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For the lonely ones






CHAPTER 1

I’M ABOUT TO TELL MY therapist something that I’ve never told anyone before. I shouldn’t be nervous because it’s Ms. Hazel (she’s heard it all by now), and nothing matters anymore anyway. But still, it’s going to be strange admitting this out loud for the first time.

“Can I tell you something?” I ask.

Ms. Hazel pauses from unwrapping her caramel hard candy to offer her full attention.

I clear my throat. “I think… I’m lonely.”

She pops the candy into her mouth, smiling. “It’s terrific to hear you say that.”

My forehead crinkles with confusion. “I don’t know if I’d consider it terrific.”

“It’s not terrific that you’re lonely,” she clarifies, shattering the caramel between her teeth. “It’s terrific that you told me.”

I like Ms. Hazel. I knew I would on day one. Oddly enough, it started with her office. You know how they say people look like their dogs? I think therapists look like their offices, and a therapist’s office can tell you a lot.

Take Dr. Oregon. He had deep wrinkles carved into his face, like the cracked hardwood floor he insisted I sit on cross-legged and shoeless. I quit after our first session, not because I don’t want my therapist to have wrinkles, but because I appreciate chairs. Mr. Ramplewood had chronically bloodshot eyes and only wore gray, which matched the vibes of his dreary, water-damaged basement clinic. If he ever quits being a therapist—and he really should—I’d suggest Mr. Ramplewood follow his true calling and become a haunted house tour guide.

But Ms. Hazel’s has a real Museum Collector Meets Amateur Hoarder energy, and for whatever reason, I dig it. We’re sitting in identical brown-leather chairs separated by a coffee table covered in ancient psychology magazines, candy dishes to feed her self-diagnosed sugar addiction, and discolored rings from decades of coaster-less drinks. Faded floral wallpaper is hardly visible between rows and rows of shelves housing worn books and broken trinkets, and there are enough crookedly hung photos to sufficiently fill the interior of an office ten times larger than the one we’re in. It may be a minimalist’s nightmare, but I could tell, even during our first session, that the room’s noisiness strangely helps in quieting my mind.

And Ms. Hazel, dwarfed in a waffle-knit sweater and yellow scarf despite the late-summer heat, is an extension of the elaborate room she’s spent decades curating. An immovable gray crown of hair rests atop her head, and sparkly earrings shaped like ice cream cones dangle on the outside of her gargantuan glasses, which look like they were custom made for a beach ball with eyes—not a shrinking sixtysomething-year-old (though, somehow, they suit her.)

Sure enough, unlike Dr. Oregon and Mr. Ramplewood, I’ve enjoyed my visits with Ms. Hazel. Not necessarily because she’s a better therapist than they are—although I think she is—or because her office is more comforting than theirs—although I know it is. I like Ms. Hazel because she gives it to me straight. Like I’m sure she will right now. So I ask, “Why did you suspect that I’m lonely? What gave it away?”

Without a moment of hesitation, Ms. Hazel breathes, “Everything.”

My eyes pop at her bluntness, but Ms. Hazel doesn’t seem to care as she springs up and starts busying herself around the room yet again.

During our first few sessions, I got a bit irritated having a therapist who apparently couldn’t focus on me longer than thirty seconds at a time before bouncing off to a different task. But I grew to appreciate this eccentricity as I realized Ms. Hazel could be tinkering with a lampshade or pulling apart nesting dolls and still absorb my every word. She’s not interested in performing the part of Good Therapist just to make me happy. And come to think of it, I sort of despised how intently the other two would stare into my eyes while pretending to care about the words coming out of my mouth. In their offices, I felt like I was on display, but in Ms. Hazel’s, I feel like I’m just a part of it. And I like that.

She stops at her desk and starts rifling through paperwork before finding my session notes. “Here they are,” she sighs. “Clark, I first suspected that you’re lonely because you’ve mentioned that you’ve been feeling down since Sadie moved across the country, and that developing new friendships has been tough for an introvert like yourself—understandably so. It doesn’t help that Sadie appears to be, as you once put it, living her best life without you in Texas.” She emphasizes living her best life like it’s an important clinical specification.

“But then your mom and dad are in the middle of a divorce, which, as we’ve discussed before, can bring about feelings of abandonment,” she continues. “And, as I noted last week, it seems as though you’ve been succumbing to staying within an increasingly small comfort zone, which, I’ve found, ironically leads to more discomfort, like loneliness.” She looks up at me with a sad smile. “All of that is to say, it sounds lonely in that head of yours, Clark.”

She’s entirely correct, but Ms. Hazel doesn’t even know the half of it.

The half of it being the biggest source of my loneliness.

It’s not worth bringing that up to her now, though. Believe me, I’ve tried. Three times. The first resulted in a concerned phone call to my mom, the second sparked a surprisingly hearty laugh—immediately followed by her choking on a caramel—and the third concluded with Ms. Hazel gently suggesting I watch fewer sci-fi movies. And since I’m actually hoping for some clarity today, I’ll pass on an attempt four right now.

“How do I beat loneliness?” I ask. Her answer won’t change my predicament, but knowing Ms. Hazel, it’ll at least be interesting.

“Aha!” she squeals, pointing at me from across the office with a stiff finger.

I jump. Ms. Hazel never squeals.

Strange.

“That’s a great question,” she says. “I love that question, Clark. Because it shows you understand that loneliness can be a somewhat fleeting, fluid feeling, and not a chronic, immovable state of being. Many people aren’t so convinced.”

I’m not as convinced as Ms. Hazel seems to think I am (but I keep my mouth shut).

“Clark, I know what I want your homework to be this week,” she says, returning to her chair with a pen and notepad, scribbling away excitedly as she sits. “It’s a four-part challenge that I’ve found can work really well if the patient commits.”

I tilt my head, thinking I misheard. “Did you say a four-part challenge?”

“That’s correct, yes,” she says.

That’s… strange, too.

Ms. Hazel’s homework for me is always simple and straightforward.

“Here’s how I think you can beat loneliness, Clark—or, at the very least, begin to make progress,” she says. “Number one: try to make a new friend, rather than just looking forward to graduating high school soon, and—”

“Hold on,” I cut in.

She pauses.

My heart thuds. “Did you just say ‘try to make a new friend’?”

She nods.

“Are you sure?” I triple check. “That’s my homework?”

She nods again, but slower.

That’s not right. She wasn’t supposed to say that. That’s not my homework.

That’s never been my homework today, no matter what we’ve talked about.

She waits for me to explain my confusion, but I don’t. “Did I say something to upset you, Clark?” she asks.

“No, it’s just…” I trail off. “Never mind. Sorry. Okay, so, try to make a new friend. What’s the second part?”

She clears her throat and looks back down at her notes. “The second part is…”

Gratitude journal. Of course that’s what it’s going to be, just like every today.

“… help someone who could use it,” she says. “Research shows that helping others can not only be incredibly gratifying, but it often connects us to others in meaningful ways.”

What the hell is going on?

Ms. Hazel really has gone completely off script.

Sure, I go off script all the time. I deviate in just about every therapy session, asking off-the-wall questions and playing devil’s advocate. But my deviations have never once forced Ms. Hazel to change her homework assignment for me.

So, I repeat: What the hell is going on?

I stand, circle the coffee table, and hunch over her side. Her handwriting reads, to my complete shock:


Clark’s 4 tips to beating loneliness:

Try to make a new friend.

Help someone who could use it.

Be vulnerable so others can be too.

Do the thing that scares you.



“Are you serious?” I say, stepping back.

“Clark.” She laughs. “Why are you so aghast? Does this feel like too much homework for one week? Is that it?” She nods supportively. “To be clear: you don’t have to try all four tips this week. How about we start with just one?”

“What about the gratitude journal?” I ask, feeling sweat collect on my brow.

Her eyes widen, appearing even larger and more distorted than usual through the lenses of her glasses. Ms. Hazel flips back a page in her notes, showing me what’s on the other side. It reads, as I expected it would:


Clark’s homework assignment: start a gratitude journal.



“Now, how in the world did you know that I wanted you to start a gratitude journal?” she asks, bewildered. “That had been your homework—until you mentioned your loneliness.”

Until you mentioned your loneliness.

I’ve said way more wackier things to Ms. Hazel in this office. Why would telling her that I’m lonely make any bit of difference?

I’m silent, weighing my options.

Should I lean into Ms. Hazel’s unprecedented deviation in search of an answer and probably confuse the hell out of her? Or should I give it up and just go with the flow?

Before I can make up my mind, Ms. Hazel leans in, deciding for me. “You sneaked into my office before our session and peeked at my notes, didn’t you?” she asks with a smirk. “That’s how you knew about my gratitude journal idea? I won’t be angry if you did, Clark.”

I return to my seat, perplexed. “You caught me.”

Ms. Hazel smiles, proud of herself for seemingly figuring it out.

But she doesn’t get it. And how could she?

“Let’s talk about my third and fourth tips to beating loneliness,” she carries on. “Vulnerability. It’s contagious, as we discussed last month, and opening up to others is often the catalyst for them to feel comfortable opening up to you. That’s exactly how we build meaningful bonds. And then tip number four: do the thing that scares you.” Ms. Hazel pauses dramatically before continuing.

“We all have a thing that scares us, right? A terrifying thing we know we should do, or say, or try, because it’s the right thing to do, or say, or try? It may not be intuitive, but I’ve found that it’s often doing the scary things that reap the biggest rewards in terms of nurturing relationships with the ones we love—and nurturing relationships with ourselves. And…” She pauses, this time sensing that I’m distracted. “Clark?”

It’s incredibly difficult for me to focus because, for some inexplicable reason, one of the unbreakable laws in the rulebook I’ve been forced to abide by just got broken, and I have no idea how or why that could have happened.

So here’s the thing, in case it isn’t clear: I’ve been stuck in a time loop. That sounds ridiculous, I know, but I’m not sure what else to call it. A temporal loop? A causal loop? The internet has lots of names for it (and none of them truly reflect how terrible they are). Basically, the same day is repeating itself. Nonstop. Presumably until the end of the Earth, because nothing I do has seemed to stop it.

To the best of my knowledge, I’m the only one aware that this is happening—or the only one that it’s happening to. Everyone else wakes up and takes on the day as if they haven’t already experienced it several times before. But in my world? Yesterday was today, just like today is today, and tomorrow will be today, too. Three weeks from yesterday? September 19. Four months ago? September 19.

And around and around and around we go.

Like I said, I’ve already told Ms. Hazel three times about the time loop to no avail. Even if I could find someone who’d believe me, they’d forget about it by the next today anyway. That’s the main reason why I’m lonely. That’s why I’m depressed. That’s why my life—if you can even call it that anymore—is pretty much meaningless at this point. Sure, Ms. Hazel’s new homework assignment is a bit baffling (to say the least). But as much as I want to hope that a broken time loop rule could be a clue in my effort to escape, I’ve been let down far too many times in this today to be fooled once again.

Still, I’ll give Ms. Hazel some credit. She may be right in that Mom and Dad parting ways and Sadie moving to Austin haven’t exactly helped when it comes to my loneliness. But life goes on after your parents separate and your best friend suddenly lives three states away.

It just can’t when you’re stuck in a time loop for the rest of eternity.






CHAPTER 2

I SWING MY BOOKBAG OVER my shoulders, say bye to Ms. Hazel, and push through the glass doors of her office building.

If you enjoy seasons like I do, you better pray to whatever divine being you believe in that you never get stuck in a time loop. Because as a person who appreciates snowmen and hearing the crunch of red leaves beneath my boots, leaving air-conditioned therapy and entering the same ninety-degree heat on my muggy walk home in every one of my todays is the absolute worst. As always, I’m drenched in sweat a block later.

You start noticing the most mundane things when you relive the same day over and over again—things that would fly completely under your radar under normal circumstances. Like the squirrel fight that breaks out on the corner of Eighth and North streets; the yappy Yorkshire terrier that barks at me three times from behind his human’s front window, pauses, and then lets out a fourth; the old tree branch that exhales a rumbling creak in the breeze as you move beneath it.

Look, I get that adorable dogs and swaying trees are cute at face value. But after experiencing them exactly the same way over three hundred times, like I have? Not so much. By Day 309—the today I’m in now—the squirrel brawl and the terrier’s four barks and the maple’s creaks have lost their charm. Their predictability gnaws at my sanity, and I dread each one of the inevitable moments that remind me tomorrow will never come.

I could walk a different route home every now and then, I know. That’d probably help in keeping each today’s gnawing predictability at bay. Going left on North Street to avoid the squirrel brawl would only add a minute to my commute (and what’s a minute lost in my world, anyway?), and cutting across the park to stay clear of the terrorizing terrier would absolutely be worth the temporary grass stains on my shoes.

But even without knowing the half of it, Ms. Hazel wasn’t wrong in suspecting my comfort zone has gotten increasingly small—and it’s gotten way worse since being stuck in September 19. As much as I despise each today’s inevitability, I’m even more overwhelmed at the thought of veering off the beaten path.

I get that this might not make much sense to someone who hasn’t been stuck in a time loop. I’m bubble-wrapped in a riskless world with no lasting consequences, after all—what’s there to fear? I wish it worked this way. But it’s difficult for me to forget the bad things I’ve witnessed when I went off course in my earlier todays. Like, the car wreck I watched in real time during a spontaneous road trip to Wisconsin, or the terrified puppies living at the Rosedore animal shelter that I decided to drop into on a whim. And then there was the old man, all by himself, sitting on a city park bench, silent tears rolling down his cheeks. I hate that I know he’s there, in every one of my todays, reliving whatever heartache brought tears to his eyes—just like the caged dogs will always be caged, and those car passengers will always crash. Some people might crave whatever adventure awaits them off the beaten path, but I see more opportunity for today’s sadness to sear itself into my memory for good.

So it’s the same exact route I always take that leads me through the front door of Mom’s new, but very old, apartment. As always, it smells like pizza and stale cigarettes (thank you, previous renters). Judge Judy is on TV yelling at a man over unpaid parking tickets. All of our beige walls remain empty, their uneven paint jobs exposed. And half-empty cardboard boxes are scattered across the mint-green carpet, which Mom theorizes is older than she is, housing the random items we haven’t found a place for yet. There are my younger sister Blair’s old gymnastics outfits, for example, which sprinkle golden glitter wherever they go, and a giant ziplock bag of paper clips that Mom refuses to part with, even though they’ll never get used.

My laptop is in one of the boxes, too, basically unusable with a badly cracked screen because it mistakenly got packed into a box without a FRAGILE label. You know what’s worse than breaking your laptop? Breaking it right before you get stuck in a time loop, forcing you to use your mom’s dinosaur computer for the rest of eternity instead. Yeah, I could get it fixed, which I did in a few of my early todays. But that task is not quick and gets very annoying very fast when you have to do it all over again the very next today.

We left Dad and our real house behind a couple weeks ago for this apartment and its legally ambiguous month-to-month lease. I thought it made more sense for us to stay in the house with Dad, considering Mom was the one who wanted the divorce anyway, but his sixty-hour-week work schedule made it too difficult for us to live with him on our own. So here we are.

The day we packed our bags, Mom promised that she’d find us a bigger, nicer, permanent place by the new year, claiming we’ll be putting up a Christmas tree in a house with a backyard and more than one bathroom. Blair was generous in calling her timeline optimistic. I called it naive.

“Clark?” I hear Mom’s voice from the kitchen.

“Hey.” I toss my bag onto the sofa before finding the remote and cutting Judge Judy’s volume in half.

“You’re right on time,” she says. “We’re having—”

“Pizza.”

“Huh?”

“Nothing.”

“What toppings did you get, Mom?” Blair bellows from her bedroom down the hallway. “Please don’t say pineapple again, because I might barf….”

“Mushroom and ham for me and pepperoni and sausage for you,” I answer, slipping off my shoes. “Mom will steal a couple slices from each of us but pick off a lot of the toppings because, as of this morning, she’s trying to avoid red meat.”

Mom leans sideways so she can see me through the kitchen doorway, her long dark hair dropping toward the pink tile. “When did I tell you I’m giving up red meat?”

I shrug.

She holds a suspicious stare before straightening back up, unsure what to make of my apparent fortune-telling abilities. “Wash your hands before we eat, okay?”

I zigzag my way between boxes of books and old photo albums before turning right into the apartment’s one tiny hallway, then left into the apartment’s even tinier bathroom. I close the door behind me and stare at the mirror above the sink, preparing myself for the exact same Mom Questions I’ve fielded hundreds of times before. (“How was school today?” is an infinitely more annoying question when you’re stuck in a time loop.) I inhale, long and deep, and watch my chest expand in the reflection.

You know what’s a strange thing no one prepares you for, on the off chance you get stuck in a time loop? The surrealness of seeing your body stop changing.

I’d been in the middle of a growth spurt over the summer, shooting up to nearly six feet tall (six foot one, if you count the untamable curls sprouting from my head). But as Permanently Seventeen-Year-Old Me confirms in the mirror, time loops don’t allow normal biology to do its thing. So I’ll probably never get to see my narrow face fill out, or get to watch the stubble scattered across my jaw grow into a legit beard like Dad’s (even though I haven’t shaved in what feels like almost a year). I’d be cool with some of my features staying with me forever, though, like the deep dimples that plunge into my cheeks when I grin, or my bright blue eyes, which, according to Sadie, “pair perfectly with olive skin,” like mine.

Still, I wish I knew what Eighteen-Year-Old Me would have looked like by now.

I don’t wash my hands—I know it sounds gross, but trust me, killing everyday germs is way less relevant in a time loop—and head back to the dining room.

“How was school today?” Mom asks me right on cue as I take a seat across from the two of them.

“Fine.” I reluctantly slide a slice of my pie onto a paper plate. (And, yes, I began getting sick of mushroom-ham pizza by Day 10 or so.)

“What about you?” She glances at Blair.

Blair laughs and ignores Mom, too distracted with the video playing on her phone to hear the question.

“I said,” Mom repeats, “how was your day, Blair?”

Still, nothing.

“What are you watching, anyway?” Mom asks her.

Derek Dopamine.

“Derek Dopamine,” Blair answers, letting out another giggle.

Mom rolls her eyes. “I thought I told you not to watch his stuff anymore? His videos will make you stupider. Turn it off.”

“Stupider isn’t a word, Mom,” Blair counters.

“Turn it off.”

Blair tosses the phone onto the empty chair next to her.

“Did you get a final head count for your birthday party tomorrow?” Mom asks her.

Blair, whose freckles nearly match the marinara sauce smudged around her lips, takes a moment to swallow before answering. “Fifteen.”

Sounds like a party.

“Sounds like a party,” Mom says.

At this point, Mom’s and Blair’s lines bubble up in my brain as if I’m rewatching the same sitcom episode for the 309th time.

Mom hands pieces of paper towel to us. “I know you both aren’t fans of this apartment complex, but—”

“Understatement of the year,” Blair interjects with a smirk.

“—but,” Mom soldiers on. “We won’t be here all that long, so we might as well take advantage of the pool while it’s still roasting outside, don’t you think?” She glances at Blair, who gifts her a reluctant smile, and then at me, who does not gift her with anything.

We’re not on the best of terms right now, me and Mom. You’d think I wouldn’t be resentful anymore, 309 todays in, but emotions aren’t that simple, I guess. Every morning, I wake up in this shoebox of an apartment and remember that she’s the one who got us here because she wanted the divorce. She deserted Dad.

Mom, glistening in her purple spaghetti-strap shirt, clears her throat and moves on to the next subject, knowing as well as I do that my bitterness toward her won’t be solved over just one dinner, even if, unbeknownst to her, we’ve had it hundreds of times. “What did you decide to bake for the party?” she asks me instead.

Blair, who despises cake—and especially ones associated with birthdays—perks up. “Yeah, what are you making for me and my friends?”

I pause to think. What did I decide on for Day 309?

Normally, I plan Blair’s bakes while zoning out in class and during my walks home from therapy. But Ms. Hazel’s homework deviation earlier was so disorienting, I’ve barely given Day 309’s bake any thought.

Making treats ahead of time for the party is the only thing I enjoy now because I get to create something different each night after pizza. It’s the only thing that helps keep me grounded in some sense of reality. Well, that, and obsessively tracking the number of todays I’ve been stuck in. Keeping a running tally helps my anxious self feel like I’m in control, even though I know that couldn’t be any less true.

I’ve baked every kind of cookie, brownie, pie, and doughnut you can imagine, I swear. You name it, I’ve blended, scooped, or frosted it into culinary life. Sure, I’ll probably never get to see how my birthday bakes land with Blair’s friends, which is a bummer I’ve had to get over. But sometimes, when I daydream, I imagine all of my tomorrows existing somewhere out there in hundreds of parallel universes, a bunch of middle schoolers enjoying my bakes in all of them (minus the day I failed miserably at oatmeal raisin cookies; no one’s enjoying those in that September 20, wherever it exists). And who knows, maybe my daydreams aren’t that far off; maybe my baking skills are being appreciated by Blair and her friends somewhere in the infinite abyss. Especially those vanilla shortbreads I baked way back at the start.

Oh, that’s right.

“Shortbread cookies with yellow icing,” I say, remembering what I’d decided during third period earlier.

Blair licks her lips. “Will you make more than you think you need to make? My friends will come hungry. And it won’t be the worst if we have extra.”

She always asks. And I always say yes. “Yup.”

We exchange quick, subtle grins, just like in every today. The bar may be below sea level at this point, but this is still one of the few highlights of my today.

Even if it can feel meaningless, I try to be there for Blair. She can be a twerp, for sure—and her twerpiness has definitely gotten worse since the divorce and ensuing move—but I know that she’s feeling the same heartache over Mom and Dad’s split that I am. It just manifests differently. Instead of holding a grudge, like I do, Blair finds solace in being a little brat. I can be the bigger brother and take it (most todays). That’s why getting a genuine grin out of her can feel like a win.

“Can I be your baking assistant?” Mom asks me hesitantly. “We haven’t spent much time together lately. I’d love to help out.”

Just as Blair always asks if I can bake an excessive number of treats for her party, Mom always offers to help me pull it off. Unlike Blair’s request, however, I decline.

“I’m okay,” I say. “Thanks.”

Mom tries and fails at masking her disappointment with a smile.

The room falls quiet, except for Judge Judy delivering her verdict in the adjacent room and the fizzing on the surface of Blair’s glass of Coke.

After Mom’s questions about therapy, and my confirmation that, yes, Ms. Hazel’s cat, Oreo, is, in fact, feeling better, I start collecting our dirty paper towels and dinner plates to put the final nail in the dinner coffin.

Blair heads to the family room and balls up on the couch to sneakily watch the vlogger she loves that our parents despise, but Mom hangs back with me in the kitchen. She stays silent as she always does, watching me pull out the butter and powdered sugar, wanting so desperately to make this a mother-son thing.

I know what she’s going to ask me.

You doing okay, Clark?

A time loop dinner has not gone by without concluding with this question. My answer, of course, is no. Not even a little bit. But what good would it do to tell her that? To confess that I’m lonely, that I can’t get to tomorrow, and that I’m suffocating in an inescapable new normal with no end in sight? Telling the truth would ruin the night for both of us—and not make a bit of difference in Day 310.

Mom takes a step forward, about to pose her question, so I cut in.

“Could I have the kitchen to myself?” I say.

Her mouth closes.

“Sorry,” I follow up. “It’s just, it gets tight in here when I need all the counter space for a recipe.”

She nods with a small, reluctant smile and disappears.

I preheat the oven, pull out the remaining ingredients, and try to get into a groove. But it’s more difficult than normal for me to do so.

If only Ms. Hazel’s wild homework deviation could work in my situation. Meet a new friend. Help someone. Be vulnerable. Try something scary. They seem like simple-enough tips and I’m sure her homework assignment benefited the lonely patients who had the privilege of living in a normal, linear space-time continuum. But if 309 consecutive todays have taught me anything, it’s that, whatever world I’ve found myself in, it’s far from the ordinary one.

Why would Ms. Hazel’s four-part challenge make Day 310 any different?






CHAPTER 3

I HAVE A WHITE, WOODEN nightstand that I detest. Not for any good reason, really—it’s a regular piece of furniture that does not deserve to be on the receiving end of my rage. But as the very first thing I see every morning when I open my eyes to the blasting alarm on my phone at 7:15 a.m, that’s what it gets.

Most people don’t remember the first thing they see when they wake up in the morning. Maybe it’s a ceiling fan. Or a blank wall. Maybe, if you’re a stomach sleeper like Sadie, you wake up in a mound of pillows to an eyeful of cotton. Why would you remember any of that?

When you’re stuck in a time loop and wake up to the same view every day, though? You remember. You can’t not remember. The first thing you see haunts your dreams, confirming to you right away that the spell hasn’t been broken and you’ll be wasting away in yet another today. Thanks for being a dick, white, wooden nightstand.

I roll onto my back, turn off my alarm, and let out an involuntary yawn.

Another September 19. Day 310.

Here we go again.

Besides baking after dinner, mornings before school are my least-terrible time of today. Mom’s already left to take Blair to an early volunteer project repainting old lockers at the middle school. So, this is the longest stretch of my Monday I get to be completely alone. It’s only for a half hour, but still. I get to eat whatever I want for breakfast (today it’s Girl Scout cookies), hang out in my underwear (something I would never do in ordinary times, knowing there’s a chance Mom could walk back into the apartment at any moment), and blast whatever music or show I want to listen to as I get ready (right now, it’s a podcast episode about UFO sightings).

I bet I know what you’re thinking. Why go to school at all? Why do anything I don’t feel like doing, if there are no consequences awaiting me in tomorrow’s today? With Blair at school and Mom working at the bank, I could dance around in my underwear eating Thin Mints and avoiding responsibilities forever.

Here’s how being stuck in a time loop actually works, though.

Days one through ten, you’re pretty much in a constant state of horror that it’s happening, convinced you’re either dead, in a coma, stuck in a simulation gone wrong, waiting it out in purgatory, or some odd combination of the four. (And who knows—maybe one of those things is actually the real deal?)

Then, once the initial terror subsides, sure, you might have a honeymoon phase. That’s when you skip school, eat all the junk food you want, and feel liberated to say whatever you want to say to whomever you want to say it, knowing none of it will matter in the next day’s today. If you’re extra fearless (unlike me), maybe you strike up a conversation with the crush you’ve been too intimidated to speak to, go streaking across the fifty-yard line during your school’s football game, or dance around in the background of a local meterologist’s sidewalk report. (I could see Sadie doing all of those things—even if she wasn’t in a time loop, actually.) Maybe you head straight to the airport and fulfill your wildest, most expensive wanderlust fantasies since saving money doesn’t matter—although you’d only have a few hours until you’re back in your own bed again.

My honeymoon phase was brief—and relatively tame compared to what most people would be capable of in a world with no consequences—but still, it was freeing. I visited bougie bakeries that I couldn’t justify going to in normal times, seeing as one muffin should never cost eight dollars, and spent another today wandering around the off-limits parts of botanical gardens that me and Sadie visited in ninth grade, taking selfies with the most bizarre-looking plants I could find. I wish my comfort zone were still as big as it had been then.

But believe me: your honeymoon phase will get old. The perks will fade, replaced with the soul-crushing reality that this is… it. This one day is now your entire life. You’ll get sick of skipping school, and the insatiable wanderlust, and the endless junk food, I promise.

Around Day 50 is when the panic truly sets in.

You’ll start desperately looking for answers (and I mean, really looking). Your internet browser history will fill up with off-the-wall sites like TheTruthReallyIsOutThere.Net. And the search terms you’ve pursued would have a loved one concerned for your sanity: how to escape a time loop; are time loops scientifically possible?; extreme side effects of intense déjà vu; am I crazy or am I actually repeating the same day over and over again? I’m not an expert on much, but during this next phase, I absolutely became an expert on all things time loops.

So, here’s the time loop scoop.

Between sci-fi films, legitimate quantum physics research, and a million bloggers with too much time on their hands, you could probably guess that there are countless theories floating around. You could also probably guess that the majority of them are… absolute bullshit. Truly. I’m talking, dreamed up by an aimless forty-year-old typing away in his parents’ basement–level bonkers.

The sad part is, even the few theories that seem to be somewhat informed by actual science have led me nowhere when I tested them out.

The even sadder part is, I resorted to trying a number of the obviously bullshit theories, too. Because, as they say, desperate times call for desperate measures.

And I was definitely desperate.

In one of my todays, I howled at the moon from Mom’s apartment rooftop the exact moment the sun set because a blogger in Norway said that that tactic had worked for her. For me, all it did was prompt a neighbor to yell, “Shut the hell up, kid!” In a different today, I ate nothing until 11:11 a.m., then swallowed a cup of poppy seeds because a man in Minnesota swore it got him to his tomorrow. (I puked across Mom’s family room.) And in what had to be the most pathetic attempt at escaping, I drove south into the cornfields of central Illinois around Day 90 until I found a farm horse to get into a staring contest with because a self-proclaimed “expert on time-bending”—who, spoiler alert, turned out not to be an “expert on time-bending”—responded to my email with said advice.

It would be really nice to talk directly to someone who knows what I’m going through, others who, at one point or another, have supposedly gotten stuck in their todays, too—like the Norwegian blogger and the poppy-seeds guy.

But those two never got back to me, and neither did five others I messaged. Two other alleged fellow time loopers did not speak English and my messages got very lost in translation (describing my predicament to someone is difficult enough when you both understand the same language, so can you imagine me—Clark Huckleton, monolingual seventeen-year-old from Rosedore, Illinois—trying to explain myself to a seventy-two-year-old grandma in Tokyo?). The one man who actually responded in English said he’d written his post about his experience reliving the same day when he was, quote, “shitfaced drunk,” after the Patriots lost the Super Bowl. He then stalked my profile and, upon seeing a pic of my mom in a bathing suit from a family vacation three years ago in Ohio, asked me if she was single.

Not a single attempt to connect with someone claiming to have been in my boat has led me anywhere helpful.

So my desperation eventually led to apathy. And by about Day 150, I decided to give up as my existential dread went from running on fumes to running on empty. I realized that the bad things I’d noticed in my todays—the car crash, the puppies in need of rescuing, the sad man by himself in the park—were taking up far more room in my memories than the fun things I’d experienced during my honeymoon phase. I didn’t want to remember them. I’d had enough. So then what?

This is the phase of the time loop where you’ll devolve into an empty shell of the human you once were. For me, that meant reverting back to the painfully monotonous—but predictable and safe—routine of school, therapy, pizza, and birthday bakes until 11:16 p.m. every night.

Yes, 11:16 p.m.—the most cursed minute of my night.

That’s the exact time when my today always ends. Not midnight, like you might think. Or 7:15 a.m. on September 20, which would give me a complete twenty-four hours. Nope, those two options would be at least a little bit rational.

But for some inexplicable reason, the time loop shoots me back to 7:15 a.m. right as the clock hits 11:16 p.m. It wouldn’t matter if I’m wide-awake riding a roller coaster or in the middle of a REM cycle; as a quarter past turns to sixteen past eleven, boom. I’m staring at my white, wooden nightstand again. I haven’t seen a clock at 11:16 p.m. in a very long time.

So, yeah, that’s the stage I’ve been in ever since, and my entire existence has been shrunken down into the same repeating sixteen hours and one minute on a smoldering, mid-September Monday in the bland Chicago suburbs.

Jealous? (Didn’t think so.)

I crunch down on a Girl Scout cookie while glancing at my phone and notice that I’m running behind. Not that it’d make any bit of lasting difference, but I’m not in the mood to be lectured about tardiness in first period. So I throw on a shirt and shorts, shape my Albert Einstein hair into something resembling an acceptable style, snag my bookbag, and head out.

Just like the route from Ms. Hazel’s office to home, my half-mile walk to school is filled with the torturously predictable elements: the school-bus driver who loves hearing the sound of his own honking, the stressed-out dad who spills a full drink carrier of coffees while stepping into his car, the well-meaning crossing guard who mistakenly greets me with, “Good morning, Clay,” as I pass. There are two redeeming qualities my morning walk has that my afternoon walk from therapy does not, however: one, it’s not a hundred degrees outside yet, like it is by 5:00 p.m., and two, I get to FaceTime with Sadie.

“Hey, babe,” she says, just like in every today, as her round face lights up the screen of my phone. “G’morning.”

Sadie has blond hair with streaks of teal, dark-gray eyes, and an immovable smile. She’s on her own walk to school, where she’ll hang out with her cool new friends in the Podcast Club. Even though Sadie moved to Texas roughly five seconds ago, she already has more friends in Austin than my introverted self has in all of Illinois after living here my entire life. Honestly, I wouldn’t be surprised if she were crowned prom queen in the spring. (It’s a bummer I’ll never know if that happens—or maybe it already has.)

I miss Sadie so much I could cry. And on some todays, like Day 306, I do.

“Do you think I can get better at meeting new friends?” I cut to the chase.

Sadie laughs, eyebrows crinkling as she looks both ways at an intersection. “Where is this coming from?”

This morning, recalling all my failures to find others who’ve been stuck in a time loop—and the loneliness that has ensued after each—brings Ms. Hazel’s homework deviation even more top of mind. The first tip in her four-part challenge has especially stuck with me.

“Yesterday Ms. Hazel called me an outcast who needs more friends.”

She rolls her eyes. “She did not call you an outcast.”

“Maybe not in those exact words, but that was the gist.”

“Why were you with Ms. Hazel yesterday?” she says, her lips finding a straw. Milky iced coffee shoots up into her mouth. “You don’t have therapy on Sundays.”

Oh right. “It was in an email.”

I try not to lie all that much on the off chance that moral behavior is somehow connected to my prospects of escaping today. But a fib here and there wouldn’t hurt my chances, right?

“Speaking of yesterday,” Sadie says, lighting up. “So? How was it?”

I stare at the screen.

“The concert?”

“Oh,” I say, remembering. “Right.”

This deviation is really messing with my head.

“I texted Truman this morning and it sounds like you had fun, Mr. Lightweight,” she says, smirking. “I’m so jealous! Tell me everything.”

It’s hard to do that since I’ve noticed it’s getting more and more difficult for me to remember much from the real yesterday. I drank too much booze in the back of Truman’s dad’s minivan before seeing The Wrinkles concert—that, I’m absolutely sure of (mostly because Sadie never fails to call me Mr. Lightweight during our morning FaceTimes). So the rest of the night is hazy. But earlier that afternoon, Mom sat me down to tell me she’d been the one who wanted the divorce without providing a valid excuse why, sparking a fiery argument between the two of us that never got resolved. Ironically, it’s the conversation most seared into my memory from that Sunday despite it being the interaction I wish I could forget the most.

I mean, wanting a divorce is one thing when there’s a justifiable reason. But who decides to tear up their family overnight for no good reason?

Anyway. Sadie’s not interested in my family drama right now.

“The Wrinkles were great, but hold on.” I don’t even pretend to care about filling her in on the show this time. “Do you?”

Sadie’s confused. “Do I… what?”

“Do you think I need to make more friends?”

She shrugs, taking another sip of her drink. “I mean, I don’t know. You have friends. Don’t let Ms. Hazel get in your head.”

“Isn’t that the whole goal, though?” I ask. “Shouldn’t my therapist be in my head?”

Sadie ignores this. “What about Truman and the crew you went with last night? They’re your friends.”

“They’re your friends,” I correct her. “I just wound up going to the show with them.”

“You’re too picky. Besides,” she says, “we should all be open to making new friends.”

“It sounds like you’ve already made plenty down in Austin.”

She gives me a look. “Why do you say it like that?”

Damn it.

“I didn’t mean to say it like anything,” I say. “Sorry.”

She’s quiet for a moment. “It’s not like friends grow on trees down here, Clark.”

“I know.”

“This school is twice as big as Rosedore. It was overwhelming at first.”

“I bet.”

“And it’s been tricky to find my people.”

I try not to roll my eyes (because of course it hasn’t been tricky for her), but I don’t want to spoil our FaceTime.

“Please just ignore me,” I follow up. “Ms. Hazel has me in a funk today with this ‘make a friend’ homework. You know how anxious I get around new people. If you look up ‘introvert’ in the dictionary, it’d be my awkward freshman-year photo staring back at you.”

Sadie’s lips crack into a grin. “How could I forget the photo that caught you on the verge of sneezing.”

“Seriously,” I continue, seeing that I’m winning her back. “I am the human embodiment of the Venn diagram overlap between ‘bodily functions happening at the worst time’ and ‘awkwardly quiet around new people’—”

“Okay, stop it with the pity party.” Her grin grows. “You can make friends. That should be obvious coming from your best one. Who cares if you’re not the most outgoing?” She shrugs. “Besides, remember the promise we made each other the night before I moved to Austin?”

I pause to think.

“C’mon,” she laughs. “We were in the same spot that we first agreed to be friends in middle school. The swings—”

“—in the Rosedore City Park,” I finish her sentence, remembering. “Duh, of course. We promised that we’d still have great senior years, even if they couldn’t be spent together.”

“Exactly,” Sadie says. “So let’s at least try, okay?”

I nod and stare at the sidewalk in front of me, angry that the time loop has made upholding my end of the promise virtually impossible.

“Hey,” she says, drawing my attention back to her and lowering her voice. “Even if you don’t make a single new friend this year, you’ve got me. I’ll be back for Christmas. We’ll see each other.”

“By, ‘we’ll see each other,’ I hope you mean, ‘we’re going to spend every waking second that I’m in Illinois together.’ ”

“Correct.”

I know better, of course. Christmas will never come for me, and I’ll only see Sadie’s face on my phone’s screen from now on. But sometimes faking hopefulness makes me feel better, even if for just a split second.

“I have to run to Podcast Club before my first class,” Sadie says. “But I want to hear more about how the show went at some point today! Oh, and good luck baking for Blair’s birthday tonight. What did you decide to make her?”

I think. “Baked churros, maybe?”

“Whoa.” Sadie’s eyes double in size. “Churros? You’re really going for it, huh?”

By Day 310, long gone are my evenings of chocolate-chip-cookie bakes. I’ve got to think outside the basic recipe box or risk my mind turning to complete mush, after all. “I’ll send you a pic of the finished products later tonight.”

“Mmm, can’t wait,” Sadie says with a wink. “Deal.”

I hang up and reflect on our chat as I climb my school’s concrete steps.

I value Sadie’s friendship more than I can put into words, of course, and I genuinely appreciate her encouraging me after learning about Ms. Hazel’s first tip. It’s just difficult having to hear advice about making new friends from your social butterfly BFF when you’re an anxious introvert like me.

From there, Day 310 creeps by more tortuously than normal, with every domino falling in an even more annoyingly predictable fashion. In second period, Sara Marino argues that changing Columbus Day to Indigenous Peoples Day is an attack on her Italian heritage—a stance that’s somehow gotten even more offensive (and I say that as someone with Sicilian roots). Greg Shumaker trips and spills chocolate milk down his shirt at lunch, which had been funny for a while, but even seeing a total douchebag completely embarrass himself loses its luster by Day 30 or so. By the time last period rolls around, I’m in full zombie mode, floating through the halls with glazed eyes and unmistakable indifference.

The tardy bell has already finished ringing by the time my classmate Thom dashes into the room and drops into the seat next to mine in the back row. “Do you think Mr. Zebb noticed?” he whispers.

I’m shaking my head before he even finishes asking. “You’re fine.”

The nervousness in Thom’s freckled face melts away at once, as it always does. “Thank God,” he says, scratching at the red hair atop his head in relief. “I hate trig but one more tardy and I’m—”

“Screwed?”

“Exactly.”

Thom is a nice enough dude now. But he was the boy on the playground who tormented the girls he had crushes on when we were kids—he pushed Sadie off the monkey bars in fourth grade, resulting in many tears and bloody Band-Aids—and I’m still a little bitter about it, not gonna lie.

“Who hated the homework?” Mr. Zebb asks from the front of the class. He’s squeezed into a slim-fitting red polo and seated on a tiny stool half the size of his butt, which truly could not look less comfortable. “Don’t be ashamed to speak up. I know cosines aren’t for everyone.”

With the inevitable mention of cosines, my mind drifts away once again.

First, it goes to the baked churros I may make for Blair’s birthday (I don’t think Mom has all the necessary ingredients in her pantry, so I’ll probably need to walk to the grocery store after pizza). Then it’s back to Sadie and her Podcast Club, which sounds pretty fun. I wish we had one at Rosedore, honestly. If only I could work up the nerve to speak to an audience, I bet I wouldn’t be the worst host for a series about amateur baking—

“Oh.” Mr. Zebb’s surprised voice yanks me back into math class.

Oh?

The word ricochets throughout my brain. Because Mr. Zebb never mutters a surprised “oh” at this point in the day. I look up. A boy, taller than me, is standing in the doorway. I… don’t know who he is. He’s never been in the time loop before.

My stomach shoots up into my chest.

“Can I help you?” Mr. Zebb asks him.

The boy takes a step into the room. “I’m Beau.”

“Beau,” Mr. Zebb repeats, confused. “What can I do for you, Beau?”

Now Beau is the one who appears confused, even as his face breaks into a smile. “You weren’t expecting me?”

Mr. Zebb glances around the room as if he’s being pranked. “Should I’ve been?”

“I’m a transfer student,” Beau says. “Beau Dupont.” His eyes bounce around the classroom before spotting the empty chair between me and Zach.

Without waiting for permission, Beau glides down the rows of desks like a steak knife through butter, instantly captivating every eye in the room—especially mine. His arms, long and chiseled, are left exposed by the bright-green tank top that barely covers his brown midriff. A silver bracelet hangs near a discreet tattoo on his right wrist, and his stormy, amber eyes send the best kinds of chills down my spine.

What in the…?

A disoriented Mr. Zebb glances toward his desk in search of paperwork he may have missed. “I wasn’t expecting a new student today.”

Same.

Beau slides behind the desk next to mine in his acid-washed shorts. “The secretary—Ms. Knotts I think is her name?—told me I should just head here. Is that not okay?”

Mr. Zebb seems increasingly perplexed, just like I am. “Well, sure. I guess so. But before class tomorrow, I’m going to need your paperwork, all right?”

“Sure thing, Mister…” Beau trails off, unsure.

“Zebb.”

“Right. Sorry.”

Holy shit. How can this be happening?

Ms. Hazel changing up her homework assignment for me was unprecedented. But an entirely new person popping into the time loop? My mind can’t compute what my eyes are seeing.

Mr. Zebb carries on about cosines, but all I hear is my heartbeat thundering away in my eardrums while my anxiety shoots through the roof. I’m pretending to direct my attention at the board and not at Beau, whoever he is, but I want to learn more about him. So badly.

Who is he? Where did he transfer from?

And why the hell is he suddenly in Mr. Zebb’s 310th last period?

“Mr. Dupont,” Mr. Zebb scolds.

I glance in Beau’s direction and realize he’s whispering something to Thom.

“Sorry, Mr. Zed,” he says.

“Zebb.”

“Zebb. Right. With a B—as in, banana,” Beau says as if he’s running through a memory exercise. Sara Marino giggles a few rows away. “I was just asking Thom for a pencil so that I can take notes.”

“You can do so quietly, so you don’t distract the rest of the class,” Mr. Zebb says.

“Won’t happen again, Mr. Z.”

Mr. Zebb opens his mouth to correct him.

“Zebb,” Beau clarifies. “Sorry.”

Mr. Zebb clears his throat. “As I was saying—”

“Real quick, while I have you,” Beau interrupts. “I have to ask, when will any of us ever use this stuff after high school?”

Every student, stunned, turns toward Beau.

Mr. Zebb, equally shocked, runs his tongue across the fronts of his teeth. “First of all, you should raise your hand if you have a question.”

“Will do, sorry.”

“And secondly, there are many careers that use trigonometry.”

“Not any cool ones.”

A few kids gasp.

Mr. Zebb, flustered, laughs awkwardly. “I disagree.”

“Shouldn’t we be learning about math in more practical and important ways?” Beau asks. “Like, how to run numbers while filing our taxes. That seems useful. Or how redlining in banking screwed over Black Americans for generations. That lesson should be a priority”—he glances around the classroom—“especially in a suburb as white as a jar of mayonnaise.”

I snort out a laugh and quickly cover my mouth.

Mr. Zebb’s eyes widen, unsure how to react. “Well—”

“When you think about it,” Beau says, standing up. “Trig is probably pretty close to last on the list, in terms of relevant subjects in a teen’s life, don’t you think?”

I gulp, not having a clue where this interaction could possibly be headed.

“Please sit down,” Mr. Zebb says.

But Beau does the exact opposite of sitting down. He jumps up onto my desk, his gray sneakers inches from my face.

Several more students gasp this time.

“Get down!” Mr. Zebb bellows.

Beau jumps onto Thom’s desk from mine, ruffles Thom’s red hair with a devilish grin, and then springs over to Greg Shumaker’s. Then Cynthia Rubric’s. And on and on he goes. The class erupts into mayhem.

“Can’t we all admit that trig sucks?” Beau booms, his feet bouncing from desktop to desktop.

In a final act of WTF, Beau leaps from Sara Marino’s desk… onto Mr. Zebb’s.

Oh my God.

Mr. Zebb is stunned into silence.

“What the hell is happening?” Thom says over my shoulder. I turn to see him; he’s wide-eyed, almost pained, at the spectacle unraveling in front of us. “I’m getting out of here before things get even more nuts.”

Thom darts out of the room.

“Why is everyone so worked up?” Beau asks no one in particular, absolutely delighted. He taps his phone and a song starts blaring. Sticky notes, staplers, and framed photos slide off the edges of Mr. Zebb’s desk and crash into the floor as Beau begins dancing to the beat. “I’m just trying to spice up your Monday. That’s all.”

“I’m calling security,” Mr. Zebb announces, his phone already held firmly against his cheek.

Immediately, Beau leaps off the desk and scurries out of the classroom.

A red-faced Mr. Zebb collapses onto his tiny stool and almost topples over by doing so. Every student I see appears to be in a state of shock, glancing around the room with open mouths, unsure of what exactly they just witnessed. As I watch a rattled Mr. Zebb attempt to make sense of what happened, I hear Ms. Hazel’s voice loudly and clearly in my head: Try to make a new friend.

I can see the first homework tip in my therapy notes, written in her extra-curvy handwriting, too.

It’s rare that I come across a person who I’ve never met before, especially when I haven’t deviated from my normal routine. And Beau certainly seemed to barge into my today with purpose (although what the purpose was, exactly, isn’t so clear). Could Beau Dupont be a potential new friend? Thom, Mr. Zebb, and everyone else in class are unsettled by Beau’s outburst, which means that I, of all people, should have been downright terrified. But I’m… not? The adrenaline pumping through my veins isn’t the same nerves I feel when I deviate off course or leave my comfort zone behind. It’s not dread that I’m feeling, I realize. It’s excitement.

Is the universe trying to tell me something?

I take off out of the classroom and swivel my head left and right looking for him, but instead I find an overwhelmed Thom down the hall. His hands are on either side of his forehead, mouth hanging open like a suffocating fish. “Can you believe that?” he breathes as I approach.

“Where did he go?” I ask. Thom squints, confused why I would ask, before pointing farther down the hall. “Why? Are you going to follow him?”

I take off without giving an answer.

I hit an intersection and glance down each hallway before spotting Beau’s back jogging away in the distance.

“Wait!” I call after him.

Either he doesn’t hear me or he doesn’t care, but Beau remains on the move. So I run as fast as I possibly can, straying far off the beaten path of my day. I can’t get in my own head about that now, though.

“Please, hold on!” I yell again after gaining on him. “I want to talk to you!”

He rounds a corner, bursts through the building doors and into the teacher parking lot before finally stopping to turn back and face me.

“Hi,” he says, casually. “What’s up?”

“What are you doing?” I say, hunched over, completely out of breath.

“What do you mean?”

I arch my brows, then gesture back toward the building. “Why did you do all that?”

“Do what?”

I gesture again. “That.”

He laughs but ignores my question and looks me up and down. After a few moments of quiet tension—Beau is assessing if I’m worth talking to, I imagine as I try to catch my breath—he asks, “Do you want to run a few errands with me?”

Errands?

Errands?

Who is this guy?

“You want me to run errands with you,” I repeat, standing up straight again, my breath finally caught. “Like… to the Laundromat? That kind of errand?”
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