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Chapter 1: Introduction—Who Is Tim?
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Tim was fourteen and felt like a shadow in a world where everyone else seemed to know how to shine. His room—cramped, with a worn carpet sprinkled with chip crumbs and walls smelling of old wood—was his sanctuary, yet even here he felt out of place, like a star torn from its constellation. On a shelf sat a dusty cactus named Spike, as prickly as his own thoughts. Tim watered it every couple of months when his mom, weary with a mug of mint tea in hand, would grumble, “Tim, Spike’s drying out again! Save him, astronaut!” Nearby lay tangled earphones, a mess like his emotions, and a stack of notebooks marked with red F’s in algebra, glowing like warning signals. Posters of a rock band he loved in seventh grade peeled at the corners, as if tired of holding on. *Like me*, Tim thought, staring at them. *Barely hanging on...*

He was lanky, with dark hair that constantly fell over his eyes. His gray-green eyes, like a sky before a storm, gazed somewhere far-off—where stars should be, though he rarely saw them. He flicked his hair back with a sharp head movement, a habit his classmates mocked in their group chat: “Astronaut’s jerking his head again!” His faded jeans and black hoodie with *Lost in Space* written across it weren’t just clothes—they were him. Lost in space. Lost in himself. His sneakers, lopsidedly laced, squeaked on the creaky stairs of his house, a sound like his inner voice—quiet but stubborn, whispering, *You’re still here. Don’t give up.*

Tim had loved stars since childhood. His grandma, whose hands smelled of lavender, gave him a book, *Constellations: Stories of the Sky*, when he was seven. He read it under the covers with a flashlight until the pages yellowed, and the names of stars—Vega, Altair, Sirius—became spells that carried him to a place where no one judged. *Stars don’t laugh*, he thought back then. *They just shine.* But school changed everything. They nicknamed him “Astronaut,” not always kindly. Just yesterday, after a physics class where he answered a question about black holes, someone posted a meme in the group chat: a UFO with the caption, “Tim’s in space again!” Everyone liked it, and Tim added a smiley. But inside, he collapsed, like a star falling into a black hole. *Why did I even open my mouth?*

“Hey, Tim, what’s that muttering about stars?” asked Dima, his classmate, during a break, lazily chewing gum. They stood in a corridor smelling of chalk and someone’s lunch.

“Just... Sirius,” Tim mumbled, fidgeting with his backpack strap.

“Sirius?” Dima snorted, his eyes glinting with mockery, like everyone else’s. “What, like a dog star? Come on, Astronaut, get back to Earth!”

Laughter erupted nearby. Katya, always glued to her phone, looked up. “Tim, seriously, get a normal hobby. Like, make TikToks.”

“Yeah, with UFOs,” Dima added, and the group roared.

Tim forced a smile, but his heart stung. *Why can’t I be like them?* He drifted to the quieter end of the corridor and opened his stargazing app, but even Vega seemed dim.

His apathy grew slowly, like a shadow trailing the sun. He stopped arguing with teachers, though he knew the answers. Stopped raising his hand when asked about space. *Who cares?* His tablet became his only friend. Every night, he scrolled through stars on the screen, whispering their names like a prayer, but their light was cold, like likes on social media where everyone seemed happy except him. *Why am I like this?* He asked, staring at the gray sky outside, where stars hid behind factory smoke and streetlights. *Why can’t I be like everyone else?*

The sadness was like fog—invisible but heavy, enveloping everything. Tim felt like an extra, a star shining in the wrong constellation. At school, he stayed silent to blend in, but the memes kept coming: “Astronaut’s lost in space again!” He closed the chat, but the sadness lingered. Sometimes, he imagined the stars calling him, their voices faint as a breeze. *Or is that me staying silent?* Friends were nearly gone—he feared talking, feared more mockery.

Home wasn’t much easier. His parents, Svetlana and Igor, were simple people trying their best to give Tim everything they could. Svetlana, with tired eyes and a warm smile, worked as an office administrator. She sat at a computer, answering calls and filling out spreadsheets until her head buzzed like an old modem. Her salary covered food, bills, and clothes, but a new tablet for Tim took six months of saving, skipping new shoes or a trip to the sea. She dreamed of Tim getting into university and set aside money for tutors, even if it meant less sleep and more mint tea to calm her nerves.

Igor drove a bus. His hands, rough as tree bark, smelled of motor oil, and his voice rumbled like an engine. He left early, returned late, but always found time to hug Tim and ask, “How’s it going, my astronaut?” His paycheck went to fixing their old car and school supplies. Once, he brought home a used telescope from a sale—scratched but functional. “Look at the stars, son. They don’t lie,” he said, smiling. But the telescope gathered dust in a corner because the city sky was gray as concrete, hiding the stars.

They lived in a panel apartment building where the stairs creaked like an old accordion and the upstairs neighbors stomped like elephants. Svetlana and Igor saw Tim growing quieter, his once-lively eyes now staring into emptiness. They tried their best—cooking his favorite cheese pancakes, buying books about space, and saving for courses. But Tim’s sadness was like a black hole, swallowing everything, even their love.
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