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Every life is many days, day after day.


We walk through ourselves, meeting robbers, ghosts, giants,


old men, young men, wives, widows, brothers-in-love,


but always meeting ourselves.


—James Joyce
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PICK YOURSELF UP BY YOUR BOOTSTRAPS


UNCERTAINTY CAN WRECK your life.


Uncertainty leads to confusion. Confusion leads to chaos. And chaos creates way too many chances to get hurt.


That’s why I love science. It doesn’t make promises it can’t keep; it doesn’t guarantee magical fairy-tale absolutes. Science is driven by observable data and mathematical models, not whims and emotions. Especially physics, which is the science of everything. It’s the science of me and you and how we are literally standing here, right now, in this wildly unpredictable universe. Physics is so badass, it looks at a storm of chaos, shrugs, and says, I have a theory for that.


I’m not saying science is perfect or even that it has all the answers to the universe’s burning questions. I mean, the solutions it does provide are definitely not instant, or even always accurate. Think Ptolemy and the whole Earth-is-the-center-of-the-solar-system business. But the awesome thing about science is that it’s constantly striving to get things right. It takes impossible, massive conundrums and makes them make sense. There’s always a (scientific) method to the madness, and I find that incredibly comforting.


If only I could use the scientific method to fix the awkward, galactic mess that is currently my life.


[image: ]


I lock my vintage red moped to one of the bright blue metal stands in front of the school. I spin around to head inside, tucking my helmet under one arm and hoisting my backpack over the other, nearly tripping over my untied laces, feeling a little out of sorts.


“Aria! Watch out!” my friend Dilnaz yells, reaching in front of me to catch a wayward tennis ball right before it clocks me in the face. I right myself from my stumble, my mouth open in shock.


“I saved your life!” she yells, just as I say, “I can’t believe you caught a ball!”


I laugh. “Saved my life? I think that’s a little dramatic. The ball was losing velocity as soon as it left the racket of some tennis player with terrible aim.” I point to the courts and what looks to be a freshman with an I-better-hide-now expression on his face.


Dilnaz’s mouth turns from a perfect O to a wide smile that reveals deep cheek dimples in her golden-brown skin. “As if. Dramatic would be if I let the ball hit you so I could get a better article out of it for the paper. You’re welcome, by the way.”


I roll my eyes, but she continues, gesticulating as she creates an imaginary headline in the air, “‘Hidden Dangers of the School Parking Lot: What You Don’t Know May Kill You.’”


“Seriously? You’re the editor of the school newspaper, not a clickbait-y, fake news site.”


“Clickbait is the gateway drug to hard journalism. Reel the reader in with drama, then hit them with undeniable truth.”


“I’m sorry my non-death ruined your chance at a Pulitzer.” I readjust my backpack on my shoulder as we begin walking toward the front doors.


“I just heard death and Pulitzer, which is basically my favorite way to start the morning.” We turn to the familiar voice behind us.


Dilnaz slips her arm through Jai’s, her rose-gold nose ring matching the one in his right eyebrow. It was supposed to be the three of us getting best friend piercings, but I completely chickened out, my mom’s voice in my head reminding me of the multiple infections I got in grade school when I tried to get my ears pierced. It was not pretty. Pus was involved. No hole in my head was worth a repeat of that.


“Aria almost died this morning. But I saved her.” Dilnaz bats her eyelashes at Jai. She flirts with everyone, unabashedly.


“You’re a hero.” Jai fawns as we continue toward the school. “Did you push her out of the way of a moving car because she was obliviously calculating the theory to everything on her phone?”


“She was nearly murdered by a stray tennis ball, and I caught it right before it smashed her gorgeous face.”


“You caught a ball?” Jai says, his eyes widening in mock shock.


I arch an eyebrow and bite back my smile while Dilnaz scrunches up her face at us. “Hey! I have skills beyond my brilliant editorial work,” she says.


“Have you forgotten we’ve both seen you in gym?” Jai asks between laughs as we step through the doors into the cool, stale air of our high school.


“Watch it, or I’ll pull you off the arts section and assign you the sports beat,” Dilnaz says, squinting her dark eyes at Jai.


“Fate worse than death,” I deadpan as we turn into senior hall.


“I thought you don’t believe in fate.” Jai nudges me.


I stick my tongue out at him as I nudge him back.


“By the way, why didn’t you meet us at Chekhov’s Gun last night?” he asks.


“Yeah,” Dilnaz adds, like she’s suddenly remembered to be mad at me. “You totally stood us up. Rude.”


I stop by my locker. “I didn’t promise I’d show up. Besides, it’s too loud in there for me to do my homework.”


“You’re a hopeless nerd.” Dilnaz shakes her head, then wraps her arm around me.


“And yet you love me.” I smile, dropping my backpack on the floor while I spin the dial on my locker. Dilnaz and Jai veer toward the journalism room, whispering conspiratorially.


Dilnaz calls back to me, “Have fun in physics and try not to stare at Rohan the whole time!”


“Whatever,” I mumble as I roll my eyes.


I stuff my helmet and backpack into my locker and grab my laptop and physics binder.


I’m sure there will be many things I’ll be doing in class, but staring dreamily at my ex while I question everything about my life and my decision to break up with him is absolutely not one of them. Definitely not. (I hope.) The hard part about that is that he sits in the desk right next to mine.


A word of advice: No matter how gaga you think you are over your crush who becomes your boyfriend, never ever sit next to them in class. Because even though there is the brief bliss of knowing smiles and sidelong glances, an eternity of awkward awaits when you inevitably break up because graduation is looming and you’re going to colleges a couple thousand miles apart and ripping off the bandage now seems like the best, most practical course of action.


I walk into class and slide into my seat without acknowledging Rohan. It’s been a week since the breakup, and the slightly sick feeling of uncertainty in my belly hasn’t dissipated. Maybe it’s gotten worse. I’m trying not to pay such close attention to it. I wish there was a solution for this, a way to solve for X. X being normalcy. Indifference. Anything but the roller coaster of feelings and heat that overtakes my body as I flip open my laptop to a blank page and date it. I made this decision so we could avoid the inevitable drama of a breakup later in the summer, after we’d been going out even longer. Plus before-college breakups with your high school boyfriend are so cliché. Yet it seems like all my choices caused the drama I was trying to avoid. Like I’m a character in a Greek tragedy trying to outrun their fate.


“Hey,” Rohan whispers.


“Hey,” I mumble back without meeting his gaze. The gaze of his gorgeous hazelly brown eyes, set deep into the perfect chestnut-brown skin of his beautiful face. He has unfairly long eyelashes, too. Ugh. He’s beautiful, empirically. It’s just a fact. But that fact wasn’t enough to outweigh all the things that I imagined could go wrong with us. Facts don’t prevent future problems, especially when there are volatile variables. And by variables I mean me. (Also by volatile.)


Maybe there’s a way to work around chaos and uncertainty and too many variables, and I want to ask my physicist dad what to do, except he’s dead. I don’t know why my mind still goes to him for advice when it’s been ten years and the once crisp memories of him are starting to blur. I wish I could ask him stuff, though. Like, will Mom ever really be happy again? I could ask her directly, I guess, but it seems cruel because even if images of my dad are fading for me, for her, they’re still fresh. She tries to hide it, her brokenness, but I catch it sometimes, the look in her eye, the growing gap between us. I never ask her about it, though. It sometimes feels like it’s not my business or that if I ask her it will cause a flood of feelings neither of us can handle.


I look back at Rohan, questions bouncing around in my head. There’s a tiny voice inside of me wondering if maybe the fact that he seemed to like me a little more than I liked him was a contributing factor in the breakup. Or if he’s right in that maybe I never really gave him a chance. How much can you like someone and still want to break up with them? Like, how do you measure that? Can you still want them to put their arms around you, are you allowed to imagine the warmth of their kiss on your lips and still be right about needing to be apart? Relationships and feelings are the worst. There’s definitely an X factor, but it’s to solve or understand. I swear if someone could figure out the science of breakups they’d be a billionaire.


“Good morning, physicists!” Ms. Jameson strides to the center of the classroom. She’s the most chipper morning person I’ve ever met. She has long silvery-gray hair that looks practically illuminated. Set off by her dark skin, she has this IRL Storm look about her, but the elements she’s mastered are atomic, not weather-related.


“I hear you’re starting Hamlet in English class, so how about a little cross-curricular connection?” she continues.


No. Shakespeare is bad enough in AP English. I don’t want to battle with his words in science, too.


“Hamlet is often considered Shakespeare’s greatest play and was written around 1599 to 1601.” Ms. Jameson pauses, raising her left eyebrow at some of the groans from the class. The power of that eyebrow to silence complaining students is the stuff of myth around the school. Maybe even all of Chicago. “Now, let’s say, right before his death, Shakespeare traveled back in time to before Hamlet was written and gave his younger self the entire play. Who, then, wrote Hamlet?”


Huh? Is this a trick question?


“Who invented the time machine to take him back?” Carlo calls from the back of the class.


Ms. Jameson twirls some of her silvery strands between her fingers. “An interesting question but not relevant to the problem. Remember, to solve a problem, first weed through which data points you need to figure it out.”


“Why would he travel back in time to give himself his own play?” Jinan asks.


“Because he’s a cheater,” Zayn responds, causing giggles across the class that are quickly stifled.


“He’s copying his own work,” Inara yells out.


“Ah! You’re getting warmer. Look at the phrases you used: his own play, his own work. What does that mean in this scenario?” Ms. Jameson nods at us, a sign for anyone to jump in if they have a thought.


“It’s not his. No one wrote it,” Rohan answers. Ms. Jameson grins approvingly.


“That makes no sense at all,” I blurt. And my words sound a little meaner than I intend them to be. The entire class turns to look at us as we stare at each other, his mouth slightly agape, mine a thin line. Dammit. They’re all waiting for the drama. Why am I such a blurter? I clear my throat. “What I mean is, of course someone wrote it. A book has an author. An origin.”


“But if Shakespeare traveled back in time and gave himself the already written play, then young Shakespeare didn’t write it. And old Shakespeare didn’t write it either because he already had it,” Rohan responds. His face is totally devoid of feeling. He always had the best poker face.


“Aria?” Ms. Jameson nods at me, waiting for my retort. I wish I had one that made any sense.


“Look, I see what you’re getting at. It’s a paradox. Like, what came first, the chicken or the egg? But at some point there has to have been a writer. Hamlet didn’t write itself.”


“The paradox doesn’t have a solution,” Rohan says. “The solution is the paradox.”


“A paradox can’t be the problem and the solution,” I say, my voice maybe rising a little more than it should. My face getting a little more heated than I expected.


“Maybe there never was a problem,” he says. “Maybe some people see problems where there aren’t any. Maybe we can’t have all the answers all the time, but that doesn’t make something less true.”


I bite my lip as tension crackles in the air around me. This isn’t about physics—it’s about me and my unparalleled ability to catastrophize. It’s about me telling Rohan I wanted to break up after we’d been at the movies, snuggling and holding hands for the millionth time. It’s about him asking me why I was breaking something that seemed perfect. It’s about me wondering if I am the thing that’s broken.


“Lover’s spat!” someone in the back stage-whispers.


“All right. Everyone calm down,” Ms. Jameson says to silence the giggles and snickers. I clench my jaw. So what if I am maybe a little broken? That doesn’t mean I’m not still right. “The point of this question is a classic time-travel problem. It’s called the bootstrap paradox, first proposed by Robert Heinlein in a short story in 1941. And it’s going to kick off our examination of my favorite, somewhat bizarre time-travel paradoxes. We’re moving away from the precise world of Newtonian physics and gliding into the quantum realm.” Ms. Jameson turns off the lights and switches on the smartboard, and intro music with space-y vibes plays as the video begins.


I can feel the weight of Rohan’s gaze on me, and I slink down into my chair, avoiding eye contact at all costs. Glad for the darkened room, I try desperately to focus on the video about paradoxes and not on Rohan or breaking up or finally telling my mom about it this morning, which ended with me being a total butt cheek to her.


It wasn’t totally my fault, though—she did kinda push me. “Are you sure you’re okay?” she kept asking, even after I told her I was fine, everything was fine, and I didn’t see things with Rohan going anywhere, that’s all. Simple, really, but she wouldn’t let it go. Classic Mom over-worrying.


“I’m sorry to hear that,” she said. “I thought things were going well, that you were happy.”


I shrugged. “I guess, but I’m over it.”


She arched an eyebrow at me.


“What?” I snapped. “Did you want me to marry him or something?”


She sighed a judgmentally long mom sigh. “Honey, of course not. And if breaking up is what you wanted, then good. It’s that … well, do you think maybe you’re not as totally over it as you say? You’ve seemed a bit sad recently and maybe a little defensive. It’s okay to have feelings, to express them—messy ones. You don’t need to hide them or act like they don’t exist.”


“Yeah right,” I scoffed, irritation building under my skin.


“What’s that supposed to mean?”


“It’s sort of hypocritical of you to talk about expressing feelings when you still aren’t over Dad dying and you won’t even admit it.” I clapped my hand over my mouth a second too late. I’m the worst blurter. No. I’m the worst, period. The look in her eyes—it was like I’d slapped her.


She gazed down at the floor and cleared her throat. “You’re right. I’m not over him dying. I’ll never be over him dying. It’s because I loved him. I still love him. And you may not understand this, but I wouldn’t change a single thing. Feeling this pain, this sadness, reminds me of how real our love was and—” She stopped herself midsentence, shook her head, and walked out of the kitchen while I trudged off to school, my backpack weighing me down like a boulder.


I thought I’d locked away feelings about the fight with my mom on my ride over to school. Just like I thought I was beyond any feelings for Rohan.


Ugh. None of this is what I want.


The lights come back on and Ms. Jameson hands out our assignment. “Tonight, I want you to shift gears a little. I’m assigning a poem to read.” I stop myself from groaning. “And come prepared to discuss it as it pertains to the video we watched and our discussion today.”


I look down at the title of the poem: “To Be or Not to Be 2.0.” Great.


“What I find especially intriguing is not only that the author leans into mystery here, but that they left a mystery in the poem. You’ll see there are two blank lines, indicating missing words. People have tried to solve it, to fill in the blanks, thinking there’s perhaps a formula or theorem embedded in the lines. But so far, no author has stepped forward to let us know if the guesses are right.”


I glance at the poem. Skimming a few lines, it’s not as hard to unravel as Shakespeare, but it’s still a poem. Not exactly my thing. I slip the paper into my folder and walk out of class the second the bell rings. I hear Rohan calling my name, but I don’t look back.


TO BE OR NOT TO BE 2.0




Where are your roots planted?


Where did your wings take you?


Toward cloudless climes


beyond the limits


of your eyesight


spying the glimmer in universes of


possibilities


soaring beyond your


capabilities


opening your mind to its


capacities


for wonder


to the overwhelming


audacity


of an imagination limited only by belief


in


three


dimensions.


Let go of who you are, release


yourself from the gravity


tethering you to this little life


this little strife


that you fear is beyond your control.


Understand the sum of your parts


fashion a whole.


A hole.


A crack.


A gap.


A mirror.


A window


you create


so you can slide through it.


So you can glimpse another world and be it.


Harness the chaos inside your mind


a whirling


twirling


dervish


igniting


soldering you to your source, your self.


Undulating waves of time and place


bend to you


if you can master the chaos of disaster


an infinity of strings


golden light, dripping


variations of


what is


what can be


what always was.


A thousand contradictions


a million points of light


a billion paths to choose.


Upturn each touchstone


descend down every branch


every gnarled and twisting root


in all the maddening inconsistencies of the cosmos,


_______________________________________


___________________________
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FORCE = MASS × ACCELERATION


I FELT THE headache coming on right after lunch. I wish I could blame it on the tragically underseasoned chicken in the cafeteria tacos, but I’ve been getting ice-pick headaches on and off for a few months. A sharp, shooting pain that usually only lasts a few seconds. The doctor said it was likely something to do with tight nerves and suggested some stretches, which I swear I’ve been doing. Occasionally. Hasn’t helped. In fact, things have been getting worse the last couple weeks, which I’ve maybe, kinda hidden from my mom. Being an only child of a single mom means all my mom’s anxiety is laser-focused on me. I don’t want or need more.


The headaches start off exactly the same. A small tingle at the base of my neck, a stiffness, a cold that creeps its way up. Then a feeling like a brain freeze, without the benefit of the ice cream first (salted caramel, if you please). And lately the pain has been lasting longer.


“Are you okay, Aria?” My English teacher stares down at me with a very deep crinkling at the corners of her pale blue eyes. I’m on the floor by the water fountain next to her room, my knees pulled to my chest, my right cheek resting on my kneecaps. The thing is, I don’t quite remember how I got here.


“Um … yeah. I’m okay. Sorry. Just a migraine. I think.”


“Let’s get you to the nurse. Can I help you up?”


I push myself off the floor. My head feels like it’s too big for my body, like my actual skull has been replaced by a bowling ball. As if that stray tennis ball actually did bonk me in the head and now my brain is swelling. I take a deep breath. “I can make it. Thanks.”


“Where should you be right now? Do I need to write you a pass?”


“Study hall. But I have early dismissal today. I’ll ask the nurse to let my study hall teacher know and maybe just head home,” I say, and begin moving like a sloth to the nurse’s office.


“Take care of yourself, dear,” she says before walking back into her classroom.


The hallway is mostly empty except for the detritus of high school life littering the scuffed linoleum floor: discarded tests, empty food wrappers, a red canvas sneaker that’s seen better days. Damn. We’re such slobs. I feel bad for the custodians. I slowly walk to my locker to get my stuff. A sharp pain hits me, right between the eyes. I shrug my backpack onto my shoulders, grab my helmet, and take another deep breath before turning around. I spy the sneaker again, but now it’s yellow. Weird. I shake my head, look again. No. That’s not right. It was red. I squeeze my eyes shut, and when I open them, I swear to God, the air in front of me wavers, like I’m staring at a mirage. I blink, and the red shoe is back and the mirage is gone. This headache is funkier than the other ones.


I take a few deep breaths before I start for the nurse’s office. But my phone buzzing stops me. I fish it out of my backpack and see it’s my mom. Calling. It’s probably about this morning.


I pick up and jump right into it. “Mom? Look, I’m sorry I was being such a—”


“Aria, why are you picking up the phone?” She cuts off my apology, sounding a little breathless.


“Um, because you called me?”


“But you’re supposed to be in class. I was going to leave a message. Is something wrong? Are you having another headache?”


I pause for maybe a second too long. How does she always know? When I was a kid I called her uncanny ability to catch me in a lie Mommy Magic—like Spidey sense but for moms. I don’t use that phrase anymore, though; I stopped calling her Mommy a long time ago. I sigh. “It’s just a tiny headache, and I was going to get some ibuprofen from the nurse when my phone rang, so I picked up.”


“Are you dizzy? Nauseated? I can come get you right now, honey.”


“No. I’m okay. I drank some water and my headache’s practically gone now,” I lie, then quickly add, “So why were you calling me? Are you at the office?” There’s some static on the line now—her cell coverage at work is sometimes not great.


“Actually, I’m at home. Now, don’t worry, but …”


In the history of human existence there has never been a time when someone has used the words don’t worry that hasn’t caused the person hearing them to completely panic.


“… but it seems like I might’ve caught a bit of a stomach bug, and the doctor wants me to pop into the ER to run a couple tests. No big deal.”


My breath catches in my lungs. “The ER? That’s totally a big deal, Mom. And you can’t drive yourself. What if you puke while you’re driving and get into an accident and—” More static on the line, louder this time.


“Honey, that’s not—”


“I can come home right now. I’ll drive you. I’ll be there in, like, five minutes. Okay?”


There’s only static on her end of the line. “Mom. Mom? Can you hear me?”


The line goes dead and my heart lurches, my mind inevitably turning to my dad and his sudden heart attack. My panic mode engages because if she’s at home, her cell should work fine and what if … what if … she’s sick, she’s fainted, she’s … oh no … what if it’s something worse and I—


I rush out the door, ignoring my headache and skipping the nurse’s office, and hop onto my old moped. I drop my bag into the back basket, put on my helmet, and race home. The air feels good on my face even though the helmet feels like its squeezing my head in a vise. The moped only gets a top speed of about twenty-five miles per hour, but that’s still fast enough to have me home in minutes. But what if that’s too late? What if she fainted? Crap. What if it’s a heart attack? Don’t people throw up before heart attacks? What if she’s lying on the floor by herself having a heart attack?


I turn onto Harper Avenue and see that I can catch the green light—this light always stays red forever. Two seconds before I pass through the intersection, though, the light abruptly blinks from green straight to red. No yellow. I brake hard as a car in cross traffic speeds through, honking at me like it’s my fault. Dammit. I have to pay attention. That could’ve been really bad, and I can’t help my mom if I’m roadkill.


I turn up my street and spot my mom rushing from the front door to our car, which is parked on our small parking pad. Relief washes over me. Not a heart attack. I start yelling for her, beeping the tinny horn of my moped. My mom’s normally perfect bun is all messy, and she doesn’t seem to hear me or even notice me. She jumps into the car, turns it on, and starts backing out onto the street.


We live on a pretty quiet one-way street, so how does she not see me? Maybe she’s feeling so sick, she can’t focus? Why is she driving? I told her I could drive. I steer my moped onto the sidewalk and lay on the horn. I’m so close, she has to hear it.


A searing pain in my head makes me screech to a stop. I raise a hand and call out for my mom. I lose my balance and the moped topples over, partially pinning me under it. The neighbor’s small strip of lawn cushions the fall, and I crawl out from under the bike and raise my head. I glimpse my mom through the windshield. We make eye contact. Her mouth drops open and her eyes widen.


That’s when I see the green truck screeching around the turn, barreling down our street. Trucks that size aren’t allowed on our street—it’s too narrow. Chicago has specific laws about that. I turn my eyes from the green truck back to my mom. She doesn’t see the truck. How is she so oblivious right now? I scream, crawling toward her. Why can’t I get up? My legs feel so heavy. My head like a lead balloon.


The world slows. Leafy tree branches sway lazily above me. Every blade of grass a tiny pinprick on the palms of my hands. I hear the loud thuds of my racing heart. I see the flap of a hummingbird’s wings as it hovers by our feeder. I feel a rumble in the pavement from the truck careening toward my mom. It’s fast. Too fast. I scream but no sounds come out of my throat.


My mom is staring at me, frozen, her eyes fixed in disbelief on the space where I am. I try to stand, to take a step. The air around me shimmers in waves; it’s the mirage again, like in the hallway at school, but brighter, sharper. I raise my shaking hand, my fingers reaching out toward a fold, a ripple. An invisible weight, a density, pushes back, sending a shock screeching up my arm. A white-hot pain rips through my skull. I screw my eyes shut, clutch my head as I fall to my knees, certain I’m about to throw up.


I struggle to open my eyes. One, then the other—each feels like a lead weight. I blink. Gasp. I glance up in time to see the green truck inches away from slamming into my mom’s car. A crunch of metal. A high-pitched scream. I throw myself forward into the shimmering waves of sound and light. I fall, a pocket of air swallowing me.
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FORMULA FOR FALLING: D = ½GT2


I HIT THE ground with a dull thud, like I tripped, my feet tangling with each other. My headache is gone.


A pair of chestnut-brown Uggs lie on some dirty snow. Ugg-ly, is more like it.


My knee hurts, and I pull it toward me to rub it. The eyesore Uggs move closer to my body … what the? They’re on my feet? Me, I’m wearing platform Uggs?


I panic, my heart banging against my ribs like a bird trapped in a cage. It’s not only my weird footwear choice that’s scaring me. Sweat beads up on my upper lip. This has to be a nightmare. I blacked out. And … oh my God. My mom. The car crash. I whip my head around but can’t see her.


Breathe, Aria. Breathe.


I gulp in oxygen, hoping to wake up, but a chill hits me. I’m freezing. I instinctively lift a mittened hand to move my too-long black bangs off my face. Why am I wearing mittens? When the hell did I get bangs? Bangs!


“Beta, why are you on the ground?”


I look up, blinking against the bright, cold sun. “Mom?”


I sigh, relief flooding me. She’s okay. She’s fine. She’s—


She’s wearing a white ski jacket with lift tags still attached. She steps closer to me and reaches down with her gloved hand to help me up. Oh no. She’s wearing matching Uggs. And embarrassingly tight jeans. And since when does she ski? This is not my mom.


I’m dreaming about my mom wearing skinny jeans? What kind of messed-up, freaky nightmare is this?


“Why are you staring at me like I’m a stranger, beta? Is it because of the boots? I promise not to get out of the car when I drop you at school. Your old ummi won’t embarrass you,” she says with a dazzling, blindingly white smile.


I stare blankly at this woman who looks like my mom but more athletic and with way more makeup. There’s a serious kajal situation going on and … wait … is that blue eye shadow?


“C’mon, beta,” the woman who looks like a slightly younger version of my mom says. “Don’t want to be late,” she singsongs. “The early bird catches the worm!”


I grab her hand and slowly come to standing, my boots still foreign on my feet. I take in the world around me. There’s snow piled up everywhere, including traces on the butt of my jeans. I brush it off as I spin around to look at the house. My house? I’m standing in front of a large suburban-looking house. White with black shutters. Newish. Two stories. No. No. Our house is an old Chicago Victorian, three stories, rickety wooden stairs, painted shades of gray and blue. Is this the suburbs? Why is there snow when it was sixty-five degrees yesterday? I’m losing my mind.


“Aria Patel.” The familiar Hello, Earth to Aria tone of my mom’s voice snaps me to attention. At least that’s the same in my dream. Nightmare? Delusion? God. What if I hit my head when I blacked out and now I’m seeing things? Wait. Am I dead? They say your brain still has energy pulsing through it after your “death.” That there’s a chance your consciousness is aware that your body is dead. Is my brain trying to ease me into death? For the record, the fashion horror boots, my mom’s millennial skinny jeans, and this winter-white wool coat are not helping me go gentle into that good night. Maybe our last seconds on Earth are aspirational, like I believe I wouldn’t have a million stains on a white coat. Like I have a clean slate. If I’m dead, why am I not freaking out more? Maybe there is peace in death like all those stories you hear about people seeing this bright, welcoming light. But how the hell would furry platform boots bring me peace? No. Never. Impossible.


I walk toward our car. Our fancy, expensive, shiny car that my real mom would never even dream of buying, and get in. My “mom” has the engine started and heat blasting through the vents. My seat is warm from the seat heaters my mom also wouldn’t splurge on because as she likes to say, “We’re from Chicago. Weather is scared of us, not the other way around.”


“Buckle up, Aria. You don’t seem yourself. Are you having an episode?”


“An episode?” I ask. Maybe there is an explanation after all.


“You know, one of your headaches.” She whispers headaches like it’s a word that might offend me.


This illusion is because of my headaches? They really are getting worse. “Yeah. I had a really bad one right before you got in the car.”


“What? When? Yesterday? Your dad drove you home, not me. Do you not remember that?” she says with worry in her voice, but I completely ignore her. My dad? She said my dad gave me a ride.


“Dad?” I whisper. “Dad’s here?” My syllables stick in my throat.


My sporty dream mom scrunches her eyebrows at me and reaches over with one hand to touch my forehead, checking if I have a fever. “Honey. He’s not here. You know that. He’s heading to the airport. Remember? His work trip? I thought I heard you talking to him this morning?”


I. Talked. To. My. Dead. Dad. This. Morning. The realization comes together slowly in my head. That’s obviously impossible. I pull off my mittens and rub my eyes with my palms. I never dream about my dad, at least not that I can remember. I mean, maybe in a way he’s always on my mind—like in the back of my head, but no, he’s never been in my dreams. Why is my subconscious going here now?


“I’m going to give Dr. Razvi a call,” my mom says. “This episode seems more extreme. Maybe you’re stressed about auditions?”


Record scratch. Auditions? It’s like I can hear the words coming out of my mom’s mouth, but I don’t understand how any of them apply to my life.


Sporty Mom continues. “Don’t worry. I think you’re a shoo-in for the lead, but I know you always get nervous on the day cast lists are announced.”


Oh God. In this dream, I do theater.


I nod. And mostly let singsongy Sporty Mom talk. Maybe I’ll wake up. Maybe my brain will realize it’s actually dead and release me from this weird synaptic purgatory. She pulls up to a gleaming new building that’s all glass and chrome. It looks like a hi-tech company. But students filing in and a discreet sign near the entrance tell me differently: HENDERSON HIGH SCHOOL, COLORADO SPRINGS, CO.


I’m in Colorado?!


I’m startled by a rapping on my window. A girl I sort of recognize is grinning widely; her vivid pink curls are topped by a bright blue knit beret and frame her heart-shaped, golden-brown face. My window rolls down and Sporty Mom leans across the front seat.


“Good morning, Dilnaz! Aria is a bit sleepy and dream-logged this morning. You two should grab a latte from the cafeteria or maybe a hot cocoa before heading to choir.”


This is Dilnaz? The school has lattes? I’m in choir? What on earth—


“Will do, auntie!” Dilnaz sings. Literally sings. “I’ll see you at the mosque this weekend to coordinate the neighborhood shoveling volunteers!”


“I’m bringing the samosas!” Sporty Mom sings back. I never thought of samosas as a lyrical word, but their deliciousness definitely inspires my taste buds to sing. Oh no. I’m telling corny jokes in this dream where I wear fuzzy boots. Help.


I step out of the car, mumbling a goodbye to Sporty Mom. This all has to end eventually. Dilnaz grabs my hand and makes me run up the ramp to the school doors. As we do, a sea of students simultaneously parts into two lines, creating something like a runway. We burst through the bright red school doors. Bollywood dance music spills out of the hall’s loudspeakers. Dilnaz pulls off her beret and throws it into the air as she grabs the hands of a cute desi boy from the crowd. A gust of wind, somehow swirling inside the building, ruffles the boy’s long bangs that sweep over his deep brown eyes.


The music on the loudspeakers swells. A rhythmic drumbeat draws my attention—it’s loud, and it’s not coming from the speakers. I turn around to find an actual drumline marching down the hallway toward the crowd—a bunch of students with dhols strapped across their chests like we’re in an Indian wedding parade.


Then there’s singing.


Not absent-minded, I’m-in-the-shower singing. Full-on coordinated and rehearsed showstopper, musical-dance-number singing. Like I’m walking through the set of a Bollywood musical.


As I back away, the crowd encircles Dilnaz and Cute Boy with Bangs. Two concentric circles of students start to dance around them, moving counterclockwise to each other, clapping their hands, in unison, to the side of their heads and then again on the diagonal by their hips. The drummers keep the beat. Dilnaz and the boy have their hands clasped and are singing a swoony love song from inside the circle. If this is my afterlife, kill me now.


I look toward the other end of the hallway and see an adult with dark skin and a short shock of gray hair walking toward me. Ms. Jameson? I make my way toward her but a cold tingling slithers up the base of my neck. My body feels weighed down. I lumber over to the water fountain and take a sip as a sharp pain splits my skull. Every muscle in my body tenses as I grip the cool metal sides of the fountain.


Ms. Jameson calls out my name and hurries over to me. I stumble toward the wall so it can hold me up. She’s nearly in front of me, but a twirling dancer bumps into her, sending the stack of papers she’s holding spilling across the floor. One lands near my feet.


It’s the poem from physics class.


The air right in front of me starts to shimmer in vertical waves, like folds of a drape undulating in front of me. Through the disturbed air, I see the students dancing and singing. Ms. Jameson picking up her papers. Can no one else see the air, like, flickering?


A piercing ray of light flashes before me. My brain feels like it could crack in two. Dilnaz’s voice rings out clear as a bell, like all sound is muted except her new song, a ballad, a solo:




Where are your roots planted?


Where did your wings take you?





That’s … that’s the … poem … I don’t understand … it’s the words—


My head droops. It’s too heavy—I can’t stay up. The glimmery mirage shines. The waves part in front of me, calling out to me. I reach for them with my fingers and start falling forward, the lines from the poem trapped, like an echo: Where are your roots planted? Where did your wings take you?


I know—


The world fades to black as the air swallows me.
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LIFE IS BUT A DREAM?


I BOLT UPRIGHT in my bed. Soft, buttery morning light filters in through gauzy lavender curtains. I close my eyes and take a few breaths, lying back down to snuggle into my pillow, under the weight of an impossibly soft embroidered kantha quilt.


There’s a dull throb in my head. Not the piercing pain of the ice-pick headaches and sledgehammers; more like a low-level, normal headache. The good old-fashioned, ibuprofen-can-fix-this kind. I almost love it.


I open my eyes again.


A kantha quilt.


A kantha quilt?


I use a red wool blanket. Not a kantha quilt.


I don’t have curtains in my room. I have blinds.


I don’t like lavender!


I yank myself out from under the covers. Sitting in this bed, I look around the room. But everything beyond the bed is fuzzy, like I’m viewing the world through a filter. I try to blink away the morning bleariness as panic slowly rises in my body, my heart rate increasing, my palms getting sweaty. My fingers starting to shake. No. No. No. Not again.


Why can’t I see right? I throw my legs over the side of the bed, pushing myself to standing. But I immediately trip on a giant pair of iridescent purple slippers that look like cartoon unicorns. Unicorns! I steady myself against the bedside table; that’s when I notice the glasses. A pair of blue cat eye glasses decorated with tiny rhinestones.


I push the glasses up the bridge of my nose, questions without answers banging around in my brain. And the world—the world of this room, anyway—comes into sharp focus. Everything is soft and warm and, wow, is there a lot of purple.


A voice fills the space around me. “Good morning, good people! It’s a bright, beautiful spring day. So let’s kick it off with a classic—”


I search for the source of the voice as tinkly strains of a pop song waft through the air. I don’t recognize it, but it sounds like the eighties music my mom makes me suffer through on car rides. I look everywhere—under the bed—where, by the way, there’s not a single dust bunny. Clearly this is a dream. I search the very organized white wooden desk that has neatly arranged piles of paper with sticky notes on top of each pile. There’s even an inbox and an outbox.


Oh crap.


What if I’m not a teen? What if I’m a middle-aged lady? What if I Rip Van Winkled myself into a forty-year-old who likes unicorn slippers?


I dash into the adjoining bathroom (nice!) and look at myself in the mirror. Two symmetrical braids lay over my shoulders. A tiny constellation of zits claim residence on my chin. Besides the glasses and braids, I’m … me. And I look shockingly well rested. I touch my face, my fingers hesitating, afraid of what they’ll find. But it’s me. And not me. I stare down at the counter and spy a bottle of ibuprofen and take two with a tall glass of water, hoping it will help my headache. Maybe snap me out of … well, whatever this is. At least there’s no singing. But as the pills and water swish around my empty stomach, I feel a familiar nausea again.


That tinkly song is still playing, and when I walk back into the bedroom, I see a white plastic rectangular clock flashing the time: 7:12 AM. I walk over to it and realize it’s also a radio. A clock radio. Whoa. Retro. There’s a grooved plastic button on top with bright blue lit-up fingerprint swirls etched into it. Curious, I press my index finger into the groove. The music stops and a soothing, slightly artificial voice comes through the speaker.


“Good morning, Aria.”


What? Ugh. I hate these things. There’s a reason I don’t have an Alexa. AI scares me.


“It’s Saturday, May first. Your mom wanted me to remind you to eat breakfast and not to overdo it on the coffee. Maybe try a nice cup of chai instead. She measured out the spices and left them next to the stove. Sounds wonderful and calming.”


“Thank you,” I say automatically.


“You are welcome,” the voice responds.


“Can you talk to me?”


“Certainly. What would you like to talk about, Aria?”


“Where am I?”


“I’m assuming you don’t mean that as a metaphor. But you are in your home. 1600 Locke Lane. It’s May first. May Day, a celebration of worker—”


Wait. Why am I dreaming it’s May 1? Maybe I was desperate for a spring dream since it was snowing in the last one.


“Who are you?”


“Is this a quiz? I’m your daily assistant. Anu Izmir. Get it? A”—she pauses—“I.” I get it. “I’m here to help you however I can. Make your life easier. Your parents made sure of that.”


My throat goes dry. That voice said parents. Plural. I’m dreaming about my dad being alive, again. Maybe I’m wishing he were here to figure out what’s happening to my brain and why I’m dreaming in a dream, if that’s what I’m doing? I don’t think I’ve ever been able to question myself like this in a dream, though.


“My parents fixed your settings?”


“More than my settings. As you know, your parents designed the code that is me. Most of the world has some version of me. But I am unique to you. The most advanced of my kind. The Aria prototype model.”


This machine sounds proud. And I’ve seen enough dystopian movies to know that when sentient machines take over, it’s the end of humans. I slowly back away. I grab the plush lavender robe from a hook on the back of the bedroom door and rush out into a house that is absolutely still and quiet. I pad down a glass-and-wood staircase that looks like something you’d see in a fancy house on a design show.


I step into an immaculate kitchen—all stainless steel and black granite. A giant center island is shiny black with swirls and specks of glitter in it; it looks like the universe. It’s pristine. Not a streak. Not a crumb. No teetering, overflowing stacks of mail that my mom refers to as The Pile. No sticky note reminders of things we need at the grocery store. No half-drunk mugs of cold chai left unfinished because my mom got distracted. Or my dad? Does he drink chai in this life, too?


My parents.


“Ummi? Papa?” I call as I hurry through the cavernous house. Funny, I haven’t used the Urdu word for mom in years.


“They’re in Sonoma,” the AI calls out as I pass my open bedroom door. I step back into my room. Can this thing hear me wherever I go?


“Sonoma? Where?”


“The spa weekend, remember, jaan?”


Jaan. Dear. This AI uses Urdu terms of endearment for me? And since when does my mom go to spas? My mom only gets a manicure, like, two times a year, for her birthday and Mother’s Day, and only because I get her gift cards for it.


“Where’s Sonoma? What spa?”


“Sonoma County, California. The spa is in Healdsburg. It’s about a two-and-a-half-hour drive. But knowing how your dad drives, they probably made it in under two. Old lead foot.”


The AI makes jokes. Bad ones. It’s starting to feel plausible that my dad did program this, because when my mom hears a super corny joke, she genuinely laughs and says my dad would’ve loved it, but then she gets quiet really quick, like she’s somewhere else, lost in a memory I don’t share. Also, why am I in California? I walk to my curtains and move them aside to find a sea of green grass leading to the edge of a cliff, the rolling ocean below. It’s beautiful. Also, slightly terrifying. Why are there no guardrails? A person could walk out there and fall right off. I shudder.


“When did we leave Chicago? When did we move here?”


“Approximately seven years ago. Your parents didn’t want to be in a big city during the COVID-17 pandemic.”


“COVID … 17? That’s not right.”


“Aria, are you okay? I’m sensing tension in your voice. Let me check your vitals. Pulse, temperature, oxygen levels.”


“What? How?”


“Maybe you do need that coffee. Still groggy, huh? Put your index finger on the reader with the blue swirls.”


I walk back to—her? it?—the clock/radio/AI machine and place my fingers on the glassy surface of the button.


“Calculating. Hold still, please.”


I squeeze my eyes shut and try to breathe. If this is a dream, why am I not waking up?


“Temperature ninety-eight-point-six degrees. Normal. Oxygen level ninety-nine percent. Normal. Heart rate one thirty-six. Elevated. Is your head hurting?”
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