m already perpetually queasy, but thinking about driving makes that queasiness twist into sickness. “Like, what if I get hurt? What if I hurt someone else? What if I get lost one night, on a road with no streetlights, and accidentally drive straight into the ocean?”
“Then you unbuckle your seat belt and get the hell out,” they say. “If you know how to swim, that is.”
“I’m a Floridian. Obviously I know how to swim.”
“Hey now. Are you implying I’m not a Floridian?”
Jess just keeps surprising me. “Wait, you can’t swim? Didn’t you … I thought you moved here from another part of Florida.”
“I did. A town outside of Pensacola.”
“Then how—”
“Not all of us have pools in our backyards and dads to teach us,” they say. It’s not as sharp as the way they speak to Nicole—just matter-of-fact, and maybe a bit sad, too.
“Right. Sorry. I can teach you, though,” I offer. “In the ocean. That’s where I learned. My grandpa taught my mom that way. It’s more real, he said. You don’t have pavement to fall back on.”
“Harsh. I like it. Okay, so I teach you to drive and you teach me to swim.” They extend a hand out as if to shake on it. “Now’s the time to do it, since we can’t drown or die in a fiery car crash.”
I clasp their hand in mine and say, “Tomorrow, though. I need a day to prepare. To drive, I mean. With or without a real tomorrow in sight, I’m still scared, that’s all. And if I have a day—”
“It’s fine, Mendel. I get it. A day it is.” They grip their thumb tight over the back of my hand and squeeze once before letting go. “Assuming you’re driving my car, I’d rather you be as emotionally prepared as possible. I hope you know that on the off chance that you crash it and the time loop miraculously ends, you’re paying for the physical and emotional damages.”
I laugh and agree. Nicole comes back with a plate of waffles, hash browns, eggs, and two helpings of turkey sausage for Jess. She slides a bowl of oatmeal in front of me. Jess clinks their fork into my spoon and we dig in.
After lunch, Jess drops me off at home so they can work things out with Zahir. “He might not remember,” they said on the drive back, “but I can and it’s bothering me.”
I stay at my mom’s, sending off that same summer homework excuse to Dad. My day is spent lying on the couch, trying to avoid overheating from my heating pad, and lazily scrolling through streaming networks. For the first time on August 6th, I put on a movie that’s not about a time loop and pretend it’s a typical summer day.
By early evening, I’m eating chips and guacamole, watching Hugh Grant rush to the airport to get Julia Roberts back, when a slew of messages from Jess fly in.
Phoebee 
i’m bored out of my mind
u were right. time loops are boring as hell.
wanna watch the sunset with me?
In about as much time as it takes me to say hell yes, I’m sitting shotgun in Jess’s punch buggy.
“We need to do it right,” they say, “like on a rooftop or something. Do you know a good parking garage around here? Or what about at school? I always overhear dudes bragging about making out with their girlfriends on the roof of the gym.”
I’m sure Jess didn’t mean to imply we would be making out there, but I let out a nervous laugh. “That’s during the school year, though. They probably have everything locked up during the summer.”
Jess’s face drops and they start to Google “rooftops near me,” when an idea comes to me. I almost don’t suggest it. I shouldn’t. But the purpose of all this, putting my desperation for tomorrow and Dr. Peterson on hold, is to mess things up, right? “My dad might have a key. I can steal it.”
“Phoebe Mendel,” Jess gasps, a hand darting to their now slack jaw, “what the hell have I done to you?”
That’s how I end up hovering in my dad’s entryway, fiddling with the edge of my braid. “Hey, Bug! I thought you were too busy with your assignments to come over,” he says. “We’re gonna eat some chicken parm soon, homemade! You’re welcome to join us.”
I wince. “Ah, no, I’m okay. I just forgot something when I was here … last week. I need it for my assignment.”
He eyes me curiously and I force myself to exude nonchalance. After one short moment that feels eternal, he shrugs and heads back to the table.
Since I’ve basically never broken a rule before, I don’t evoke any suspicion. It’s almost too easy to dart into the laundry room, snag Dad’s ring of keys from the hook, and slip it into my pocket, before grabbing a random book from my room as an alibi.
I skirt past my uncles with nothing more than a quick hello and a promise to join them for Scrabble soon. I’m only about ten steps from being home free. Nine, eight—
“Phoebe!” Uncle Adrian calls out. I freeze, stumbling over my own feet. Does he know? He’d been caught up playing his next word when I snatched the keys, but his chair faces the laundry room. I thought I was being subtle. Oh God, I wasn’t subtle at all, was I? “I know you’re not in too much of a rush to tell me what the kids are into these days.”
My lungs heave a huge exhale. “Beach reads.” I wave the book in my hand.
“Fascinating …” The rest of his response fades away as I race onto the driveway, throwing open the car door with minimal sticking, shouting, “GO, GO, GO.”
“DID YOU GET CAUGHT?”
“No!”
“Okay, I’m gonna wait for you to buckle up, then.”
Once I click the buckle into place, Jess drops their phone on my lap. “Play whatever you want,” they say. I’m immediately intimidated by the honor of being in complete control over the music in their car. It feels sacred. Without overthinking too much, I queue up a Dolly Parton song and rest my head against the seat.
I can almost pretend that it’s a typical drive to school. A new typical, where I carpool with a friend instead of getting there an hour before first period so Dad can prep his lesson plans for the day. A new typical where the keys to the dreaded kingdom that is Waterford High rest in our hands.
Or so we think. It’s not until we get there that we realize an English teacher isn’t exactly high enough in the ranks to have keys to the front of the building. By the time we’ve struck out with all four keys on his chain, the blue in the sky is steadily giving way to new colors.
“Shit.” I look up, then around, angling in on the relatively empty public stretch of grass beside the parking lot. “Soccer field?”
“I’ll race you if you give me a ten second head start.” Jess motions forward with their cane. They take off before I have the chance to respond.
I’m not really in the mood for running. Instead, I watch the arc of their legs, the bob of their cane, while counting in meandering Mississippis. Jess is only about five feet away from the grass by the time I jog over. They’re already settled when I lie down beside them.
“You let me win,” Jess says. “I demand a rematch sans ableist pity.”
“Hey, I believe in equality. I throw games for able-bodied people too. I’d say ask my dad, but he’s under the false impression that he’s impossible to beat at Scrabble. Quiz Bowl is my only exception. I’m ruthless at Quiz Bowl.” I look longingly toward the double-bolted school gate. I miss those endless practices, grilling each other until the sky resembled … well, the color it is now. A sherbet orange, streaked with pink.
“What do you like about Quiz Bowl?” Jess asks, running their fingers through the grass.
No one’s asked me that before. People have only told me what they think about it, that it’s impressive, nerdy, or a combination of the two. It’s gratifying to get a response beyond the typical well, that will look good on your college applications, won’t it? I give it some thought before settling on, “I like being handed questions that can actually be answered. Problems that have clear-cut solutions.”
“I get that,” Jess says, their hand that’s gripping the grass slowing to a stop. “Hey, answer a question for me: How does the sky go from a boring blue to … this?” They point upward, where a hazy, cotton candy pink now reigns supreme.
“Oh, I know this one.”
“Of course you do.” Their tone is fond, transforming my cheeks to the color of the sky.
“During the day, the earth reflects back to the sun and makes the sky blue. In the evening, the sun is at a low enough angle that the longer wavelengths of red and pink can get through. It’s all about how the light scatters. Does that make sense?”
“I think so. And even if it doesn’t, I’m glad the light is scattering like this.” They let out a low whistle, and I inhale a deep breath. They reach a hand up, grasping their fingers around today’s dangling earrings, which resemble miniature croissants.
“So what’s with the earrings?” I ask. “I love them, don’t get me wrong, I’m just curious.”
“Well, apparently it’s not socially acceptable to carry toys with you everywhere past the age of eleven, so I’ve resorted to earrings.” Their lips quirk up. “Also, like, I completely stopped wearing jewelry for a spell when I came out. It seemed too feminine, which sounds absurd to me now because hanging miniature fake bread from your ears doesn’t scream ‘womanhood.’ I like earrings because they aren’t all gendered, not necessarily. They can just be … fun. It’s fun to make them, too. I can teach you sometime.”
“I’d love that,” I say as the sun shifts, absorbing them in a whole new light.
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The next non-day, Jess is wearing earrings that resemble lollipops, one orange and one pink. They have on bright, matching makeup, an array of pink and orange and white, which I assume is meant to mirror the lesbian flag—or perhaps the sunset that we watched until the sky was inked black. Either way, it seems like a tiny homage to our day yesterday, and my heart squeezes at the thought.
No matter what they’re wearing, it’s always surreal seeing them. Part of me wonders if Jess breaking into my time loop (or starting their own?) will end as quickly as it began. If one August 6th I’ll think they’re running late until that lateness stretches on, long into the afternoon, and it becomes clear they’re not coming. That they made it out alone. That they left me behind.
The thought is enough to make me shudder. Telling my parents that I’m spending the day with a friend has, over the course of the past few non-days, felt less and less like a lie. Jess and I have been slipping into our old relationship so naturally. Of course, it’s tainted by the knowledge that they’re not exactly here by choice. If tomorrow rolled around, they wouldn’t keep choosing to spend their days with me … right?
At least they’re here today, I tell myself—even if it means I finally have to learn how to drive a death trap. Jess brought us to a parking lot where they practiced maneuvers for their road test. Now I’m sitting behind a steering wheel for the first time. My hands are positioned carefully at ten and two, but I keep pulling them back to wipe them on my shorts. My legs are cramped up since the seat is still suited for Jess’s height, and that definitely doesn’t help.
This morning, Jess greeted me by handing over a white button-down adorned with tiny cabs to honor my first time driving. It’s a sweet gesture, but I’m pretty sure I’ve already sweat through it.
“How do you find such good clothes?” I ask, tapping my fingers against the steering wheel, killing time to delay the inevitable. “I don’t think I’ve been to a store with a plus-size section as expansive as Time Turners’.”
“They have a good selection, but it’s not all from Time Turners.”
“Hmm?” I wipe my palms on my shorts a few more times. What happens if my hands get so sweaty that they slip right off the wheel? Or worse, what if they push too far in the wrong direction and we end up smack in between a tree and a hard place?
“Well, I typically start there,” Jess says, “but if I come up short, I go to another store. Then another. You know, until I find something right. Something that feels like you.”
Jess tucks a loose strand of hair behind their ear, their hands more jittery than usual. I want to ask them why. Why would they go through all that trouble every single morning? Are Garfield’s drooping eyelids that awful? Or could it be something else, something more?
“Okay.” Jess claps their hands before I have the chance to get a syllable out. “Welcome to the Friedman Academy of Driving. Ooh, FAD, I should trademark that. Now, what’s the first thing you do before you hit the road?”
“Take one of your brother’s Xanax?”
Jess lets out a cackle. “You’re funny, Mendel. Unfortunately, this is a driving school, not a comedy school. So, what’s the first thing you do?”
“Uh. Buckle up? No, lock the doors. No, adjust the seat. Or the mirrors? Wait, check who’s behind me. Or should my foot be on the brake?” Something catches my eye through the windshield. There’s a dad swinging his young kid by the hand as they walk together out of the gas station in the next parking lot over. Sure, they’re a far distance away and the car’s in park and they’re about to make it to the sidewalk and nothing that happens today sticks to the universe, but what if I confuse the gas pedal for the brake and I lose all control and the car moves in the exact direction it’s not supposed to and then—
Jess presses their hand over mine. I close my eyes instinctively, ready for them to count out seven-eleven. They don’t. Instead, something solid slides onto my ring finger. Opening my eyes, I see it’s Jess’s maybe-owl ring, slotted on my hand like it belongs there.
“For good luck,” they say.
“I can’t … I shouldn’t …” It’s too sweet of a gesture, too intimate, and I am entirely unworthy of it.
“Look, you could drop it in between the seat cushions or get pissed about my bad teaching and throw it into the ocean, and tomorrow it’d still be on my bedside table when I wake up. Yeah?”
“Yeah. Okay. If you’re sure—”
“I’m sure. Now let’s push that seat back, because you are tall, Mendel.”
“I’m not tall. I’m five-foot-seven.”
“Yeah, and that’s half a foot taller than me. Taller is tall.”
With Jess’s help, I push the seat back. They explain how far I should be from the steering wheel, how to adjust my mirrors. Their voice and the coolness of their ring on my finger are soothing enough that I almost forget to be nervous. Until Jess says, “Now put your foot on the brake and put the car in reverse.”
“I don’t know about that.” My knuckles manage to grip the steering wheel tighter. “What if we skip that part?”
“Well, you literally can’t move forward.” They point to the curb in front of us. “So the only way to move is back.”
“If I must,” I say, taking one deep breath, then two, then three. Jess doesn’t put their hand on mine, but I can feel them solid beside me and that’s enough. I put the car in reverse. My foot lifts off the brake ever so slightly. Slowly, the car begins to move.
There’s a lot of shouting from Jess about cutting the wheel, and my turn is frantic and sloppy—but I’m driving. Sure, my foot isn’t on the gas, but I’m sitting in the driver’s seat of a car that’s moving. It’s equal parts terrifying and exhilarating.
We make a few loops around the parking lot and Jess starts to chatter off advice: where the blinker is, when to start turning. After the first few loops, they dissolve into stories. How Zahir taught them to drive because their mom’s too busy working long shifts as a janitor at the local hospital. How they got into screaming fights during most lessons—the good, sibling type of screaming, Jess assured me—but always ended up in the Popeyes drive-through after, sharing fries and weird combinations of dipping sauces.
“Where did you go the first time you drove on your own?” I ask, flipping the blinker on even though there’s no one around.
“Well, there’s two times. Back when I only had my permit, I got mad at Zahir and stole the band’s van for a joyride to piss him off. Then there’s the day I got my license and drove my mom’s car, since I hadn’t gotten this baby yet.” They tap a hand on the dashboard. “I guess it doesn’t matter since I went to the same place both times. The ocean. It’s Florida. All roads lead to the ocean. That’s, like, the only good thing about this place.”
“Do you want to go now?” I ask, slamming my foot on the brake, abruptly stopping in the middle of the parking lot. “I haven’t been to the beach once this summer. I kept telling myself I would, but …” But even with all the time in the world, I never made it. On the tenth loop, I caved on my routine and asked my mom to take me, only for her to tell me she was too tired. How about tomorrow? she said. It’s my last day off this week, we can make a whole afternoon of it. It stung so much that I never asked again.
“Ah.” Jess puts a hand up. “Say no more. You never have to justify going to the ocean, even to a nonswimmer. Switch places with me. Unless you wanna drive—”
“Absolutely not,” I borderline shout, and Jess laughs. I love making them laugh. I love how the sound of it makes something good settle in my stomach for once. I can’t imagine what our dads fought about that was important enough to deprive me of hearing it for years.
I’m pulling myself out of the car, my mood barely dampened by the air-conditioning folding into humidity, when I see her. A flash of black hair pulled up into a ponytail by a purple scrunchy I know well. “BEA?” I call out, and she squints. When her confusion gives way to recognition, she waves wildly.
As she moves closer, two of her friends round the corner. I recognize them from a near-constant flurry of photos on Bea’s Instagram story: Peyton and Brianna. My stomach lurches. It’s always a stab and a twist, seeing Bea with her new friends. They’re both tall, thin, white Christians, with ridiculously toned legs from soccer.
“Hey!” Bea calls out, gesturing with the Slurpee in her hand. “It’s hot as hell, and the last 7-Eleven we stopped at had a broken Slurpee machine. Can you believe that?”
“That should be illegal,” I say somberly as Jess leans on their car, looking between me and Bea.
“What are you up to on this fine August day?” Bea asks. Whenever we talk, Bea’s never stilted, never giving any indication that it’s been years since we’ve had a conversation longer than five minutes. She grins with all her pearly whites like this is typical for us. The last time we properly hung out, she had braces with elastics in a crisscross formation.
“Uh, Jess here is teaching me to drive.”
“Well, isn’t that fun,” Bea says, giving me a pointed look, like we’re in on a secret together—although I’m not entirely sure what it is.
“DAMN!” We’re interrupted by Peyton, who’s glaring down at her phone like something is going to jump out of it and attack her. “Sorry. I’ve been trying and failing to snatch up tickets for this concert in Orlando tonight. My favorite band’s playing and everyone reselling tickets is either a scammer or a scalper driving the prices way up.”
“Ugh, ticket resellers are gonna be the death of concerts, I swear,” Jess says, cutting in with the same casual ease as Bea. Evidently, I’m drawn to extroverts. “What band is it?”
“Nobody’s Princess?” Peyton says it like a question but, of course, Jess immediately lights up with recognition.
“I love Nobody’s Princess!” they say. “I’ve been inhaling every clip of their shows online because there’s no way I’ll be able to afford to go.”
“At this rate, I won’t be able to either.” Peyton tucks her phone in her pocket and grazes her eyes over Jess, up and down. I’m suddenly hyperaware of her undercut and flashy eyebrow piercing.
“Don’t worry,” Bea says, nudging me in my side. The movement startles me. I didn’t realize she was standing next to me. “I barely know who Nobody’s Princess is either.”
“Right? Probably because the only news flashes we get are photos of refrigerators.”
She perks up. My replies to Bea’s “have you seen this” texts have steadily dropped off on August 6th. My responses weren’t too enthusiastic before the time loop either, ranging from laugh reacts to relevant emojis. The texts are her way of checking in, assuring me that she remembers I exist. It’s just too painful for me, tugging on this frayed thread when there’s nothing at the end of it but nostalgia.
“Hey, that was pretty big news,” Bea says. “You just don’t know what was inside the fridge.”
“Please enlighten me,” I play along, trying my best to relax into our old dynamic like she does.
“Six huge boxes of mozzarella sticks. The shelves are absolutely stuffed with them.”
She gives me another knowing smile. After all this time, she still remembers my favorite food from when my stomach was younger and more equipped to digest fried cheese. I’m surprised, but I know I shouldn’t be. Bea’s always had a knack for listening, storing away tiny details, and slipping them into conversations months—or years—later. It’s part of what made her such a good friend. It’s part of what makes me wish she stuck around.
“Can we get back to the car?” Brianna whines, pulling everyone’s focus. “It’s hot as hell out.”
I may be imagining it, but I swear the rise of Bea’s face falls. “Okay, yeah. I guess we should get going. It was nice running into you.”
“Yeah, it was.”
I wait for her to turn around before I slide into the passenger seat. It’s startling how easy it is to go from knowing what someone eats for breakfast every morning to nice running into you. Although, Jess and I went down the same trajectory, and now I know they prefer waffles over pancakes, my mom’s blueberry ones being the exception. Maybe, in a world where August 6th is followed by the 7th and 8th, there’s hope for me and Bea after all.
“Well, they were nice,” Jess says as they buckle up.
“Yeah. Hey, which beach should we go to?” I ask, because it’s easier than the questions that are on my mind now that Bea’s in the rearview: was Peyton checking Jess out? More importantly, was Jess checking her out too? And why the hell does any of this matter to me?
“Don’t worry about it. I know a spot.”
This is a sense of pride among locals, knowing a spot. Secret entryways, side parking lots that lead out to strips of beach that aren’t overpopulated with tourists.
Jess’s spot is half-hidden by a curve in the coastline, accessed by a sandy walkway lined with overgrown plants. It’s like we’re walking into a forest until, suddenly, endless water sprawls out before us.
It’s just me and Jess and the ocean now. I feel so small and big, so overwhelmed and like I have the potential to be overwhelming. Out here, the world is ours and ours alone. So I’m not surprised when Jess, pressing their cane into the sand as we walk toward the water, says, “Tell me something you’ve never told anyone.”
“What? Why would I do that?”
“Why not?” Their hair’s pulled up in a high ponytail and they use their free hand to let it down, green-and-black waves cascading onto their face. They look straight out of a movie—if movies actually starred disabled lesbians. “Doesn’t the ocean make you want to confess something? You could wade all the way out and scream your deepest, darkest secrets and no one would hear you but the water.”
“And the fish.”
“Ah, those damn fish. I hear the starfish are narcs. Why wouldn’t they be? You can cut off their leg in retaliation and they’ll grow a new one. They have nothing to lose.” They laugh at their own joke, and I can’t help but join in. “So?”
“So …” I don’t remember what it feels like to have a stomach that doesn’t hurt, I think. Sometimes, I forget that that’s not normal. Sometimes, I wish I had a friend to tell me what’s normal and what isn’t. Sometimes, I’m afraid every doctor in existence thinks my pain is all in my head or my weight. Sometimes, I want to kiss you again and get it right this time.
The last thought startles me so much that I push it away, let it sink into the ocean, down, down, down.
“I don’t know what I’m gonna do with my future,” I decide on, the least vulnerable of all my truths.
“That’s a cop out,” Jess groans. “No one knows what they wanna do with their future. You just described being seventeen. That’s not fair.”
“There’s no fair. This isn’t a game, it’s my secret.”
“Fine. You don’t know what you want to do with your future and …?”
“And?”
“There’s more to it, isn’t there?” Jess asks, like they’ve got me all figured out. Like they’ve caught onto the fact that my heart resembles an orange that’s not ripe yet, the kind you have to dig your nails into to peel.
“And … I feel like everyone expects so much of me.” I’m surprised by how easily the confession slips out, how little I want to stop it. “It’s practically my birthright to go to Florida State and study English. That’s what my dad did, my uncle, too.”
“Oh shit, you’re an FSU family? I should have known. Though, honestly, I pegged you as a private school family.”
“He went to Vanderbilt for his doctorate. That’s where he met my mom.”
“Okay, that’s more on-brand. So, do you want to go to FSU?”
“No. Yes. I don’t know.” My bare feet burrow deeper into the sand. I’m holding on to my sandals, swaying them back and forth. Jess left theirs in the car, but I couldn’t commit to taking mine off until we were too far from the asphalt to go back. “My uncle Gabe taught there when I was a kid, before my uncle Adrian got a job in Lewiston and they moved down here. My dad and I would visit every few months and I would fantasize about being eighteen, walking up and down all those hills to get to class. But over the years … I don’t know … it’s gotten hard to love Florida knowing so much of it hates me.”
When I was young—still playing mermaids with Jess in the pool young—I never questioned where I lived. Florida was a fact of life, this magical land where it never snowed and the ocean was always a stone’s throw away.
The reality I grew up into is much murkier. Dad fighting the school board tooth and nail to prevent half the books he teaches from getting banned. The humid air becoming hotter and hotter with each passing year. One kid flashing me a kind smile for every three who whisper behind my back about me probably being gay.
Despite its glaring imperfections, that childhood dream to pack my belongings into my mom’s car and move to Tallahassee hasn’t completely dissipated. I’m not sure I’m ready to give up on Florida just yet—even though some days I feel like it’s given up on me.
“I don’t know what I’ll do,” I say. “It’s a great school, the campus is gorgeous, and I’ve heard there’s a pretty supportive LGBT community. I’m not one hundred percent set on it, but in my gut, I feel like it could be right for me.”
“I’ve never been, but I’ve heard it’s beautiful up there. Are you gonna apply out of state too?” Jess asks. “If you can afford to, I mean.”
“I can afford to,” I say, kind of embarrassed to admit it. “I have a fund my grandparents on my mom’s side set up for me to use on my college tuition. I’m not sure how much it is, but my mom told me not to worry about the financial aspect of college, to find my dream and follow it no matter what. That’s what she did when she started working in wildlife preservation.”
“Damn, if I knew you were rolling in it that much, I would have made you charter us a private jet by now. What schools are you looking at?”
“Honestly? I have no clue where to start because I don’t know what I’ll study. I’m not that interested in anything. I’m not interesting.”
“What the hell does that mean?” Jess asks. We’re almost at the water and they stop walking, turning their whole body to look at me.
“I don’t really have interests. I like to read. And I’m good at researching—well, not good enough to get out of this time loop, but still. I like playing board games. I like collecting frog figurines. And I make them sometimes, too.” I tug insecurely at my button-down, suddenly feeling like I don’t fit it or it doesn’t fit me. “They’re terrible green blobs of glue and paper, but it’s a fun way to pass the time.
“None of those really count, though,” I say. “At least not enough to make a career. It’s weird, it’s like everyone has a whole host of dreams and goals in life and I just don’t. It makes me feel … aimless, I guess. And boring.” I shrug, more out of the need to do something with my body than anything. “I mean, you’ve noticed.”
Jess balks at me. “What do you mean I’ve noticed?”
“You leave,” I say softly. “Every day you make an excuse and you leave. Yesterday was the first time I’ve seen you past, like, three p.m. I notice you getting tired of me. It’s okay. I understand.” And I do, really. I just wish it didn’t hurt like hell.
“There’s nothing to understand, Phoebe. I don’t leave because I’m bored of you, I leave because I …” They look out toward the ocean. “There’s some things I need to figure out, that’s all.”
“I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have assumed it was all about me.” Sometimes, I get so caught up in my anxiety, I forget that the world doesn’t spin or stop if people like me or not. It’s kind of self-absorbed, sure, but knowing that my thoughts are wrong doesn’t flip a switch and make them right. No matter how hard I try in therapy, I can’t turn off the fear that everyone around me is hyperaware of the truth: that I’m not worth their time.
“It’s fine,” Jess says, “but I promise it has nothing to do with you, okay?”
Maybe it’s the wideness of their eyes or the soothing sound of waves grazing the shore, but I believe them. “Okay. What exactly is pulling you away though?”
They open their mouth, then snap it shut tight.
“All the way out in the ocean,” I echo, pointing ahead of me. “No one can hear you but the water.”
“We’re not in the ocean, though.”
“Let’s fix that.” I take a few steps forward so my feet touch the water. It’s warm. Of course it’s warm. It’s midday and the wind blows in a way that makes you understand what draws people to towns like this.
Jess moves a few feet until they’re standing beside me. “We’re not deep enough,” they tell me pointedly. “The land can still hear us. Seashells echo, you know.”
It sounds like a challenge, the lilt to their voice. I undo my button-down slowly until I’m only wearing my sports bra and shorts. I walk a few feet back to drier sand and drop my shirt, shoes, phone, and Jess’s ring. Even if it will reappear tomorrow, I don’t want to lose something that’s clearly precious to them.
Then I head back and walk into the ocean. I wait until I’m waist-deep, until my jeans start to sag with heaviness, to spare a glance behind me.
“WHAT ARE YOU DOING?” Jess shouts. I don’t answer. I turn back around, staring at the point where water melds into sky, trying to keep this newfound boldness close to the surface.
I hear a splash and I’m aware Jess is following me, but I don’t look back. I keep staring at the absurdly unending ocean until they’re beside me, fully clothed. “What’s gotten into you, Mendel?” they ask, breathing hard.
You have, I think before I can stop myself.
“I don’t know,” I say. “Probably something in the water.”
“Shut up.” They splash me a little, before simply saying, “Tomorrow.”
“What?”
“Starting tomorrow, I’ll stop disappearing. I can figure my shit out later.”
I’m tempted to ask again what exactly their shit is, but I hold back. My desire to know loses to my desire to not push too far into discomfort.
Instead, I close my eyes, hold my breath, and dunk my head underwater.
When I come back up, I barely have a chance to breathe before Jess says, “I want to manage bands. I can’t make music, but I want to make music happen. I want to be a part of it all so badly. I’ll probably go to DCC, because I can’t afford anywhere else and my grades aren’t good enough for a scholarship.”
“DCC’s a good community college,” I offer, blinking salt water from my eyes. “My uncle has some friends who teach there. That’s cool, Jess.”
“I guess.” They shrug, the water that’s grazing their neck bobbing against my chest. It’s so much deeper for them than it is for me. We’re close enough to shore that our feet can reach the throngs of seaweed in the sand, but in case a strong tide rolls in, I back up a few inches.
“I wanna leave Lewiston,” they say, moving with me. “See the world, or at least the country. If I had the get-out-of-Florida-free card that you have, I’d leave and never look back. Hell, if I had a passport, I would have gone farther than New York and connected to Rome or something.”
“I get it, I do. But I don’t know if I’m ready to leave Florida yet. For better or worse, it’s always been my home.” I move my arms around, savoring how light they are in the water. The ocean makes me feel so weightless. I can almost convince myself that all my nagging insecurities will float right out of me. Almost. “It might not be perfect, but at least we have this.” I gesture so vaguely, I may as well be pointing at everything. At the ocean. At the sand. At the space between me and Jess.
“All right, I’ll give you that,” Jess says. “We have this.”



  

AUGUST 6TH
Version 39.5
It happens that night when I’m rolling over in bed, dragging Dr. Frogbert with me, my shoulders itching from a sunburn I got at the beach. I see a flash of Jess in my mind, the ocean swaying around their hips, and I think to myself: I really like them.
In the dark, with no witnesses but a frog stuffed animal, I let those four words form before I can push them away.
I really like them. I really like them. I really like them.
I have a crush on Jess Friedman.
Shit.



  

AUGUST 6TH
Version 40
Shit. Shit, shit, shit.
I haven’t had many crushes in my relatively short lifetime. There was George, the boy all the girls liked in first grade, so I decided I’d try to like him, too. There was Becca, my counselor at Camp Modin, who held my hand every time I cried for my parents. There was Kira, the cute girl in my Home Ec class who buzzed half her head and transferred to DFA before I worked up the courage to utter a single “hi.” There was my intense obsession with Uma from Descendants. I dressed up as Mal for Halloween once solely because I was so desperate to get in a homoerotic fight with her.
And then there’s Jess. They’re a bit like Uma. Not the whole child of Ursula bit, but the part of being eternally trapped in my television, behind a thin layer of glass and static. I can’t tell them I like them, no way. I can’t risk going back to living in this time loop alone if they don’t feel the same way.
I need a day. One measly day to sort myself out, to ball these feelings up and shove them down deep, far beyond where I can reach them.
Unfortunately, there are already two texts waiting for me by the time I wake up and muster the courage to message them.
10:15 A.M.: MINI GOLF! BYOC!!
10:15 A.M.: that’s bring your own club. anything that can hit a ball into a hole will do 
My stomach flutters at the sight of that damn emoji. I first felt these flutters years ago, when Becca squeezed my hand (George didn’t bring on the butterflies—no surprise there). I didn’t miss this feeling one bit, the way it tugs, takes your whole heart down with it.
I take a deep breath and decide to keep it casual. It won’t seem like a big deal if I don’t make it a big deal.
11:18 A.M.: Sorry, gardening with my mom again today. Can we do tomorrow instead?
I unmute them and toss my phone across the bed, throwing an arm over my forehead dramatically. Five minutes later, the dreaded ping comes—immediately followed by many more.
11:22 A.M.: that’s ok, we can just go tn!!
11:22 A.M.: later is good for me, I participated in the hamster wrangling too much today and my legs are swollennnn
11:23 A.M.: this is better as a nighttime activity anyway 
11:23 A.M.: how’s 8? i assume you’ll be done gardening by then lol
11:24 A.M.: also r u good if zahir, lulu, etc come? I know theyd love to see u again (or they would, if they remembered u)
My eyes dart back and forth, watching the texts roll in in horror. I run through a series of excuses in my mind and ultimately fall short. The only thing worse than having no plans is the person you need to avoid knowing, definitively, that you have no plans.
There really is no way out of this, is there? It might be karma, confronting Jess about them ditching me, only to find myself unable to ditch them. I begrudgingly send off my response.
11:28 A.M.: Yup, that all sounds good!
Tiny dots flicker across the screen. I definitely don’t imagine Jess’s fingers typing each letter.
11:28 A.M.: yay! im really excited  see you tonight!!
Shit.

I was so caught up in my day of lying on the couch, trying and failing to ward off a constant stream of Jess-shaped thoughts, that I didn’t question what mini golf place requires you to bring your own club and is “better as a nighttime activity.” It only occurs to me now, when the van slows down below the half-broken sign for Mars Landing.
“Didn’t this place go out of business, like, five years ago?” I ask. I have vivid—albeit blurry—memories of lazy Sundays spent here with my mom in elementary school. Going from hole to hole allowed you to “travel” from Earth through space, eventually landing on Mars for the final shot. That hole was so tricky that landing a hole in one on it scored you a free slice of unbearably greasy pizza.
“Actually,” Zahir pipes up from the front seat, “it closed six years ago. They never bothered to clean the course up, so we come here once every summer to play a round and pay tribute.” He lowers his head somberly. “The closure of this place was a true travesty. Now the one mini golf place in town is fishing themed. Ugh.”
“Thanks for suggesting we go today, Jess,” Lulu says. “We were dying of boredom in my bedroom. Every time the stars align and we all have the day free together, we never do anything.”
“That’s because there’s nothing to do in Lewiston,” Claudia says. “The fun places always get shut down.” They gesture in the general vicinity as evidence.
“Sorry, isn’t this, like … illegal?” I angle toward Jess, a rush halfway between fear and thrill rising in me. “It’s trespassing, right?”
“Maybe.”
After parking at the edge of the parking lot, next to an abandoned dumpster, we climb out of the van bearing our golf weapons of choice. A Swiffer for Jess, a broom for Cooper, an old twirling baton for Claudia, and matching baseball bats for Zahir and Lulu. I’m suddenly very embarrassed by my choice.
“A golf club?” Jess says incredulously as I pull it out. “You brought an actual golf club?”
“Well, you said we were golfing, and my mom found an old one in the garage.” She was, of course, very confused by the request, but she graciously fulfilled it with minimal questioning.
“I can’t tell if that’s rich people shit or your nature of acing any assignment handed to you,” Jess jokes. As they walk away from me, I catch a glimpse of their shirt—a trippy, neon-green tank top that looks like an optical illusion. Or maybe I’m just entranced by them. The thought of another human being having the ability to entrance me is frightening. Enough to make me keep my distance from where they’re now joking around with Zahir, ducking under the hole in the fence. Cooper and Claudia pick up Jess’s walker, lifting it over and into Zahir’s hands.
Before I know it, they’re all on the other side and I’m alone out here. I grant myself thirty seconds to spiral about the risks of breaking the law. Thirty seconds to imagine a security guard finding us, chasing us down, telling my parents, notifying any college that may ever accept me, only for the universe to choose this tomorrow to be the one that lasts. When those thirty seconds are up, I bend down, shuffle through, and catch up with them at the first hole.
I may be terrified, but it’s still a rush, being here with the knowledge that we’re not supposed to. It’s also kind of depressing: the intergalactic windmills that no longer spin, the alien cutouts that have gone from cute to terrifying, bearing weathered faces after years of tropical storms.
“It’s sad, huh?” Lulu asks from behind me. “They were supposed to build a Whole Foods in its place, but the funding fell through, thank goodness.”
“Yeah, I guess it’s nice it’s still here,” I say, “even if it isn’t what it used to be.”
The others have moved on to the second, rocket launch–themed hole. Zahir and Jess are caught up in an argument, which—based on their dramatic pointing and shouting—seems to be about whether using the mop side of the Swiffer as a club is cheating. Their hand gestures move in a dizzying blur.
I like Jess. Like, like them. Now that I’ve had the thought, it won’t stop eating at me, like a mosquito on all the bare parts of your skin as soon as the sun goes down.
This is my sixth Jess-induced spiral of the day. Yes, I’ve been keeping count. The fifth spiral was so stomach-churningly anxiety-inducing that I had to make a run for the bathroom when we stopped at Starbucks on the way here. I take a deep breath, trying to keep my anxiety under control, since I’m sure there’s no working toilet in the vicinity.
I ground myself in my surroundings. Lulu carefully sets up a beat-up golf ball from the stash Zahir apparently keeps on hand for the annual tradition. The others have abandoned their makeshift clubs and are playing some hybrid game of golf-basketball, but Lulu grips her bat, lining up her shot with a sense of seriousness.
“It’s nice having you here,” she says, after she’s swung and hurtled the ball within a few inches of the hole.
“Hmm?” Her words are tinged with so much familiarity that I wonder if she somehow remembers meeting me.
“Sorry, that’s weird. It’s refreshing to have another fat person to hang out with, that’s all. Or plus-size, I don’t know what term you prefer.”
I nod, swallowing down the disappointment of my misinterpretation. “Fat is fine—and I get that. It can be lonely sometimes.”
It’s affirming hearing that from Lulu, of all people. She’s so beautiful, wearing a yellow crop top and low-waisted jeans, like her stomach isn’t something to hide. It kind of makes me want to stop concealing my own under baggy layers of fabric.
Zahir makes a grab for Jess’s Swiffer while yelling something incoherent—but for a split second, he looks away from his sibling to smile at Lulu. From far away, he’s still making her part of his moment.
“Can I ask you something kind of personal?” I don’t tend to ask questions beyond How are you? especially to someone like Lulu, who doesn’t know that she’s already met me. But there’s this thought bouncing around my mind that I’ve been too afraid to pin down until now.
Lulu nods and I swallow my pride, reminding myself that she’ll forget this conversation entirely as soon as the sun sets and climbs its way back up. “Is it easy? To trust that he loves you? It’s just that … as fat people, it doesn’t matter how much we love ourselves. No amount of self-confidence guarantees that people will look past all the fatphobic bullshit to love us too.”
The memory taunts me: Peyton’s eyes raking over every inch of Jess. I can’t help but wonder if Jess looked back and saw something in her that they could never see in me.
Lulu frowns and I worry that I’ve offended her. She probably doesn’t want to spend her night out dissecting the nuances of fatphobia. I’m working myself up to an apology when she says, “I get what you mean, but it still matters if you love yourself, for your own peace of mind if nothing else. You’re beautiful. You know that, right?”
I nod, thanking her, telling her that she’s beautiful too. On good days, I do believe that about myself. I didn’t always, but I like that the stretch marks across my body trace my growth. I like my brown eyes that are so different from Jess’s. I used to be convinced that brown eyes were boring, all the same. Looking into Jess’s all these days has solidified how untrue that is. Their eyes are the tightly packed dirt in my mom’s garden, while mine are the pecans my dad carefully bakes into a pie every autumn.
“But to answer your question,” Lulu says, “it was a bit hard for me at first, sure, but come on. Look at that boy. He’s gone for me. It doesn’t matter what I look like, how much weight I gain. Hell, if I turned into a bumblebee tomorrow, he’d plant me a garden.”
“That’s sweet,” I say, struggling for an appropriate response. I honestly can’t fathom what it would be like to trust that you’re loved that deeply, that wholly. “Thanks for answering.”
“Of course. Why don’t we get back to the basics, though?” She walks forward and swings again, knocking the ball into the hole. “Tell me something about yourself.”
I think of yesterday, telling Jess that I’m not interesting. Then I think of how quickly they corrected me. “I collect frog figurines,” I offer. “I like frogs. Gators, too. They remind me of home. I love how alive Florida is. I have some family up north, and every time I visit, I’m caught off guard by how there’s just, like, squirrels and deer up there.”
Lulu smiles. “Yeah, Florida is unique, to say the least. Everyone at DFA acted like it was hell on Earth, and I get it, but I don’t know … When my grandparents came to Miami from Cuba, it became sacred to us, you know? We moved to Lewiston when I was young, but I still miss it. Miami, that is. Zahir insists he’ll move back with me in a few years and eventually we’ll settle down in a house on the water and have six kids.” She rolls her eyes. “He’s a dreamer.”
“Jess is too,” I say absentmindedly, not realizing the comparison I’ve drawn until it’s too late.
“Come on, slowpokes!” Jess calls out. “We’re skipping to the last hole.”
I pick up my ball without having hit it and move on, past dusty stars and dingy satellites, until Lulu and I land on Mars with the others.
The padded ground for this course is red. There’s a sea of green alien cutouts frozen mid-applause, cheering for our successful intergalactic journey. Above the hole are two moon cutouts. If I remember correctly, they used to swing back and forth, knocking your ball back to your feet.
“So this is what outer space feels like?” I say to Jess, who’s sitting in their walker seat while the others fire off their first shots. Cooper is running back and forth in front of the hole to simulate the moving moons.
“Ah, shit, I forgot my helmet.” Jess puts a hand to their neck and pretends to choke. I do the same, until our deranged faux choking devolves into laughter.
“Hey, thanks for this, by the way,” Jess says.
“For what?”
“For today,” they reply—as if today, and the time loop itself, is a gift I’ve bestowed on them. I wonder if they’ll ever wake up and see it as a curse. They certainly wouldn’t be wrong to.
When I don’t respond, Jess quickly adds, “For coming along on our little tradition. I know it was probably out of your comfort zone, breaking and entering and all that jazz.”
“Well, that’s what messing things up is all about.”
“Very true.” Jess looks up at me, and I avert my gaze toward a four-eyed alien, because it’s easier than looking back. It’s been so long, I forgot the full extent of how torturous crushes are. The butterflies are fun until they transform into wasps and start to sting.
“Hey, what should we get up to tomorrow?” I ask, solely so my heart doesn’t break under the weight of my feelings. I need to either make idle conversation or run into the mildewy pond on the outskirts of the golf course and plunge my head under until the thoughts float right out. The latter sounds pretty disgusting, so I go for the first.
“I don’t know. Let’s take it easy and play it by ear. You don’t ever do that, huh?”
“Do what?”
“Take it easy.” As if to emphasize their point, Jess reclines farther, resting their head in their hands.
“Eh, it’s not really in my DNA,” I say. “You know, I think you might be the first calm Jew in history.”
Jess laughs, a hearty laugh that pulls me in and sinks me. As soon as my gaze hits their upturned lips, I know that I am totally screwed. If I tell them I like them and they don’t feel the same way, what then? We retreat to our own separate yet conjoined loops? Or worse, they reject me kindly and we carry on an awkward, strained friendship?
“HOLE IN ONE!” Zahir shouts. I look over in time to see him charge toward Cooper, knocking him to the ground. As he does, Lulu comes in for a sneak attack, tossing her ball gracefully into the hole. “That’s right,” he shouts as he and Cooper engage in a bizarre, lanky-armed wrestling match, “free pizza for my baby.”
“Is it free if you’re paying?” Claudia mutters as they pull the two apart.
“Ooh, pizza party.” Jess pumps a fist in the air.
“Uh, I’m not really hungry,” I say, desperate to get far away from Jess, my fluttery feelings, and mouthwatering, flare-up-inducing cheese. Jess’s lips pull into a straight line, their dimple retreating, and I instantly backtrack. “I’ll tag along, though!”
I’m so weak, I think, as I revel in the sight of their smile returning, reflected in three moons.
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“What’s the worst thing you’ve ever done?” Jess asks when I slide into the passenger seat the next non-morning. They’re dressed surprisingly plain today. Solid black button-down, black jean shorts with rips on the thighs I have to physically tear my eyes away from, and a black leather belt. They somehow make the relatively plain outfit look stunning. They could wear a trash bag and I’d still find them cute.
“Well, good morning to you, too.”
“Like, before last night, what’s the worst law you’ve ever broken?” Jess waits for me to answer, as if this is a completely normal question to greet someone with. They’re wearing these little hammer earrings and they’re not playing with them, so I know they mean business. “I’ll go first. Except I don’t know my answer, you go first. Wait, no, one time Cooper and I snuck onto the floor of a show we had nosebleeds for, maybe that’s it. Also, I punched someone in the face once, but that was their fault so I don’t know if that counts.”
“Was it Sammie Turner? I heard you broke her toes, but someone else said that you broke her nose.”
“Is she still telling people that? She made this really offensive joke and when I was talking to her about it—well, I was more yelling at her, but that’s irrelevant—I nudged her foot with my cane. By accident! It would have been warranted if I broke her toes, but I didn’t. I’m not a violent person.”
“You just said you punched someone in the face.”
“Yeah, but that was because this guy was harassing Lulu and if I didn’t punch him, Zahir would have.”
“Well, that’s a great solution to that problem,” I say dryly.
“It was, actually, thank you. Okay, come on, Mendel. Your turn. Worst thing you’ve ever done. Go!”
I’m kind of drawing a blank. One time, Bea and I went through her mom’s drawers when she left the house, but that’s not exactly on par with face punching. We didn’t find anything interesting anyway, so it’s not much of a story.
Does eating chicken parm and ending up stuck in a time loop count in the “worst thing I’ve ever done” tally? How about having my first crush in years on a person who’s literally stuck with me?
“What’s a law you’ve broken?” Jess adds, helping me along. “Any law.”
“Um … underage drinking.”
“Ooh, okay, tell me more.”
“Well, it was wine at Passover.”
“Oh, Mendel.” Jess slaps a palm over their chest and throws their head back, exposing their gorgeous neck. “You’re killing me. Luckily, that’s exactly what I thought you would say. Yesterday made me realize that we’re not fully taking advantage of this time loop. Like, trespassing is fun and all, but we gotta go bigger. I trespass on that mini golf course every year and I’ve never gotten in trouble. We need to do something we could never, ever do if tomorrow were around the corner.”
“Do we, though?” I wince. “When I was, like, five or six, I stole a Littlest Pet Shop cat from this boy at summer camp. I carry that guilt with me to this day. I don’t think I’m exactly the lawbreaking type.”
“Well, first of all, that’s adorable.”
That’s it. I know what law will be broken today: Jess is going to kill me.
As if reading my mind, they say, “Second of all, it’s not like we’re going to murder someone. Or … steal a Littlest Pet Shop, since that’s on par with murder, apparently.”
“Littlest Pet Shop cat, it wasn’t a whole pet shop.”
“Right, whatever. Okay, here’s another question. Who’s the person you hate most in the world?”
The question stops me in my tracks. “I thought we weren’t committing murder.”
“We aren’t, I swear.” Jess punctuates their words with their hands. “But who would you enact revenge against, if you could choose anyone?”
“I don’t know. I feel like you have to make friends to make enemies, and I haven’t had too many friends.”
“Really? What about Bea? You were friendly in the parking lot the other day and I always see you leaving nice comments on each other’s posts, but is it more of a frenemy dynamic?”
They pay attention to your Instagram, a torturous inner voice whispers. If I look past their minuscule moment with Peyton, I know that there’s a chance Jess might like me too.
Statistically, there’s a chance every impossible thing in the universe will happen. A clear sky on all the days you wish for one. Aliens coming to Earth and landing their spaceship right next to your house. Time standing still around you, then around the perfect person you’ve let pass you by all these years. Your crush liking you back the third time your paths have crossed.
When I come up short, I go to another store, Jess’s voice echoes in my mind, then another. Until I find something right. Something that feels like you.
Is it so ridiculous to believe that this particular impossible thing could be possible?
“No,” I say, before I drown in hope, “we’re definitely not frenemies. I love Bea, please don’t murder her.”
“We’re not murdering anyone. We’re vandalizing.” Jess’s gaze strays for a split second. I follow it in time to see baseball bats, a carton of eggs, rolls of toilet paper, and cans of spray paint in the back seat.
“Oh no.”
“Oh yes. I’m sorry, but I’m fulfilling my official duties as your Certified Fun Guide. If I was pulled into this time loop to get you to cut loose, cut loose you must.”
“And this is cutting loose?”
“Absolutely. Come on, there has to be someone you hate. It doesn’t have to be a mutual nemesis. Are you really telling me that no one’s ever hurt you?”
The answer comes to me immediately. Thinking his name, for the first time in a long time, makes my heart rate double. I could say no, insist that no one’s ever hurt me, and change the subject. Instead, I blurt out before I can stop myself, “Do you know Brandon Baker? Actually, don’t answer that. I’m sure you know him.”
Brandon is Waterford High’s sweetheart. He spends every Wednesday and Sunday at church and the rest of his time either on the football field or wooing girls by playing excruciatingly slowed-down covers of pop songs on his guitar. He’s handsome (in a stock photo sort of way) and effortlessly charming. Everyone loves him. My dad loves him. Of course, my dad doesn’t know that he made my life a living hell when I was eleven.
“He was really fatphobic to me in middle school. A lot of kids were, but he was the worst. We had gym together in sixth grade and he bullied me relentlessly the whole year. It kind of died down by seventh grade, I think because I didn’t have many classes with him? Then high school came, he hit puberty and became a heartthrob or whatever, and he … I could be wrong, but I don’t think he remembers what he did to me. He destroyed my self-esteem for years, and now, whenever he spares me a glance, he looks at me with no recognition in his eyes. It’s not fair that I have to carry all this shit with me and he gets to forget. Everyone practically worships him, but he hasn’t changed. I know that for a fact.”
I look straight ahead at the house across from mine, too nervous to spare Jess a glance. I’m not sure they’ll believe me. Brandon is nice to everyone. Like, last year he brought in Publix cookies for the entire senior class.
For a while, even I had begun to believe he’d really changed—until I was assigned the seat next to his in APUSH. He paid me no mind but had no qualms about making me pass wildly offensive notes on to his friends, since the classroom’s Wi-Fi was too spotty for texting. He didn’t even bother folding them so I couldn’t see. His scribblings ranged from a grotesque drawing of our teacher, complete with a big nose and bulging stomach, to jokes about his ex-girlfriend “letting herself go.” He’s as vile at seventeen as he was at eleven; he’s just learned to be more subtle about it.
“Okay. Well, fuck him.” Jess puts the car in drive and slams on the gas. I jolt upright, scrambling for my seat belt. “We’re gonna make him remember.”
“I don’t know about that. It’s really okay—”
“It’s not okay.” Jess swerves out of my neighborhood. “He can’t hurt you and get away with it, no way. We’re hurting back. Lucky for us, I did a group project with him last year.”
“So we can blackmail him for not pulling his weight in the project?”
“What? No, you weirdo. We had to work together on weekends, so I know where he lives.” There’s a fire radiating off of them so big I’m not sure I can extinguish it. At least not without vandalizing Brandon Baker’s house first.
The time I have to try talking Jess down is relatively short. It turns out that Brandon lives about five minutes from my mom’s house, in a sprawling suburb that doesn’t look too different from mine.
“Okay,” Jess whispers, parking a house down from Brandon’s. “Change into this.” They pull a plain black T-shirt from the back seat, waving it in front of me. “It’s spy gear. You know, so we’ll blend in.”
“Blend in with what? Wait, is this why you’re dressed like that?”
“Yes. Please don’t tell me you thought I’d wear this for fun. You wound me, Mendel. For future reference, if you ever see me wear all black, it’s for a funeral or committing crimes, no other reason. Now get changed.”
“What, right here?” I’m sandwiched between Jess and a row of identical tan cookie-cutter houses.
“Well, it’s not like you can ask Brandon to use his bathroom. And I forgot to give it to you before we left—whoops. I’ll look away, I’m a perfect gentleman. Granted, you did take your shirt off in front of me literally two non-days ago, but—”
“Yeah, it’s fine. You don’t have to close your eyes. I mean, I’m wearing a bra, so it’s— whatever.” Before I can stammer any more, I unbuckle my seat belt and pull off my Garfield shirt. It takes some adjusting to figure out which side of the shirt is the front. Jess pointedly looks out the window, but I swear that as I slip the new shirt on, they glance my way, their cheeks flushing red. Huh. Maybe not so impossible after all.
I pull at the edge of the black fabric. “So, now what? Shouldn’t we wait until nighttime? Like, doesn’t the black blend in with the darkness? Isn’t that the point?”
“Well, we don’t have to wait till nighttime because of the whole no-consequences thing, duh. I guess maybe I should have gotten us camo. But we don’t wanna be mistaken for straight people.” Jess shudders.
“Yeah, not worth it.”
“Okay, pick your poison. Baseball bat? Eggs? Ooh, maybe don’t choose eggs and we can make a quiche later.”
“You’re ridiculous. This is ridiculous.”
“I say do spray paint. That way you can express yourself.” Jess opens the car door, and before I know it, I’m standing in front of Brandon’s house, a shaking hand doing its best to grip a bright red can.
I’m tempted to forget all about this and run in the other direction. Only … talking about Brandon with Jess, finally telling someone else what he did to me, reminded me of exactly how small he made me feel. Every day for a year, he hurled out brand-new quips about my stomach, my arms, my chin. With each insult, I shrank further into myself, and I’m not sure I’ve ever entirely returned. Vandalizing his car sounds extreme, but it’s no more extreme than the Brandon-induced wounds I’m still nursing, the cruelty he keeps perpetuating in the name of a “joke.”
Two questions spring to mind: 1) Am I really doing this? 2) How do people enacting revenge in movies always know what to draw or write? Standing in front of Brandon’s beloved Mustang with a hand on the trigger of the spray paint, I’m at a loss.
“You could keep it simple, draw a dick,” Jess offers. They’re standing behind me, swinging Zahir’s baseball bat that they insisted we bring along in case we need backup.
“I’m not sure I know how to draw a dick, honestly. I’ve seen a million of them on the walls at school, but I’ve never drawn one myself. What if I mess it up?”
“Well, then his car’s still covered in spray paint and that sucks. And he’ll be like, ‘What’s up with this red blob on my car,’ and the mystery of it will haunt him.”
“As tempting as that is, I think I’ll go with a word.”
“All right. What about ‘asshole’? You can’t go wrong with ‘asshole’.”
“True. It’s kind of long, though. Ooh, I got it!” I shake the can and start to spray on the hood of the car before I can second-guess myself again. I’ve never used spray paint, at least not since I was nine and making a Styrofoam solar system for school. As far as I can remember, Mom did most of the heavy lifting back then.
It’s a bit harder than I expected, I think as I write out an F.
I can’t believe I’m doing this. I add an R.
I’m so glad I’m doing this. I spray an A.
Why did I go so long without doing this? I draw out a U.
Fuck you, Brandon Baker. I finish with a D.
“Nice.” Jess grins as I step back to admire my handiwork. “Very creative. Also, you finished way faster than I expected. Should we get toilet paper from the car or something? I kind of thought this would be an all-day activity; I don’t have anything else on the docket. Well, besides the quiche.”
“I could spray the sides—”
“HEY!” a yell bellows behind us. I recognize it immediately as the voice of my eleven-year-old nightmares—only deeper. Brandon charges onto the lawn, shirtless and wearing a pair of green camo pants. Jess definitely made the right call on the camouflage. “WHAT THE HELL, FRIEDMAN?”
Jess takes a step forward, but I hold my hand out in a stop gesture. They stand still, pushing back on their heels.
“Jess didn’t do this,” I say, a strange sense of calm washing over me.
“REALLY? BECAUSE THEY’RE STANDING NEXT TO MY CAR HOLDING A BASEBALL BAT.”
“Hey, for all you know, I could be playing a game later,” Jess pipes up. “Or maybe I just played one and scored a home run and got voted VIP—wait, it’s MVP, isn’t it?”
“Really? You just came from a baseball game in all black, with your fucking cane?” Brandon has lowered his voice below a yell, but he’s still very, very angry. Red in the face, every one of his muscles tensed, angry. I’ve broken the cardinal rule: Never get between a straight man and his car.
“Well, maybe I’m in a disabled baseball league—”
“Jess didn’t do this. I did.” I wave the can of spray paint in his face. “Do you know my name, Brandon?”
“What? What the hell are you—”
“What’s my name?”
My blood is pumping full of more adrenaline than I know what to do with. I could lift Brandon’s car on this rush alone. It’s like I’ve unearthed a whole new side of my heart, one that races not because I’m anxious but because I’m capable. Capable of taking a can of spray paint and telling a boy who’s hurt me in ways I’ve tried to forget that it’s on him to remember.
“I don’t … Dude, what the hell are you even … That’s my car. Do you know how expensive—”
I block out the rest of his rant, walking the few feet up to Jess and taking the baseball bat from their hands. “Whoa, wait, remember the no-murder rule?” they shout out as I grab it, making my way to Brandon.
He has at least half a foot on me and twice as much muscle mass if his abs are anything to go by. But he stills and goes quiet when I raise the bat to his chin. I swear his shoulders tremble, his lip quivers. “My name is Phoebe Mendel,” I say. And then, I walk away and smash his windshield. Once, twice, three times.
I wish there were a tomorrow in sight. There’d be consequences, sure, but I want this to stay with him, to linger. I want this to fester into sleepless nights like the ones I had at twelve years old, mulling over every cruel remark he lobbed at me and wondering if they were true.
Brandon’s silent at first, almost as if he’s left his body, but by the third smack of wood on glass, he seems to regain consciousness. “What. The. HELL? You—you are crazy. You’re two crazy bitches and you’ll pay for this!” He jogs back into his house. Once he’s gone, I stop smashing the windshield. I lower the bat, roll my shoulders, and look right at Jess. Without exchanging a word, we hightail it back to the car.
A punch buggy isn’t a typical getaway car, but it works. It takes us far from Brandon’s neighborhood, through winding back roads. As we drive, we laugh and laugh and laugh.
Until Jess glances my way and abruptly stops. “Whoa, Mendel, you’re bleeding.” They swerve, pulling over on the side of the road, which is shrouded by trees and relatively empty. Looking down, I’m surprised they noticed. There’s a tiny speck of blood on my finger, probably from stray shattered glass.
“It’s nothing, it doesn’t hurt.”
“It’s not nothing. It’s the remnants of your first crime.” Jess opens the glove compartment, rustles around until they’ve produced a single Band-Aid and a napkin. They unbuckle and lean forward, pressing the napkin against my finger. “That was awesome, by the way.”
“I don’t know where that came from.”
“That was you being hurt. That was you doing something about it.” Jess keeps the napkin over my cut, their finger firmly pressed to mine. “You’re amazing, Phoebe Mendel. And you’re unforgettable. Don’t let Brandon Baker of all people make you think otherwise.”
“Yeah, well … who’s hurt you the most? We should get them next. We have plenty of spray paint left.”
“Whoa, slow down, Thelma. We’ve had enough action for today.” Jess pulls the napkin off, eyeing my finger. “I’m fine, I lived vicariously through your revenge. I never liked Brandon anyway. Did you know he has one of those golden bikini Princess Leia posters in his bedroom? Like, dude, the eighties called, they want their douchebag stereotype back.”
Jess unwraps the Band-Aid, which is in the shape of a pink sparkly unicorn. They delicately wrap it around my skin before lowering their head and kissing my finger. As soon as my stomach starts to flutter, they pull back, put their seat belt on, and look straight ahead. This time, I’m certain that I’m not imagining the color returning to their cheeks, matching mine.
“So, uh.” They tap their fingers against the steering wheel. “Victory quiche?”
I got so caught up wondering what would have happened if I cut my lip instead that I forgot about that plan—and all the ways quiche would destroy my stomach. “Do you know how to make quiche?”
“No clue.”
“Me neither. Wanna do scrambled eggs?”
“Yeah.” Jess laughs. “Scrambled eggs it is.”
Without further ado, my Louise drives me into the sunset. Or rather, my mom’s house in the midafternoon. After being reintroduced to Jess, Mom is more than happy to give us free rein in the kitchen.
Once our eggs are messily cooked and plated, we eat on the back patio. The weak ceiling fan does its best to keep us cool but ultimately just pushes the hot air around. Jess sits on a lounge chair beside me, dousing their eggs in hot sauce.
“That really was amazing,” I say. “I wish I could bash in the cars of everyone who’s been fatphobic to me. I guess it would take too long, though.”
The image parades through my mind, a blurry lab coat attached to a distant facial expression, telling me that the pain in my stomach is a side effect of its size, that my suffering isn’t worth any more time or consideration. I don’t think I have it in me to go through that again. God, I hope Dr. Peterson lives up to her glowing reviews.
“I wish we could too,” Jess says. “But hey, at least we got one victory in.”
That’s what it feels like. Victory. A late lunch after some revenge served hot. Someone beside me who cares enough to help me get even and bandage up my finger afterward.
The sliding glass door squeaks open behind me. It must be time for my mom to work on her garden.
“Phoebe.” The voice that calls my name is much louder and deeper than my mom’s. My head twists around faster than I can say shit. My dad hovers above me, his face pulled into a weak attempt at stern. The sight of him here is scary enough on its own. He only steps foot in Mom’s house when it’s my birthday. How did I not realize that no consequences tomorrow doesn’t mean no consequences today?
“Can I talk to you inside?”
“Uh, yeah, one sec.”
He sizes me up as if he’s run into a stranger and is trying to remember where he knows me from. I meet his gaze, attempting to look brave and not like the scrambled eggs are now souring in my stomach. He breaks eye contact first. “We’ll be at the kitchen table,” he says, giving Jess a curt nod before closing the sliding glass door behind him.
“Damn,” Jess whispers as soon as he’s gone. “I’ve never seen him so intense. Maybe you shouldn’t have pulled that badass my name is Phoebe Mendel line. Do you want me to go in there and say it was my fault?”
“No. I don’t want to lie.” I’m so sick of the white lies that have built up over the course of this never-ending day. For once, I want to blurt out the whole truth, rather than stumbling over a fraction of it. “It was all me. I’ll tell them that.”
“I supplied the bat.”
“And I bashed his windshield in. Just … take the back door out and head to the driveway. I doubt this will be a short, fun conversation.” Jess winces, as if bracing for what’s to come. “Thank you for today, though, really. I don’t regret it one bit,” I reassure them.
Before I have the chance to go inside, Jess reaches out, pulling me in for a tight—albeit quick—hug. It occurs to me during the brief burst of contact that we’ve never had a proper hug before, at least not that I can remember. My shoulders tighten, then relax completely, easing into it. “Good luck. If you’re brave enough to face Brandon, you’re brave enough to face your parents.”
I hold on to this vote of confidence as I trudge inside. My parents are sitting silently at the dining room table, an awkward distance away from each other. My mom is fiddling with the fake pears in the table’s centerpiece. My dad is staring blankly at his phone. It’s such a weird sight I could almost laugh. Almost.
“Hi,” I say, sitting down across from them. Guilt gnaws at me as I take in the hurt and confused looks on both of their faces. I push the feeling away, not down deep in my gut like usual, but somewhere beyond me. I deserved the recklessness of today. Just this once, can’t I act before I think? “What’s up?” I ask as nonchalantly as I can muster.
“What’s up”—Dad pops the P—“is I got a call from a George Baker informing me that my daughter vandalized his son’s car. I assumed he had the wrong number, that whatever online Yellow Pages he used was inaccurate—until he texted me this photo.”
He dramatically drops his phone in front of me, like it’s courtroom evidence. It’s a screenshot from a security camera. The image was taken from up the driveway, far enough that I hadn’t noticed it. It’s pixelated to high hell, but it’s clearly me.
“That could be anyone,” I say.
“Phoebe,” my mom interjects tensely, “why? Help us understand, please.”
“He was mean to me in middle school.” As soon as the words are out of my mouth, I can’t help but laugh. “Okay, I know that sounds ridiculous but—”
“But if this kid is giving you trouble, you could have talked to us,” Dad says, still giving me that look, like he has no clue who I am. “You didn’t have to become a—a vigilante!”
“Dan,” my mom groans, “she’s not a vigilante.”
“Yes, Sharon, she is! She’s engaging in vigilante behavior, that makes her a vigilante. And not a very good one, striking in broad daylight. Answer your mother’s question. Why? We want to support you, but we can’t if you don’t talk to us.”
My mom nods. It’s unnerving, my parents being on the same page. Even more alarming is the fact that I do want to talk to them. I want to tell them everything, to pour my guts out and beg them to reassure me that August 7th is more than a fleeting dream, that soon, when midnight comes and I hold the day in my palm, I’ll be able to keep it there.
“Okay,” I say. “I messed with Brandon’s car because he was fatphobic to me in middle school—incredibly so. It may have been years ago, but it still hurts. It really hurts, especially since he’s fooled everybody into thinking he’s this perfect guy. And today was the best day for me to get back at him because I’m stuck in a time loop, so it doesn’t matter.” I pause, waiting for a big reaction. Dad’s head tilts ever so slightly. Mom’s face is unchanged. “None of this matters. You’re going to forget this tomorrow. Whatever anger you’re experiencing, however disappointed you are, you’re going to forget, so it’s all good.”
Silence envelops us, accompanied by agonizingly blank stares.
“Mr. Baker talked about pressing charges. Charges, Phoebe,” Dad says finally. He’s speaking with the harsh inflection he saves for particularly rowdy students. He has no clue how to scold me, so he’s transitioned into full-on teacher mode. “That would go on your record for life. I was able to talk him out of it only because Brandon loved my class and because I assured him you would pay for the damages in full. Not a cent will come out of your college fund, you’ll start sending out job applications tomorrow. You’re getting lucky, but that doesn’t mean you can treat this like a joke.”
“I’m not trying to be funny!” Bitter memories strike with force. Begging Mom to remember on day six or so, only to be met with concern, like I was sick and not stuck. Telling Dad and my uncles about Jess crashing into the time loop, only for them to laugh like it was the funniest joke they’d ever heard. “I’m serious. No part of me is kidding. I’m trapped in a time loop. Your entire job is teaching books where the unthinkable happens, yet when it happens to me, you don’t believe me.”
My parents look at me, at each other, then back at me. My dad’s face hasn’t faltered, but I swear there’s something in my mom’s. A flicker of doubt—or the opposite?
“I know you’re not used to being in trouble,” my dad says, “and I know it’s uncomfortable. But you can’t make up fantastical stories to circumvent that discomfort. You’re grounded.”
“Do you even know how to ground me?!” I’ve never spoken to my parents this way, never had a reason to. It doesn’t feel great, but it does feel warranted—kind of like vandalizing Brandon’s car. The alternative (staying silent, not making a “fuss”) is too stifling.
“Well, we’ll take your phone.” My dad spares an uncertain glance to my mom. “Right?”
Mom doesn’t respond, her gaze distant, her mind clearly somewhere else.
“Sharon?”
“Yes, right,” she says. “No phone for the rest of the week.”
I take my phone from my pocket, pushing it to the center of the table. “Anything else?”
“You need to write a letter to Brandon, apologizing for destroying his property and explaining how he hurt you. Use your words. Your mind is too big to act out in a way that’s so small.”
“What’s the point in using my words if no one will listen?” Neither of them have an answer for this. I push off from the table, heading to my room. They both call after me, but I don’t bother responding.
I pull out my laptop from under my bed, power it up, and log into the desktop version of Instagram. There’s two messages already waiting for me.
what’s the verdict?
oh no, I hope they haven’t taken ur phone. if so, hi Dr. Mendel 
I laugh under my breath, replying:
Lol, they did. Messaging you from my laptop. Brandon has a security camera apparently. I’m grounded.
It’s odd, typing it out. The strangest part of today turned out to not be vandalizing a car but how my parents treated me after. Like I had become someone they never could have imagined—and not in a good way.
UGH OF COURSE HE DID
We’ll just have to break it first next time 
I message Jess on and off all day, grateful that I didn’t get around to unmuting them earlier so the notifications won’t pop up on my phone. Not long before the sun sets, there’s a knock on my door, so gentle I almost don’t register it. Luckily, it’s followed by a second, louder knock that gives me enough time to stash my laptop under my bed before calling for my mom to come in.
“Hi,” she says.
“Hi.”
“I wanted to see how you are. And I wanted to …” She dances one hand over the doorframe, like she wants to come in but something’s holding her back. “I know your dad’s likely right. I know you were probably making up some story to mess with us, except … You are wonderful at so many things, Phoebe, but lying isn’t one of them. And that didn’t feel like a lie to me. Just in case, I want you to know it will be okay. I’ve seen one or two of those time loop movies. They always make it out in the end, yeah?”
The wind knocks right out of me. She believes me? After all the hysterical begging she chalked up to my anxiety, all the pancakes I forced down … she finally believes me? It feels almost as impossible as reaching tomorrow, and just as miraculous.
“Mom …” I choke the tear-coated word out. I don’t realize I’m full-on crying until Mom rushes over to dry my eyes with her sleeve. “I wasn’t lying, I wasn’t, I wasn’t.”
“Shh, I know, honey,” she whispers, rocking me back and forth. “I know.”



  

AUGUST 6TH
Version 41.5—Brainstorming Session with Mom
 
	Why Jess?	Is it the car? Could the car be the key? Could it be that simple/hard?


	Most time loops have purpose	Teaching me a lesson?
	As I originally thought, Jess’s theory about “helping me have fun” might have truth to it?	Could explain why they’re here, like they said




	“Put yourself out there. Jess sounds like they’re worth the risk” —Mom




  

AUGUST 6TH
Version 42
Mom and I talked through the time loop for the rest of the night. I don’t know what exactly broke her, what was different this time that made her hear me out. Maybe it was my desperation escalating from the thirty-plus loops I’ve lived since I last begged her to believe me. Maybe it was the confidence instilled by a can of spray paint and a unicorn Band-Aid.
All I know is, waking up today feels like being mowed down by a punch buggy—a lot harder than last time. It was liberating telling Mom everything, and devastating to be greeted this morning by the same old lovebug quip.
I consider confessing all over again, for the overwhelming sense of relief, but ultimately decide it’s not worth the emotional toll it would take. I’m not sure she believed me in the end anyway, not entirely. But at least she wanted to. At least she tried.
I text Jess that I’m running late today, ask them not to come over until one p.m. That gives me two hours to sit in bed in my pajamas, recovering from my emotional hangover while scouring the internet for Nobody’s Princess tickets.
The idea came to me yesterday before my mom knocked, when I was messaging Jess, my newfound rebellion still flooding me with adrenaline. I want to gift Jess the thrill of pure abandon and joy that they handed me yesterday with that baseball bat.
I pay for six tickets, racking up an absurd amount of debt on my “for emergencies only” credit card, as well as another one I snagged from Mom’s purse.
I’m about to close my laptop when I get an idea, an impulse to not only let Jess enjoy tonight with their friends, but maybe have some fun of my own. Before I can think twice, I reopen StubHub and scour around for another ticket.

“Well,” Jess exclaims when I open the car door. With literally limitless time, they still can’t find a spare second for a hello. It’s weirdly charming, the way that they always dive us right into the middle of a conversation, as if no time has passed. Which, I suppose, it kind of hasn’t. “Yesterday was eventful, huh? How was being grounded?”
“Very short. It went … okay?” I hesitate, but I see no reason to hold back. “I told my parents about the time loop.”
“Oh shit! How’d that go? No wonder you stopped texting back. You know, those photos I sent of everyone I’ve ever met as frogs disappeared at sunrise. I hope you saw them, I worked really hard on them.”
I laugh, thinking back to the picture they chose for me: a frog sitting on a beach, sloppily edited to be wearing a Garfield shirt and reading a book. “I did and I loved all your choices. It went as well as it could have, telling them. My mom sort of believed me, and it was nice talking to her about it, but also tiring. Like, very tiring. I’m more than ready to do something fun and get my mind off it.”
“Great! Well, in that case, I have good news and bad news. Bad news first, because who the hell wants good news first?”
“Okay …”
“I think it’s time we leave our life of crime behind us.”
“No, I refuse.” I throw a hand over my face dramatically. “What will I do with the fifteen baseball bats I invested in?”
“Give them to the next child you come across, duh. Now for the good news. We, my dear”—(my heart only beats a thousand times faster at the term of endearment)—“are going to go big tonight. There’s this bar in town that doesn’t ID, and if we just keep our heads down—”
“As delightful as that sounds, I kind of had an idea of my own?” I take out my phone and silently pass it over with my Apple Wallet already open, jam-packed with absurdly priced tickets.
“Holy shit.” Jess gasps. “You did not. You did NOT!” They drop my phone, lean over the console, and give me an awkward side hug that’s somehow as tender as our head-on one yesterday. “How did you … When did you … You know you’re my favorite person now, right?”
I’m instantly all fuzzy around the edges. “Turns out it’s pretty easy to buy concert tickets when price isn’t a factor.”
“Phoebe Mendel.” Jess shakes their head, their hair blending in with a row of palm trees through the window behind them, even though the shades are different. “You are full of surprises, aren’t you?”
I’m not sure how to reply to that, so I don’t. Instead, I turn up the volume, bringing the background noise of Jess’s music to the forefront. I love the way the bass makes the car vibrate, like it’s alive.
Jess turns in to the country club entrance and banters with the security guard like last time. Claudia answers the door again. I hold Jess’s hand in the elevator. Lulu naps on top of Zahir. I introduce myself and sit on the bed. Cooper tells us about his new boyfriend. It’s all the same. Except I don’t rush off to the bathroom, and apparently that means no time for Jess and Zahir to get into their mysterious fight.
I’m also more comfortable than last time. I sink into the pillows behind me and Jess’s shoulder beside me more easily. I laugh lazily and loudly. I tell them I’m a lesbian sooner, and this time, Jess just ducks their head and grins.
They all shout over each other, telling the tale of how the band formed. Of how Zahir and Cooper trekked to DFA to hold auditions for a more diverse and talented group of people. How Cooper dragged his sibling into the band kicking and screaming, only for them to become the lead singer. How the first time Zahir saw Lulu play the drums, he fell in love with her.
They’ve been together almost six years. Six years from now, I should be out of college, fumbling my way through my first job. But maybe I’ll still be here. Eternally and irrevocably seventeen, spending my nonexistent days with Jess’s friends who can never really be mine, biting my tongue to stop myself from referencing a night of mini golf and pizza that none of them remember.
“So why aren’t you in the band?” I ask Jess, clearing my throat to dislodge the swell of longing that’s rooted itself there. “I realize I’ve never actually asked.”
“I’m not a musician,” Jess says flatly. It’s unnerving, hearing them answer a question without a long-winded speech. “Anyway, exciting news! We’re going to a show tonight. All of us, I mean. Phoebe here was able to score tickets to Nobody’s Princess’s concert in Orlando.”
My confusion is sidetracked by chaos. Lulu grins. Claudia drops their phone. Cooper shouts, “You what?” and nearly falls out of his beanbag.
“How the absolute hell did you afford that, Jess?” Zahir asks.
“I paid for them,” I interrupt. “My mom’s side of the family comes from money. So I bought them.”
“We can’t accept,” Lulu says. “I have money too. I can pay you back for half of it at least.”
“It’s okay, seriously, don’t worry about it. Consider it a thank-you for being so nice to me.”
Cooper cocks his head. “We met you, like, an hour ago.”
“Shhh, if rich people want to redistribute their wealth, they should be allowed to. Let it happen, Cooper.” Zahir grins. “Everyone get dressed. We’re going to Orlando, baby! Let’s get ready and drive there now. I wanna get good food and run into Mickey Mouse.”
“He doesn’t wander the streets,” Claudia says, but they’re drowned out by the sound of everyone rushing to get ready.
After a frenzied hour of Zahir shouting about a hair on the back of his head not lying flat and Lulu tearing apart the entire contents of her closet, we’re out the door.
“Can we make a stop before we head out?” I ask, settling into the passenger seat. As the purchaser of the tickets, I’ve been granted the highest honor of shotgun privileges.
Jess nods and I type Bea’s address into Google Maps. She had been surprised to hear from me this morning, when I called and shyly asked if she wanted to come see Nobody’s Princess with me.
Running into her made me realize how much I’ve missed her. The comforting lilt of her voice, the way she nudges me before making bad jokes. Even if she won’t recall it tomorrow, it will be nice to spend the day with her, to reconnect like I have with Jess. Of course, it’s a bit different, since I don’t daydream about kissing Bea’s face off, but missing her is a similar shade of hurt.
I ended up scoring three additional tickets. That wasn’t initially my plan, but Bea had asked if I happened to have an extra, her question brimming with hope. She explained how important the band was to Peyton, that their songs had gotten her through some tough times. I caved immediately and told her I’d won a few in an Instagram giveaway so she wouldn’t insist on paying me back for them. Then I did some frantic scrolling until I was able to land two more.
It hasn’t been easy to shake the look Peyton gave Jess the other day, but she won’t remember them at sunrise anyway. Of course, she won’t remember this show either, but at least for tonight, I can make her dream come true. I feel like Willy Wonka, distributing eight golden tickets.
Peyton’s much peppier today, a grin extending from ear to ear as she follows Brianna into the second row of the van. It takes some maneuvering (and Lulu crawling into Zahir’s lap) but squeezed together, everyone manages to fit.
As the noise level rises with introductions, Bea leans forward, gripping the back of the passenger seat and squealing. “You are a lifesaver, Phoebe. And a psychic. We’ve been trying to get tickets to this show for weeks!”
“I have good intuition,” I mutter, fiddling with the shirt I landed on after Lulu gave me free rein of her closet. I’m donning a crop top for the first time in my life. It’s black and simple and I’m not totally comfortable wearing it, not yet, but I wouldn’t want to be wearing anything else.
“Oh shit,” Zahir shouts from the middle row. “When you said the show was in Orlando, I didn’t realize you meant the House of Blues.”
“Nice venue.” Lulu leans her head on his shoulder as she peers down at his phone. “General admission, so we probably won’t have a good view, but still.”
“No, don’t you get it? House of Blues is at Disney Springs. Mickey Mouse will be there. In your face, Claudia!”
“I don’t think Mickey Mouse frequents punk shows,” Claudia says, which leads to everyone talking over each other, arguing about whether the band is punk or rock or maybe punk-pop.
The car ride goes on like this. They alternate—we alternate—between screaming along to songs on the radio and having petty debates. The two groups meld together well, in that way that outgoing people often do, shouting over each other as if this isn’t the first day they’ve met.
“So you heard our origin story,” Zahir calls to the front seat when we’ve almost hit Orlando. “What’s yours? How’d you two meet?”
I’m not sure how to answer, even though this is his second time asking.
“We were friends,” Jess says. “As kids. There aren’t many Jewish families in town, so our dads bonded—until they had a falling-out and we stopped seeing each other. We … reconnected recently. Finally.” They sigh out the last word, as if relieved. I give them a nod, hoping it conveys the sentiment of I know the feeling.
“Aww,” Lulu coos.
“The drama. That sounds like a really good A24 movie or a really bad Lifetime movie,” Peyton says, and we both laugh. The last few hours have allowed me to see Peyton as the whole, kind, funny person she is—not as the girl who replaced my spot in Bea’s life and checked Jess out in a parking lot that one time. According to my therapist, my brain, genetically and permanently locked into fight-or-flight mode, has the tendency to sort everyone I meet into two categories: “friend” or “threat.”
Peyton isn’t a threat just because she looked at Jess and saw the same beauty and kindness in them that makes my breath hitch. Besides, it’s not Peyton who Jess keeps darting their eyes away from the road to sneak glances at—it’s me. Every time, without fail, it’s me.
“Wait.” Zahir gasps suddenly. “You’re Phoebe. Like, Phoebe.”
“Uh …” I swivel my gaze toward Jess, who’s now uncharacteristically focused on the road. “Yeah?”
“No, I mean you’re the one who—”
“Zahir, look.” Jess interrupts, pointing out the window. “It’s Mickey.” We’ve reached the giant silhouette of Mickey’s outline in pylon, a huge sculpture of electrical wire—the one that childhood Disney trips taught me means we’ve arrived.
“SEE! I told you!” he shouts, and we all join in laughing. I almost forget to wonder where his sentence was headed.
After a nine-person, fifteen-minute effort to park the van in the parking garage, we grab snacks and find our place in the queue.
We share a giant order of hamburgers and curly fries. I haven’t eaten a burger in years, but I don’t want to make a fuss, especially when my body seems calm enough to get it down. Besides, it’s smothered in pickles and ketchup and tastes like absolute heaven. Who am I to turn that down?
Lulu’s right; we’re toward the back of the line, so we probably won’t have a good view of the stage, but none of us really care. We sit on the grass while we wait, and Zahir asks everyone to name their favorite song by the band. He points to each of them one by one as they rattle off titles I’ve never heard.
“Okay, your turn.” He points to me last, making finger guns as he does.
“Uh, I’ve never heard any of their songs,” I admit. “I’m just along for the ride.”
“Interesting.” Zahir smirks, and Jess pushes him hard in the shoulder.
“Really?” Lulu asks. “You haven’t heard the one that goes …” She begins to hum. When I frown in confusion, Claudia sings along. I couldn’t hear them much over the music in the car. Now that I can, I understand why they’re the lead singer of No Photos Please.
Then Zahir begins to sing too, loudly, and Cooper joins in, throwing an arm around Zahir’s shoulder as he belts along. Bea, Peyton, and Brianna eagerly start to sing out of tune, and by the time Jess joins in, other people in line are singing too.
The half of my hamburger I haven’t eaten yet is growing cold, but I don’t care. I’m mesmerized. I’m a part of this. Jess rests their head on my shoulder, and I only flinch for a fleeting instant before I get a hold of myself and drop my head onto theirs.
The moment doesn’t last as long as I would hope (meaning forever), because the line starts to move. As we stand up and shuffle forward, my phone lights up with a call from my dad.
I wince, remembering the grounding he has no idea happened. It’s unnerving that he doesn’t recall the disappointed looks he tossed in my direction, but it’s also a relief. For all he knows, it’s been a week and a half since he’s seen me, and—shit. I got so caught up in the ticket search that I forgot to text him my typical homework excuse. He must have tried to invite me over when we were in the car. He’s probably worried sick. I never miss a call from him.
I answer, pressing the phone to my ear. “Hello?”
“Phoebe,” he says shortly. “I called you this afternoon. I’ve been calling you. I know we didn’t have plans, but I thought … You usually pick up.”
“I’m sorry. My phone was on Do Not Disturb.”
“Is that Dr. Mendel?” Zahir shouts. “Tell him I love him. Wait, no, tell him that Lulu and I will gladly open our relationship for him.” Jess and Lulu shush him in sync, but it’s too late.
“Who was that?” Dad asks.
“I’m with some friends.”
“Some friends?”
“I’m with Bea.” My parents never quite understood that we stopped being friends, so this feels like the easiest explanation.
“You said friends plural—and whoever was shouting certainly has a deeper voice than Bea.”
I grimace, peeling back only the most necessary layers of truth. “Zahir Alvi. He was your student a few years ago. And Jess Friedman and some of their friends. I’m safe, Dad. Everything’s fine. Can we play Scrabble tomorrow?”
“How’d you know I was going to ask you to play Scrabble?” Before I can stammer out an excuse, he sighs. “I’m that predictable, aren’t I? Anyway, I remember Zahir and, of course, Jess, but I didn’t know you were friends with them. I’ve missed something, haven’t I?”
“You haven’t missed anything, I promise. I’ll fill you in tomorrow, okay?” After everything that went down yesterday, I don’t feel much remorse lying, beyond an instinctual fit of nerves. It helps that soon enough, he’ll yet again forget he ever worried. Maybe Jess was right all along. Being stuck in a time loop has its advantages.
“Okay. That’s all I needed to hear, Bug. Don’t do anything I would have done when I was your age—and tell your friends I say hello.” He says he loves me and I say it back, eager to get off the phone and back to today. To Orlando, this entirely different city I’m in without my parents knowing.
“Everything okay?” Bea asks once I’ve hung up.
“Yeah, everything’s fine.” It’s mostly true. “I just, uh, didn’t tell my dad we were coming.”
“Damn, you’re a rebel now, huh?” Bea reaches out and pokes my forehead. “Who are you and what have you done with the Phoebe Mendel I know and love?” She says it like it’s no big deal, like she really does still love me after all this time.
I’m itching to say that I love her too, to ask when, precisely, she decided to shrink our friendship down to its current size, to tell her I wish it could grow again, to say something. I settle on, “I’m glad you came.” The energy buzzing through the air is too happy-go-lucky to go down that path.
Luckily, those four words are enough to make Bea glow. “I’m glad you invited us!” She nudges my side. “This is gonna be almost as good as that concert we put on for our parents in sixth grade.”
“Oh no, please don’t remind me.”
“I’m sorry, but I must. Why was our rendition of the ‘Y.M.C.A.’ so long?” We joke around, catch up, and reminisce until we’re walking through the front doors of the venue.
My eyes blink rapidly to adjust to the dimly lit space designed to look like a dive bar.
Jess leans on their cane. “I guess we kinda went to a bar in the end, huh?”
“It’s the best of both worlds. Hey, are you okay to stand?” I ask. Jess’s eyebrows wrinkle in confusion. The venue’s packed with bodies frantically shoving into each other, shouting about making it into the pit, and boy, is it loud.
Jess waves me over, and I lean in. Their earrings for the day—little purple flowers pressed into glass—shake as I bring my mouth near their ear. “I SAID ARE YOU OKAY TO STAND?”
They shrug, pushing a strand of my hair back and cupping their hands around either side of my ear. My heart rattles against my chest and I tell myself that it’s because of the thumping bass—but I know it’s all them. It’s becoming harder and harder to deny the effect they have on me.
“Walker makes things too complicated,” they say. I can’t help but frown. “It’s fine, really. You’ll catch me if I fall, right, Mendel?”
When they pull back, I notice they’re smirking. I have absolutely no clue what it means, but I want to kiss it right off. I don’t, though. The lights dim and spotlights come down. Jess looks forward and so do I, along with the rest of the crowd. It’s amazing how we’re all pulled in sync, one uniform arrow pointed toward the stage. I can see why Jess loves this world so much.
The opener starts their set, and half the crowd sings along, the other half nodding their heads respectfully. Jess—a member of the former half—lifts their phone during a bridge that really gets the crowd going. They sheepishly lower it after recording for five seconds, probably remembering that the video will be as good as gone in the morning.
Tomorrow, there will be no evidence we were here, but today, we have this: Zahir swinging Lulu in his arms. Peyton practically buzzing with anticipation. Claudia struck by inspiration, jotting down notes on their phone. Jess alternating between scream-singing and shouting in my ear about the band, about the way they perform, about how live music makes them feel like they’re part of something bigger than themself.
By the time the main act comes up, I’m struggling to understand how I’ve never been to a concert before. Sure, I don’t have friends to go with, but why couldn’t I find some? Or go alone?
Why have I deprived myself of this? Of this room full of people verging between singing and screaming, letting out every emotion pent up inside of them in one ongoing, simultaneous exhale.
About four songs in, the answer hits me. Literally, it hits me. An intense pang swoops down low in my stomach. My first thought is, How the absolute hell did I get so cocky that I ate a hamburger? My second thought is, Bathroom.
My body swivels toward Lulu, not Jess. I tap her frantically on the shoulder and she turns her head, her hair swaying as she does. I don’t know what my face looks like, but it’s enough to make her drop her arm from Zahir’s waist, lean in, and yell, “You okay, honey?”
“I … I need—” I breathe hard, unable to finish my sentence, distracted by the cramping in my stomach, followed by an oh-so-familiar drop.
“Hey,” Lulu says seriously, grabbing my hand. Jess is watching us. I can feel their eyes on the back of my neck and tears dangerously close to welling up in mine. “It’s okay, take your time.”
“No, I can’t, I’m sorry.” I shake my head and begin to run. Lulu won’t remember today, but her feelings now are real. She deserves to have this show. They all do. So I run on my own, pushing my way forward. I step on a few feet, and more than a few people yell at me. The crowd moves forward, too, swallowing up the spot where I stood.
I doubt I’ll be able to make my way back, but it’s okay. I’ll meet them at the exit once it’s over. Right now, I need a toilet, but all I see is people stacked on people. I shout out, “BATHROOM?” periodically, but everyone either ignores me or shrugs their shoulders.
When I start nearing the security guard at the pit, there’s only one way to go: up. I run upstairs through one last swarm of people and, finally, I find a bathroom. It’s large and has a long row of stalls but no one seems to be in here—probably because they’re all enjoying the show.
That longing for my September appointment bubbles up instantly. Sure, Dr. Peterson might tell me to lose weight and send me on my way, but maybe, maybe she’ll listen. Maybe she’ll help me figure out why my stomach is so hell-bent on betraying me. I’m desperate for any semblance of power over my digestive tract at this point.
I settle onto the toilet and exhale. Maybe in an unstuck world, I’ve reached September and gotten some answers. But here, on August 6th, I can’t help but feel like this pain is all my fault.
It’s my fault for not thinking ahead. It’s my fault for not being more cautious about what I ate, for staying out this late, when my pain tends to build throughout the day. I thought I would be fine because by my standards, my anxiety is relatively mild today—but it doesn’t matter. Of course it doesn’t. My pain isn’t contingent on fear. It’s worsened by it, sure, but sometimes all it takes is a slice of cheese or fried batter or … nothing at all.
This flare-up wasn’t caused by nothing, though. It was caused by blatant carelessness. It was caused by me.
My whole abdomen cramps and I fight back a yell, pulling my phone out of my pocket for a distraction. There’s a text from Uncle Gabe asking me about my new friends, a text from Dad telling me to have fun, and an Instagram message from Jess, who I unmuted this morning.
Where the hell r u? it reads.
Then: r u ok?
Then: ???!!??
I don’t respond. I lock my phone and drop it onto the dirty bathroom floor, not having the capacity to process how gross that is. My whole body hunches over, my hands clutching on to my ankles for dear life.
I could lie. I should lie. Say my dad called me or my mom. Say I got overwhelmed by the crowd (instead of the truth, which is the exact opposite) and needed a breath of fresh air.
I could tell the truth but less gruesome. Less embarrassing. That’s what it is. It’s embarrassing. Diarrhea is embarrassing. Not having control of your bowels at seventeen is embarrassing. There are things you tell people, and then there’s this.

I make it out of the stall eventually. A few people came in and out (making me very thankful for how well ventilated this bathroom is), but it’s empty now. My skin is cold and clammy and I wish I could lie down with my heating pad. I wash my hands roughly, waiting for the water to get as hot as a public bathroom can manage. There aren’t any paper towels, so I shake my hands dry and lean forward, pressing my palms against the countertop. When I look in the mirror, my reflection stares back at me, appearing as hollow as I feel.
I take one deep breath. A second. A third. I’m considering making my way back to the show when the door bursts open. “THERE YOU ARE,” Jess’s voice calls out. I straighten my back, frantically wiping the sweat from my brow. When I turn toward them, I see that they’re sweating too, their hair askew. “We’ve been looking all over for you.”
My still-cramping stomach swells with guilt. It never occurred to me that they would send out a search party to find me. In trying not to disrupt their experience, I did the exact opposite.
“Hold on, gimme a sec.” Jess types something on their phone as they move closer and closer, until they’re right in front of me. “We were all really worried about you.”
“I’m sorry I disturbed you, really, I didn’t mean to mess up your night.”
“You’ve never been to a concert before, have you?” Jess asks.
“I’ve been to the local orchestra with my dad.”
“That doesn’t count.” Jess swings their small, clear backpack in front of them, pulling something out. It’s a cloth. No, it’s a …
“Is that a handkerchief?”
“They’re good for the environment,” they say, dabbing it to my face. “You should have told me you weren’t good with crowds. Except, no, I should have asked. I shouldn’t have assumed.”
I don’t bother telling them that they’re still assuming and they’re assuming wrong. I’m not sure if that makes me a bad person, but it’s not like Jess “there’s some things I need to figure out” Friedman tells me everything. For now, I keep the truth pressed tight against my chest—or rather, my stomach. For now, I let them dry my face. I let them take care of me.
When they’re done, they tuck the handkerchief back into their bag. They push forward on the balls of their feet and press two fingers to my forehead. “No fever,” they joke. Their hand lingers for far longer than necessary. “It would suck, wouldn’t it?” they ask, gently pulling away. “Getting stuck in a time loop on a sick day? I guess I’m always sick, but it’d be terrible to be in bed with a full-on flu over and over again. Like, this could be worse.”
“Yeah.” I pointedly ignore the irony. “It could be worse. I could be stuck alone.” I laugh, but there’s a bitterness to it. Jess’s eyes widen, so I know they heard it. “I worry. Part of me worries I’ll wake up one August 6th, still stuck but without you. Right back where I started.”
“Not gonna happen,” Jess replies, jutting their chin out, like their defiance alone is enough to combat an army of time loops.
I flash them a small, watery smile. “You don’t know that.”
“I do.”
“We don’t know anything about this, Jess.” IBS flare-up notwithstanding, tonight has been so wonderful. The more fun I have, the more comfortable I become, the more terrified I am of losing this, losing them. “We don’t know how we got here or how we’ll get out, so how could you know—”
“I know because I’m on your team. And I don’t know how they do things on Quiz Bowl, but I played softball for, like, half a quarter in middle school and you don’t abandon your teammates.”
They bring their hand up and press their fingers to my cheek, their thumb to my chin. It’s the same hand that just touched my forehead, but it’s infinitely more intimate this time. “I’m here now,” they say. All I want—more than my bed, more than my heating pad, more than soaking in the afternoon of August 7th—is to kiss them.
So I do.
I lean down and I kiss them. Their hand is still on my face, but I’m not sure what to do with mine, so I reach for the bathroom counter and hold on for dear life. They gasp and start to lean in when the bathroom door flies open.
Jess and I both jump back. There’s a giggle and I turn my head to see that it’s coming from Lulu. “Well, hi there.” She folds her arms. “Show’s over, kids.”
“What?” I blink, dazed.
“The concert.”
Right. The concert. I’d somehow forgotten that we didn’t drive all the way to Orlando so I could shit my brains out and kiss Jess (oh my God, I kissed Jess).
“When we got your text to stop the search, Phoebe’s friends went with Claudia to buy merch and Zahir and Cooper headed outside to try to meet the band, so no rush. We should probably hit the road soon, though, lovebirds.” Lulu smiles and walks back out the door.
“I’m sorry,” I say once she’s gone.
“For what?”
“For kissing you. I mean, I’m not sorry for kissing you. I’m, like, really glad I kissed you, but I should have asked first. I’m rambling, aren’t I? It’s just that we’re trapped in a literal time loop together and if you don’t want this—”
Jess leans up and kisses me once, then twice. They cradle a hand to the back of my head this time, pressing it gently into my braid. They kiss me a third time and a fourth and then they lean back, breathing hard. “I want this, Phoebe. You don’t know how long I’ve wanted this.”
Their confession is a dream I’ve been afraid to fully envision. I knew it was a possibility, I did, but actually hearing it almost knocks me out cold. My legs manage to keep me firmly planted to the ground as I reply, “I’ve been wanting this so badly and I couldn’t bear to wait anymore.”
“Don’t wait, then.”
I don’t. Not for a second. In the bright lights of a bathroom in Orlando, I kiss them for the fifth time.
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I wake up with a sinking feeling that I’m alone in the time loop again. I must be. There’s no way I got to kiss Jess, be kissed back, and get up the next day with them still by my side. When I unlock my phone and go to unmute them on Instagram, there’s a message waiting for me, sent at 9:46 a.m.: I’m still here, Mendel. Don’t sweat it.
Then: Date today. Be ready at 11:20 sharp.
I heave myself out of bed, grinning. That doesn’t leave me much time, but it’s enough to fish through my laundry basket. I land on a light-gray T-shirt with a few tiny frogs embroidered on the front pocket, handmade by Uncle Adrian. I sniff it, shrug, and pull it on.
“Nice shirt,” Mom says when I enter the room. The change startles me, until she adds, “You know, I was watching the news earlier and Sandy on Channel 5 said this year’s lovebug season’s going to be particularly bad. I wish the frogs would eat them.”
There really are a million and one ways August 6th can play out—each of them slight deviations from the original. I change my shirt and Mom changes her lovebug comment. I walk across the street too quickly, get hit by a car, and find myself working up a nervous sweat before my first-ever date.
“I’m not sure they’d taste very good,” I offer, wiping my hands on my shorts. “They’re probably a big variation from flies.”
“I don’t know.” Mom sprinkles blueberries into the pancake batter. “Everything tastes better with love.” She looks right at me and I wonder if she knows, in that way that mothers are expected to know everything. Of course, it could have nothing to do with me. There’s always a chance she’s missing Dad and his cooking.
The guilt seeps in fast, but I do my best to push it aside, file it under “ruminate on when you can’t sleep.” Today’s about Jess, I remind myself, and me. JessAndMe. That sounds nice all smushed together.
We didn’t kiss again after we left the bathroom, but Jess kept shooting me looks on the drive home. Different looks than the ones they sent my way driving up, knowing glances and sly smiles, like we were in on a joke that no one else would get. I couldn’t hide the happiness from my own face when I tucked myself into bed around two a.m.
I had my first kiss, I whispered to Dr. Frogbert as I set my heating pad to high. My first one that counted, anyway.
Boy, did it count.
“I gotta get going,” I say. “I’m hanging out with a … friend.”
Mom raises her eyebrows, like she does every non-day I pull out this excuse. Only today, her lips quirk up too, likely at my monumental pause before “friend.” “Anyone special?”
“I think so.” And then, so quietly Dusty Springfield almost drowns me out completely, I whisper, “I really hope so.”
“You’re so grown up.” She reaches forward, pressing her hand that isn’t blueberry-stained to my chin. “You’re going to get wrinkles soon enough.”
“Stoppp. I’ll fill you in later, yeah?” I go around the counter for a hug and she tells me not to be home too late if I can help it.
Then I go. Toward the driveway. Toward Jess, who, for once, is already out front.
I open the passenger side door and they’re … “Oh my God.” My hand slams hard over my mouth. “You’re bald.”
“That I am,” Jess says cheerily. “I got kind of nervous waiting for you to wake up and, like, I’ve always wanted to know what I would look like with a buzz cut and I figured that this is the perfect time to find out, because my hair will come back tomorrow and—do you like it? You hate it, don’t you?”
“No!” I hurtle myself into the car. Surprisingly, the bulkier items have already been moved, but I do sit on a few receipts and a crushed cup in my rush. After pushing the cup to my feet, I do something out of the ordinary: I move impulsively.
My fingers dart forward and graze Jess’s bald head. It’s not completely bald, to be fair. There’s a bit of hair left, and it’s the brown of their roots and incredibly fuzzy with a hint of spiky. “I love it. Seriously.”
They light up and reach forward. At first, I think they’re going to grab my hand, but they swerve past me, open the glove compartment, and pull out a razor. “I brought this. Well, I stole it from Zahir but, eh, specifics. I thought … in case you were inspired or jealous or both, and wanted to shave yours too?”
“This is what you consider a date?”
“Well, I’m pulling double duty today as your date and Certified Fun Guide.”
“Um, I don’t know—”
“I could shave it for you.”
I realize that this isn’t an offer but a demand. “This is peer pressure,” I say with a smile. “This is what peer pressure is.”
“No, this is peer pressure.” They lean in so our noses are centimeters apart. “Just do it. All the cool kids are doing it. You’re, like, totally not going to get invited to Sienna’s end of summer bash if you don’t do it.”
“I don’t think Sienna wants me there anyway,” I play along. “She says I’m a buzzkill.”
“Well, prove her right. Buzz buzz.” I’m pretty sure they wave the razor around, but I only see a vague movement in my periphery. My primary focus is on keeping their eyes locked into mine. “Okay, but really, Mendel. What’s the worst that could happen?”
“We wake up tomorrow and it’s August seventh and I have no hair.”
“Yeah, and we become two awesome-looking bald lesbians in like with each other. How cool would that be?”
I wonder, not for the first time in Jess’s presence, if it’s possible for your heart to beat right out of your chest. “In like, huh?”
“Well, how else would you put it?”
“I don’t know.” Like doesn’t feel strong enough—but love is too early, too big, too daunting. I find myself searching for a word in between.
“So?” Jess waves the razor again, every inch of them radiating excitement. I want to kiss them so badly. Then I remember that I can, so I lean forward and close the tiny gap between us with a tiny peck. I’m immediately overwhelmed by how natural it feels.
“One of these days,” I say, my lips hovering above theirs, “I’m going to learn how to say no to you.”
Jess’s voice is low and their breath is hot on my face when they reply, “I’d like to see you try.” My cheeks warm, and for once, I don’t worry about whether my blush is visible. This up close, everything is. “So we’re doing this?”
“All right, yeah, we’re doing this. Would you be okay if we went to your place, though? I don’t want to explain this to my mom if I don’t have to.” She wouldn’t judge me for it, but she would definitely worry I was having some sort of crisis.
“Yeah, that’s fine. Zahir’s at Lulu’s, as usual, and my mom’s home but she’s a super deep sleeper.” They kiss me one more time before pulling back, smoothly locking their right hand into mine as they do. “Nice shirt, by the way.”
“You noticed.”
They look head-on toward the road. “I always notice you, Mendel.” I don’t miss the way that their lips curl up as they say it. And I certainly don’t miss the pointed expressions they throw my way, punctuating every lovestruck lyric they sing as we drive across town.
Jess’s apartment is in a small complex of two-story buildings all painted a pale yellow. There’s some folded lawn chairs piled up by their front door and a sign above the peephole that reads Beware of Hamster.
“I’m sorry for the mess,” Jess says, pulling me through the entryway by the hand.
“It’s okay, I really don’t mind.” I shuffle past a mountain of shoes and look to the wall, to photos of a young Jess framed beside a young Zahir. They’re not in any pictures together until they’re a little older, but their childhood photos are coordinated in a way that would make you think they’ve always been in each other’s lives. A photo of Jess in the woods is beside a photo of Zahir sitting in his dad’s lap on a tree stump. Two generic blue-background yearbook photos are displayed side by side.
“You were a cute kid,” I say.
Jess stops walking and stands beside me, following my gaze. “I guess. My dad always forced me into dresses. I hated them. Once when he made me wear a skirt, I tried to duct tape it into pants. I failed miserably, of course, and he was so pissed.”
Jess’s dad is a dark shadow to me, lurking in the background of our childhood memories. He was scary enough on a good day—it sends a chill down my spine to imagine him pissed off. “Well, that explains the time you insisted we dress up in my dad’s closet.”
“I did?”
“Yeah, I had, like, ten ties around my head, but you took it so seriously. You tried on his suit jackets one by one, and you were drowning in them, but you were so happy.”
“I can’t believe I don’t remember that.”
“It’s all right. I’m sure we have pictures of it somewhere.”
“I’d like to see those,” Jess says right as I say, “I wish we could have stayed friends.”
Their smile twitches downward. “Well, we know why that couldn’t happen.” They squeeze my hand, pulling me toward the bathroom before I can respond.
As Jess guides me to the closed toilet seat, gesturing for me to sit, I resist the temptation to ask what they meant. They get this look on their face whenever their dad comes up, of anger and dejection and, above all else, pain. They’re not the one who should have to answer my many probing questions.
“I share the bathroom with Zahir,” they say, plugging in the razor and rooting around in a drawer. “Sometimes, he comes up with song ideas and stays in here practicing for hours because his ‘lyricism demands acoustics only a bathroom can provide.’ Never mind the fact that Claudia writes all their best songs and most of his get scrapped.”
“I’d love to hear them play sometime,” I say as Jess pulls a pair of scissors out of the drawer, waving them around haphazardly. “Whenever tomorrow rolls around, wanna be my date to their next show?”
Jess, for once, struggles to make eye contact. Do they also get overwhelmed looking at me? Or did the mention of tomorrow put them on edge? Now that I know we could have a future together, the three syllables feel even more bloated.
“Absolutely,” they say. “If we get out of this day alive, I’m there.”
I relish the image of pressing close to Jess, watching them scream along, cheering for their brother after each song. It’s somewhat challenging to focus on the happy part of this daydream with If we get out of this day alive ringing in my ears.
I’m easily distracted by the glint of scissors in Jess’s hand approaching me. “Hey, uh, this is an odd first date, isn’t it? We should go to the beach instead, have a picnic. You know, what normal people do.”
“There’s nothing normal about us, Mendel. Turn.” My head cocks in confusion. “Like …” Jess sets the scissors down and places their hands on either side of my shoulders. They delicately nudge me so my whole body is turned to the left, my legs tucked into the small space between the toilet and the countertop. “Like this.” They keep their grip on my shoulders firm as they drop a kiss to the top of my head, then my forehead, then my nose. “It’ll all come back tomorrow—but I bet you’ll beg me to cut it off again. If you reaaaallllly don’t want me to, though—”
“Okay, fine, cut it,” I blurt out, squeezing my eyes shut. Don’t overthink, Mendel, I tell myself, just do. Jess pulls the elastic of my braid loose, nudging it down and unraveling it with their fingers before tying it in a loose ponytail.
Their hands in my hair soothe me, slow my heart, reminding me that they’re here, a touch away. As soon as they’re done and reaching for the scissors again, I need a distraction. “Tell me something you’ve never told anyone before.”
“We’re not by the ocean.” They begin to snip, the scissors rough against my waves. I inhale sharply.
“It’s Florida,” I say, not daring to open my eyes. “The ocean’s always nearby.”
“I …” Jess makes another cut. My shoulders scrunch, waiting for the final snip, when I hear what sounds like scissors clattering on the counter, followed by unprecedented quiet. Once the silence is close to absorbing us completely, Jess whispers, “I didn’t pull your name.”
“… what?”
“During Assassin freshman year, I didn’t pull your name.”
The small room is enveloped by their hushed confession and my bewilderment. My eyes shoot open, finding theirs, trying to discern what they could possibly mean.
The explanation tumbles out of them. “I wanted to kiss you, so I pretended I pulled your name. I was going to kiss my way through the whole school until I got you, but after one boy, I realized I couldn’t wait anymore. I only wanted to kiss you.”
For once, my heart doesn’t feel like it’s going to burst. It sinks down so low, there’s a chance it may plummet out of me, like everything in my stomach tends to. “Why? If you wanted to kiss me so badly, why did you make it a game?”
“It was less of a risk that way. Our conversations in class were never outright flirty, there was no guarantee that you were into me too. Then you didn’t kiss me back.”
I’m simultaneously touched and hurt, torn and piecing everything together. “I did kiss you back,” I say. “Or, I tried to, but you pulled back and told me it wasn’t real.”
“You did? I only pulled back because you didn’t seem interested. It felt like my worst fear was confirmed. I thought you either didn’t want me or were straight. I knew it was probably a bad idea, kissing you in front of everyone—”
“It was a bad idea,” I blurt out. The jeering from the crowd reverberates, as clear as if it were yesterday. My first kiss, twisted into a joke, shrouded in laughter.
“I see.” Jess speaks at a volume lower than I knew they were capable of.
I turn around, spinning so we’re face-to-face. They’re sitting on the edge of the pink bathtub and the bathroom’s small enough that my knees push up against theirs. Our faces are close when I say, “It was a bad idea because I liked you and I liked it—kissing you. But the way it happened felt like a cruel prank, like I had been given this gift I didn’t know I wanted, only to have it ripped away in front of, well, everyone.”
“I’m sorry,” Jess whispers. “I was young and impulsive and, well, I’m still young and definitely impulsive, let’s be real.” They run a hand over their head as proof. “But I should have just told you how I felt. I should have been honest about the fact that since we were seven, I’ve never stopped thinking about you.”
“Really?” I ask, my heart now volleying against my chest like a tennis ball. “All this time?”
“All this time and then some. Ask Zahir if you don’t believe me. He’s had to hear me wax poetic about the one blurry selfie on your Instagram. He tried to get me to move on but I didn’t do a very good job. I’ve been on a date or two but I haven’t kissed anyone besides you. Well, and Josh Samson, but let’s be real—that barely counts.”
“But how … Why … You never said …” I have so many questions, all of them too daunting to vocalize. “Why?”
“Why didn’t I tell you sooner?” Jess asks, filling in the blanks. It’s one question of one hundred, so I nod eagerly. “I guess I didn’t know how to. How do you tell someone that they were your gay awakening and you couldn’t bring yourself to forget them?”
“GAY AWAKENING?” I choke out. “But I’m … me.”
“Exactly.”
I squint, trying to see myself how they see me. The girl who stood beneath the oak tree, always prepared to catch them. The girl who named the frogs stuck to her front door after people she loved. The girl who begrudgingly passed them pencils in class and couldn’t resist giving them a fond smile every time they went head-to-head with the teacher.
“All of this to say: I’m sorry. I should have kissed you right, Phoebe.”
Tears prick my eyes. Their apology is soothing, like aloe on a three-year-old burn. They tried to pull me aside so many times after The Incident, maybe to say these very words. I’m finally ready to hear them.
“Well, the good news is,” I say, “you have plenty of time to do that now.”
They lean in and kiss me right once, twice, three times. By what must be our twentieth kiss, something ratlike brushes against my feet. “What is that?” I jump, pivoting my ankles away.
Jess laughs, reaching down. “I believe this belongs to you.” They come back up with my ponytail, sitting in their hand in one chunk. I guess they made that final snip after all.
“Holy shit.” I scramble toward the mirror. There’s still some hair, since Jess hasn’t shaved it yet, and it’s ridiculously patchy, but it’s …
“It’s hot. You’re hot, so of course it is.” Hearing myself described as “hot” is exhilarating and, upon taking in my new look, accurate. Jess stands beside me, rests their head on my shoulder. “It suits you.” They throw an arm around me, beaming at our reflections. “There they are. Two bald kids in like. We look good.”
“We look …” like something seven-year-old us could never dream of, I think. Like we belong together, slotted into each other’s sides with obnoxious matching haircuts. Like two people who could maybe, finally become something. Love is still too early of a word, I know, but what we have may be big enough to fit it.
“Yeah,” they say, saving me from having to finish my sentence out loud. “We look like that for sure.” They pick up the razor, pressing a button so it whirs to life. “You ready to finish this off, Mendel?”
“I’m ready, Friedman.”
Once we’re both thoroughly and properly bald, we spend the rest of the non-day together, wrapped up in each other long into the non-night. I meet their mom when she leaves for work, and she offers me a kind smile, a stiff handshake, and complete nonchalance toward our matching buzz cuts.
I remeet Zahir, and after a short “get to know you” conversation with me, he gives Jess shit for taking his razor, tells them they look like Charlie Brown, and retreats to his room. Both of them seem surprised that Jess has someone new over, but they make me feel at home nonetheless.
Jess orders in Italian for a late dinner: pizza for them, salad for me, and garlic knots for both of us. I spend a while on the toilet after and pray they don’t notice how long I’m gone. If they do, they don’t say anything. When I walk back into their room forty-five minutes later, they continue our conversation from before I left as if it’s been forty-five seconds.
It’s nice to do nothing but lie with them. To outline their face from their temple to their chin. To memorize them not because I need to but because I want to.
Sometimes, I miss the quietness of my routine before Jess came crashing into my time loop. I’m grateful for all the experiences they’re giving me—but I’m grateful for the “boring” moments, too. For the Scrabble matches with my dad, the hazy morning chatter with my mom. For the stillness of the drive back from Orlando, Jess and me too lovesick to talk, everyone else too tired. I like these hours, these days, when the world slows and my body, my mind has time to recoup. It makes the days that speed up again that much better.
We become so comfortable in this calm that we end up cutting it close. It’s almost five a.m. when we decide that we should stop lying pressed together in their twin bed, kissing lazily and running our hands through each other’s barely existent hair.
“It’s a good thing your parents are gonna forget me bringing you home so late two days in a row, otherwise they’d totally hate me,” Jess whispers, as if speaking out loud will break the closeness between us.
“Honestly, I haven’t hung out with anyone who’s not a family member in an embarrassingly long time. I think they would be happy for me.” Would. It’s weird, speaking about my parents in hypotheticals. As if they’re dead or gone instead of a car ride away.
“Hey, I’m not your family member and we’ve hung out for plenty of August sixths.” Jess plants a kiss on my cheek. They pull themself out of bed, grabbing their phone from their bedside table. I stay rooted to the spot, resisting the inevitable end to this perfect day. “Get up, Mendel. We don’t wanna ruin tonight by being ripped back into our bodies or whatever, and if you stay here, we’ll never fall asleep.”
“But I’m cold.” I pout, pulling the blanket up to my chin.
“Come on.” Jess presses something on their phone, sets it back down. “Give me one dance before you go.”
The opening strums are instantly recognizable. I pull the blanket up farther, over my head, in protest. “Nooo, not this song,” I shout from underneath it.
“Yes, this song.” Jess pulls the blanket back and looms over me, smirking. “It’s a reclamation, Mendel.”
I sigh, prying myself out of bed and into Jess’s arms by the time that Dusty Springfield is crooning out the second verse, comparing her tears to the cold rain in the fall. That line always makes me miss autumn, even though Florida rain is warm year-round.
“I’m not sure this song can be reclaimed,” I argue, but my body betrays my words. My hand presses into theirs, their head rests on my shoulder. I sway with them willingly. For Jess, I always go willingly.
“Come on, you’re really gonna let repeating the same day over and over ruin a glorious Dusty Springfield song? What kind of lesbian are you?”
I’m thinking up a sarcastic retort but I get distracted by Jess, as always. They’re singing the chorus softly and slightly out of tune, but I don’t think Dusty would have minded. I certainly don’t.
Jess sings about finding your way through the darkness because of a lover. Like most gay artists in the seventies, Dusty says “you” instead of “she.” It’s always made me sad, this loophole in language that she had to use to sing about her partner without lying. Right now, though, all the “you”s are soothing. It’s like Jess is singing directly to me.
They’re singing so quietly that I’m not sure I would hear them if they weren’t so close to me. I wish we could be this close forever. I wish there wasn’t a timer ticking in the back of both our minds, a deadline to avoid the indescribable pain of a shift looming over us.
The song ends and Jess pulls back, grabbing their car keys. They detach themself from me so quickly, it’s almost as if the moment didn’t happen to begin with. The song starts over (apparently it lives on a loop) and Jess turns away, rooting around in their closet. When they emerge, they’re holding a hoodie with a giant, grinning image of Goofy on it.
“What’s that?”
“Something to keep you warm, since I so rudely pried you away from my blankets. Arms up, come on.” I feel silly but I relent, let them put it on me.
“I’m surprised you have a Disney sweater.”
“It used to be my mom’s. I stole it from her. She took me to Magic Kingdom when my dad left, to try to mend my broken heart or whatever. I was nine so I was too young to understand that him skipping town was a good thing. I’m pretty sure she spent her life savings on that glorified rat, but it was a decent enough distraction. I liked the fireworks.”
“I like them, too,” I say, reveling in the warmth of the hoodie and the fact that it smells like them. It must be big on Jess, but it fits me tightly, surrounds my torso like a hug. “And I like this sweater.”
“Well, it’s yours for the night. I’d let you keep it if I could.”
I used to wonder what it would be like to date, the mere fundamentals of it, having someone who wants you and wanting them back. Now I wonder what it would be like to date day-to-day. To swap sweaters without them magically reappearing in each other’s closets the next morning. To get to know each other’s families and have them get to know us, to reference jokes we made the day before. To fall for each other in a way that sticks.
“Come on, let’s get you home,” Jess says. I finally follow them into the nightfall that will only cover us for an hour or so more.
Usually, Jess blasts the AC, but tonight they roll the windows down. The warm breeze comes in, and our breath, our swapped flirty one-liners, Jess’s music go out. Anytime we reach a stop sign or a red light, the car becomes hot from the lack of movement. Jess pulls me in and kisses me at every single one.
“Tomorrow?” I ask when we pull into my driveway.
“Tomorrow. Or, well, today, I guess. Today again.”
“Today again sounds even better.” I bring them close for one last kiss.
Pulling the hood of Jess’s hoodie up, I sneak inside, past my mom, who’s asleep on the couch. I texted her that I was going to be back late, but she must have tried to stay up anyway. I wish I could apologize tomorrow, thank her for caring enough to wait for me, tell her about the person I’m falling so hard for.
I’ve met someone, I imagine I’d say. Well, I’ve met them again and it’s different this time. I think if tomorrow comes, they’ll be around for it. I think this time, we’ll last.
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As soon as I wake up, I reach for my hair. Of course, it’s back, in all its long, flowing, slightly matted glory. Honestly, I’m kind of disappointed. I’m tempted to shave it off again as I stumble toward the bathroom. Once I’m on the toilet, I open Instagram to unmute Jess and find a selfie waiting for me: Jess with their green hair restored, adorably tousled from sleep.
Like magic, a message below it reads.
Then, like last night;)
I roll my eyes as if I’m not totally charmed by them. There’s one more text that reads: gonna get you later today, maybe 1 or 2. Getting things ready for our second date  !!
Pick me up at my dad’s, I write back, before hesitantly pressing the photo button. Unlike Jess, I’m not one for selfies—but maybe that’s because I haven’t had someone to share them with before. It takes a few tries to get the perfect shot. One where I’m smiling softly and my hand’s pressed to my cheek, as if I’m swooning.
After sending it off, I walk to Dad’s. The front yard gardens on the way seem even more vibrant today—the lime trees and hibiscus bushes, mini fountains and bird feeders. Flowers every color of the rainbow reach toward the sun. I’m tempted to pick a bouquet for Jess like they asked me to all those nonexistent days ago.
Dad opens the door as soon as I knock. It surprises me, not seeing Uncle Gabe like usual, but I guess I’m here early.
“Phoebe!” He waves me in excitedly. “What warrants this surprise visit? Are you okay? Or am I just father of the year?”
“Just father of the year,” I say, stepping inside.
“Well, I’m honored. I’ll expect my trophy in the mail soon. Perfect timing on your part, your uncles are coming over soon and I gotta admit, I had every intention of roping you into a game of Scrabble. Come on.” He wraps his arm around my shoulder, leading me inside. “Tell me about your week.”
“There’s not much to tell.” I laugh nervously, reaching up to fuss with my hair even though I’m restrained by his arm. He can tell I’m lying, I know it.
I sink into the couch and he sinks into his old armchair, where he does most of his reading and all of his grading that he doesn’t finish at school.
“What’s up with you, Phoebe?”
“Nothing!” This is, of course, when Jess replies to my selfie with: Can you remind me again how you’re real? A smile takes over my lips before I can stop it.
“Was that nothing?” Dad asks, throwing his hands in the air.
“What?”
“Whatever text you just got.”
“What? I’m just texting … Mom.” I wince and pivot hard, to the reason I was compelled to come here today. “Hey, can I ask you a question?”
“Is it happening? Is it time for The Talk? Don’t worry, I’ve done my research, and there actually is an STI risk in lesbian sex, even if there’s not always a pregnancy risk—”
“Ahh, Dad! What? No,” I squeal. “My question has absolutely nothing to do with that. But I do need you to promise you’ll answer honestly.”
“You weren’t an accident,” he says. “Your mother and I still care for each other dearly. Our divorce wasn’t your fault. Alcohol can be enjoyed in moderation, but please don’t drink alone. Of course I think Moby Dick is a drag, but if you tell any of my students I said that, I’ll convince them you’re a pathological liar. Have I answered your question?”
“No, but please, don’t stop on my account.” He takes off his glasses and assumes his classic Concerned Father pose, posture straight, eyes narrowed. I steady myself and ask, “What happened between you and Jess Friedman’s dad?”
There’s this seed of bitterness budding in me, knowing that we lost years together and now we have to settle for one measly day. Jess knows the reason—they said as much yesterday—why don’t I? Does my dad really trust me that little?
“Oh wow.” Dad plants his glasses on the top of his head, clearly caught off guard. I haven’t asked him this since I was eight, when it became clear that my constant questioning was leading nowhere. “That was a long time ago, Bug.”
“Are you saying you don’t remember? You, the guy who has the Winona Ryder adaptation of Little Women memorized?”
“It’s a delightful adaptation and Winona was wonderful casting, even if they made Jo straight,” he says indignantly. “Why do you need to know this, honey? Are you still hung up on The Incident? Because—”
“This isn’t about The Incident. I lost my best friend and you never told me why.” It’s dramatic, but I missed out on so much time with Jess. Ten years, all together. Things could have been different. That initial kiss may not have been so rash. We might have gotten it right the first time around.
“You were too young. You were so, so young.”
“I’m not anymore.” He lets out a sharp laugh at that. “Okay, I know I’m still a baby to you or whatever—”
“No, you’re not a baby. But you’re my baby. The reason I’ve never told you what happened is because the answer will hurt you. Do you understand how much of my life is dedicated to making sure you don’t get hurt?”
A fed-up part of me wants to retort, Not enough, since you won’t bother to learn about my IBS, the thing that hurts me most. I resist, knowing I need to pick my battles one at a time.
“It’s hurting me not to know,” I say instead. When he doesn’t respond, it becomes clear that I’ll have to tell him the whole truth, the same one I was sidestepping out of embarrassment when I walked in a minute ago. “Jess and I are … I like them. And they like me too. Romantically, I mean. We’re seeing each other.”
“You’re seeing … When did this happen?” His eyes are wide, not with shock but with hurt. It’s the same look he gave me when I won second place in the history fair last year and forgot to tell him. “How did I miss this?”
“It happened two days ago, you didn’t miss anything—but I did. Jess knows what happened. Why don’t I? Do you not trust me or something?”
“Whoa, whoa.” Dad walks over, sits beside me, and says, “It has nothing to do with trust. Zachary and I—I mean, Mr. Friedman and I—we saw the way you and Jess were together. You were close, really close. Your faces would light up when you’d see each other, even if you’d only been apart for a day. You made your Barbies and stuffed animals fall in love. When you played house together, you were always husband and wife. Well, often you were mermaid husband and wife, but whatever the case, it was puppy love. It was so damn adorable. But Mr. Friedman didn’t see it that way.”
It’s obvious to me now that I had a crush on Jess back then. I just had no clue it was obvious to everyone else, too.
“I didn’t know he felt that way,” Dad says. “I’m not sure he did, either. I think he was in denial at first, about how you two acted around each other. Then I made the mistake of acknowledging it. You were playing husband and wife again, making fake food for each other in that play kitchen you loved—remember that little kitchen? Well, I got out my camera and took a video. I said it’d be good to play at your actual wedding one day. I was joking, but he got serious all of a sudden and asked what I meant. I told him you seemed especially sweet on each other, but who knew, we’d let you two figure it out. No pressure. And he … snapped. Started screaming that no kid of his would ever turn out like that.
“I didn’t know if you were actually gay, of course. But I saw the way you looked at Jess and knew there was a chance. I wouldn’t want him around our family regardless, but I especially wasn’t going to risk putting you in danger.”
The realization is sobering: while my dad was keeping this secret to protect me, Jess’s dad was likely telling them exactly why they couldn’t be around me anymore. When they kissed me at fourteen, they knew consciously what I only knew subconsciously at the time: that as early as seven years old, we were meant for each other. I think on some level, when I first stumbled toward them in my front yard a decade ago, I became theirs and they became mine.
They didn’t just know this truth, they were taunted for it, weren’t they? There’s no way their dad let it go. He must have held it over them until his arms went numb. I’m overwhelmed by the urge to hug Jess until they can’t breathe.
“Phoebe, look.” Dad rubs a hand over his face. He’s exhausted in a way that I never noticed on any August 6th before this one. I see it now, the wrinkles on his forehead, the way he closes his eyes momentarily before he continues talking. Has he always been this tired? “Not wanting to hurt you isn’t the only reason I kept this from you. I feel guilty for letting him take Jess away—not only from you, but from the safe space we could have granted them. When they came to Waterford and were this out-and-proud nonbinary lesbian, I was happy for them but I also felt like I’d failed them. All I was thinking about was keeping you safe; meanwhile, they weren’t. They’re not my kid, but—”
“It’s okay, Dad,” I say, leaning into his side. As his shame bubbles up and overflows, all I can think is, This is where I get it from. I remember what he said when I was younger, about how our fear is inherited, like the world’s most debilitating heirloom. Still, I sometimes forget that he was once seventeen and as afraid as I am; that I’m only one Mendel in a long line of guilt-ridden spirals and apologies. “Really. I mean, their dad’s not in their life anymore, which they know is for the best. But they have their brother, Zahir, and plenty of friends. They’re not alone.”
“Good. And they have you too, huh?” He smiles and it smooths out some of his wrinkles. Not all of them, but a few.
“They have me too.” I smile back. “So you really knew? Back then, you knew that I’m a lesbian?”
“Well, it wasn’t a hundred percent. Nothing is. But the way you looked at them, even at such a young age—it gave everything away. There was no hiding how you felt. And it seems like nothing’s changed, Ms. Smiles-At-Her-Phone-And-Pretends-It’s-Her-Mom.”
The doorbell rings, saving me from having to defend my atrocious lie. “Hey!” Dad says after turning toward the window by the front door. “Look who it is.”
I follow his gaze to see Jess, who of course chose today of all days to be early. I can only see half of them through the sliver of window, my view becoming clearer as we approach. The curve of their hip, their hand tapping on their cane. To say Dad is excited would be an understatement. “Play it cool,” I say as I reach for the doorknob.
“I’m cool. I’m cool as a polar bear on ice—before global warming, of course,” Dad whispers back. I briefly consider turning the lock instead.
“HI!” His voice comes out more like a bark when I finally open the door. He clears his throat audibly. “Mmm, hello, hi there, Jess Friedman.”
“Well, hi to you too, Dr. Mendel.” Jess is a dream in a rainbow polka dot romper, cloud earrings that seem to be made out of cotton balls, and their hair pulled tight into two buns. I’m over-the-top excited too, but I can’t bring myself to hide it. When I’m with them, I’m really, wholly happy. It’s a strange feeling. “I brought you something.” In their hand that isn’t holding their cane is, as always, a shopping bag. “Wanna go change?”
“Sure. Come in, come in.” I squeeze Dad’s arm and whisper-hiss, “Be normal,” before I head to my bathroom. Once I’m inside, I unfold a bright yellow romper, with loose sleeves that stop below the elbow and shorts that go halfway down my thighs.
It reminds me of the very first outfit I got with Jess, that provoked me to stare into the mirror, see myself tilted on an axis. For the hell of it, and because I apparently have a death-by-embarrassment wish, leaving Jess alone with Dad, I undo my braid. I take my time redoing it into two braids, peering at my reflection until I’m sure they’re even.
When I’m finally done, the number of my family members swarming Jess has tripled. They’re now flanked by Uncle Gabe and Uncle Adrian, nodding along in conversation. The sight is only moderately terrifying.
“Phoebe,” Jess calls out, making grabby hands at me. I walk toward them and tentatively take their hand in mine, a bit nervous about showing PDA in front of my family for the first time. Jess immediately starts swinging our joined hands back and forth, putting me at ease. “Your uncle and I go to temple together! Well, uncles—”
“Gabe hardly goes, let’s not give him any credit,” Uncle Adrian jokes. He leans in close to me, whispers far too loudly, “I like them for you.” This is what the kids are into these days, I think, seventeen-year-old lesbians with absurdly large earring collections.
“What are you two up to today?” Uncle Gabe asks. Even though Jess stands between me and him, I can feel him practically vibrating with excitement.
“Playing Scrabble with us, I assume,” Dad chimes in.
“Uh, maybe another time.” I press close into Jess’s side, forming a protective bubble around them a little too late. “Jess has plans for us. Tomorrow, though?” The promise of tomorrow is one lie I actually know how to tell. It’s as worn-in as Dad’s reading chair at this point.
“Tomorrow, for sure. Always a pleasure, Jess.”
“You too, Dr. Mendel.”
“Seriously. You’re always welcome here.”
“All right, we’re going,” I insist. After a few more rounds of goodbyes and overdramatic well wishes on our date (a word they all use far too eagerly), we’re off.
“Sorry,” I say once we’re halfway down the driveway. “They can be a bit overbearing.”
“Are you kidding me?” Jess scoffs. “I’d kill for overbearing.”
I’m not sure what to say to that. Sorry? Never mind? No, sorry, I should definitely say sorry—
“Hey, do you like the romper?” Jess asks. When I nod, the light that left their eyes a moment ago comes rushing back. So I do something I’m not very good at: I don’t sputter out an apology. I leave it be.
“I love the romper,” I tell them as we reach their car. We hold hands for as long as possible, extending our arms out until Jess has to let go to head to the driver’s side. I lean back in the passenger seat, savoring how wonderfully nauseating we are.
“I’m the rainbow and you’re the sun.” Jess pulls out of the driveway, plopping one hand on my knee. “Putting the sun and the moon together is too clichéd and kind of sad. Like, yeah, you can’t have the moon without the sun, but they never get to see each other. You can’t have rainbows without the sun, either, but they coexist.”
“You’re a poet, Jess Friedman. And I’m surprised you’re not the sun.”
“Hmmm? Well, it’s your time loop. It’s your world I’ve interrupted. Besides, I’m so colorful.” I can’t argue with them there. They reach their hand on the wheel forward, unlocking their phone and scrolling through Spotify.
“You’re going to hit someone again if you keep driving like this, you know,” I say.
“Let’s hope whoever I hit is as cute as my last victim, then.” They wink, pressing play on a Tracy Chapman song. For the rest of the drive, they sing and I listen.
I’m content to do so all afternoon, but it only takes five minutes to reach our destination: a picnic table by a lake that’s shrouded in trees.
Jess pulls a heart-shaped wicker basket out of the back seat and says, “One of maybe two things I love about Florida is that the beach and the forest are, like, five minutes from each other.”
“Yeah, it’s cool.” I reach out, taking the basket from their reluctant hands. “Lewiston’s pretty for a place that hates us.”
“Exactly.” We reach the table and Jess folds up their cane and sits down. I sit across from them, pushing the basket toward them. They start unpacking an assortment of Tupperware containers. “To be fair, you used to hate me, and you sure are pretty.”
“Clever. I didn’t hate you, though. I could never hate you.” I’m pretty sure the ability to hate Jess Friedman is absent from my DNA. “I was just angry at you. You stole my first kiss.”
“And now I’ll steal a few hundred more.” Jess leans forward and I meet them halfway. When they kiss me now, I don’t hesitate to kiss back.
“Okay,” Jess says when I’ve finally dislodged my lips from theirs. “Picnic time! I don’t have a good grasp on what you like to eat … or can eat?” It’s a little embarrassing, knowing they’ve noticed my eating habits, but they gracefully don’t force me to elaborate. “So I recreated our first meal from Mel’s. Waffles, oatmeal, turkey sausage, and, well, fruit. We didn’t have that the first time, but it’s not a picnic without it.”
They open a container of strawberries and push a thermos of oatmeal in my direction, along with a tiny container of brown sugar. If I fall harder for them on the spot, I can’t be blamed.
I open the thermos, letting the steam out, and I remember what Jess said when they told me about their arthritis. I don’t have to tell you, but you’ll wonder.
“I have this … stomach issue.” I pause, trying to steady my voice and gather my thoughts so I say this right. Jess watches. Jess waits. “I have irritable bowel syndrome, IBS. That’s what they call it when they can’t figure out what’s wrong with you. Basically, my body thinks food is poison. It can’t digest anything right. I have anxiety too and that makes it worse.”
Jess nods reassuringly. “So your body has its wires crossed, kind of like mine, and you have to eat oatmeal.”
“I mean, I don’t have to. I like oatmeal.” I shake out the brown sugar and wait for it to melt. “It’s so warm. And it’s like your food was prechewed for you.”
“That’s disgusting.”
“Rude. Fair, but rude. Anyway, oatmeal is good, but eating it for half my meals is exhausting. Sometimes, all I want is a giant sundae. Or mozzarella sticks. Oh my God, do you know what I would do for a plate of mozzarella sticks?”
“Well, let’s get some, then! There’s no tomorrow.”
“Yeah, but there’s still today.” Of course I’ve considered using this time loop to eat whatever I want. I’ve used it to shovel down chicken parm and avoid conflict with Dad plenty of times.
But the minutes trickle down differently here. The days feel shorter and shorter, maybe because it’s not a full twenty-four hours. Including sleep, it’s a measly nineteen, the hours between six a.m. and eleven a.m. glossed over. Earlier in the time loop, I stuck to my safe foods so I wouldn’t lose precious research time. Now I can’t bear the thought of missing out on time with Jess in the name of fried cheese.
“Hey, don’t say that like it’s a bad thing.” Jess presses a hand to my chin. It’s warm and a little sticky from syrup, but I don’t mind. “There’s still today,” they say brightly. “Thanks for telling me. Is that why at the concert …”
“Yeah. My pain was terrible that night. And, um, I had really bad diarrhea.” It’s the truth, I remind myself, as embarrassing as it feels, it’s just the truth. “It was so careless of me to eat a burger.”
“Well, like you said, you can’t eat oatmeal every day. I shouldn’t have been standing so long during the concert, I should have at least brought my walker. My legs hurt like a bitch when I got home. Sometimes, we push ourselves a little too far, ya know? How could we not when the limits of our bodies are already so small?”
It’s a relief to have someone who hears what I’m going through and just knows. An inherent knowing you’re only privy to if you’re constantly fighting against your body and losing.
“That’s a good point,” I say. “I have an appointment at the beginning of September with a gastroenterologist. There’s not really a cure for IBS, but there are some potential answers and treatments. Emphasis on potential. This doctor seems better than ones I’ve had in the past, but it could still be a bust.”
I could be spending all this time waiting for nothing. The positive reviews are promising, but they aren’t a guarantee.
“But is there a chance? A chance that this doctor could figure out a way to alleviate at least some of your pain?”
“Yeah, I guess.” I tend to forget that some is a viable option, that there’s an expansive gray area between being in pain and being well. Maybe my time spent clutching a heating pad to my stomach could lessen by ten or fifteen percent and I’d still be better off. “If I reach that appointment, there’s a chance.”
“Damn. I’m sorry,” Jess says gravely, as if September is something we’re mourning. “Well if you need to get to next month …” They take a deep breath. “What did you try before I came along? To end the time loop, I mean.”
“Uh … I slept outside of my bed.”
“Right, besides that.”
I’m suddenly preoccupied by my oatmeal.
Jess gawks at me, mouth agape. “You have tried to get out, haven’t you?”
“Yeah! I’ve researched an absurd amount. I’ve seen every time loop movie ever made. I even watched one on Vimeo that some guy made for his film school final. It was surprisingly heartwarming.”
“Yeah, but haven’t you noticed that in those movies, they always try a bunch of different harebrained schemes to get out?”
I flinch. So what if I haven’t made some cartoonish attempt to escape? I’ve read studies on the probability of temporal loops until my eyes burned. If the day didn’t reset all of my work, I would have enough pages of notes to write my own thesis on the subject. Have I tested all of the ideas I’ve come up with? No. But does that mean I’m not trying? I think technically—
“Hey.” Jess squeezes my hand firmly. “Stop spiraling. I’m sure your research has led you to an exit door. All we have to do is walk out. When it’s time, that is.”
“Right. Well, everything I’ve read says to start at the beginning. How you got into the loop. Sometimes I … I don’t know, I’m probably wrong.”
“What?”
“Sometimes I feel like my IBS is why I’m stuck.” Make it stop. Those were my last words in a world where time moved as it’s supposed to. I asked the world to stop and it answered. It seems like a conceited theory, to think time came to a halt because of me … but didn’t it? “I had a terrible flare-up the night it started, and I can’t help but feel like it was my fault. Like maybe if I ate better, if I exercised more, if I was thinner—”
“Phoebe. Come on. I’m thin and look at me.” They gesture to their own body emphatically. “I’ve been sick my whole life. It’s not your fault. How could it possibly be your fault?”
“Time had to stop for a reason. And it kind of seems like that reason is me. I got sick and I said that all I wanted was for everything to stop. That can’t be a coincidence.”
“Maybe it is.” Jess shrugs, reaching forward and snagging a spoonful of my oatmeal, immediately grimacing once it hits their mouth. “It could have nothing to do with you. Maybe the universe needed a break.”
“You really think it’s that simple?”
“No. But I prefer to think that instead of time being broken, it’s just resting. That means it has to wake up eventually.”
“What if it doesn’t?” I ask, frantic, humoring the possibility I let myself forget when Jess crashed in and swept me away. “What if we’re stuck here forever? And we keep thinking, next time it will end, next time, next time, and then next time never comes? What if all that’s left is this time? What if—”
“Shh. Hey, hey.” Jess gets up, moves to my side of the picnic table so they’re solid beside me. “We’ll get you to that appointment, Mendel. I’ll hold your hand in the waiting room. After, we’ll pick up some food that’s gentle on your stomach. We’ll make out at the beach and it’ll be awesome. In the meantime, rest, okay? Rest like the universe is. And eat your damn oatmeal.”
“Fine.” I take a bite and a deep breath. I’ve always resented not being able to eat like other kids my age—but I’m grateful for oatmeal. It nourishes me, comforts me. Kind of like the hand Jess presses to the inside of my wrist.
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I will myself to rest.
My morning is particularly relaxing, spent in the passenger seat of Jess’s car, kissing them. In the afternoon, I transition to the driver’s seat, inching along with my foot hovering above the brake.
“You know you need to hit the gas to actually move the car, right?” Jess teases.
“It’s moving now.” I take one hand off the wheel, gesturing at the car slowly gliding forward, before resuming my position at ten and two.
Jess laughs like I’ve said something hilarious. They laugh like my mere presence is a joyous thing. I carefully maneuver the car into park so I can press my lips to theirs. It’s only been about thirty minutes since we last kissed, but I’m nervous I’ll somehow forget the feeling.
“You’re a good kisser,” Jess whispers, their hands clasped around my neck. At first, kissing them felt like a hazy daydream, too good to be true. Today, every kiss feels like solid ground.
“Maybe,” I say, my voice light, teasing. “Or maybe you just have nothing to compare me to.”
“I don’t have anything to compare the ocean to either, but I still love the way it feels.” You can compare the ocean to dry land, I think, but I ignore that fact in favor of tugging them closer.
I could kiss them until the sun goes down, but they want to catch up with Zahir, they tell me. “No time has passed, but I still miss that loser, ya know? I’m used to spending every waking second with him.” They push the seat up and adjust their mirrors, preparing their car to leave the empty parking lot.
“I get it. I didn’t realize how much I missed my dad until I saw him yesterday. Drop me off at his? I’ll leave you and Zahir to have some quality family time.”
“Thanks, baby.” Jess plops a kiss on my incredibly warm cheek. “Don’t act all flustered; you told me it was fine to call you that the first time we went to Mel’s, remember?”
“I did, didn’t I?” They merge onto the main road, getting lost in the shuffle of cars that have been going in the same direction for … forty-four days? Forty-five? It’s gotten harder to keep track. Are we really almost at fifty? “That feels like ages ago.”
“Oh, it hasn’t even been a day.”
Once I get to Dad’s, I spend the evening falling into old habits. Munching on M&M’s, joining in on the heated debate during Scrabble when Uncle Gabe plays the word “slunky.”
As the sun dips and dinner is doled out, I tell Dad I can’t eat his chicken parm. I refuse to take the ache tonight, to let it bulldoze over my bliss. That bliss brings with it a too-obvious smile that I’m working hard to keep off my face.
It peeks through completely when I get an Instagram notification from Jess. I hold my phone down low as I unlock it to a new message: What’s your number?
Why? Making a move on me? I text back, adding my phone number.
Before I get the chance to lock my phone, a call from an unknown number flashes on my screen. Dad and my uncles swivel toward me, three faces piqued with curiosity.
“Will you excuse me one sec?” I get up, answering by the third ring.
“Sorry, calling through Instagram felt weird. I think we should do it tonight,” Jess says by way of greeting. Uncle Adrian’s eyebrows shoot up to his hairline. Curse his obnoxiously good hearing. I brush past him, scrambling toward the front door for some semblance of privacy.
“Um, do what?”
“Try to get out of the time loop. I’m not sure where to start, but maybe we could stay awake outside of our beds and see if we would actually end up teleporting or if it would launch us to tomorrow. It’ll be like a fun sleepover—without the sleep. Who knows if it’ll work, but it’s worth a try, yeah?”
“What?” I think back to today. Kissing Jess in a parked car, leaning heavily over the center console. The way I cradled their face. The way they cradled mine. Wondering how the hell I went so long without them in my life and by my side.
Do they want to end the time loop because that feeling isn’t mutual anymore? “Did I do something wrong?”
“What? No, definitely not. On the contrary! I feel like I’ve taught you how to have fun in pretty much every way I can, I’m running out of lessons here. And … we have a future. Me and you, together. And you have your appointment. It’s time for tomorrow. Come outside so we can—”
“Outside?” I squint and spot a pair of headlights through the window. They’re too bright to see past, but I’m sure that a tiny blue car driven by an infuriatingly adorable lesbian is behind them.
When I walk outside, I’m swarmed by humidity and a few mosquitoes that I swat away. Jess comes out of their car, meeting me halfway up the walk. Their foot taps against the sidewalk and their eyes look everywhere but at me. “What’s going on?” I ask.
“I thought we could … you know …” They teeter on the balls of their feet. Their voice is small, barely echoing through my phone despite our still in-progress call. “Maybe it’s time, Phoebe.”
It scares me, them using my first name. I lift my phone, hang up, and glance at the time. “At 8:30 p.m.? Why now? Are you feeling … stuck? If you don’t want to be with me anymore, you really can just say that—”
“I want to be with you! Are you kidding me? Everything’s finally falling into place; of course I want to be with you.” They say everything a tiny bit louder than the rest of their words. It’s not too much of a difference, but it’s enough of an emphasis that I notice.
“What’s that mean?”
“What’s what mean?” Jess parrots. I honestly can’t tell if they’re confused or faking naivety.
“ ‘Everything’s falling into place.’ What’s that mean? What’s everything?” My tone comes out as sour as the gnawing in my gut. Call it intuition or a lifetime of anxiety-driven pessimism, but I can sense something’s off.
“I meant … like me and you—”
“I don’t believe you,” I say plainly. “Yesterday you want me to rest and ride the wave of the time loop or whatever, and today you suddenly want out? Come on. What’s going on?”
I’m not one to nonchalantly call someone a liar, but I’m starting to be able to read Jess. They’re more nervous than I’ve ever seen them. Their hands are clenched so hard that their knuckles are white. Their foot is still tapping, jittery and fast-moving.
We both stand there, waiting for the other to make a move. It’s the world’s most excruciating game of chicken. I end it with the only card I can think to pull. “The ocean’s fifteen minutes away.”
“Come on.”
“The fish are all asleep. I’m the only person who can hear you.”
“Promise not to get mad?” Jess asks. That’s what Uncle Gabe says when Uncle Adrian asks if he got any work done while he was at temple. That’s what Mom said when she secretly finished our Pushing Daisies marathon without me. That’s what I said when I accidentally ran Dad’s cast-iron skillet through the dishwasher.
“It depends on what I’m not getting mad at.”
“Okay, so, Zahir and I got in this fight—we get in this fight. Today, every day. He and No Photos Please are planning on touring in the fall. If they waited a year, I could come. Just one year. But he says that now is their time and they got a gig opening for this killer band and I—”
“I don’t understand.” I run my hands through the end of my braid once, twice, three times.
“Today, August sixth, is the day he tells me. Today is the day I beg him to wait a year, to wait for me. And today, I mean today’s today, he said yes. He said they’d wait. He’s never said yes before. So if we get to tomorrow and this sticks …” They trail off, looking at me as if to say: you know.
Except I don’t know. I’m struggling to make sense of any of this.
“Why … what does this have to do with …”
I stop short, the answer materializing in a clear yet gut-churning echo: There’s some things I need to figure out.
“Oh my God.” The more I process, the more I need to sit down. No, I need to curl up with my heating pad. No, I need to make myself as big as possible. Make my posture tall, let my stomach exhale. “This was for you. You never cared about getting out because you wanted to win that ridiculous fight first. We wasted so much time—time we could have spent trying to get out like I wanted to—because you purposefully kept us here. Kept ME here. So you could, what? Manipulate your brother?”
They asked me to stay trapped in a time loop willingly and I said yes. They made it seem like it was all for my benefit and I believed them. I believed that they had no issue with the space-time continuum being broken because I made it worth their while. How mind-bogglingly naive, to think that Jess would choose me over tomorrow.
“Phoebe, no—”
“Friedman, yes,” I spit out, unable to wall up the dam of anger now that it’s broken. “This, us, wasn’t real, was it? It was all an act to keep this going longer. Because you knew that if you rejected me when I kissed you, I’d want to leave the time loop and—”
“Please, no, absolutely not, you’re spiraling.”
“What about my appointment?” I ask.
“What about it?”
“Be honest with me for once—”
“What do you mean for once?”
“—if the fight hadn’t gone your way today, would you have kept us stuck? Even with what I told you yesterday …” My voice comes out thick. It was so hard for me to open up about my IBS, but I did it anyway because I trusted them. That feels like a sick joke now. “Even with the conversation we had about my IBS, would you have kept lying to me, kept us in this time loop till you convinced Zahir, knowing my body would pay the price?”
“You’ve been keeping yourself stuck!” In an instant, Jess’s eyes go from ashamed to angry. I’ve seen this look before, targeted at incompetent teachers and boys with too-big egos. Never at me. “You can’t put this all on me. If you wanted to reach tomorrow so badly, you would have gotten your nose out of your damn books and tried something, anything. You can’t read your way out of a time loop and you know it.”
I recoil, lurching back to put space between us. “I … none of that takes away from the fact that you lied. Admit it, you lied when you said you just wanted to make my life better—to teach me how to have fun, or whatever.”
“Fine, yes, that isn’t the only thing I wanted out of this time loop. But I wanted to make you happy, too.” Jess looks at me. That’s the part I can’t stand. They look me straight in the eyes as they say, “Zahir is all I have. Cooper, Claudia, Lulu. They’re all I have.”
I can’t return the favor, casting my eyes downward. “You could have had me.”
“Phoebe—” They reach out for my hand, but I keep mine planted firmly at my side. They swipe at air before slowly drawing back. “I want you, but they’re my family. I can’t sit by and let them leave me behind, I just can’t.” More quietly, they mutter, “Not that I expect you to understand that.”
“Excuse me? What’s that supposed to mean?”
“Come on. Look at your family. Like, you do realize that ‘amicable divorce’ is a fucking oxymoron, right? Your family is in the point-one percent of people on the planet who have been able to pull it off. All because they love you. They love you so much my brain can’t fathom it and it’s like you don’t even care.”
I lower my voice, on the off chance it’s loud enough to carry inside. “My dad’s not as perfect as he seems—”
Jess lets out a dark laugh. “Tough shit. I would kill for ‘not as perfect as he seems’ and gay uncles and a mom who makes blueberry pancakes because they’re my favorite. I would kill for your life and you’re so ungrateful for it.”
Ungrateful? How has this conversation derailed so far, so fast? “I know you’ve had to deal with a lot of bullshit, especially from your dad. And I’m sorry, I am. But that’s still not an excuse for what you did—”
“What did I do? What did I do besides remind you how to have fun, something you apparently forgot how to do when we turned eight? What did I do besides help you dress the way you deserve to dress, kiss you the way you deserve to be kissed? What did I do besides love you so much that it—”
Jess’s eyes go wide and the world goes blurry. I blink away tears before they have the chance to spill over. Love me? My heart is loud in my chest now and I wish it weren’t. “What?” I manage to choke out.
“Never mind. It doesn’t matter now.” Jess fishes their keys out of their pocket. “I’ll see you tomorrow. And I do mean tomorrow. I’m getting out with or without you, Mendel.”
They turn around and saunter back to their car. My throat feels hollow, like it physically can’t call out and beg them to finish their sentence.
My body lurches back, away from where Jess’s shadow wavered, toward the front door. I straighten my shoulders, composing myself to beg my dad to let me stay here tonight. At least if tomorrow comes, Jess and I can go our separate ways.
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Version 45.5
I described it all wrong.
Getting ripped into your body isn’t like childbirth. It’s simpler. It’s like a stomachache. It’s like your dinner begging to be pushed out too soon. It’s like a pain you can numb but can’t heal. It’s like a pain you can’t describe—so the doctor will tell you it’s puberty.
It’s not childbirth, it’s growing pains. No, it’s not growing pains, it’s the bit after, where you’re taller now and wish more than anything that you could grow back down. Back to ten, nine, eight, seven.
Back to playing hide-and-seek with your new friend who’s obsessed with your dad’s ties and always seems to take longer to find you than they need to, maybe to give you a sense of winning. Only a short sense of it, though. Because the thing about hide-and-seek with two people is, there is no loser and no winner, no first and final person found. When played with two people, the seeker has to find the hidden person for the game to end.
It’s not the moment after growing pains, it’s the moment before death—or so I imagine. It’s the moment of clarity, where you have an epiphany that would change you forever if it wasn’t too late.
Mine is this: I have always been waiting for Jess Friedman to find me. I will always be waiting. This round, I think they may let me stay hidden. And I think it may kill me.
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Version 46
Yesterday was, in a word, hell. After convincing Dad to let me stay the night, he retreated to his room, my uncles went home, and I was left alone with my thoughts.
I searched high and low for distractions. Watching a new movie, rewatching an old favorite. Building frog figurines with shaky hands. Playing games that have been gathering virtual dust on my phone. Anything to avoid playing back my fight with Jess for the umpteenth time.
More than once, I considered sleeping—and not just because I was utterly exhausted. I teetered back and forth between two minds: one gripped by stubbornness, unwilling to let Jess get their way so easily. The other knowing that reaching tomorrow means I can get my way too. Tomorrow means going to that damn doctor’s appointment. Tomorrow means not having to give the past few weeks with Jess a second thought. Tomorrow means moving forward.
Of course, tomorrow remains a fleeting pipe dream. I made it to six a.m. before the shift kicked in. I blacked out and woke up curled under my blankets at Mom’s, not an inch out of place.
Whether it was the shift-induced pain that did me in or the universe willing me into unconsciousness, I’m unsure. All I know is that I’m here, living through August 6th once again, and the thudding piano notes in the next room sound like a dirge.
I’m ashamed to admit it, but I’m beginning to despise Dusty Springfield. I wrap my pillow around my ears, as if it will actually do anything to drown out the noise.
My body pulls me to the bathroom but my mind pulls me to my phone. My mind wins and I wrap the blanket tight around me, opening Instagram and unmuting Jess. I have no new messages from them so I write: still here? and hit send, my finger hovering over the screen.
Maybe they figured out what I couldn’t. Maybe they found the magic button or formula to end the time loop for themself and left me stranded. Maybe they weren’t sure how to take me—or maybe they decided that I deserve August 6th in perpetuity.
My phone dings. There’s a new message from Jess that reads: obviously.
I stayed up at my dad’s. I guess that was a bust. I hit send, relieved, before finally kicking off my blankets and hurrying to the bathroom. As much as I’d love to never get out of bed again, my stomach has other plans.
Jess reads the message immediately but doesn’t respond.
I want to ask them if they’re okay after feeling the shift for the first time. Even from a different bed, being ripped back into my body felt pretty much the same as it did the last time I stayed up all night. Still, pretty much the same is pretty damn awful, and I can’t help but worry about them.
I hold my thumbs back, resisting the urge to double text. If they don’t want to message me right now, I can’t blame them. Sitting on the toilet, pressing a hand to my forehead, I feel sick playing it all back for the umpteenth time.
A part of me feels like maybe I blew Jess’s confession out of proportion. But remembering every kiss, every handhold, every time my forehead was pressed against theirs or slipped onto their shoulder—I can’t help but doubt it. All of it.
When I get off the toilet, I immediately crawl back under the covers, pulling the blanket over my head and Dr. Frogbert to my chest, staring at the single message from Jess. I don’t even have photos to scroll through wistfully. The few Jess has taken are gathering cobwebs in the universe’s Recently Deleted album.
As if anticipating my current mental spiral, there’s a knock on the door. I let out a vague grumble in response. “Can I take that as a ‘come in’?” Mom asks.
“Sure,” I say, even though I’d rather say no. The door opens and I peel the blanket down enough so my eyes are exposed.
“You coming out anytime soon, kiddo? I made pancakes. Blueberry, your favorite.”
“Not hungry, but thanks.”
“Okay. Do you wanna pull that blanket down a little more and tell me what’s wrong?” I shake my head. Mom sits down on the bed beside me anyway. “Talk to me, Phoebe.”
“It’s complicated,” I say.
“Try me.”
I let out a small, deranged laugh. Telling Mom everything again isn’t an option. It’s too much to explain, too much for her to try to believe. And I’m so drained from the fight, the shift, all the hours I spent in between reliving every biting insult we both lobbed.
I’m trying my best to explain that I can’t explain when I get an idea. It’s ridiculous but it may work. “I’m writing a … short film. And I’m struggling to figure out how the next scene should go down. I have writer’s block. A terrible case of it.”
“Honey, that’s great! Well, not the writer’s block, but everything else.” Mom may know I’m a bad liar, but she won’t suspect I would make up something so harmless. “When did you get into writing?”
“A month or two ago. Can I tell you what happened—in the film—and you can help me figure out what to write next?”
“Sure. I took a creative writing class in undergrad.” Mom lies down beside me, like she always did when I was young and burst from sleep at three a.m., sweating from nightmares. Sometimes, she would be there before I had the chance to call out for help, as if she knew I would wake up and reach for her. “Don’t let your father convince you that only his side of the family cares about the arts. This’ll be fun. Tell me everything.”
I tell her about two characters who found each other all over again in a time loop. I keep it vague, not mentioning that first kiss at fourteen or why the two stopped being friends, intent on it seeming like a story I’ve made up and not a total reflection of my reality. I do leave some details of the story intact, avoiding eye contact when I get to the “amicable divorce” bit of the fight.
These have been some of the most significant weeks of my life, and here I am, talking around them. I form an arc in my story so large that the truth can’t be traced, my throat constricting from the loneliness of the lie.
The only solace I have is my mom’s still here. She’s right beside me, even if she feels worlds away. She’s always been here, hasn’t she? Making me pancakes and offering her hand every time I fall. Staying just as much as Dad did.
“So now, she’s stuck and mad,” I say, all caught up to today, to the blanket nestled around me that’s now down to my shoulders. “And most of all, she’s doubting if any of it is real.”
“Well, that doesn’t make much sense,” Mom says, breaking her streak of nodding along to my story without comment.
“What?”
“Why would she doubt it was real? Just because … what was their name?”
“Uh, Tess.” I cringe at my own uncreative name choice.
“Right. Just because Tess has a second motive doesn’t mean their love isn’t real. We can have more than one intention. When I married your father, I intended to love him, but I also intended to have a wonderful, smart, amazing kid with him.” She boops me on the nose. “I wanted both. Why can’t Tess want both, too? The family and the girl?”
“Because how will she ever trust that it wasn’t all about the band? How will she trust that they actually cared about her, that it wasn’t an act? How could she trust them, trust anyone, that easily?”
“Well, there you go. It’s not about Tess at all,” Mom says, like it’s painfully clear. “Your character doesn’t believe she can be loved.”
“Oh.”
I’ve always known that to be true, but it feels different hearing it from Mom. Her hands are pressed between her ear and the pillow, and she’s looking at me with an earnestness and focus that I don’t deserve.
And just like that, I’ve proved her point. It’s too easy for me to drive a wedge between what I have and what I’ve convinced myself I’m worthy of.
“So what happens next is, I don’t know, maybe she hears Tess out? Listens to their side of things a bit more? Then she, uh, Meg, you said her name was?”
“Yeah, Meg.” That was the second name I thought of, because A Wrinkle in Time is still at the forefront of my mind—and because not much rhymes with Phoebe.
“Meg should ask them what they want to do.”
“What do you mean? What they want to do with what?”
“In the time loop. Tess may be the one making the plans, but they all sort of center around Meg, don’t they? Everything they do, they do for her.”
“Well, that’s because that’s the whole point of them staying in the time loop,” I argue, not bothering to hide my defensiveness. “To get Meg out of her comfort zone. That’s what Tess wanted. Or at least said they wanted.”
“Right. But doesn’t Tess have a comfort zone they need to get out of, too? Even if their comfort zone isn’t as small as Meg’s, everyone has one.”
My mind spins in a dozen different directions. I got so caught up letting Jess whisk me away that I didn’t think to whisk them back.
I took them to the concert, sure, but that was only one day, a mere blip compared to the infinite amount of adventures they gifted me. I could have done more—should have done more—for them.
I haven’t taught them how to swim yet. We made a deal to help each other, and I haven’t made a single attempt to hold up my end of it. We went to the beach, walked right into the water, and it didn’t even occur to me to suggest it.
How could I possibly be mad at them for making a small part of their August 6th about themself when they made the rest of it all about me? And even gave up their small part most days once I got insecure?
I’m the rainbow and you’re the sun, Jess said. They called me the center of the solar system and themself a streak in the sky—and I let them.
“Hey, what time is it?” Mom asks, unaware that she casually crashed my entire worldview. “We talked the whole morning away, didn’t we? Not that there’s anything wrong with that.”
“No, but you can go tend to your garden. You’ve helped me a lot. With the, uh, film, I mean. So, thanks.”
“Tend to your garden. Am I that predictable?” Mom quips, standing up and making her way to the door. It’s weird how much she reminds me of Dad sometimes. I see why they were drawn to each other all those years ago.
The first time I stumbled across pictures of Mom and Dad when they were still married, they looked like entirely different people to me. I think if I were to look at those photos again today, I would be able to see who they are now reflected back to me. The same people, only with more wrinkles and love in their eyes for me instead of each other.
“One more thing.” Mom hovers in the doorway.
“Yeah?”
“Meg, your character. She’s not ungrateful like Tess said, not necessarily. She’s just only known her life one way. All she can do is keep in mind that not everyone has what she has, yeah?” I nod. Of course she saw right through my thinly veiled fiction. “Okay, good. That’s enough parenting for one day. I’ll leave you to your writing. Good luck.”
She waves and closes the door behind her.
I stay curled up in bed for a whopping two hours, until my sulking gives way to antsiness. My body is itching for a walk, but I’m afraid I’ll run into Jess. I’m not ready to see that disappointed look on their face, knowing that I caused it.
I pace around my room. Back and forth, back and forth, my feet digging into the carpet until I get rugburn.
I keep thinking back to what Jess said when they sat across from me at that picnic table and looked at me like I was precious to them. The very question they threw in my face again last night, probably knowing I’d fall short of a comeback. You have tried to get out, haven’t you?
No. If I look at the question head-on, no matter how painful it may be—the answer is no.
Maybe I’ve become comfortable in this day I hate so much. Sure, it’s boring, but it’s also predictable. I like predictable. I have the entire plot of Mulan etched into my brain because it was practically all I watched from the ages of five to eleven—and not just because I was obsessed with Shang finding out Mulan’s truth and coming out on the other side still in love with her.
I liked it because it became familiar. I knew all the songs by heart. When “A Girl Worth Fighting For” got cut short by them stumbling across a war-torn village, at least I knew it was coming.
Tired of being trapped within four walls, I walk outside, toward the nature preserve in our backyard. Ours is in the last row of houses in this development. Mom originally chose this house because she knew the preserve status meant the forest could never be built on. It’s so beautiful untouched, she always says. The forest is to Mom what the ocean is to Jess. A place where you can unleash your secrets, uninhibited.
“I’m afraid of my doctor’s appointment,” I whisper to the nothing, the trees, the squirrels. “Are you happy now? I’m afraid Dr. Peterson won’t listen to me, exactly like all the others. And I’m afraid that she will listen to me, then prescribe medication that will fail. I’m afraid that I’ve lost Jess and they’ll never come back to me. I’m afraid that … I’m afraid I’ll always feel this way.”
This sick. This anxious.
This alone.
I’m afraid that when August 7th finally sticks, nothing will change. I’m afraid of the small shred of hope that it will—that it can.
Without a tomorrow stretching out ahead of me, my days have been devoid of anything new and, as a result, anything to hope for. On the surface, it’s agonizing, but it also means that nothing can come around the corner and disappoint me, that I can’t disappoint anyone in turn.
That’s not true anymore. It hasn’t been for a while. I have Jess—to let down and to long for, to hold and to hope for. I want—no, I need—to give them tomorrow. Maybe if I do, they’ll forget every heated word we exchanged last night. Maybe they’ll stick around, let me be a part of their September and October and on and on.
If they’re not interested, at least we can get out and go our separate ways. Years from now, if I’m lucky (or if I work hard enough in therapy), I can convince myself that this was a fever dream after all.
“I need it to be tomorrow,” I say aloud, as if the universe cares to listen. But it did once, didn’t it? “I need to give them that. Please.”
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Version 47
The universe has, apparently, become too busy to answer my calls. I wake up and stare daggers at my crooked frog figurine. The once-comfortable predictability has become my personal purgatory. Jess is still mad at me. The lack of messages on my phone makes that much abundantly clear.
I kick my blankets off, pulling on my Garfield shirt with a new sense of purpose. I may not be able to give Jess tomorrow, but I can face the loud, crashy music today.
It’s about time that I be the one to find them.
My grand plan is to approach them face-to-face rather than bothering with an Instagram message. It’s far more anxiety-inducing that way but also far more meaningful, I think. I’m also worried they’d be too stubborn to text back even if I tried.
I tell Mom my same old lie about a summer assignment, and she drives me to the country club, which is probably the safest bet for Jess’s current location.
A flaw in my plan arises when I give the security guard Lulu’s last name and he picks up his phone to call her. “Tell her I need to talk to Jess,” I shout from the passenger seat while he waits for her to pick up. I wish Lulu remembered me. If she remembered me, she would convince Jess to give me a chance and—
A loud buzzing rings out, followed by the gate creaking open. Both sounds are nearly drowned out by my sigh of relief. Mom drives ahead and I do my best to remember which of the towering houses is Lulu’s. In the end, it’s easy to guess, because Jess is sitting on the driveway, arms folded.
“Is that your project partner looking furious?” Mom asks. “Did you not do your half of the assignment or something? She looks mad.”
“They look mad. Really mad.” The only thing more nauseating than this confrontation is Mom not remembering Jess’s name and pronouns every time the sun rises.
I slowly make my way up the long driveway toward Jess. Jess, who’s makeup-less, with their hair tied up in one messy bun. Jess, who’s wearing an oversize No Photos Please T-shirt. Jess, who has no earrings on and hands that for once are completely still. Jess, who’s wearing glasses—big, tortoiseshell glasses that I’ve never seen before. I want to tell them that glasses suit them, but I know now’s not the time.
“Hi.” I sit down across from them on the pavement, crisscross applesauce. Jess, on the other hand, tucks their knees up, their arms moving down to wrap around them.
“What’s with the ambush?” they ask, a bite to their voice. “You couldn’t have texted?”
“Would you have answered?” They don’t respond, and I take that as a no but I don’t push it. Instead, I rip off the pink, sparkly unicorn Band-Aid. “I came to say that I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have accused you like that. It’s just, when I found out you lied—withheld the whole truth, I guess I should say—I couldn’t help but worry that it was all a lie, including your feelings for me. Especially your feelings for me. Sometimes it’s hard for me to believe you like me, so I think I was looking for a reason not to.”
“Why?” Jess asks, their eyebrows furrowed. “Why is it so hard for you to believe that, when I’ve done nothing but show you how much I care about you?”
“Because I watched you walk away from me once before. When I was fourteen and wanted you more than I knew. I don’t hold that against you anymore, really, I don’t—but I’m not good at letting things go. Especially not when I already feel impossible to love. But that’s my issue to deal with. I shouldn’t have put it all on you like that.”
Jess is silent, as if processing, but their eyebrows start to relax. “Okay. I guess I can understand that.” They lie down on the driveway, wincing as they do. They motion for me to follow, so I lie down beside them. “I can’t stay here very long; it hurts, you know. But it’s a good view of the clouds—and it’ll be easier to say this when I can’t look you in the eyes.”
My hands start to tremble. Is this it? The moment when it all comes undone?
“I’m sorry too,” Jess says on an exhale. I let one out alongside them. “I’m sorry I lied. That was unfair to you. I shouldn’t have been skulking off every afternoon like a sneaky raccoon. I was so hell-bent on fixing things with Zahir, I didn’t think about how it would look to you. How it would feel.” They push their face into their hands, rubbing their eyes behind their glasses. “And I said a lot of stuff I regret. Like, I shouldn’t have called you ungrateful, that was so out of line.”
“No, it wasn’t. Okay, it was harsh, but you were hurting. You’re allowed to be jealous of my family. I’m jealous of yours.”
“Well, what’s mine is yours.” Jess turns their body toward me, away from the clouds. “They really like you. They can’t remember you now, obviously, but I know they like you.”
“Same with my family. I’m pretty sure my dad’s ready to adopt you. Not in a way that we’d be siblings or anything—that’d be really weird since, like, your tongue’s been in my mouth.”
Jess laughs, the type of laugh that could fill a whole house and give you a God complex if you’re not careful. “It may have been only one nonexistent day, but I missed you, Mendel.”
“I missed you, too.” We don’t touch, but we look at each other, our gazes softening by the second. I may be biased, but I think it’s better than watching the clouds roll by. I’m so glad they’re still looking at me like they did a few days ago.
Logically, I knew it could work out—that if I came here hell-bent on apologizing to Jess, maybe they would do the same. But that perpetually terrified part of me was waiting for the You’re right, you’re too hard to love, or at least an I liked you until you freaked the hell out, or maybe a simple It would be best if we spend August sixth apart forever-and-ever. My brain was wired for the worst-case scenario, as always, but Jess only knows how to give me the best. Maybe I can give them that too.
“All right.” Jess’s voice has returned to its typical booming, bubbly volume. “Let’s get back on course. I should be using this time to do what I said I’d do. To help you have fun. If you could be anywhere in the world right now, where would you be?”
“You’ve already taken me farther than I could have dreamed of. Our days should be more than what I want—or what you want for me. What would you do?” I ask, an embarrassing number of days late. “If you could mess things up, live a day without consequences. What would you do? I’m sorry it’s taken me so long to ask that.”
Jess hesitates, as if thinking hard. “Honestly, even if you had asked, I’m not sure I would have answered. I … I’m not good at that—doing things for myself. When Asif died, I sort of … picked up my family so we wouldn’t fall apart completely. I guess sometimes I drop myself, ya know?”
I see it now, so clearly I’m not sure how I didn’t before: the burden they carry with them every day. The person who runs the social media for a band they can’t be a part of, who picks up shifts at Publix to help pay the bills even when their body begs them to stay home. The person who goes shopping every day to find an outfit that fits me, suits me.
“You deserve to be held too,” I say. “I could teach you how to swim if you want. That’s long overdue.”
“It is, huh? I forgot you agreed to do that. I think I got distracted when I started sucking your face. But teach me another time. If I could do anything? Hmmm.” They stare into space, as if searching for the answer. “I can’t typically handle road trips. My legs always feel like they’ve been chewed through a garbage disposal the next day. But I’ve always wanted to see the beach outside of Florida. It’s weird, but I want to know what it’s like. It must be different, right? Different but the same. That’s weirdly comforting.”
“All roads lead back to the ocean.” I smile and Jess smiles back, dimple and all.
“If that’s too much, though—”
“No. Your one request in an infinite number of days isn’t too much. I gotta go to the bathroom first. I’ll meet you at the car in a few and then we’ll hit the road, okay?” I get up and walk through the garage before they can say no.

We drive. Sometimes with the music on, Jess alternating between singing along and explaining to me why every song that plays is the most important song ever written. Sometimes we turn the music off and tell stories of being seven and seventeen and all the missed, awkward years in between. Sometimes we drive in silence. Jess watches the road while I watch them—then Jess watches me while I watch the trees.
We make stops often. They say we should take bathroom breaks before I can ask. We buy gas stations out of snacks. Jess tries to pass as eighteen to get a lotto ticket and fails. They stretch their legs while I go to the bathroom. They tell me the ways that their body would pay for this if there were a tomorrow in sight. But there isn’t one, so we keep driving.

We pass the giant peach on the Georgia state sign and Jess gives me the goofiest grin and I love them. I give it a spin in my head. I love you, Jess Friedman. Jess is screaming along to an old Taylor Swift song playing on the radio and I almost say it right then, but I stop myself. It needs more practicing, more workshopping.

We stop for a late lunch at a roadside diner and lament all the ways it pales in comparison to Mel’s. Not long after, I’m overtaken by soul-emptying diarrhea in a rest stop bathroom that barely locks and has no toilet paper. The latter fact is one I realize far too late. Rookie mistake.
I message Jess and ask if they can bring me some. Before I can add a second text, an apology for taking too long, for inconveniencing them, a pair of yellow sneakers and a lavender cane appear in front of the stall. They pass the toilet paper under without saying a word.
When I finally wash my hands to high heaven and fail to dry them with the out-of-date hand dryer, they’re in the car waiting for me, unbothered.
“You should nap,” they tell me. I must look as tired as I feel. My body is exhausted from the sheer force of pushing a day’s worth of food out of me. My mind is exhausted because my anxiety reached a peak during my fight with Jess, and now that we’ve made up, it’s cascading down toward a feeling I don’t usually experience: calm.
“Rest,” they whisper. “I’m going straight for miles and miles now. I’ll wake you up if I need you.”
I close my eyes and fall asleep to the sound of Jess fiddling with the radio dial, the perfect lullaby.

We reach South Carolina and I’m in love with them. I’m in love with you, Jess Friedman. It’s better this way. More well-rounded. A Nobody’s Princess song comes on. Jess looks over at me and smiles so widely that their dimple resembles a crater.
When the song ends and Jess is done singing along, I open my mouth to say it. Really, I do. Instead, what comes out is, “If we’re going to do this”—I don’t dare clarify what this
means—“we need to figure out something better than the sun and a rainbow.”
Jess, still smiling, says, “Maybe the sun and the moon are clichéd for a reason.”
“Okay,” I say. “Only if you’re the sun, though.”
“Deal.”

We stop in North Carolina. It’s dark out, and maybe it would have made sense to stop in Georgia or South Carolina, but Jess insisted that that wasn’t far enough, different enough. There’s no way I was going to say no to them.
“I wish we had time to drive farther,” I say as Jess parks beside a random beach I found on Google Maps. “It would be nice to drive across the country, all the way to California.”
“Have you been?”
“Once. I went with my mom when I was a kid. I don’t remember much, but I remember going to the beach and thinking that it was unreal, being at an entirely different ocean than the one I grew up swimming in.”
“I like this, though,” Jess says as we get out of the car. “Different but the same.”
We don’t hold hands as we walk on the beach. We haven’t touched much this whole trip. Maybe because Jess was busy driving and I was busy navigating—or maybe because we’re both not sure where we stand anymore. I know I’m not.
“We’re in North Carolina,” I say, my bare feet pressing into the sand. “And nobody knows it.”
“Well, that’s not true. We know it.”
“Us and the ocean.”
“Yeah,” Jess echoes. “Us and the ocean.”
Before we reach the part of the beach where the dry sand ends and the damp sand begins, Jess pulls their backpack to the front of their chest, opening it up to reveal a blanket. “I thought we could look up at the stars.” They start spreading it out, and I swear they sound almost bashful.
“How do you have a beach blanket? Did you plan this somehow?”
“It was already in my car. I’m disorganized but very prepared,” they say seriously, and I laugh, sitting beside them. We lie down. My hand hovers near theirs—or maybe theirs hovers near mine.
“I … I wanted to say,” I whisper, “about the other day—”
“Shhh.” Jess presses a finger to my lips. “It’s okay. Right now, can we have this? Nothing else, just this?”
“Okay,” I say, feeling my lips sound out the word against their finger.
Jess pulls their hand away. They shift on their back and look up at the stars. I keep looking at them. I want to ask them if they meant it when they said they loved me or if it was a heat-of-the-moment slip of the tongue. I want to tell them I love them, too. I want to say I’m sorry again. I want them to say they’re sorry again. I want to be seven and I want to be fourteen and I want to make everything right.
Instead, I have this. I have Jess and the ocean and the stars—and it’s enough.

We get a hotel room for the night. We strike out three times attempting to find one that will let two seventeen-year-olds rent a room. It takes Jess bribing the guy at the front desk with the entire contents of both our wallets and a pinky promise that we won’t be too loud or touch the minibar.
The room has two beds. I don’t know why I expected (or maybe hoped) it wouldn’t. Of course the front desk agent assumed we were siblings or best friends. I wonder what he imagines our story is, if he thinks we’re running away from home or toward a new one. He probably has no clue that he’s deprived us of the perfect excuse to be close.
After a long visit to the bathroom, I lie down on the empty bed, opposite of the one Jess is sprawled out on. The whole time I sat on the toilet, I mulled over my options, debated whether I should be bold and lie beside them or not. In the end, I decided against it. I don’t think I could bear them asking me to move, or worse, getting up and silently moving to the other bed.
Neither of us bother to turn the light off, even though we should get to bed soon. “My legs hurt,” Jess says, “and my feet. And my whole body, basically.” It must be bad, because they don’t talk about their pain often.
“My stomach hurts.” There isn’t much more for us to say to each other. We don’t bother swapping “feel better”s. We know that we won’t.
Instead, Jess moves on, as if we exchanged pleasantries. “I wish we could wake up here tomorrow. I would devour that continental breakfast. Something about those half-cooked waffles.” They make a “chef’s kiss” gesture with their hand. They turn on their side, looking at me not unlike they did on Lulu’s driveway this morning, states and hours away.
“I love how they always have, like, ten different types of jam,” I offer.
Jess doesn’t respond (they’re not a jam enthusiast, apparently), and we fall silent. I wish I could say it’s a comfortable silence, but it’s not. The awkwardness between us since our fight hasn’t entirely lifted.
“It’s weird, the things I miss sometimes,” I say, for the sake of adding noise to the room beyond the rattling of the air conditioner. “I mean, the things I miss about having a tomorrow to look forward to.”
“I miss having new dreams,” Jess says.
“I miss all the new shows that premiere terrible pilots in the fall and get canceled a few weeks later.”
“I miss the last days of summer,” Jess says. “I actually want to go back to school. How sad is that?”
“Me too. I want to graduate. I don’t want to be seventeen forever.”
Jess extends their arm out. I tentatively do the same, holding their hand in the small space between our beds. We’re in North Carolina and I’m in love with them. Part of me always has been. Maybe an even bigger part of me always will be.
“I should have laid down next to you,” I say. “And I should have talked to you back when we were fourteen. I’ve always wished I could go back and hear you out. All those times you were trying to pull me aside, were you going to tell me that you didn’t pull my name?”
“Absolutely not. I don’t remember exactly, but there’s no way I was ready to tell you the truth. I think I was going to tell you I was sorry. That I shouldn’t have kissed you, at least not like that. I probably would have asked you to be my friend again.”
“Well, maybe it’s for the best that I wasn’t ready to talk, then,” I say honestly. “I’m not sure I would have said yes.”
I think back to who I was then. Seeing Bea laugh with her friends in the cafeteria, wondering if they were laughing about me. Getting told by doctors that my fatness was nothing but a burden. Hiding in bathroom stalls, in baggy T-shirts, in myself. I would have pushed Jess away—I would have had a good reason to, but I would have pushed them away.
“I’m glad I’m your friend now.” I expect Jess to laugh. It sounds ridiculous. Friends don’t kiss the way we do (helplessly, like we’re the last two people on Earth—which, in a sense, we sort of are).
But Jess doesn’t laugh. They take me as seriously as ever. “You’ve always been my friend. Even when you weren’t.”
Somehow, this makes sense. Bea is still my friend even when she goes three weeks without texting me a bad joke. Jess was still my friend every time they asked me for a pencil and I gave them one, knowing they would never return it.
There’s something so monumentally sad about losing someone but still having them.
I squeeze Jess’s hand tight. We fall asleep like this, our arms awkwardly jutted out, our fingers linked together. If they become unlocked when we fall asleep, I’m thankful I’m not conscious enough to feel it.

I wake up with Jess pressed against my side. Their arm is wrapped around my waist, their chin tucked into the crook of my neck. I think I’m dreaming, until I remember that I don’t have new dreams. That I always fall through that strange house on my own.
As soon as I jolt upward, they drag me back down, whispering, “Shh, we haven’t shifted yet. It’s the middle of the night.” The hope in me must have become so strong they could feel it through my skin. For a second there, I really thought it was morning. That I was waking up to them, with them.
“I’m sorry,” they whisper. “Is this okay? I couldn’t sleep and I felt so—”
“It’s okay.” I don’t want them to shower me in excuses. I’m groggy but I’m still grateful they’re close to me. I don’t want to hear that it’s just because they’re lonely.
I turn over to face them. My nose is only an inch from theirs. Their body is bathed in darkness, but their face is washed in the warm glow of a streetlight from our glamorous view of the parking lot. We were both too tired to bother closing the blinds tight and I’m thankful for it now.
They kiss me first this time. “Is this okay?” they whisper after I’ve already kissed back (and back and back). I nod, pulling them into me again (and again and again). I missed this. We were only fighting for one and a half non-days, but I missed this.
I kiss them with the longing of someone who got in their first fight with their first love and was terrified they’d never make their way back to them. I kiss them with the hunger of someone who knows the day will reset in a few hours, transporting us to different beds in a different state.
Jess pulls back and tugs at the bottom of my shirt, asking a question with their eyes. Then they really do ask and I say yes, pulling it off before I have the chance to doubt myself. In middle school, I would change before and after gym class in a cramped shower stall. Now I’m shirtless, my stomach and all its stretch marks laid out before Jess. Their eyes trace my body once, twice. I’m simultaneously excited and terrified.
Jess begins pulling their own shirt off, but they pause as their fingers brush against the collar. “We don’t have to,” they say. “I mean, if you don’t want to—I want this to be your choice, is all.”
I press a kiss to their forehead, whisper, “I’m choosing this.” I am. All these years later, I’m choosing them.
Jess locks their fingers in mine, one by one. “Okay, but I’ve never had sex before. And I assume you haven’t either.”
“What?” I mock gasp. “How’d you guess that?”
“Ha. This is a big deal, Phoebe. I don’t want you to say yes because I’m saying yes or because you feel like I’m your only option—”
“I’m saying yes because I want to. Trust me on that, okay?”
“Okay.” Jess lets out a ragged breath. “I trust you.”



  

AUGUST 6TH
Version 48
Even after all this time, I sort of still expected to wake up in North Carolina, in that weird liminal space that is a hotel room you have to check out of by eleven a.m. I didn’t realize how ready I was for that continental breakfast until another morning of blueberry pancakes looms in the kitchen.
It’s disorienting but thrilling, sitting on the toilet, piecing the events of yesterday together. I lost my virginity on a day that technically doesn’t exist. It comes back to me in snapshots, blurry fragments that feel like a film reel. It was just us, though. Us sweaty, nervous, our fingers and mouths broaching each other with caution, then abandon. Both of us checking in periodically to make sure the other felt safe, satisfied.
We cut it close and fell asleep not long before the shift happened, tangled up in each other. Right before I passed out, I wanted, more than anything, to watch the sunrise with them.
When I finally and blearily stumble off the toilet and leave my room, Jess is standing in the kitchen, talking to my mom. Maybe my thoughts about them were loud enough that they heard me, knew to come.
The Goofy hoodie they gave me the night we danced together pools around their wrists. They nod politely at something my mom’s said, their eyes wide and interested, like this is the most important conversation they’ve ever had.
Looking at them, I feel myself breaking. I don’t want to live a life like this. One where they have to correct my mom on their name every day. One where we fall asleep knotted together and wake up miles apart. One where there are colors of the sky we’ve never seen together.
They catch my eye and walk over, calling back to my mom that they’re excited to try her pancakes later. “I’m sorry I’m here so early,” they whisper. “It was weird not waking up next to you. I didn’t know what to do with myself.”
“I know,” I say, relieved I’m not alone in plummeting down that line of thinking. My hand presses gently against their wrist, without any old excuse of seven or eleven.
“Step into my office.” I pull them toward my bedroom, after telling my mom we’ll be in there if she needs anything. I move quickly to avoid the inevitable confused expression on her face.
“I’ve never seen your bedroom,” Jess says, closing the door behind us. They adjust the frog figurine that’s out of place, tapping it on the head. “All this time. How have I not seen it?”
“I don’t know. I have two and everything,” I joke, sitting down on my bed, patting the mattress beside me. Jess sits down, their thigh pressing against mine, our shoulders brushing.
“Well.” Jess clears their throat. “This isn’t how I imagined the morning after losing my virginity.”
“How’d you imagine it?”
“Uh, feeding chocolate-covered strawberries to Fiona Apple, the hypothetical taker of my virginity, duh.” Then, much more somberly, they say, “I thought I’d at least wake up next to the person. Next to you. Waking up today was the loneliest I’ve ever been.”
“I know the feeling.” I smooth out the sheets, still warm from whatever semblance of sleep I got. Early on in the time loop, I missed waking up before eleven a.m.—the comforting echo of morning birdcalls and the way that the day sprawled out in front of me, untouched.
Now I don’t envy Jess, having those few hours without anyone who understands. I can’t believe I went through a month of the loop in that same isolation. The thought is unbearable to me now.
“It’s kind of embarrassing to admit it’s taken me this long, but I think I get it,” Jess says, “why you thought I was ridiculous for wanting to stay stuck. It’s lonely. It’s so lonely.”
My hand finds its way back to theirs and I loop our fingers together. I’m grateful they’re here with me, but they’re right. Being alone with one other person is still lonely.
“I think I know how to stop it,” I say, finally and definitively. “The time loop, I mean.”
“Me too.”
The elephant in the room hovers between us long enough for me to work up the courage to suggest what I should have ages ago. “We have to crash your car, don’t we?”
No more early-afternoon reading of books that are tangentially about time loops. No more late-night Wikipedia scrolls of pages I’ve already scoured a hundred times. No more flimsy theories jotted down in my Notes app and shoved to the back of my mind. No more half-hearted schemes. It’s time to really, earnestly try to knock down an exit door. It’s time for our nights to bleed seamlessly into soft-lit mornings.
“Yeah, I think so,” Jess says. “It’s the only thing that’s altered the time loop, right? So maybe …”
“Maybe.”
“Is maybe good enough, though? What if we die and the world stops looping and continues as usual. And we’re gone. I can’t … It crushed my family when Asif passed. Zahir, my mom—I can’t do that to them.”
My heart, already split in two, breaks into a million more pieces when their eyes well with tears. “I know. It’s not an easy choice, but if we do it, we won’t crash it too hard. I was barely grazed by your car and it was enough to make a change. Maybe we’ll come out injured … or more disabled.”
“Ha.” Jess falls back on my bed, their head dropping straight onto Dr. Frogbert. They frown, pulling him out from underneath them. When they see him, their lips shift into a smile. “You still have him?”
“Of course. You think I’d get rid of Dr. Frogbert? No way!”
“Dr. Frogbert.” Jess laughs. “Right, that was his name. And he was married to my unicorn stuffed animal, wasn’t he?”
“They had a complicated relationship.”
“Don’t we all?” They pull Dr. Frogbert close to their chest. “We can’t carry on like this, can we?”
“No, we can’t. You were right. I was working harder to convince myself that I was trying to get out than I was actually … well, trying. But I’m done. I’ve rested enough for a lifetime. It’s time to wake the universe back up. Whenever you’re ready, I’m ready.”
“All right,” Jess says. “All right. I’m scared shitless, but we’re a team till the bitter end. Let’s go crash a damn car.”
“Do you want to talk to Zahir one last time? About the tour, I mean?”
“No, that’s all right. After you and I got in our fight, I felt so terrible and, like, a thousand times better when we worked it out. It made me realize that that’s what I want with Zahir. To fight and resolve it without having the upper hand of knowing what he’ll say next, without do-overs. Besides, I … I’m holding him back, aren’t I? Every time we get in this fight, he tells me I’m selfish, and I’m starting to think maybe he’s right. How can they become the best band in the world if I force them to stay in Lewiston?”
“You’re just scared. And fear can make us act selfish sometimes. Trust me, I’ve been there,” I say, offering a sheepish smile. “Maybe you acted selfishly, but you’re not a selfish person. You’re the opposite. This whole fight with Zahir may be the first time I’ve seen you think solely about you. Sure, you were a tad misguided because of it, but … I’m glad you’re finally looking out for yourself.”
“Only a tad? That’s kind of you.” Jess snorts. “Thanks, though. It’ll be nice to work it out with him tomorrow.”
“Right.” The swollen word hangs in the air. “Tomorrow.”
“We’ll make it, right?” Jess looks at me like I have all the answers.
“Definitely,” I say, wishing I at least had a few.
We skip out on blueberry pancakes and head to Mel’s for what might be the last time on August 6th. (Might. I’m not jinxing anything.) We sit in our corner booth, which I didn’t realize I see as ours until we’re sliding into our respective sides, thumbing through menus we already have memorized, Nicole sauntering up to us.
“I didn’t know you two were friends,” she drawls.
“We’re not, actually. We’re …” I wait for the sarcastic quip, but Jess falters before the punch line. I’m not sure either of us know what exactly we are to each other. Clearly we’re more than friends, but we’ve never made things official.
“We’re both counselors at a theater camp in Delmar,” I chime in. Jess is an expert at bringing me down from mental spirals; it’s about time I return the favor. “There’s a bad case of lice going around, so you’ll probably wanna stay far, far away from us.”
“Aghh,” Nicole yelps and scurries away, already itching her head.
“I’m gonna miss this,” Jess says around a laugh. “This being coming up with a new way to mess with Nicole every time we’re here. Obviously, we’ll be back.”
“Right. Obviously,” I mutter. Jess brushes their foot up against mine under the table and keeps it there.
Nicole does eventually come back to take our order (from a distance, with a hairnet on), and we dig into a whirlwind of waffles and oatmeal before we’re back on the road, headed to my house.
We decided over breakfast that it would make sense to crash the car right before sunrise. That way there won’t be many people around and maybe, just maybe, if we delay the crash until dawn, the proximity to tomorrow will propel us forward. I can’t decide if this is harebrained or genius, but it’s the best we’ve got.
If this is our last day, we should make the most of it, enjoy one last August 6th hoorah. My stomach misses the memo and twists into quickly escalating cramps, probably from the stress of planning a car crash. I tell Jess that I need my heating pad, my bed, proximity to a bathroom.
I spend the rest of the day alternating between the toilet and my bed. Jess plays music for us, exclusively slow songs. We keep each other company but quietly, at a distance. They sit at the foot of my bed; I lie at the head.
We eat cold cuts for dinner, long after my mom has gone to sleep.
“Do you need pressure?” Jess asks, after my stomach has started struggling to digest a plain turkey sandwich and some quiet groans of pain escape me.
“What?”
“With my joints, it helps to compress them. I know it’s different, but maybe it will help if I, like …” They scootch closer and tuck an arm over my stomach, kind of like they’re spooning me but extra tight. I’ve taken a break from my heating pad so I don’t overheat. There’s just a thin layer of my shirt between their skin and mine.
Admittedly, the pressure does help a bit.
“Is this okay?” Jess asks.
“Yeah,” I say, “it’s okay.”
Jess’s arm remains firmly against my stomach as they drift off, the sound of their breathing becoming steadily shallower in my ear.
I don’t fall asleep. I can’t, thanks to my rising fear of our impending car crash. The unanswerable questions pile on top of each other. How will we crash the car? Will it work? Will it hurt? Will we be around long enough to know exactly how the impact will crush us? If we make it to tomorrow, will it come with the haunting memory of our heads absorbed by airbags?
I take deep breaths, distracting myself by focusing on Jess’s arm still heavy against me. The hours creep by as I lay there, staring at a wall, trying and failing to slow my heart.
After a trip to the bathroom around 4:45 a.m., I nudge Jess awake. Their confused face is illuminated by moonlight. “Huh?”
“It’s okay,” I say, “it’s still August sixth. The sun is gonna rise in a few hours, we’ve gotta get going.”
Jess blinks at me. I see the instant it all comes flooding back, our second night in a row spent curled up for only a few fleeting hours. “Right,” they say groggily, “showtime.”
We’re both quiet on the brief drive to the road where we collided. We agreed that it would be too big of a variable to crash the car anywhere else. There’s no way of knowing if the car is the key or if the street itself is a portal back to a world where time moves in the direction it’s supposed to.
Jess turns on the radio and a long string of ads play, boasting mattress sales and the fact that the station will be ad-free in an hour. They turn the dial to a new station and all that comes through is static. I reach forward and gently swipe their hand to the side like it’s a curtain, turning the radio off.
Jess clenches their fists on the steering wheel, unclenches them, clenches them again. They’ve taken off their hoodie, and underneath it is a plain black T-shirt and matching black basketball shorts. I remember what they said that day we vandalized Brandon’s car: If you ever see me wear all black, it’s for a funeral or committing crimes, no other reason.
I wonder if they’re mourning the time loop. I wonder if I ever will. If one day, I’ll be able to look at how all these non-days blurred together with a sense of fondness. Like how you feel all sappy and nostalgic on the last day of middle school, as if it wasn’t the worst three years of your life.
“How do we do this?” Jess asks, pulling over on the side of the road.
“Well, I don’t know. You hit me the first time. What did you do then?”
“I hit you? You hit me! Sure, I’m not the most attentive driver, but I’ve never hit someone before you. All I know is there was open road and, suddenly, there was you.”
“Right.” Then there was me. Knocked to the asphalt, relishing Jess’s fingers pressed against my forehead. “Well, uh, maybe you could swerve off the road and hit that tree.” I point ahead.
“You make it sound so simple. You know they’re called car accidents, Mendel. I don’t know how to make one happen on purpose.”
“Why do you call me that?” I’ve never wondered before, but there’s something about facing a self-induced car accident that makes you think up new questions just to get them answered.
“Call you what?”
“Mendel.”
Jess pauses, as if they’re trying to figure out the answer themself. “I guess I picked it up from my dad. When I was a kid, it was always We’re going over to the Mendels’ later and Wanna swing by the Mendels’ when I’m off work? I wasn’t very happy back then, but hearing your last name always made my day—because it meant I got to see you.”
I realize now that it’s not fair to make Jess crash their car into uncertainty while I ride shotgun. They’ve already endured too much hurt for one lifetime. “Get out,” I say. “We’re switching places.”
I walk over to the driver’s side before Jess opens their door. A breeze that’s too warm smacks against my face. A bird squawks its morning call overhead. I take it all in. Just in case. Jess opens the car door and tentatively climbs out, and I take them in, too.
The curve of their nose, the gold of their nose rings. Their eyes blinking questions I never have answers to. The cupid’s bow above those lips I’ve now kissed more times than I can count.
I want to kiss them now, but I hug them instead. They held me all night; I need to return the favor. “I’m sorry,” I whisper, crouching my body down to meet theirs, surrounding them.
“What in the world are you sorry for?” they whisper back, leaning into me.
“For dragging you into this.” For being the reason you’re about to get in a car accident on purpose. For being the reason you might not make it out of August sixth alive.
I have no way of knowing it was my fault—but there’s a chance it could be. Maybe my relentless want to make my way back to Jess was too big to hide from the universe, no matter how deep in my subconscious I tried to bury it.
“Dragged implies I didn’t want this too,” Jess says.
We hold on to each other, mutually ignoring the fact that this convoluted scheme might not be enough. There’s a chance that sunrise will fold into eleven a.m. all over again and Dad will call to invite me to Scrabble. The hours will drag on like always, the sun will shine brighter, and the day will get hotter.
Looking up, toward the hint of blue inching into the black of night, I feel it anyway: hope. A new morning is in reach, I know it. It has to be. I think it will be a nice day, a great day, a day worth waiting for.
I pull away, getting into the driver’s seat and pushing it back, adjusting the mirrors. Jess opens the passenger side door expertly, so it doesn’t stick. “Should I buckle up, or no?” they ask. “Probably no, right? Wait, but if we want to survive—”
“Buckle up,” I say, already clicking my seat belt into place. “I assume you were buckled when you hit me—or I hit you. I’m sure it’ll be fine. The goal isn’t death, remember?”
“Right, yeah. Okay.” Jess slowly pulls their seat belt on, with their hand that has touched me so vulnerably, so tenderly, for virtually all of our non-days together. “Are you sure about this?”
I turn around to double-check that the road is still devoid of cars. “Absolutely not.”
Before I can second-guess myself, I grab Jess’s hand and squeeze tight. For the first time ever, I push my foot on the gas pedal. Hard. It’s a whole new feeling, the car stirring beneath me, not gliding but moving. No, propelling. My left hand turns the wheel, steering the car toward the tree.
I maneuver over the curb as fast as I can, which isn’t an easy task, considering my current driving experience amounts to sloppy turns in empty parking lots. I do my best to ignore the sound of Jess screaming at the top of their lungs, an earsplitting shriek.
My eyes are narrowing in on the tree like it’s a target and we’re a small dart hurtling toward it, thrown by me. I can feel my pulse in my wrist and not much else.
“Start.” The word shoots out of me like a pain-induced groan, loud and guttural. “Come on, start.”
Then, impact—and the whole world turns white.



  
AUGUST 7TH
I know it’s a new day because I wake up from a new dream. I’m twelve in it, and my mom braids my hair, pausing to add a flower each time she loops strands together. There’s a knock on dream-me’s door, and it’s Jess. Jess in an awkward middle school stage I never got to see. Jess with long brown hair that’s dark and drenched. They tell me they’ve gone swimming. I ask if they’d consider swimming again. They nod, and suddenly we’re in the water and we’re older.
Dreams aren’t fixed like reality is—or at least like reality is supposed to be. They fade from one moment to the next so naturally, from what I remember, from before I had the same one over and over again. It’s organic, going from twelve to seventeen in an instant and watching Jess do the same. The water bobs around my neck and I lean forward to kiss them. They pull back and laugh and laugh and laugh.
When I wake up, I’m drenched in sweat and I remember dreaming. Yesterday—was it really, truly yesterday?—comes back to me in fragments, then all at once. Jess’s shriek. My foot jammed on the gas pedal before I had the chance to get acquainted with the feeling.
I don’t remember what I saw last, if it was the tree or the road or Jess themself. All I remember is the brightest white I’d ever seen. It was as if the sun had burst and absorbed us.
I grab my phone. It’s 9:46 a.m. August 7th. My gasp is so loud, I wouldn’t be surprised if Mom can hear me. I’ve daydreamed about this date being paired with any hour past six a.m. for so long. It’s unreal actually seeing it. I pinch myself, but all that does is leave a small crescent mark on my forearm.
I swipe into Instagram. There are no new messages, and I worry for a second that Jess is still trapped, but they’re probably sleeping. I finally get to wake up early and they finally get to sleep in. Holy shit, I message. Happy August 7th !!! Text me when ur up ok? and then, for good measure, a second: holy shit.
I sit in bed, in shock. If I had known the way to keep living was to come close to dying, maybe I would have done it sooner. But I know I would have been too afraid.
I’m still afraid now, remembering the small stretch of time between my foot pushing the gas pedal and the car pushing against the tree. Maybe “push” is too mild of a descriptor. I wasn’t around long enough to find out if our car accident was an all, a nothing, or something in between.
Jumping out of bed, I turn my focus to the good, life-shattering, space-time continuum–fixing news. It’s ten a.m. on August 7th.
It’s a whole new hour. I should do something productive with my time. Run a mile, finally do my laundry, write Jess a lengthy love letter.
Instead, I take a shower. I wash over forty August 6ths off my skin, scrubbing the last one off extra hard. Midmorning on August 7th smells like lavender body wash and feels like a national holiday.
When I’m out of the shower, I head straight to my closet. Today I want to hold Jess tight, remind myself that we’re here and we’re alive. Tomorrow (I can’t believe the confidence in that thought, tomorrow), I can go shopping, get a whole new wardrobe to wake up to on August 9th.
For now, I dig to the back of my closet until I find what I’m looking for. A tight, glittery, swirling blue-and-green tank top that I bought on a day I was particularly daring. I’ve never worn it because I haven’t found the right occasion, but today is perfect.
Once I’ve tucked my shirt into my shorts, I head out to the kitchen. I’m greeted by Mom blasting Eva Cassidy and eating a piece of toast, a bowl of half-eaten Cheerios and a cup of coffee on the table in front of her. “Good morning, Sunshine.” She glances up from the newspaper, yawning. I grin so widely I probably scare her. Then I launch into her arms and onto her lap, and I definitely scare her. “Whoa! You okay?” She shifts her thighs as I teeter on them, but she doesn’t push me away.
“I had a bad dream,” I mutter into her shoulder. “That’s all.”
“Well, you’re awake now. What can I do to get your mind off it? Do you want cereal or toast for breakfast? Or both?”
“Definitely both.” I have a strong craving for any food that isn’t pancakes. “Afterward, can you give me a ride?”
I haven’t heard back from Jess by the time Mom drives me to their apartment. It’s only 11:30 a.m., though. If they’re still asleep, I can throw rocks at their window until they wake up. That would be romantic, right?
The drive is tough. I wince during turns and can’t explain to Mom why. It’s weird, keeping an on-purpose car accident a secret. My knuckles grip my seat belt as I take a deep breath. In for seven. Out for eleven. At the end of this ride, Jess will be waiting for me. That’s enough to get me through.
They’re already outside when we get there, in a parking space in front of their apartment. Their legs are kicked up on their walker seat and they’re sinking low in a beach chair, surrounded by the members of No Photos Please, who are sitting in a straight line on either side of them.
A very small, nervous, subconscious part of me wonders how Jess could be so casual on a day like this, why they would be lounging in what looks like a nonchalant parking-lot Last Supper with four people who have no clue what we went through.
But as I walk up, Mom already driving away, I barely notice Lulu with her feet propped up in Zahir’s lap, Cooper leaning over to show Claudia something on his phone. All I see is Jess, Jess, Jess. They’re like a beacon pulling me in.
“Hey,” I call out as I walk up, hands in my pockets, grinning.
Jess stops talking to Zahir and squints at me. “Mendel?”
“Friedman.” I’m still smiling. Somehow, right now, I’m still smiling. My voice drops to a whisper so the others won’t overhear. “We made it. God, yesterday was so scary, but I guess it was the only way, huh?”
“What?”
“Ooh, yesterday?” Evidently, my whispering wasn’t quiet enough. “Who’s this?” Zahir nudges Jess with his elbow.
“Uh, this is Phoebe Mendel.” Jess fiddles with one of their earrings, still so casual but now with a bit of … confusion? “Phoebe, this is my brother, Zahir. You doing okay, Mendel? I got your messages, but I assumed they were, like, meant for someone else? Unless August seventh is a holiday I forgot about. No, that wouldn’t make sense because you’ve never messaged me on August seventh before. Although, I guess it could be a new holiday—”
It’s like time has stopped all over again.
“You … you’re joking, right?” I feel faint. No, I feel like I’m going to faint.
It must be visible, because Lulu asks, “Do you need some water? I can run inside for you—”
“No.” I choke out the single syllable. I’m becoming aware of the rest of the world beyond Jess. The people on either side of them who have gone silent, staring at me. The clouds drooping overhead. The way that Jess is looking at me like I’m a stranger. No, worse. An acquaintance. “You’re joking,” I whisper hoarsely. “You have to be joking. Tell me this is a cruel prank. Please.”
Jess gets up. They pull the brakes of their walker and walk the few feet to me, meeting me where I stand, my legs trembling. They press the back of their fingers to my forehead. My entire stomach tightens. “Are you okay? Do you need me to call an ambulance? Or your parents?”
“I need to— I—” I fumble for my phone in my pocket, pulling it out with one trembling hand to call my mom, to ask her to turn right back around. There’s a text from my dad waiting for me.
Good morning, Bug! I had fun yesterday! Let’s play again soon so I can show you who’s boss. Best 2 out of 3?
But that means … I won at Scrabble. The last time I did that was the very first day, before the time loop began. Long before Jess came along and I crashed into their car. Long before we confessed and kissed and I fell in love with them all over again. That can’t be possible, can it? Every single other August 6th can’t have just … vanished.
I look at Jess, giving them one last chance. One last shot to shout, “SURPRISE,” to reveal that they obviously remember.
For once, their facial expression is easy to read. In their eyes, their forehead, the set of their jaw, all I see is bewilderment and concern. “Is there anything I can do to help?” they ask. “Do you need a ride home? I’m heading to work soon, but I can call my manager and tell her I’ll be late. She won’t mind. Well, she totally will, but who cares. I’m always like, it’s Publix, Michelle, not the barracks of war, you know?”
My feet stumble backward before I can choke out a sob. Once I reach the end of the driveway, I turn toward the road and start running away from Jess’s apartment complex, as far as I can as fast as I can.



  
AUGUST 8TH
I sleep in fits. I don’t dream, or if I do, I don’t remember it.
I unmuted Jess for good, so I’m now (regrettably) privy to their Instagram story. They post fairly often. A zoomed-in video of Cooper playing the keyboard, shaking his head when he realizes they’re filming. A photo of a sunset taken through a window in Lulu’s room. I recognize the way the morning glories climb outside.
It’s weird, to know so much of someone’s life when they can’t remember sharing it with me. I know secrets I’ve never been told, people I’ve never technically met. My first kiss was taken from me, and my second and third and hundredth have disappeared. It’s hard not to question if they actually happened or if I imagined them.
I graze a hand over my mouth. When my mind doubts, my lips remember. I’m not sure they’ll ever forget.



  
AUGUST 9TH
Whoever was the first to say that your life flashes before your eyes during a near-death experience was full of shit. I was full of shit, too, when I thought that you’d have an epiphany before death—or almost-death. The truth is, you can’t form a coherent thought.
If you could, maybe I’d worry about Mom, Dad, Zahir too. About how, if the time loop ended and Jess and I didn’t survive, they would never know why their daughter, their sibling, crashed into a tree with someone they hadn’t shared more than a passing glance with in years.
If you could, maybe I’d worry that my last words would be an adrenaline-fueled Absolutely not instead of I love you. I’ve loved you since we were seven, I’ve loved you since we were fourteen, I’ve loved you since we were seventeen or God, if this doesn’t work, I’ll never get to find out who I’ll become, will I?



  
AUGUST 10TH
There is finally a tomorrow to reckon with, so of course now is the day I choose to eat mozzarella sticks.
I’m done caring for my stomach like Mom gently tending to her garden. I have felt the pain of almost dying and not being able to tell a soul. I have felt the pain of having the person I’m in love with forget what it’s like to slow-dance with me in their bedroom, to kiss me in a public bathroom, to lie on a beach in North Carolina beside me, feeling like part of the world was carved out and frozen just so we could love each other.
No hurt can beat that.
Or so I think. I reconsider two hours later, when my body digests (or rather, fails at digesting) fried cheese. My evening is spent hunched over the toilet, promising God that I’ll stop taking his name in vain and start going to temple if he frees me from this.
God apparently now has more pressing concerns than a seventeen-year-old shitting her brains out, so I don’t get any relief.
Eventually, I do get a break, even as the aching prevails. I shuffle out of the bathroom, sweaty and trembling. When I lie down in bed, I wish Jess were here, wiping my forehead and holding me. I love them enough to let them see me like this, and they don’t know what it feels like to hold my hand.



  
AUGUST 11TH
I never taught them how to swim.



  
AUGUST 12TH
The question of “why” rattles around my brain often. Why can I remember but Jess can’t? Maybe it was always my personal time loop, and they really did only get dragged into it. Maybe the time loop was a total breakage for me and a glitch for Jess.
I pivot between JSTOR and Reddit, searching for an answer, but it’s an even more niche concept than time loops as a whole. After a dozen dead ends, I give up, making my way to the bathroom.
I splash water on my face, as if my Jess-related sorrows can be rinsed away. I pull my knotted waves into a ponytail. My slicked-back hair is a glimpse into what I looked like bald. Shaving my head wasn’t something I had considered before that day—but it suited me, didn’t it? I loved the way it felt, too. Lighter. My head felt so much lighter.
I take a deep breath, open the bathroom door, and make the grueling walk to Supercuts.
The hairdresser, a middle-aged white woman whose name tag reads Tina, looks nervous when she makes eye contact with my reflection. “Are you sure? Maybe we should try a bob—”
“I’m sure.” I steel my hands on the chair, ignoring the cape borderline-strangling me.
“I think a bob would frame your face better, don’t you?” Tina runs her hands through my hair and scrunches it, sending a shiver down my spine. “You have such thick, beautiful hair.”
I know what she’s implying—that if I’m bald, people will be able to see that I’m (gasp) fat. As if having more hair somehow transforms me into a thin girl. Long layers distract from the roundness of my face, a hairdresser told me when I was far too young and impressionable.
“Shave it,” my voice is clear, commanding.
She nods reluctantly. “Is it for cancer survivors or something?” she asks as she pulls my hair into a low ponytail and snips.
“No, it’s …” The memory calls out to me again. Freshly bald, loving what I saw in the mirror. The disappointment that greeted me when my hair magically rematerialized the next day. “It’s for me.”



  
AUGUST 13TH
Equipped with a lot less hair and a bit more confidence, I ask Mom if she can teach me how to drive.
Her response is a surprised, “Really? Of course I will. Wait, really?”
After her shock wears off, she brings me to an empty parking lot. She tells me how to adjust my mirrors and I pretend it’s all brand-new information.
“Are you okay?” she asks on my fifth turn past empty spaces. “You’ve been quiet lately. Well, quieter. And believe me, I love your haircut, I do, but I was … surprised by it.”
“I’m okay.” By my sixth loop, the pointlessness of the lie sinks in and I add, “Well, I haven’t been okay, but I think I will be. I’ve just been … coming to terms with something. Nothing world-ending.”
“An important lesson I’ve learned over the years is that telling yourself that your pain isn’t the end of the world has never stopped anyone from feeling like meteors are about to strike and the sky is about to cave in.”
My foot eases onto the brake. I put the car in park and lean over the center console, instinctively reaching toward her, letting her hold me.
After a few minutes, my heart rate slows to match the pace of her breathing. I sit up, righting myself. “Want me to drive us home?” Mom asks.
“Actually … can I?” I secure my hands on the steering wheel. “I think I’m ready to leave the parking lot.”



  
AUGUST 14TH
I managed to drive down a busy road, where people cross the street and lights turn red and everything, with minimal to moderate panicking. Sure, I let out the world’s biggest sigh of relief when I got home, but I still drove a whole mile.
Keeping up the momentum, I come out on Instagram. I can’t be bothered to deal with the gawking when school starts back up in two weeks. People may not outright bully me, but I know my buzz cut will evoke stares and whispers. Stares and whispers lead to my heart racing, which leads to my stomach aching, which leads to me spending half the day trapped in a stuffy bathroom stall.
As a wise person once said, what’s the sense in letting people wonder when I’m comfortable telling them? I spend a while by the window in my bedroom taking selfies, settling on one where I’m smiling, a stream of sunlight dancing across my face. I adore the way I look in it, warm, content. I caption it: Not to brag but I’m my mom’s second favorite lesbian (after Dusty Springfield).
It gets more likes than anything I’ve ever posted. I even get a handful of comments (from Uncle Gabe: “”; from a teammate on Quiz Bowl: “omg UR HAIR”; from Mom: “Nooo! You are my NUMBER 1 FAVORITE! I love you! :)”; from Nicole: “#LoveIsLove”; and from Bea: “lesbian icon !!!”).
When I find myself waiting for one particular person to comment, I lock my phone, put it on Do Not Disturb, and head out for more driving lessons.



  
AUGUST 16TH
I get back into Dusty Springfield, lean into the reclamation that Jess pushed for the night we slow-danced in their room. They were right. It does seem unfair to let August 6th ruin a discography this phenomenal. She has this song called “Live Here With You” that hurts so good, where she sings about giving her love the sea and the land.
That might be the hardest part: in a world where they remember, I could still have Jess’s love. I could ask them to be mine, finally, officially. It hurts knowing that they would probably say yes.
I could always go to them now, apologize for the weirdness on August 7th, ask them out. After all, I have a firsthand account that they’ve had a crush on me for years. But I can’t get past how complicated it would be to have an abundance of memories where they have a blank space. We would have completely different definitions of our first kiss, our first date, our first time.
Maybe with more time and distance, I’ll be able to get past our history and face a future with them. For now, the best I can do is blast Dusty and remind myself it was real and it was worth it. Land or sea, whether they remember tomorrow or never, it was worth it.



  
AUGUST 19TH
I give the tail end of August everything I’ve got. Before Jess came along and rewrote all my plans, this is what I longed for. The last days of summer, the indescribable way they make you ache.
I read indoors during Florida’s daily three p.m. thunderstorms, savoring the end of the drought that was August 6th. Sometimes, after reaching the midpoint of a particularly lengthy chapter, I press the book to my chest and close my eyes, listening to the rain trickling down my window at Mom’s or thunking into Dad’s pool. I take deep breaths, try to empty my mind, even if I’ll fail. Over and over again.
I go to the beach with my uncles. We walk along the shore and bask in every sunset. We try to avoid dragging sand into the car and inevitably do anyway. I wear a bathing suit, leave my shoes in the car, and swim and swim and swim.
With the help of Mom in the passenger seat, shouting instructions and easing my anxiety, I drive. There’s no avoiding the street where Jess crashed into my time loop and I crashed us out. Every time I drive down it, I’m afraid I’ll hit the gas pedal a little too hard and end up right back where I started. My foot manages to remain even and today blends into tomorrow. Over and over again.
Mom teaches me to drive and Dad teaches me to cook. College is a year away, and although this seems like a colossal amount of time to me, Dad keeps insisting that it’s “right around the corner.” Apparently, I’m due to learn how to fend for myself.
Each time we cook, I push for ingredients that will be easier on my stomach.
Predictably, he resists. “And a liiiittleee parmesan,” he says, already pressing it against the grater, transforming the cheese from a block to ribbons. “Trust me, you’ll love it.”
“I don’t doubt that I’ll love it. But I don’t think my stomach will.”
He frowns. “What do you mean?”
Before I can think twice, I blurt out, “I mean that I’m chronically ill, and I don’t get why you can’t accept that.”
His mouth falls open. Even when I was in the time loop with no permanent consequences, I was too afraid to come right out and say this. Too afraid to see the look on his face that I’m seeing now, the confusion, the anxiety. But I’m so tired of being afraid, of getting sick to appease him.
I push my hands against the counter, forcing myself to look at him instead of the cheese grater. “I go on walks. I eat pretty much nothing but oatmeal and cold cuts, and I’m still in so much pain. And I’m chronically ill, so I may always be in pain.”
“You don’t know that, you can’t say always—”
“I can, though. That’s literally the definition of a chronic illness. The odds of it randomly disappearing are pretty small. I have my appointment with Dr. Peterson coming up, and maybe things will get a bit better then. Maybe I’ll understand why I’m in so much pain, and maybe with her help, I’ll have less of it. But it’s not gonna go away completely overnight, if ever.” It feels wrong, being this angry and this honest about it. But I don’t let myself feel guilty.
Okay, that’s a lie, I obviously feel guilty—but I fight hard against it. If I’ve learned my guilt from my dad, maybe I can learn his stubbornness, too. “I want you to understand that I have serious stomach issues. I want you to make recipes with me that aren’t stuffed with dairy or fried. And I want you to stop telling me to go on more walks, because sometimes I feel like that’s your coded way of saying it’ll go away if I lose weight. Like it’s my fault, as if I haven’t done everything in my power—”
“Whoa, whoa, whoa.” Dad rushes forward, presses both his chalky, parmesan-dusted hands against my shoulders. “Lose weight? Where is this coming from? Well, I don’t mean where, clearly it’s coming from me, but … how long have you felt this way?”
“I don’t know.” I play my resentment back in my mind, but I can’t find its origin. It simply built up and up, dig after dig. “A while. I didn’t know how you’d react and I didn’t want you to feel bad.”
“Well, because you’ve been holding back, you’ve been feeling bad. That’s the last thing I want.”
“Oh.”
“Yeah, oh. Phoebe, I’m sorry if I—that I made you feel this way. It’s just easier for me to hope that you’ll feel better with a walk than accept that my daughter may feel sick for the … for the rest of her life.”
We let that hang between us. It’s a truth that goes down like cough syrup: hard to swallow but ultimately necessary. “I know Mom was going to take you to your appointment, but let me come, will you? I want to understand how you’re feeling, what we can do to make you feel better that isn’t a walk around the block.”
Dad isn’t perfect. I know he still expects to find a quick fix, a magical cure. Even if things work out with Dr. Peterson, the road toward feeling any better will likely be long and winding. A series of starts and stops, treatments and tests, an uphill battle to bring me some relief. At least now when I climb it, I’ll have one more person in my corner.
My dad may not understand immediately, and he’ll never understand my pain entirely. But for now, he apologizes again and gives me a hug, laughing when I tell him to wash his dirty cheese hands. For now, it’s a start.



  
AUGUST 21ST
I’m driving with no real destination, Mom beside me in the passenger seat. Somehow (maybe the depths of my subconscious), we end up at the park where Jess and I had our second date.
To me, it’s a minefield of memories, but to Mom, it’s a park, and one where she likes to bird-watch. So after fifteen minutes of trying to park properly between the lines, I sit down at a picnic table fifteen feet from where Jess pushed a thermos of oatmeal over to me.
My focus is zeroed in on the Virginia Woolf book I’m reading, only occasionally slipping to memories of Jess’s lips, when Mom says, “Hey, is that Bea?” I whip my head up and, sure enough, there she is, with a picnic basket in hand, Peyton and Brianna at her side.
As soon as my eyes meet hers, I wave, and she lights up, heading straight toward us. I haven’t seen her since the concert, since she hugged me goodbye, thanked me for a great night, promised we’d hang out again soon. I’ve been meaning to make good on that promise—even if she doesn’t remember making it—so I’m glad to see her now.
“Hey, Phoebe, Ms. Mendel.”
“Bea, how are you?” Mom asks. “Are you excited to start senior year soon?”
“Absolutely. I’ve been practicing all summer so I can hopefully make varsity. For soccer, I mean.”
“Come on, I remember you play soccer. Congrats.” Mom stands, stretching her arms. “I’m gonna go check out those egrets by the water. I’ll leave you two girls to catch up.”
Bea waves to Mom and sits down across from me. “Long time, no see! Congrats on coming out. I saw your post. I guess you know that since I commented, huh? I’m so happy for you. My friend Peyton is gay too; I can set you guys up if you want. She’s really cute, and you have stuff in common besides both being lesbians, I swear.”
I shake my head, the very thought of dating anyone other than Jess making me queasy. “No, that’s okay. Nothing against Peyton, I’m just not looking to date right now. I’m, uh, recovering from a pretty bad summer heartbreak.”
“Whoa, really?” Bea’s jaw drops. “I didn’t know you were dating anyone. Who was it? Do you want me to beat them up for you? My legs are super toned from soccer.” She swings one up onto the bench. “I could literally kick the shit out of your ex.”
I laugh. “No, you don’t have to, they didn’t do anything wrong. It’s a long story.”
“Well, I’d love to hear it.” It makes me all gooey, how genuine she sounds. She extends a hand across the picnic table, poking her fingers against the grate. “We should catch up soon. I’ve, like … I’ve really missed you.”
“You have?” I can’t hide the surprise from my voice. She always seemed excited to see me on August 6th, but she never outright said she missed me.
“Duh. I know you’re busy with Quiz Bowl and your three billion AP classes, but I was sad when you couldn’t hang out as much after freshman year.”
My eyes nearly bulge out of my head. If she weren’t speaking so earnestly, I would think she was messing with me. “You … I thought you couldn’t hang out as much. You’re the one with soccer and real friends and—”
“Real friends? What gave you the impression that you’re not a real friend?” Bea grabs my hand from where it’s resting on my book and squeezes tight. I’ve always thought that she was the one who pulled away from me, that she traded up into a life that was better, cooler.
Did I get it all wrong?
I think back to our last weeks attached at the hip and suddenly, I can see it all from a clearer perspective. When Bea made the soccer team freshman year and started telling me about her new friends, I threw myself into Quiz Bowl, into schoolwork, into books. I kept my schedule packed so the day never came that she was too busy and I was sitting at home, waiting for her to text back.
No, she didn’t pull away—I did before she had the chance to. She’s the one who’s always sending me pictures of random objects, commenting on my Instagram, dropping line after line that I’ve been too insecure to grab on to.
“I’m sorry I fell out of touch, really,” I say, squeezing back. “I’ve missed you too.”
“Well, let’s have a good old-fashioned sleepover soon, then! When you’re at your dad’s, because he makes the best snacks. Speaking of, I’m starving. I should get to my picnic. You’re totally welcome to join us if you can tear yourself from your book. We have strawberries to spare and I’d love to introduce you to my friends. You’ll adore them, I swear.”
She gestures toward Peyton and Brianna, sitting on a picnic blanket, sharing sandwiches. I remember how magical it felt to stand beside them and sway along to songs I’d never heard before.
“Yeah.” I shut my book, standing up to follow her. “That would be nice.”



  
AUGUST 23RD
Two days after our park picnic, my phone lights up with a text from Bea. I ignore it at first, so accustomed to the usual have you seen this? When I finally pry myself away from my book long enough to give it a closer look, I’m met with a new question: what’s up? 
We text back and forth about summer assignments and Bea’s crush on some guy she met at a coffee shop. Somehow, the conversation meanders to what we’re wearing on the first day of school. We both have the same answer: no clue.
Wanna go shopping? I type, hitting send without a second thought.
An hour later, I’m browsing swaths of fabric at Target, serving as the deciding vote for whether Brianna will really wear that dress or if it will die on arrival in her closet.
“You gonna try anything on?” Bea asks as we sidestep one of the many families grabbing last-second school supplies.
“There’s not much that fits me here.” I shrug.
“Ah, sorry about that,” Bea says. “Lucky for you, I know a place with a better selection! And probably less crowds.” After picking apart the dollar section, grabbing some Starbucks to go, and a ten-minute drive, we pull into the Time Turners parking lot.
“You’ve been here before, right?” Bea asks.
“Yeah,” I say distantly. “Uh, yeah, I’ve been.”
We walk inside and I hold my Frappuccino tight, looking over my shoulder as if Jess will materialize behind the light-up Elvis. After a once-over of the store, I shake their shadow away, scouring the racks instead.
I pull a pale-pink romper and a long, flowy maroon dress just to try it, to see how it feels on. I pick up a few patterned T-shirts and a pair of shorts that probably won’t fit me but are in dress code so I’ll give them a shot.
My arms are full by the time I reach that black and rose-speckled romper Jess picked out for me, miraculously still in stock. I run a hand over it fondly, remembering what it was like to try it on for the first time. I felt like a whole new version of myself, as if the gorgeous, confident person in the mirror couldn’t just be me.
Brianna comes up behind me, catches me looking.
“Ooh, that’s cute,” she says. “Are you gonna try it on?”
I pick it up, grinning down at it. “Yeah, I think I will.”



  
AUGUST 25TH
Tomorrow’s the first day of senior year. I’m at Dad’s, because Dad and I always get donuts together and head in early on the first day. It’s a tradition. Traditions are good, I think as I peel a clove of garlic. When they roll around again, it means that time is passing, which is something I’ll never take for granted again.
And getting donuts with Dad is a tradition I typically love. We drive twenty minutes out of town to get them from this really good Jewish bakery. We have to wake up extra early, but it’s worth it.
The problem is, I kind of thought Jess would tag along this year. They’d get a donut with extra sprinkles and be so excited (and exhausted) and we’d hold hands in the back seat and—
“What’s going on in that anxious little head of yours?” Dad asks. He’s chopping onions and trying not to cry, although I’m convinced the onions are a cover. He’s been weepy all day about his baby growing up so fast. Our impending last first drive to school is propelling him into an existential crisis.
I remind myself that my words actually have consequences now, that he’ll remember what I say tomorrow. And then, I say anyway, “You know Jess Friedman?” He nods. “I’m in love with them. And I’m not quite sure what to do with that, that’s all.”
I busy myself with the garlic. I don’t have to look at Dad to know he’s stunned. His knife clattering onto the counter says it all. “Okay. Well. There’s nothing that you do with it besides telling them. Have you told them?”
“In a sense.” I look up to see him frowning. “No, no I haven’t.” I didn’t tell them on August 6th. It’s not that I told them and they forgot; I’ve never told them. How did I not tell them before we crashed? How did I not at least officially ask them to be my partner? I didn’t know that the end of the time loop would mean the end of us, but I still should have.
“Well, that’s kind of step one, Bug.” Dad comes close and sighs, wrapping his arms around me. “Your first love, huh? When’d you grow up? I’m not surprised that it’s Jess. You two have always made sense.”
“What do you mean?” The question is muffled by my face getting smushed into his shoulder.
“Well, it’s like what I was telling you a few weeks ago about how you two were as kids, before Jess’s dad intervened. The way you looked at each other.” He lets out a low whistle. “It may be the cynical bachelor in me talking, but couples who have been married for fifty years had nothing on seven-year-old you and Jess.” He pulls back, pinching my cheek.
He continues to mince onions, his eyes brimming with more tears.
“You …” My body is frozen in place, but my mind is moving a mile a minute. “You remember that?”
“Remember what?”
“The conversation we had about Jess’s dad.” I sound out the words slowly, to make absolutely, positively sure that he’s saying what I think he’s saying. He can’t be … Right?
“What? Yeah. I was thinking about it … When was it?” He snaps his fingers. “When we had that little heart-to-heart about your stomach condition. It’s tough for me to talk about my falling-out with Zachary, so I must have pushed our chat to the back of my mind. When you had the guts to confront me, I started thinking about that hard conversation we had about Jess. You’ve become so brave, Phoebe. I don’t think you even realize it.”
I cut a peeled clove of garlic in half, placing it gently into the garlic press, occupying my shaking hands so Dad won’t notice how much I’m freaking out. My hand pushes down hard, the garlic streaming out like confetti.
I scrape the excess off with a knife, thinking back to the day we crashed Jess’s car. I assumed that it was the crash itself that got us out of the loop—but maybe it was me having the strength to press my foot to the gas pedal for the first time, to call on the universe and insist it start back up.
I took a leap and was pulled out, then I took another by confronting Dad about my IBS and pulled a memory out of him. But was it only one memory or, like I hypothesized early on in the time loop when I yelled at Mom, could every other August 6th be in him, waiting to be unfurled?
“Do you remember,” I ask, trying my best to sound casual, “Jess coming over here? Recently, I mean. They were wearing these big cloud earrings.”
Dad pauses, his face scrunched in concentration, and then—there it is. Clarity. I see the memory flash through him like a tiny bolt of lightning. “Yeah, they got you that yellow jumpsuit thingy. That was nice of them. So are you two spending time together again, then?” He frowns. “Wait, this isn’t the first time we’ve talked about your feelings for them, is it? Wow, I’m getting old.”
I laugh so I don’t cry. He remembers. If everything that happened in the time loop is buried in his brain, maybe it’s in Jess’s, too. Maybe I can find a way to recover that history, allow us to move forward on the same playing field.
“They’re your bashert, huh?” Dad asks, prying me away from my planning.
The word rolls around my mind, familiar but in a far-off way. “My what?”
“Your bashert. It’s an old Yiddish term. It means they’re your destiny. Your love at second sight.”
That’s it. I remember it from his bedtime stories growing up, Jewish fairy tales he made up on the spot about people falling in love, falling apart, then falling in love all over again.
“Yeah.” I’m not shy about it like I was when we talked about my feelings for Jess back on August 6th. Maybe because this time around, it feels less like a bashful confession and more like a fact of life. “I think they are.”
His grin stretches so wide, it must hurt. “Go get ’em then.”
“I will,” I say. All I need to do is slam my foot on the metaphorical gas pedal—hard.



  
AUGUST 26TH
It’s my last first day of high school, and I’ve come equipped with donuts and a strong sense of hope. I’m sitting on a ledge in the courtyard, wearing the form-fitting pale-pink romper I got at Time Turners, hanging one foot off and letting it dangle.
It’s hot and muggy out, but I still opt for this over the AC in Dad’s classroom. Since we’re here so early, the school’s empty except for an early bird or two and other teachers, who wave hello as they pass me.
I love school like this. When it’s long before sunrise, it’s like I’m the only person who goes here, rather than one in a swarm. It’s more peaceful than the chaos of Dad finishing decorating his classroom, even if I have to smack away a lovebug or two (or three hundred. It turns out Sandy on Channel 5 was right after all).
My peace is disrupted by a flash of silky green hair. “Jess?” I borderline shout, licking a dollop of pink frosting from my top lip as they turn around.
“Mendel, hey,” they call, walking toward me.
“What are you doing here?”
They fiddle with one of their earrings—the purple flowers pressed into glass that they wore the night of our first kiss. It’s weird to see them repeat a pair, but I suppose they don’t remember wearing them. “Well, I go to school here. And school’s for nerds, but my brother says I’m one year away from graduating, so I may as well go.”
“I meant—”
“I know what you meant.” They sit down beside me, propping their cane on the ledge between us. I hate the distance it creates, but I resist the urge to push closer. “My mom’s car broke down last week, so I was dropping her off at work. I decided I might as well head over. If I went back home, I’d probably end up being late. I’m, like, chronically late.”
I want to tell them that I’m well aware. Instead, I ask, “Your mom works mornings now?” Jess looks confused so I rush to add, “I’ve seen her at the hospital at night. My uncle’s appendix ruptured … four years ago.” I cringe. Jess needs to remember soon, if only because I’m absolutely awful at lying.
“Uh, okay. Well, I’m sorry about your uncle’s appendix, good thing you don’t need those. But yeah, she started working mornings a week ago. It’ll only be for a month or so while someone on the day shift’s on medical leave, but it’ s been nice.” The pure happiness radiating off them is contagious. “Anyway, my brother or his girlfriend would have driven me but they have a lot to do today. They’re going on tour soon. Their band is, I mean.”
“So that’s happening?” Shit. “I, uh, saw on Instagram.”
“Oh cool, I didn’t know you followed them. I run the Instagram, so I’m glad people actually pay attention to it. Yeah, it’s happening. They’re playing a show in Delmar on Saturday and then they’re off.” They look down at their sneakers, kicking them up and down. Their height makes their feet hang off the ledge more than mine. My cursed mind flashes back to noticing that same space between their feet and the edge of the bed in North Carolina, after we had sex for the first and only time.
“I’m sorry,” I say, “that sucks.”
“What? It’s great news.”
You’re an acquaintance to them, Phoebe, I remind myself. Be a casual acquaintance. And never go into acting, even on a community theater level, because you’re terrible at this.
“Right, of course it is,” I manage to squeak out. “I just mean, it must suck having your brother go so far away.”
“Yeah. It does. It will.” They narrow their gaze, as if assessing me. It reminds me of the look they threw my way early on in the time loop, when all they did was drive by and all I did was wonder. “Can I be honest with you?”
“Absolutely.”
“I threw a major tantrum when I found out. I tried to get them to delay their tour a year so I could come and everything. It’s so embarrassing to look back on, even though it was only a few weeks ago. After I brooded for a bit, we talked it out and I realized … like … who am I to hold my own brother back?” They pull their leg up and wrap their arm around their knee, almost as if they’re hugging themself. “If they stay here, they’re just the best band in Lewiston. You can’t become the best band in the world if you only play in one city.”
“That’s a good point.” I’m relieved that in spite of forgetting, they found their way back to the same, healthy conclusion. It makes me all the more confident that their memories really are in there, waiting for the right shovel to dig them out.
“Sorry for dumping all of that on you so early.”
“It’s okay, I don’t mind a bit. Want a donut?” I pick up the box from where it’s resting beside me and open it. There’s a jelly donut and another strawberry with pink, heart-shaped sprinkles left.
“Are you sure? I don’t want to take your food.”
“Yeah, I can only eat one or I’ll get sick.” I take out the strawberry donut and hand it to them. Our hands brush as they grab it, and I savor the brief contact.
“Thanks. I absolutely adore your haircut, by the way,” they say, taking a huge bite. “And I saw your coming-out post on Instagram. I’m a lesbian too, you know.”
I laugh. “Yes, I know, Jess.”
They hold a hand up defensively. “Just making sure. The whole nonbinary and lesbian thing throws people for a loop sometimes.”
“Well, I’m not thrown,” I say with a smile, hoping it comes off as kind and not pained by nagging déjà vu. “I’m sorry, by the way, for showing up at your place a few weeks ago. I was in a weird place—”
“No, no, don’t mention it. Okay, it was weird. But seeing your coming-out post, I was like, oh, they’re going through the wringer or something, I guess. We’ve all been there, don’t sweat it.” They shrug. I’m appalled I ever thought Jess Friedman of all people was mean. “Okay, so tell me about shaving your head, because I’m tempted to shave mine but I have no clue if it’ll look good on me.”
“I’m pretty certain it will.”
We sit together, eating donuts and talking while the sun rises and students trickle in. Jess tells me stories I’ve heard before, and it’s hard, but the silver lining is that I get to see them light up over the little details all over again.
They also share new stories of the past few weeks—the weeks they’ve spent without me, without knowing it. They tell me, nonchalant as ever, that they learned to swim this summer, that their brother taught them. They say that they’re not sure what, but something compelled them to learn once and for all. Holding my breath, I ask what they think it was.
“I don’t know. My friends and I watched, like, four seasons of Survivor in two weeks. I gotta be prepared for the challenges in case I ever magically become able-bodied enough to go win a million bucks.”
My heart sinks, but only by a centimeter or two. Their memories are so close to the surface that they’re having revelations and making decisions based on them. I can pull them out, I remind myself. I know I can.
Jess glances at their phone. “One minute till the bell rings and we’re back to hell.” They grab their cane and prop themself up. I rise to join them. The halls are packed now, my sense of being the only student at Waterford gone completely. “You pass the time a little too well, Mendel. I didn’t need the last two hours of summer to go by that quickly.”
“Sorry about that.” My hand runs over my buzzed head and Jess’s gaze follows it. That slow drag of their eyes is the last push, shoving me toward what I need to do.
It’s time to take my best shot at pulling every last memory to the front of their mind. If this doesn’t work, I’ll think up another risk, and another, until one sticks. If none of them get the job done, well, I’m sure eventually I’ll give in and ask them on a date. As hard as it is to disregard our forgotten history, it’s harder to ignore the current of electricity that hums loudly between us, flows both ways.
Now or never, Mendel.
I lean down, cup their cheeks in my hands, and kiss them. I kiss them until they kiss back, until I’m transported to the heaven that is their lips against mine.
As I pull away, I whisper, “That’s for Assassin. And for August sixth.”
Their eyes are dazed. Some guys are catcalling us, and hordes of others are staring, laughing. The small shield that being a teacher’s daughter provides me is dissolving completely, but I don’t care.
The bell rings. Without another word, I walk away and head to first period.



  
AUGUST 29TH
I decide to give it one week. One week until I try something new, something bigger, bolder, something … that I still haven’t decided on, but I’ll figure it out if Friday rolls around and there’s no indication that Jess has remembered.
Three agonizing days in, I haven’t heard a peep from them. Waterford’s a big school, but I feel like they must be ducking behind trash cans to avoid me, because I haven’t run into them once. I’m on the verge of asking my dad to hack their schedule for me, even though I know he’ll say no. By midafternoon, there’s still no word from them.
There is, however, a message request in my Instagram inbox from ZahirA99 that reads: hey phoebe! this is zahir, jess’s brother, we met briefly a few weeks ago. theyve been yammering on about you nonstop the past few days so i wanted to ask if you could come to our show saturday and talk to them. please put us all out of our misery. tell the guy at the booth that you have a ticket on hold, it’s under your name. Just come. Please come.
I stop in my tracks on my way to the bathroom, grinning. Someone who’s stuck walking behind me mutters an insult in my direction, but it floats right by me.
I’ll be there, I write back.



  
AUGUST 31ST
I’m sitting in the back seat of Dad’s car, watching rows of palm trees blend together. It’s raining. It’s been a few weeks and I’m still so captivated by the rain. Dad saw the clouds forming earlier and said, “Aww, too bad,” as if the rain is an inconvenience, not a miracle.
“So this is what the kids are into these days?” Uncle Adrian asks, pulling my attention from a mass of dark clouds. “Concerts in Delmar? Who has my niece become?”
Uncle Gabe reaches over from where he sits beside me (the little brother, always relegated to the back seat) and lightly slaps my shoulder. “She’s in love. She’s a punk and she’s in love!”
“A punk?” I look down at my rose-patterned romper. “What’s punk about me?”
“You have no hair.” He rubs a hand over my head. I duck but I’m unable to hide the fond smile on my face—not that I want to.
“Does that mean you’re half a punk, then, honey?” Uncle Adrian quips from the front seat, an obvious dig at Uncle Gabe’s receding hairline. Dad lets out a not-so-subtle snort-laugh and Uncle Gabe gives his seat one solid kick.
“Hey,” Dad shouts back, “no kicking the driver.”
“That’s always been his excuse.” Uncle Gabe rolls his eyes. “Even when he’s not driving. When we were kids—”
“Don’t bore her with this story,” Dad says.
“No. I want to hear it.”
“When we were kids …” Uncle Gabe charges on. I press my head against the window and listen. For the next twenty minutes, as Lewiston fades into Delmar, Uncle Gabe tells stories of Florida in the eighties, of an outlandish high school rivalry between two brothers. Some of the stories are brand-new. Some I’ve heard before but pretend not to.
It doesn’t matter to me either way. I’m just thrilled to be making memories—ones that won’t only be remembered by me.
“This is it, right?” Dad asks, cutting through a particularly loud laughing fit from Uncle Gabe and Adrian.
“I think so.” I squint through the rain-smeared windows. I spot a white tent and a sign that reads: Delmar End of Summer Music Festival! No Photos Please is so small on the list of musicians that I can’t make it out from here.
“Is it outdoors?” Dad’s anxiety-laden voice takes center stage. “I have an umbrella back there, I think. Gabe probably has his dirty feet all over it.”
“Hey!”
“I’m fine, Dad.”
“Do you need money for a ticket?”
“I’m good.” My hand darts to the door, itching to go, as if I’ll miss Jess somehow. As if I could ever miss them. “It’s my friend’s band, so he hooked me up with a ticket.”
“You hear that?” Uncle Gabe grins. “Someone in the band hooked her up. Our niece is so cool.”
Before I have the chance to roll my eyes and Uncle Adrian has the chance to think up a sarcastic response, Dad says, “Okay … do you know if there are bathrooms there?” It takes all the strength in me to make sure my eyes don’t well up with tears. It’s a small gesture, but it feels monumental. “I want to make sure you can—”
I unbuckle, leaning forward, giving him a very awkward car hug. “I’ll be fine. You guys go enjoy your dinner. I’ll text if I need a ride home.” Of course, if all goes to plan, I’ll be riding shotgun in a blue punch buggy tonight—but I’m not jinxing anything.
“Dinner?” Uncle Gabe smirks. “Who told you we’re going to dinner? We’re hitting the bars. Woo woo!”
“Bar, singular,” Uncle Adrian pipes up, gripping his seat so he can turn around and glare at his husband. “I agreed to one bar. You promised one.”
I laugh and throw open the door, humidity and stray drops of rain enveloping me the second I step out of the car. Dad waits until I’ve made it across the street to drive away, even when someone pulls up behind him and starts honking.
A decent amount of people crowd the venue. I looked up the event after Zahir messaged me, and a whole slew of local bands are playing tonight. Even though it’s raining, all their biggest fans have shown up, most of them sans umbrella.
Often in Florida, it rains hard for twenty minutes and then it’s over. The skies stay cloudy, the only evidence that it ever rained to begin with. The droplets still on your skin disappear, drying up quickly thanks to the heat. You squeeze the last of it out of your clothes, and all that’s left is the faint gray above you and a memory of the way it came down, a drizzle that morphed into a thunderstorm when you blinked. This particular storm hasn’t become a memory yet.
I stand toward the back, skimming the jumbled crowd and the stage in the distance where people in black T-shirts are setting up equipment. I search for a spot of green hair, but I can’t find one. Not when the emcee comes out and thanks the event’s sponsors, not when the first band begins to play.
I try to get lost in the music, but it sounds like a whole bunch of nothing to me, a cacophony of lyrics that I’m too anxious to process as words. Every part of me is completely focused on searching for Jess, Jess, Jess.
It’s not until the first set ends and setup for the second one begins that I hear it. “You.” It’s them. One syllable and I can make them out in a crowd of noisy people.
I whip my head around and there they are, about ten or fifteen feet away. Hair down, tucked slightly behind their ears. Wearing dangly pink, heart-shaped earrings and a light-blue, faded No Photos Please crop top under a half-buttoned set of overalls. Staring at me with a face so determined, so open.
“Me?”
They set their cane one step ahead of them and shout, “Déjà vu, huh?”
I look at them and they look at me, and suddenly, we’re crashing toward each other. One second they’re an outline in the distance, and the next, their hand is cradling my face and both of mine are looped around their neck, hungrily, desperately clinging on to them.
“Tell me it’s not a dream,” they whisper. “August sixth.”
“You remember,” I whisper back, my heart pounding a mile a minute—no, a second. They remember. They remember. The tears that were welling up in my eyes earlier are now spilling over completely.
“I don’t think … not all of it. After you kissed me at school, it was like something clicked. I keep getting bits and pieces back, and … it feels so real. Tell me it’s real, Phoebe.” They say my name so earnestly, looking up at me with their big brown eyes, as if they’re pleading. I’d say yes even if the answer was no. I want to tell them nothing but yes for the rest of my life.
“It’s real.” My hand moves to their shoulders, their back, their face with the hope that somehow each touch will give them a new memory and each memory will remind them that I love them, I love them, I love them.
Jess leans into every touch. “I’m sorry I’ve been avoiding you. I’ve been freaking out that I made it all up somehow and you’d have no clue what I was talking about, although you did mention August sixth. I guess I couldn’t really—”
I kiss them. I lean forward and kiss them and I no longer feel the raindrops thunking on my head or the tears streaming down my cheeks. I just feel their lips on mine, their face in my hands. I just feel Jess.
“Hey, everyone, I’m Zahir,” a voice in the distance breaks my focus. We untangle ourselves from each other and turn toward the stage. Jess sighs happily, leaning into my side. “And we’re a little band called No Photos Please.” There are some whoops and scattered claps from the crowd, but Jess and I are by far the loudest. “This is actually our last show in town before we go on tour, so, uh, if you wanna see us play again, we’re always looking for groupies. Cooper on the keyboard here is single, boys.” Cooper rolls his eyes and Zahir chuckles at his own joke. “All right. This one’s for Jess, who we’re all gonna miss an absurd amount.” He nods at Claudia and they start to play.
“For you, huh?” I whisper in Jess’s ear.
“Yeah, I’m pretty special.” They chuckle. They’re so close to me that I can feel it reverberate.
“You are,” I reply seriously.
Jess’s eyes are suddenly downcast. “How did I ever forget you? Forget us, I mean.” My arm around them tightens. I’m honestly not sure I can physically get as close to them as I need to be right now.
“I don’t know.” I lock their hand in mine, squeezing tight. “It’s not your fault, though. Time’s a funny thing, that’s all.”
“Yeah, well, I’m not laughing,” Jess says, which ironically makes me laugh. It’s not long before they’re laughing with me. “Let’s do something fun together tomorrow. Something that we’ll both remember.”
“Done. And the day after tomorrow’s my doctor’s appointment. Still wanna go with me?”
Jess’s eyes are far-off as they rifle through a library of newfound memories. Then, in an instant, it clicks and they nod eagerly. “Ah! Your appointment. Of course I’ll come with you. But tomorrow …”
“Tomorrow we can do anything.” I nod, pressing my thumb to their cheek, my lips to their lips. “Anything you want, I’ll give you.”
“I want you.” Jess smiles up at me shyly. “Can you give me that?”
“Only if we make it official.” The question I’ve been so desperate to ask teeters on my lips, shaky yet certain. “Will you be my partner?”
“As long as you’ll be my girlfriend,” they say. It’s still raining, but I swear the clouds have parted, the sun showering its rays on me, filling me to the brim with warmth.
“It’s a deal.”
We turn toward the stage, our bodies curved into each other’s. I know that tomorrow, we may not be up for doing much after all. Jess’s legs may hurt from standing too long at the show, and my stomach may hurt from today’s nerves. We may not be able to do anything beyond lying beside each other, taking each other in, and telling the occasional story, swapping the occasional kiss.
I really see no point in spiraling over that, because tomorrow, I’ll have Jess.
And we’ll have September.
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