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All my dreams are about to come true. I can almost feel the raw potential crackling in the air. I’m riding a natural high as I cruise down the street with my best friend, our former school receding in the passenger-side mirror. I smirk as it grows increasingly small. And insignificant, because from now on, each action I take will be toward goals that actually matter to me. Such as music.

Needing to find the right tune to match my mood, I browse my favorite streaming app and settle on one of The Weeknd’s older songs, I Feel it Coming. Once it’s playing over the car stereo, I look over at Hannah to make sure she approves. She nods, grips the wheel tighter, and starts to move her shoulders to the beat. Encouraged, I crank it up louder and contemplate the bright and shiny future ahead of me. I haven’t escaped high school completely. The graduation ceremony isn’t until another couple of weeks, and as for tomorrow...

I check my phone again, remembering the text message that came while we were cleaning out our lockers. I didn’t have time to read it then, but I give it my full attention now and see a photo of a black tuxedo with a red bowtie laid out on a bed. The text beneath it says, What are you wearing?

I snort and send back, Right now? Nothing.

Tomorrow I mean. To pram.

I stare at the screen and shake my head in disapproval before turning down the music.

“The boy is about to graduate, and he can’t spell prom right?”

“Jacob?” Hannah tears her attention from the road to squint at the screen. “Are you sure autocorrect isn’t to blame?”

“I guess we’ll find out tomorrow, if he picks me up in a stroller.”

She laughs but looks a little apprehensive, which is strange because just moments ago we were jumping up and down in the school parking lot and squealing with joy.

“Maybe he’s one of those adult baby people,” Hannah murmurs.

“That’s perfect!” I do a quick image search on the internet, and not surprisingly, I’m spoiled for choice when it comes to grown men dressed in oversized diapers while sucking on pacifiers. I choose the most ridiculous of these and send it to Jacob. He replies with an animated GIF of an actual baby crying, so I send him a photo of the crimson velvet jacket that I ordered for the big occasion.

Jacob responds with: Wow! You’re going to look so hot in that!

Hopefully, because I plan on wearing it plenty more this summer while playing gigs. My goal is to book as many as I can to keep my skills sharp. When I start at Columbia College Chicago next semester, I want them to mistake me for an artist in residence. And then I want them to teach me everything I don’t know, which is plenty. I’ve always had enough confidence to put myself out there and perform, but I’ve tried to pair that with the humility necessary to keep learning. And now I’ll finally be able to focus on that. No more obligatory classes that won’t be useful. Nothing against physics, but all I want is to major in music and minor in entrepreneurship. That should give me a decent chance of finding a way to earn a living from what I love most. I’m lucky to know what that is already. Some people—most of them probably—need more time to figure that out. Like my best friend, for instance.

“You should learn to play the bongos,” I say while staring at Hannah. “How hard can it be?”

She laughs and shakes her head. “I don’t think there’s an instrument in the world that I can coax music out of.”

“There’s gotta be,” I insist. “I’ve seen you dance. You’ve got rhythm.”

“Not enough for me to enroll in Columbia with you.”

“They offer other classes,” I say, trying a new tactic. “I’m going to need an agent. And a manager.”

“Then it’s a good thing I’m getting a business degree,” Hannah replies.

“I thought you were going to major in English?”

“That was last week.” She looks a little panicked. “Wasn’t it?”

I shake my head ruefully. “All I know is that you won’t be at school with me, and that is a serious problem. So what we’re going to do right now is drive this car to the nearest music store and not leave until you’ve found your instrument. Even if it’s something lame like a kazoo.”

She smiles before seeming to consider the idea. “I got one for Hanukkah as a kid and loved it.”

“There you go,” I say as if the matter has been settled. “Maybe we’ll start a band.” I clear my throat and do my best impression of an emcee. “Ladies and Gentlemen, we have a very special performance for you tonight. Tearing up the piano is none other than our favorite local boy, Mister Reginald Valentine. Accompanying him is an absolute legend—the undisputed queen of kazoos—Miss Hannah Watts!”

My fingers are typing on my phone as I say this, and the timing is perfect, because a kazoo solo begins playing over the car speakers. Hannah laughs so hard at this that she nearly has to pull over. I love goofing around with her. That’s why I wish things could continue the way they’ve always been. Not high school or any of that, but us being a part of each other’s daily routine. I’m sure we’ll still get together in between the demands of our new lives. Isn’t that how it ends though? I used to be best friends with Carlos Hernández, but when his family moved across town and he ended up going to Glenbard South High School instead of Glenbard West, suddenly we weren’t talking about the same people or events anymore. We still hang out on occasion, but we’re not as close. I don’t want that to happen with Hannah. She means the world to me.

“No matter where we end up,” I tell her, “we have to get together every day. For dinner maybe.”

She looks over at me, her expression earnest, and nods. Then she looks back at the road and slams on the brakes. “Crap! Almost missed it.”

She means the entrance to a park, Churchill Woods. She manages to make the turn, and I start scanning the parking lot for familiar vehicles, because her driving us here is highly suspicious.

“What’s going on?” I ask.

“I told you I need help with something.”

“Right, right.” I try and fail to fight down a grin. “It’s a surprise party, isn’t it? Who’s coming? Family? Friends?”

“Just us,” Hannah says with a humorless chuckle.

Maybe she should aim for a degree in theater, because I nearly believe her. Then again, I don’t recognize any of the cars, although they might be parked in the other lot.

“C’mon,” I say. “What else could it be?”

“Something important,” Hannah says as she puts the car in park.

She opens the door and climbs out before I can ask any more questions. I know she wrote a paper about a crumbling old ruin here, but I don’t see why she would need to do further research, or how I could help. No, I’m pretty sure that once we wander into the woods, I’ll find a bunch of our friends laughing it up while drinking from a keg. Hannah takes a tote bag from the car’s trunk. I consider leaving my backpack in there to keep it safe but decide to take it with me. She calls it my man-purse, although it’s more useful than that. Not only does it conveniently hold my stuff, but it also makes a decent cushion to sit on, especially when the ground is still muddy from the recent rain. That’ll come in handy soon. And besides, basketball shorts might be comfortable, but load them up with a wallet, phone, and keys, and they’ll soon be around my ankles.

“I promise to look surprised,” I say as we walk down a paved path that winds between the trees.

“There’s no party,” Hannah snaps. Then she sighs. “Remember when we used to play here as kids?”

“Of course.”

Churchill Park doesn’t offer much in the way of amenities. Technically it’s a nature preserve, so the absence of baseball diamonds or whatever makes sense. The most exciting feature can be seen as we round a corner and the trees give way, revealing the narrow waters of the DuPage River. Just beyond a stretch of open land, the path we’re on becomes a bridge that doesn’t cross the river completely but leads instead to a long island in the middle of the water. This place felt so magical when we were young, providing the perfect backdrop for whatever games our imaginations could conjure up. Most often we would pretend to be castaways who were forced to start a new civilization after a shipwreck. I can see why our parents liked bringing us here. Aside from the bridge, there is no other way off the wooded island, so we couldn’t have gone too far astray. Mom and Dad would usually relax at one of the nearby picnic benches while we exhausted ourselves by running wild.

“If you want to play Robinson and Mary Crusoe, all you’ve gotta do is ask,” I say drolly. “As long as we revert to our usual roles.”

“You still want to be Mary?” she asks.

I smirk and nod. Then I hear a metallic clinking noise coming from the bag she carries. I try to hook a finger to pull it open so I can see inside. Hannah notices my efforts and begins to hustle. Soon we’re chasing each other across the bridge while laughing, and it really does feel like we’re children again. We stop on the other side to catch our breath. The pavement ends here, the ground beyond so muddy that standing puddles are scattered everywhere.

“We’re not actually going into that mess, are we?” I ask.

Hannah turns a pleading expression on me, and I sigh before taking the first step. I’m wearing a pair of Nike Air Max, solid black and in pristine condition. That changes with the next step forward. The muscle shirt I’ve got on isn’t ideal for hiking either, I realize, but I do my best to avoid branches and thorns as the trees close in around us. Our shoes are squelching in unison as we walk down the path toward a familiar destination.

The gate. I’ve also heard it called the ghost door, or around Halloween, the portal to Hell. Most people in the town of Glen Ellyn, if familiar with it at all, simply call it the gate. The island we’re trekking across is long and narrow. At the very tip, where the land rises up and the river splits in two, stands an old archway. Dual pillars made of massive stone slabs stacked on top of each other curve to meet at the top, like the entrance to some forgotten place. There is no surrounding structure. Nobody seems to know why the gate is there, or what its intended purpose was, but plenty have ascribed meaning to it anyway. Including me. When we were younger, it was the front door to our castaway home. My friend Carlos once tried using it as a soccer goal, his ball ending up in the river beyond. First kisses often take place beneath the stone arch, and judging from the burnt-out fires and beer cans scattered everywhere, many have used it as a place to party. Not us. I’m disappointed to see, when the gate comes into view, that Hannah was telling the truth. We’re alone out here.

“Remember when Aaron tried building a throne beneath it?” Hannah asks.

“Of course,” I say while smiling. My older brother had gathered up all the wood he could find and assembled what looked like a chair, but when he tried to sit on it, the entire thing crumbled and his royal ass ended up in the dirt. “I still call him King of the Termites when he gets too bossy. Hey, weren’t they supposed to tear this thing down?”

“That’s exactly why we’re here,” Hannah says. “We can’t let them!”

We’re close enough now to see what a sorry state it’s in. The gate skews to one side, which it didn’t used to. Not this much anyway. The stone slabs have always been the target of vandals, but the spray paint has gotten so out of control that the surface has become dark and mottled. When we were kids, it had still been possible to read the crap that seriously determined people had chiseled into the surface. Dumb stuff like band names, the initials of lovers, and the occasional year. Someone from the city must have decided to preserve what was left, because at some point, a fence was hastily erected around the gate. Even that is in poor condition, two of the chain-link panels having been wedged open so that it’s possible to gain access again.

“Sorry,” I say, pinching the bridge of my nose, “but I thought your interest in this was limited to the report you wrote on activism.”

“Hashtag save the gate,” Hannah says without much enthusiasm. Her expression solidifies with determination as she surveys the damage. “They could at least restore it. This should be a protected historical site!”

“I mean, the tourists do flock here all summer long.” I glance around the empty clearing pointedly.

Hannah appears wounded. “This place used to be special to us.”

“And it always will be,” I say, tapping the side of my head. “Up here. They can’t take the memories away.”

I’m surprised when her chin begins to tremble. Then her eyes fill with hellfire as she pushes through the opening in the fence. “You don’t have to agree with me,” she says. “I only need your help.”

I watch as she marches to one side of the gate. Once there, she drops the tote bag, which lands on the ground with a heavy thud. I stare in disbelief as she starts to pull a long length of chain from it. “What are you doing?”

“Saving the gate,” Hannah says.

“Wait, you’re going to chain yourself to it?”

“They’re supposed to tear it down next week. Did you know that?”

“No,” I say carefully. “Unless you told me about it, in which case I totally remember. Where did you get a chain that long?”

“From my dad’s work.”

Her father owns an auto repair shop, which is good, because it means he probably has some sort of tool to cut his daughter free.

“Wait, wait, wait,” I say, holding up my hands. “Slow down. At least tell me the plan.”

“I’m going to—”

“Chain yourself up, I got that much, but who’s going to see? We’re the only ones out here.”

“That’s what I need your help with,” Hannah explains. “We’re going to livestream my protest!”

“Uh huh. And when the police show up to find a black guy standing in front of a chained up white girl, how do you think they’re going to react?”

She stops fussing long enough to glance up in concern. “Do you think they’ll shoot you?”

“Does a bear wipe his ass with a rabbit after shitting in the woods? I don’t know, but I’m not sticking around to find out!”

“Oh.” Hannah frowns in concentration before looking hopeful again. “I’ve got it! We’ll make a video and you can upload it once you’re safely at home.”

I laugh and shake my head. “I’m not leaving you out here. Listen, if they aren’t going to tear this thing down until next week, why are we out here now? Prom is tomorrow.”

Hannah scowls and resumes wrapping the chain around herself again.

I watch her for a moment. “This is about saving the gate. Right?”

“Of course,” she says tersely.

“Then let’s come back on Sunday.”

“I’m not going to the stupid prom,” she snaps. “I don’t have a date! I never do!”

That isn’t her fault. Hannah is a big girl. The world is full of people who are into that, but in a Midwest high school, all anyone cares about is what other people think. Like the closeted guys who want to do absolutely everything with me as long as it remains a secret.

“I don’t have a date either,” I tell her.

“You’re going with Jacob.”

“No, I’m meeting him there. I thought I was going with you.”

Hannah rolls her eyes. “Sure, but once he shows up, you two will start dancing, and I’ll end high school as a pathetic wallflower. And what about afterwards when you two...”

I snort and shake my head. “I’m not hooking up with him. Jacob and I don’t have any chemistry. We’re the only openly gay guys in our class. Neither of us is bringing someone, but we still want to represent, you know? Show everyone that dances aren’t just for straight folks. And it’s not just for skinny girls either. Come dance with us.”

She lets the chain drop to the ground and sighs. “It’s not just prom. Everything is changing and it freaks me out. I’m starting college in three months and have literally no idea what I want to do. I’m clueless! You’ll be hanging out with other musicians and won’t need me anymore, and if that doesn’t kill our friendship, just wait until you start touring.”

“Sounds like you’ve been busy planning my future instead of your own,” I say, trying to lighten the mood. “Nobody said anything about me going on tour.”

Hannah shakes her head. “You’re amazing, Reggie. Even if you don’t realize it yet. You’ll be famous someday. I’m just a nobody.”

“Amazing people have amazing best friends,” I say, walking toward her. “You’re so much smarter than me.” That’s no small compliment. We’ve both been in gifted classes for the entirety of high school. Popular kids might worry about having the best car or the latest clothes. For us brainy misfits, status has always come with the highest grade point average, but I adore Hannah for so much more than her intelligence. “And you’ve got a good heart. The way you’re always willing to help other people, how you sympathize with them instead of judging... I admire you. And someday you’ll meet a straight guy who does too. Until then, you’re going to college where you’re going to party with me, because this isn’t the end for us. Why do you think I want to have dinner together every night? I’m scared too. Like you said, everything is changing. That’s just the way it goes. We’ve gotta keep looking forward. Speaking of which...” I drop to one knee, ignoring the wet squishing sound this makes. “Hannah Watts, would you be my date to prom?”

Her eyes fill with tears, and I know her well enough to tell that they’re the happy variety. She pulls me to my feet and into a hug. “I don’t want to lose you,” she says.

“You won’t,” I say, surprised by how tight my throat is. “I love you, girl.”

“I love you too, Reggie.”

We squeeze each other a moment before letting go.

“Are you serious about prom?” she asks sheepishly.

“Uh, yeah! I would have asked sooner if I knew you cared. You kept saying how stupid prom is.”

“I still believe that. But I also want to go.”

“Is that a ‘yes’ then?”

I watch her cheeks turn pink before she answers. “Yes.”

“Good. Don’t you worry about Jacob. I’m not his type anyway. He shot me down sophomore year, remember?”

She looks scandalized by this news. “No! You never told me that.”

“Probably because I was too embarrassed. I don’t care if Jacob is interested now. He missed his chance. Feel free to remind him of that tomorrow. Really twist the knife and make him regret it.”

Hannah laughs, seeming more at ease. “I like what you said about representation. You should dance with him. Alone, so there isn’t any doubt. I don’t mind being a wallflower for a bit. That’s where all the good conversations take place anyway.” She exhales and looks around, as if seeing it all from a different perspective. “What a crazy plan.”

“No kidding! You’d rather get arrested than go stag at a dance?”

“They wouldn’t arrest me,” Hannah says dismissively. “I’m too white and privileged for that. I figured they’d drive me home and that my mom would ground me from prom.”

I think about it and nod. “Sounds like something she would do. Like when she made you quit the Girl Scouts.”

“Took her long enough. I kept getting into fist fights, hoping it would happen.”

“Love it. That’s what your major should be.”

“No need,” Hannah says as she boxes the air. “Everything I need to know, I learned from the streets!” She lets her hands drop and glances around once more, this time with affection. “I really will miss this place when they tear it down.”

“Me too, but you have to admit, it’s not the same anymore.”

“No. It’s not. Ready to get out of here?”

“No way! This is our last visit to the gate. We’ve at least gotta take some photos.”

She agrees, so we hold out the camera at arm’s length to take selfies. Afterwards we balance her phone on a low branch with the timer running so we can get full-body shots of us standing beneath the gate. My own phone remains safely in my backpack, since it’s brand new, and I’m not about to let it fall into a muddy puddle. I can’t expect my parents to buy me a replacement anymore.

“One more,” Hannah says, picking up the fallen chain and draping it over her breasts. “I want people to know that I risked my life to save this place. You can post it online and tell everyone I got arrested. Just make sure I look hot.”

“Let’s do it!”

We work together to stage the perfect photo. Hannah places herself against one of the gate’s pillars and I wrap the chain around her, just like she intended. We even muss her hair and put a little mud on one cheek, like she’s been suffering here for days in the name of her noble cause. And yeah, she makes the whole thing work for her. There’s only one crucial detail missing.

“Did you bring a padlock?” I ask her.

“Oh.” She chuckles to herself. “I kept imagining that you’d tie the chain in a knot. Still think I’m the smartest?”

“You’re brilliant,” I say, moving close and attempting to tie the chain into a cute bow. The idea is funny, but the end result looks sloppy. “We could use my old combination lock,” I say, tugging on the shoulder straps of my backpack. “I’ve got it with me.”

“No, this is perfect.” Hannah drapes an arm dramatically over her forehead, resembling the classic damsel in distress. “Hurry up and take a photo. The ground is so wet that I’m sinking.”

The mud sucks at my shoes as I move a short distance away. Then I turn and take a few more steps backward, trying to get the entire gate into the frame. I’m surprised by how askew it is. When we first got here, I didn’t notice how misaligned the stones of the arch had become, like they’ve been slowly sliding out of position or... No, I can see them move!

My stomach clenches as I look away from the screen. The gate is shifting! The top was slanted before, but now it’s lopsided. Hannah notices my panicked expression and glances upward. She reaches the same conclusion and begins tearing at the chains. “Reggie!”

“Hold on!”

I drop her phone and sprint, shoving my way past the half-fallen fence. She’s already gotten the bow undone, but the chain is still wrapped around her and the pillar multiple times over.

“Hurry!” she cries.

I grab one end of the chain and begin racing circles around her, noticing how deeply the bottom-most stone has sunk into the mud. They won’t need to tear anything down next week. It’s all happening now! One last loop to go, but it’s tangled up in the back. Hannah keeps pulling on it in panic, which only makes it tighter. My finger gets stuck between links as they come together, and I just barely manage to pull it free, ignoring the pain so I can rip at the chain some more. I finally get it loose enough that it drops to the ground. Hannah starts moving toward the opening in the fence. I’m right behind her, but she must not realize, because she turns around as if worried about me.

“Go!” I say, pushing at her.

Her eyes move upward and widen. I follow her gaze and see a stone slab free-falling in the air. I shove hard, wanting to push her out of harm’s way. We’re too much alike. Hannah does the same thing. We both end up toppling backward, and as my arms pinwheel, there’s no doubt in my mind that I’m about to be crushed to death. The last thing I see is the fear on my best friend’s face before the world goes dark. No sound. No visuals. Only the sensation of being squeezed so tight that there isn’t room left for thoughts. And then...

Nothing.
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Water strikes my face, cold drops that cause my eyes to shoot open, but there is precious little to see. Night has fallen. I can hear the trees swaying above as they’re pummeled by wind. A grumble of thunder sends fear down my spine. Where am I? I squeeze my eyes shut against the rain and take stock of myself. I’m lying on my back, but I’m not completely parallel to the ground. Something is pressing against my spine, like an uncomfortable pillow. When shifting, I feel backpack straps rubbing against the skin of my shoulders. I slip my arms free as I force myself to sit upright, my body stiff as if I’ve been in the same position for too long. I raise a hand to shield my eyes from the rain just as lightning illuminates a pillar of the gate to my right. That’s when it all comes rushing back.

“Hannah!”

I scurry away from the gate, worried that it hasn’t finished toppling over yet. My heart is pounding as I blindly search for my best friend. My hands touch nothing but wet grass and mud. Panic rises inside me as I return to my backpack, ripping it open to get at my phone. The glowing screen tells me that it’s nearly midnight. There aren’t any notifications. Or a signal. I turn on the flashlight and wave it around, but the rain is coming down so hard that it doesn’t do much good. I feel woozy, like I’ve been drinking too much, but I’m still in one piece. The falling stones must have missed me. Not wanting my phone to short out, I turn it off and shove it into my backpack again. I tuck this against the trunk of a nearby tree where I hope it won’t get as wet. With my hands free, I do a quick check of my head to make sure the adrenaline coursing through me isn’t masking an injury. I don’t detect any bruises or blood. How long was I out? And what happened to Hannah? She wouldn’t have left me here. Not by choice. Was she hurt? I stumble around in the dark, and even though I’m so lightheaded that I’m on the verge of passing out, I manage another hoarse cry.

“Hannah!”

No answer. Did we both get knocked out? Did someone find her and not me? I squint against the rain in my confusion. Where the hell is the stone slab that I saw falling? Is she pinned beneath it? Or did somebody already clear it away, maybe so she could be airlifted to a hospital or... Oh god, what if she’s dead?

“Hannah?” I whimper.

I feel a hand on my shoulder and turn around, nearly crying out in relief, but the sound catches in my throat. I can barely see the person in front of me through the rain. Another flash of lightning changes that, revealing a haggard face surrounded by wild hair and a scraggly beard. Two dark beady eyes stare impassively into my own. The man looks dead. Maybe the rumors were true. The gate really is a doorway to Hell! By the time thunder rumbles through the sky, I’m already running, pumping my arms and legs as fast as they’ll go. I don’t dare look back, even when I slip and fall, the thought of yellow jagged teeth spurring me on. I can practically feel them biting into my neck. My eyes widen with mad hope when I leave the trees behind. I’m gasping for breath halfway across the bridge, so I stop and grip the rail, ready to jump over the side if I’m still being chased. I don’t see anyone behind me, but it’s hard to be sure. Without the cover of trees, the rain is even worse here.

Fear propels me onward. The parking lot isn’t far. If her car is still there, I’ll know that Hannah is in trouble. That means passing through more woods, which I do at breakneck speed, the shadows seeming to close in on me from all sides. The parking lot brings welcome news. Hannah’s car is gone. A taxi is waiting there instead. I can see letters on the door and a small sign on top. The interior light is on, a driver behind the wheel. I run straight up to him and hammer on the window, looking back in case a zombie is lurching after me.

“What’s all the ruckus?” the driver snarls as he rolls down the window.

The man inside has a creased face and white thinning hair, a half-eaten sandwich balanced on his stomach. I notice the shield-shaped badge pinned to his jacket, and when he reaches over to put on a brimmed hat, I feel a mixture of relief and fear.

“You’re a police officer?” I splutter.

“Damn right I am! You better take a step back, boy.”

I do as instructed, noticing that the letters on the door aren’t for a taxi company. The word POLICE is written above a three-digit number, and below that, the name of my town, Glen Ellyn. What I mistook for a sign on top is a single red dome. The vehicle itself is dark and bulbous with rounded edges. A real classic. I watch, completely confused, as the man climbs out and opens an umbrella while keeping a wary eye on me. The feeling is mutual. I’m not sure he’s really a police officer, not in an old car like that, but he certainly has the right vibe as he points a baton at me.

“You better explain yourself!”

“There’s someone out there,” I try to say between gasping for air. “In the woods.”

The officer barks laughter. “Spooked ya, huh? I know what he’s doin’ out there. What about you?”

“The gate fell. I think my friend was hurt. Have you heard about someone being taken to the hospital? Hannah Watts? I was with her.”

The officer glances toward the woods, seeming concerned. “There’s a girl out there?”

“I don’t know.”

He rounds on me. “Either there is or there isn’t! Did you take a lady friend out there for some necking?”

“Huh?”

He scowls. “Show some respect, boy. I’m losing patience.”

“Sorry, sir,” I say through gritted teeth, “it’s just a little hard to concentrate at the moment.”

I’m shaking now, either from nerves or the cold rain that continues to beat down on me. He seems to finally realize the condition I’m in and walks around the back of his car. The man opens the trunk and takes out a thick green blanket. I’m thinking he might wrap it around me, but instead he opens the back door of his car and covers one of the seats. Then he steps aside.

“Get in.”

I’m tempted, but I hesitate. Something is off. He might be dressed like a police officer, but not a modern one. Maybe he’s one of those Civil War reenactors. A version that recreates police history instead. Is that a thing?

“It wasn’t a request,” the man barks.

Fuck it. At least it’ll get me out of the rain. Besides, they usually don’t shoot you while you’re in their car. Too messy. As soon as I’m seated in the back, he slams the door shut, and I crane my neck to see more of the interior. This is an old car. A spotlight is mounted on the dashboard, and between the front seats, some sort of archaic equipment that I can’t make sense of, but there’s no sign of a dashcam, GPS, or anything digital. The smell of metal and oil fills my nostrils.

“Let’s try this again,” the man says after he climbs back in the driver’s seat. He tosses the closed umbrella into the footwell of the passenger side before twisting to face me. “What were you doing out there in the woods? Having some fun with your gal?”

I answer with a question of my own. “Why is this car so old?”

He makes a face like I’m an idiot. “Now listen here! I’ve got better things to do than play games, so I’m going to run you down to the station and lock you up for the night. Maybe tomorrow you’ll feel like making sense.”

I don’t know what to think anymore. Maybe the police thought it would be cute to break out a vintage vehicle. A PR stunt, maybe. I watch as he grabs an old CB receiver and speaks into the handheld microphone. A voice squawks back at him, using police jargon that sounds authentic enough.

“You’re really with the police?” I ask.

“I’m sure as shit not with the fire department,” he says, shaking his head as he turns the ignition. “What have you been drinking?”

“Nothing. The girl I was with, Hannah Watts, can you ask dispatch if she was taken to the hospital?”

The man looks at me in the rearview mirror and raises an eyebrow. “Why? Did you lose your temper with her?”

“No! That stupid stone gate fell on us!”

He turns in his seat to consider me, his attention lingering on the bright yellow shorts I’m wearing. “Boy oh boy,” he says. “Young people dress uglier every year. But you sure don’t look like a heap of stones fell on top of ya. Let’s see some identification.”

I begin to pat myself down, realizing with a jolt that my pockets are empty. Everything I had is in my backpack, including the biggest lifeline back to the people I love and trust.

“My phone! It’s still out there in the woods. I need it!”

The man stares at me long and hard. Then he grabs the back of the seat and brings his face close to mine. I can see the white stubble on his sagging jowls and smell mustard on his breath when he says, “Breathe out.”

“What?”

“You’ve been drinking.”

“I have not!”

He sniffs and looks confused. “Reefer?”

I snort and shake my head in disbelief. “What century are you from?”

He doesn’t take offense at this. Instead he turns back around and puts the car in reverse. “You’re not right in the head,” he says matter-of-factly. “We’ll get you tucked up for the night, don’t worry.”

“You can’t arrest me,” I say as the car finishes backing up and starts to roll forward. “I’m a minor.” Not true, but my phone isn’t the only thing I left in the woods. My wallet is out there too, including my driver’s license. He doesn’t know how old I am. Or my name. I reach for the door, willing to make a run for it in the rain, but the handle isn’t there.

“You aren’t under arrest,” he responds. “We’re just going to put you somewhere safe until we can figure out which loony bin you escaped from.”

This isn’t cool. Am I being kidnapped or does the Glen Ellyn Police Department really allow a retiree to drive around in this old car? “Can’t you take me home? To my parents?”

He grunts as we turn onto the main road. “Where would that be?”

“Six-sixty-five Lenox Road. Please. Sir.”

He eyes me in the rearview mirror for a moment before he shrugs. “That’s on the way to the station. Let’s see what your old man has to say.”

That sounds better. I grope around for a seatbelt but never find one. Oh well. We don’t have far to go. I could have walked home in nicer weather, which only would have taken half an hour. There isn’t much to see on the way, especially in this weather, but I keep my eyes locked on our progress, still not trusting him. He makes the correct turn, but something feels off. We’re still the only car on the road. Everything is so dark. I can’t see most of the houses. Only when we reach my street does it begin to look more familiar.

“That one,” I say when my home comes into view. I yearn to be within the safety of its walls, and to have the protective presence of my parents with me, so I can finally figure out what happened to Hannah. She might still need help. The man I saw out there in the woods, maybe he did something with her.

“This is where you live?” the officer asks, not hiding his disbelief.

I clench my jaw. Our house is one of the most beautiful on the street. The most striking feature is the four white pillars clustered around the front door that stretch two-stories high to support the half-moon roof above. Stately. That’s how my mom always describes it. The lot next to ours is unoccupied and filled with trees, and on the other side, an extension has been built onto the house, including a sunroom which overlooks the front yard and the park across the street.

“Yes, sir,” I say, masking the animosity in my voice, because I know what the confused expression really means. He can’t believe a black family lives somewhere so nice. “My parents must be worried,” I say pointedly.

He turns around to look at me again, and I try to show him with my expression how desperate I am to get inside. After a long sigh, he says, “You better come with me,” before climbing out of the car and opening the door so I can follow.

As we walk along the cobbled walkway, I’m tempted to make a break for the porch, but I don’t want to get shot in the back. As soon as we’re close, I can’t help it. I rush ahead of him and start pounding on the front door. He catches up and grabs my wrist to stop me, swearing under his breath, but I don’t care because it’s too late. I made enough noise to wake up the entire house. Sure enough, a light switches on inside. It’ll be my dad. I just know it. He’ll take one look at who I’m with and start saying that I’m in a world full of trouble. That’s okay. I just want to be home again.

The door swings open, and I feel dizzy, because a white guy in pajamas and a bathrobe is standing there. He adjusts his glasses and peers at us both. The man isn’t my father. He’s old enough to be, but I’ve never seen him in my life. “Officer O’Brien,” the stranger says, fighting off a yawn. “What can I do for you?”

“Sorry to disturb you at such a late hour, Dr. Parker,” the officer says, sounding much more respectful in tone, “but I have a bit of a situation here and ahh... Is this one of your patients, by chance?”

The doctor considers me. “Could be. Have we met before?”

“I live here,” I say, trying to see past him, because I know this is the right house. I was raised here. I have every single detail memorized, like the glass lantern hanging above our heads, which my older brothers broke when they tied a pinata to it and... The lantern is the right kind. But it’s no longer broken. My mother lectured us about how old it had been. Irreplaceable. And yet, there it is, looking good as new.

“He’s not making a lot of sense,” Officer O’Brien says, clamping a hand on my shoulder. “That’s why I thought he might be under your care.”

“I’m perfectly fine,” I growl. “What’s going on here? Where’s my family?”

“George?” a female voice says from inside. “What’s wrong?”

“Everything is fine dear,” the doctor says over his shoulder. “Now then, what seems to be—”

I’m done playing around. I push past him, certain that I’ll find a camera crew inside. This has to be a YouTube stunt. MrBeast will be inside with a big check, or the revelation that he’s moved my family somewhere even better. Our own theme park maybe. That would make more sense than what I discover. The interior is familiar, but as I spin around, the furniture is all wrong. The coats hanging by the door don’t belong to my family. I recognize the stairs leading up, having placed my hand on the wooden banister thousands of times, but even the smell in here isn’t right. I feel disoriented again. A woman notices me and screams. Feet thud down the stairs, someone my age rushing to her rescue, judging from the way he spreads his arms wide protectively. She’s not my mother. He’s not one of my brothers.

A hand grabs the back of my neck and squeezes painfully, forcing me to bend over.

“Everybody calm down!” I hear the doctor shout. “No harm has been done. Let’s find out what this is about.”

All I can do is whimper in pain.

“Officer, please. Let me take a look at him.”

I’m finally released. O’Brien has a death grip on my shoulder, but it hurts less than him clawing into my neck.

“I’d better run him down to the station,” the officer says.

“I’d rather you didn’t,” Dr. Parker murmurs, staring into each of my eyes, one at a time. “If he’s in shock, or a temporary state of psychosis, locking him up will only make it worse.”

“I’m not crazy.” I intend to say this with defiance, but my voice trembles. I’m starting to lose it.

“Do you know what day it is?” the doctor asks.

“Friday.” I know what he’s getting at, and I refuse to play along.

Two little girls rush down the stairs and cluster behind their mother. Their older brother is still standing in front of them, wearing the same pajama and bathrobe combination as his father. His pale-green eyes are locked onto mine, open and earnest instead of accusatory and afraid. Something deep inside of me latches on to them, like a beacon leading back to a safe place. I remember being in my grandmother’s bedroom, and how patient she was with my questions as I picked up her possessions or pointed at different objects. “What’s this for? Where did you get that? Who’s he?”

“Daniel,” I croak.

The young man looks surprised. His expression matches my own. Of all my grandmother’s treasures, my favorite was a black and white photo in a gold frame inlaid with mother of pearl. Even as a little kid, I was drawn to the kindness of his face, or as I grew older, how attractive and even his delicate features were.

“You know my son?” Dr. Parker asks from behind.

“Yeah,” I say.

“How?”

“I used to date him,” my grandma would answer with a smoky chuckle whenever I asked about the photo. “But that was a very long time ago.”

My head is spinning. I’ve seen enough movies like this for the thought to have crossed my mind, but I dismiss the possibility as too ridiculous. Time travel doesn’t exist. Does it? Everyone is still watching us as Daniel and I stare each other down.

“You know my gr—,” I start to say to him. “Gloria. You know her. Right?”

Daniel nods. His mother breathes a sigh of relief and begins ushering the young girls back upstairs.

“Gloria?” Officer O’Brien repeats.

“The daughter of our housekeeper,” Dr. Parker explains. “If we could speak outside for a moment, officer. Danny, would you mind keeping... I’m sorry, what was your name again?”

“Reggie,” I say.

“Good. Are you feeling calm enough to sit with my son in the living room for a moment? You’d have to promise not to have any more outbursts.” The doctor’s tone is warm. He sounds like someone who deals with children on a regular basis.

I’m not a kid anymore, but I nod, since anything is preferable to being carted away by Officer O’Brien. I try not to stare as Dr. Parker has a quiet word with his son. Then the adults step outside, leaving us alone.

Daniel flashes a nervous smile. “Would you like to sit down?”

“Sure.” I lead the way to the neighboring living room and flick the light switch, which is where it should be on the wall but made of a heavier material. I fixate on this detail, because it’s one thing for all the furniture and decorations to be different. Those could have easily been taken out and swiftly replaced. But to swap out the light switches? The electrical outlets look weird too.

“Would you like a glass of milk?”

I only glance at Daniel, who is standing in the middle of the living room while watching me. I probably seem crazy, but I don’t care. I move toward the front of the house, noticing more changes. I have a vague memory of my parents installing energy-saving windows when I was a kid. These are different, the frames wooden instead of plastic. The glass sounds thin when I knock on it.

“Are you okay?”

Daniel again. I turn to face him. “What year is it?”

He seems genuinely surprised by the question. If this was a prank—and I’m starting to have serious doubts—then he would have expected me to ask that. Although he could be an actor or—

“Nineteen fifty-seven.”

I search his eyes. They remain on mine for a few seconds before darting away, his face flushing.

“Is this a joke?” I ask, moving toward him. “Please. If it is, just tell me. I’m getting seriously freaked out.”

He seems intimidated before he glances at the front door and stands up a little taller. “Everything is going to be all right,” he says. “Let’s sit down together.”

I’m a stranger in their home. If this really is the past... God that sounds stupid! Whatever is going on, I’ll handle it better if I calm down. My mom always tried to teach me that. Staying cool and collected gives you the upper hand. Besides, if I’m being punked, they want me to freak out. I won’t give them the satisfaction. I’ll show them how clever I can be. I join him on a lime green couch with wooden legs, still searching the room for anything they missed. A forgotten USB charger plugged into an outlet maybe.

“You know Gloria?” Daniel asks me.

I nod, distracted by the wall surrounding the fireplace, which has been painted canary yellow instead of a rich burgundy. “Yeah.”

“How?”

“We’re family,” I tell him.

“Oh. So what are you doing here?”

I’m about to explain—again—that this is my home, but the truth hasn’t gotten me anywhere so far. If this isn’t some sort of sick joke, I need a convincing story that won’t get me locked up. And a plan to get home again. The front door opens, Daniel rising to confer with his father. I ignore them both and remain seated, trying to think, which isn’t easy considering the circumstances. I hear footsteps going upstairs before Dr. Parker returns alone to the living room.

“Would you like a bite to eat?” he asks me with a friendly smile. “You must be hungry.”

“Yes. Thank you.”

I don’t have an appetite, but it gives me more time to think and analyze. The kitchen we enter is completely different. The counters, cabinets, appliances... all of it. I stood in here this very morning and ate a bowl of cereal while browsing my phone. Everything would have needed to be remodeled since then. Even a reality TV show with a huge budget wouldn’t be able to do that. The house smells more like baby powder than fresh sawdust or drying paint. I know I’m at the right address. Yes, it was dark and rainy outside, but each of the houses along my street are unique, built at a time when neighborhoods weren’t so generic, or at least offered more options. Even the products I get a glimpse of in the fridge that Dr. Parker opens look legit. I’ve never seen milk come in a plain glass bottle before.

I decide to treat the situation as real. If some bleach-toothed host appears to ask how it felt to experience a simulation of the past, I’ll laugh at myself along with my friends, but mostly I’ll be relieved.

“Hard to go wrong with a roast beef sandwich,” Dr. Parker is saying as he works at the counter. “When’s the last time you ate?”

“Lunch,” I say.

“Oh. A late dinner is better than none at all. I always try to eat three square meals a day. What about you, Reggie?”

“Yeah. Same here.”

He looks a little puzzled at this. Maybe I’m being too casual. When he leads me to a Formica-topped kitchen table and puts the food down in front of a chair, I sit and try to show some gratitude. “Thank you, sir.”

“My pleasure. You can call me George. George Parker. And you are Reggie...”

“Valentine.”

“Reggie Valentine,” Dr. Parker repeats. “That has a nice ring to it. Go on and get a couple of bites into you. And some milk. The weather is dismal. I notice you aren’t dressed for it.”

I shake my head before taking a bite, so my mouth remains as full as possible while I piece together a cover story. That’s hard to do when I still don’t know what happened.

“Officer O’Brien said he picked you up by Churchill Woods.”

“Yes, sir. I must have fallen asleep out there.”

“Oh?”

“I was resting and must have nodded off.”

He lets me eat a little longer before speaking again. “I know this might sound like a foolish question, but what’s the date?”

“May twentieth.”

“And the year?”

I feel dumb saying it aloud, certain he’ll laugh... but he doesn’t. “Nineteen fifty-seven.”

“Last one, I promise. Who is the president?”

Damn. They made us memorize the entire lineup back in sophomore year. Or was it even earlier than that? I still know most of the names, but the exact year is harder. Kennedy was the sixties, so it must be Truman. No, wait! “Eisenhower.”

He nods as if satisfied. “Good. Sometimes when we go through too much stress, our thoughts can get jumbled, but you seem to be thinking clearly.”

“This helps,” I say, holding up the sandwich before taking another bite. The bread is white, flavorless, and spongy. I wish he’d put barbeque sauce on the roast beef instead of mayo.

“You mentioned Gloria earlier,” Dr. Parker says.

“Yes, sir. She’s my cousin.”

“I see! Why did you expect to find her here? In fact, you seemed to think that this was your home. Do you live in the area, Reggie?”

“No.” An excuse occurs to me then, but I’m uncomfortable with it. “I’m from Alabama.” A state known for being hostile to blacks—a fact that received national thanks to brave people like Claudette Colvin and Rosa Parks, who took a stand rather than remain silent. I might be sketchy on presidents, but I know my civil rights history. I have tremendous respect for those pioneers, and if it wasn’t for the extreme circumstances, I would never lie about sharing their struggles. The racism I’ve experienced during my lifetime would have been much worse if not for them. “I was having a rough time down there, and Gloria said I could come live with her family.”

“Why did you have this address? She doesn’t live here.” Dr. Parker’s eyebrows shoot up suddenly as if he already knows the answer. “Last winter.”

“Huh?”

“When her family stayed with us over the holidays. Their furnace broke down. Gloria spent so much time at Sarah’s desk while she was here that we sent it home with them.”

I know my grandma likes to write, but I don’t understand what that has to do with me.

Dr. Parker notices my blank expression. “She must have used our home as the return address. I believe we received a few responses meant for her.”

I’d thank my good fortune if it hadn’t dropped me here in the first place. “Where does she live now?”

“Not far, not far. I can take you there tomorrow. All the way from Alabama, huh? That must have been some journey. How did you get here?”

Amtrak? Did that exist back then? Or now, I suppose. Greyhound buses are old enough. Right? “I mostly hitchhiked,” I say at last, deciding to play it safe.

“I see. Don’t you have anything with you? A change of clothes, for instance?”

“I did, but it’s all out in the woods. I woke up in the rain and ran off without it.” I don’t mention the creepy guy who snuck up on me. My story is strange enough already. Dr. Parker seems to accept it though.

“You’re welcome to stay with us for the night,” he says. “I have to work in the morning, and I’d wager your uncle does too, so I’d rather let him sleep. I wouldn’t mind getting back to bed myself. What do you think?”

“I’d appreciate it very much, sir. Thank you.” I finish off the sandwich and stand to collect my dishes, intending to bring them to the sink.

Dr. Parker rises and takes them from me. “I’m a pediatrician,” he says, “which means I’m a doctor to young people like yourself. I believe you could benefit from a mild sedative that will help you rest easier tonight. Especially after all the excitement.”

“Okay,” I say.

“Just a moment. I’ll be right back.”

As soon as he’s gone, I consider running. My gut keeps telling me I need to go home, but I’m already there. Instead I wash the dishes he left in the sink, leaving them in the rack to dry. No dishwasher, it would seem. I do open a few drawers, hoping to find an overlooked Pizza Hut flyer or whatever, but everything appears to be from another era.

Dr. Parker returns with a stethoscope around his neck. “Do you mind?” he asks, lifting the metal circle at one end. I already know it’s going to be cold.

I shrug and lift my shirt. He presses the drum to different areas of my chest, and then my back as he asks me to breathe in and out. I’m worried I’ll have to turn my head and cough, but instead he stares into my pupils before seeming satisfied. I can’t help thinking that a reality TV show would worry about getting sued if an unsuspecting contestant had a heart attack. Is that what this is?

“Good news,” Dr Parkers says, taking a brown glass bottle from his bathrobe pocket. “You’re in excellent health.” He twists off the lid and tips a single pill into it. “But I would still recommend taking this.”

I’m guessing it’s valium or something similar, and that he wants to ensure I won’t go ballistic on his family if it turns out that I am crazy. A friend of mine was into pills. Witnessing how it messed up his life was enough to turn me off them forever. I’ll make an exception tonight. I want to get knocked out. Maybe then I’ll wake up where—and when—I’m supposed to be. He watches me as I swallow the pill. I make it easy for him to see that I did.

“I’ve already spoken to the family about you staying here,” Dr. Parker says, “and everyone says you’re welcome. You’ll be sharing Daniel’s room tonight.”

“That’s fine. Thank you.”

He leads me upstairs, my heart lurching with each corner we turn, because no matter what’s really going on, this isn’t my house anymore. The door leading to the master bedroom no longer has the reassuring presence of my parents behind it. My brothers’ rooms, as we pass by them, are most likely being used by little girls. Adding insult to injury, I’m led directly to my old bedroom. Daniel is standing in the doorway with a friendly smile, even if it does look a little forced. I know things were different in the fifties, and that people often left their homes unlocked without fear, but he can’t be thrilled about bunking up with a total stranger.

“Danny will help get you settled,” Dr. Parker says with a yawn. “I don’t want you staying up though. Get to sleep. Understand?”

This is directed at his son, who nods enthusiastically.

Dr. Parker is already trudging toward the master bedroom. “I’m just down the hall if you need me,” he says with another yawn.

I look back at Daniel. He gestures toward the bedroom, like he’s inviting me in. I’m curious to see how my room has changed, and once I’m in there, it stings worse than I expected. I almost always walk to the far wall when entering to turn on my stereo. Most of my friends are satisfied with a basic Bluetooth speaker or headphones. Me? I have a huge system that includes a digital receiver, CD player, vinyl turntable, and even a tape deck, because some music can’t be found on any other format. When cranked up, the speakers are nearly strong enough to shake the teeth from your head. All I see where my precious stereo system should be is a white-paneled dresser. My framed posters of inspiring musicians have been replaced by school pendants and a map of the solar system. His bed is narrower but in the same location as mine; shoved up against a wall to leave the center of the room clear. Daniel chose to put a desk by the window that overlooks the front yard. I considered doing the same, until I noticed there wasn’t an electric outlet near enough for my laptop.

“Whenever I have friends spend the night, I always let them have my bed,” Daniel is saying from next to it. “I’ll sleep on the floor. I’m a Boy Scout, so I’m used to camping.”

I notice the sleeping bag that is rolled out next to the bed like the sidecar of a motorcycle and manage not to snort. “My friends usually crash with me in bed,” I say.

“Oh.” He turns to consider the scene. “I used to do that when I was little, but my bed isn’t very big and—”

“I’ll take the floor,” I say.

“I really don’t mind,” he presses.

“I do.” It comes out gruffer than I mean it to, but I don’t like the idea of sleeping in someone else’s bed, or smelling them on the sheets, when this is my room. Or will be. How many decades from now? Six? Seven? I’m a long way from home.

“Okay, well, I have some pajamas for you.” He gestures at a striped pair of cotton pants and a matching shirt that is laid out on the comforter.

“It’s fine,” I say, already shaking my head. “I usually sleep naked.”

His jaw falls open before it snaps shut again. “Even when your friends stay over?”

“Only the ones I really like,” I murmur.

Daniel stares. Then he starts laughing. I don’t feel like joining him, but I do manage a smile, because it’s a nice sound for such a joyless night. Or maybe that pill I took is kicking in. “I’ll get changed,” I say, grabbing the PJs. My clothes are still damp, my socks especially. I probably tracked mud all over the house. I’ll help clean it up tomorrow.

“The bathroom is—”

“Second door on the right,” I say before he can finish. “I’ll be right back.”

Much like the kitchen, the bathroom had been completely renovated by the time I was born, so it looks different than I expect, but the tub, sink, and toilet are in the same places. I notice a dogeared science fiction digest next to the toilet. Daniel had a stack of them in his room. The date on the cover is from two years ago, nineteen-fifty-five, but the paper isn’t yellowed or musty from age. I make use of the facilities and then check myself in the mirror, almost relieved that I still look the same. I stand out against the backdrop of pale colors behind me, like somebody Photoshopped me into an image of a vintage home. Even when I strip off the muscle shirt, basketball shorts, and my underwear, I still don’t fit in. I look like a scrawny kid who is lost and afraid. The pajamas help, mostly because they make me laugh. I’ve never worn anything like them. I do a little jig in the mirror, my head swimming. The pill is messing with me for sure. I rub a hand over my short-cropped hair, stare into honey brown eyes that have charmed their fair share of boys, and try to tell myself that it’ll all be okay. Except it comes out slurred and sounds more like “It’ll bitty oaky.”

Gathering up the clothes and shoes I arrived in, I stumble down the hall back to my room. His room. Whatever. I’m past the point of caring. Daniel is already beneath the sheets, his earnest eyes on me as I enter. He really does have the sweetest face. I shake a finger at him and say, “S’not the first time I ‘magined you there.”

He looks confused, and maybe a little worried. I shut off the light and make my way to the sleeping bag, struggling with the zipper once I’m inside. I can’t get the stupid thing to move an inch!

“Here.” Daniel, still in bed, leans his torso over the edge of the mattress and takes the zipper from me, his fingers brushing against mine. I’m tempted to grab them, just for the comfort of being close to another warm body. “It always gets stuck,” he explains.

“Thanks for that,” I mumble as I hear metal teeth buzzing up one side of the bag.

Daniel’s sheets rustle as he pulls himself back into his bed. After a beat of silence, he asks, “Are you okay, Reggie?”

“Yeah,” I reply. “I just want to go home.”

It’s the last thing I manage to say, the last clear thought I have, before the sedative really kicks in and I drift away on a sea of white noise.
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Chapter 3
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Someone is gently shaking me—the hand on my shoulder causing me to rock back and forth. Sunlight warms my face. I clench my eyes shut, partly because I want to sleep in, but also because the dream I had was so upsetting that I’m scared I’ll discover it was real.

“Reggie?”

My stomach sinks. I know that voice, but only barely. When I open my eyes, Daniel is squatting next to me. His brown hair has been swept back into a pompadour. He’s wearing a collared shirt, light-blue with two vertical navy stripes running down the front. He smells clean and fresh, his pale green eyes alert, making me think I slept the day away. “What time is it?” I grumble.

“Seven,” he replies. “You need to get ready for breakfast.”

“Fine.” I still need a moment to collect myself... and to allow some natural stiffness to subside. When I finally get to my feet, I notice that Daniel is wearing a pair of long beige shorts. He’s fully dressed, while in my family, we tend to sit around the breakfast table in our bathrobes. Or sometimes around the TV if it’s the weekend. I guess that’s not how they do things here.

Daniel starts to explain how the shower works. I wave him into silence and trudge down the hall, relieved when locking the door behind me. I stare for a moment at everything that doesn’t look familiar. I guess the sedative is still in my system because I don’t feel as upset by it. Only when I’m standing beneath a hissing showerhead does a thought wake me right up.

Hannah! I still don’t know what happened to her. What if she’s also stuck here in the fifties, eating breakfast with well-meaning strangers? I have to assume the worst. For her sake. By the time I’m drying myself off, I’ve decided on a course of action.

Daniel is still in his bedroom when I stroll inside. He looks me over before quickly averting his eyes. “Sorry. I should have given you something to wear.”

I’m not naked. I have a towel around my waist. People must be more reserved in this era. “Have you seen my clothes?” I ask, looking around for them.

“Mom said that she would wash them. And that I should loan you something.”

I check out his outfit again. His socks are pulled up so high that they nearly cover his shins, leaving only a few inches of bare skin beneath the long cloth shorts. This should be fun. “Let’s see what you’ve got.”

He opens the closet door and I come up behind to look over his shoulder. I never realized how colorful the fifties were. I’m spoiled for choice now, not only in terms of hues, but patterns as well. Stripes and checks, primarily. Almost every shirt is the same collared style that Daniel is wearing. I notice one that is pale yellow and reach past him to take it.

He seems a little flustered when leading me to the dresser. I choose a pair of white shorts and feel thankful that none of my friends have been born yet. I pull on the shirt, intentionally facing him while I do so. Might as well have a few laughs while I’m here. Daniel quickly moves to the window and keeps his back to me. Just as well. I don’t have any underwear to put on, and I’m sure as hell not going to borrow a pair from him. I can freeball it for now. With any luck, I won’t be here much longer anyway.
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