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For my family.

I’d get myself trapped in a loop with you anytime.
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A door opens.

It’s been a long time (or is it no time at all?). But finally. Finally. Something different is happening. Something new. Someone.

My heart thump thump thumps in my chest, like the second hand of a clock on the last day of school. I reach for him—even though he’s too far away to touch—stumble forward, face-plant onto the floor.

Questions swirl around me.

Voices close in.

My mom moves to help me up. My dad sprints toward us.

I try to shake them off, escape through the crowd, race against time to the mysterious figure before he disappears . . . before everyone disappears.

Before I have to do this all. over. again.
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Ezra

My first bar mitzvah took forever.

Friday night dinner was even more of a disaster than usual. We hosted the meal at our house after shul, just our immediate family and a few of my best friends—and everything that could have gone wrong, did. Barely enough food. Tableside blowup between my dad and older sister, Avital. My mom, so upset that she left to take a walk in the rain.

Torah reading in shul the next morning started okay—until my five-year-old sister, Eliana, wandered over to me in the middle of the fourth aliyah and barfed onto my Shabbos shoes. I took a break to clean up but never really recovered. And when I eventually backed away from the bimah, relieved to be done, some random congregant coughed into his hand, pointed at me with his cane, and told me that I was “Nu, a little flat.”

And then there was the Sunday party held at the Bergenville Hotel and Convention Center, Ballroom C. (“As in Chaim,” my cheesy uncle joked.) So close to the New Jersey Turnpike that you could smell the exhaust from passing cars. Some gross food, mostly leftovers from shul lunch the day before. My friends, trying (and failing) to pump me up. And then my speech, which was . . . fine, considering I put zero effort into it. Not that it would have mattered either way. My parents didn’t hear a word. My dad spent the whole thing hunched in a corner, faced away from me, busy yelling at Avital for whatever it was she did this time. And while my mom was technically within earshot, she spent the speech with her head flamingoed under our table, trying to pry my littlest sister Esty free from one of the legs.

According to the bar mitzvah invitations, this weekend was supposed to be about me. But I’m also the middle kid of five kids, so you do the math. I could have skipped the speech and recited the ABCs at the podium instead. They wouldn’t have noticed. At least I was now thirteen, which meant that I was almost in high school, which meant that in only a few short years I could leave for yeshiva and not spend every waking moment being completely ignored. I was counting the seconds until my life could finally be about me.

Hence my approach to the weekend: Just get through it. Just get past it. I barely said a word at Friday night dinner. I sped-read the parsha like my life depended on it. And I spent most of the Sunday party stealing glances at the clock on the wall, counting the minutes until I could put this whole annoying thing behind me.

Speech over, I got a unanimous round of applause, bursts of “Mazel tov! Mazel tov!” from the crowd. So not a total loss. A little more dancing and the bar mitzvah would be over. One more box checked on the way to my real life.

I smiled, took another look at the clock, and—

My second bar mitzvah went weird, mostly because it happened again, same as the first. Friday night dinner. (“Avital, you need to have more respect!”) Torah reading in shul on Shabbos day. (“Nu, a little flat!”) Sunday party at the hotel, Ballroom C. (“As in Chaim!”) I pushed away the panic. The only logical explanation was that I’d had a vivid, semi-prophetic dream on Thursday night. I chalked it up to nerves and talked myself into believing everything was completely normal. My brain knew I’d been dreading the bar mitzvah. And it wasn’t like the details were that hard to predict. Avital and our dad had been squabbling for weeks. Mr. Bendish—a cranky old man who complained in shul about everything—probably hadn’t liked a Torah reading since 1975. And Uncle Chaim made terrible puns all the time.

The real miracle of the occasion would have been if my parents had remembered that, yes, they did have a kid named Ezra and, yes, it was his bar mitzvah this weekend. By lunchtime Sunday, I’d convinced myself that I was imagining things. Just the bar mitzvah jitters, ha ha. Perfectly natural. We ate our crusty food. I gave my big speech. The crowd chirped their chorus of “Mazel tov!”—and then I blinked, reset, and woke up in my bed on Friday morning, like the whole thing had never happened. Again.

My third bar mitzvah did not go great. Friday night dinner. (“AVITAL, YOU NEED TO HAVE MORE RESPECT!”) Torah reading. (“NU, A LITTLE FLAT!”) Sunday party, Ballroom C. (“AS IN CHAIM!”) Breathe, Ezra. Breathe. I kept rapid-fire asking my parents and siblings what was happening, why they were playing this cruel joke on me, if they were also reliving my bar mitzvah over and over.

They were not.

“Are you sure you’re okay?”

“Let’s take your temperature.”

“I think the stress must be getting to him, Yosef.”

Every reaction except “Yes, of course we believe that you keep repeating this weekend and no one else seems to notice but you. How can we help?”

They weren’t listening. They couldn’t hear what I was trying to say. What else is new.

For the speech that time around, I really let them have it:

“What is wrong with you people?! Can’t you see that something strange is going on?! Imma, Abba, you’re supposed to take care of me! I know you’ve got four other kids to worry about and don’t usually have the time for little old Ezra. But you’d think that on my weekend, you’d listen to me. You think I like this? You think I want to be stuck here with all of you?! I can’t wait to get out of here. And another thing—!”

At least I finally got their attention for three whole minutes. My dad and Avital took a time-out from their argument to stare at me, mouths open, chins on the floor. My mom let Esty alone under the table, my shrieking louder than her cries. My older brother, Eitan, was standing in the back, motionless with horror, pitcher tilting out so much soda into his glass that it spilled over the top, waterfalling over the rim of the bar—like he was the one frozen in time and not me.

Five minutes in, Uncle Chaim gently tried to remove me from the stage. I threw him off, pressed my palms hard against my temples: “YOU ARE NOT FUNNY AND YOU HAVE NEVER BEEN FUNNY AND ‘C, AS IN CHAIM’ ISN’T EVEN REALLY A JOKE! IT’S JUST A LETTER AND YOUR NAME! THAT’S NOT ANYTHING! ANYTHING!” No one was safe. Not Mr. Bendish. Not my parents. Not my friends. I got everything off my chest. Roasted the lot of ’em. What did it matter anyway? They wouldn’t remember a thing.

Sure enough, the clock struck 1:36 p.m., and it happened again. And again. And again.

So welcome. Take a seat. Thank you for coming. Today, I am a man. And also yesterday. And tomorrow too. What’s the difference? Who’s got the energy to be mad about things that never change? I’ve spent most of the last dozen bar mitzvahs in a fog. Going through the motions. Mouthing along to words I know are just around the corner.

Always: “Avital, you need to have more respect.”

Always: “Nu, a little flat.”

Always: “Ballroom C, as in Chaim.”

Always on Friday night, Eitan steps on Eliana’s LEGO mess and breaks the skin on the bottom of his foot. Always on Saturday night, Avital sneaks my dad’s car without telling him, caught in the act when she gets back home. Always right before the Sunday speech, my mother ruffles my hair and says, “It’s not every day our baby boy has a bar mitzvah.”

Now that’s a funny joke.

This has got to be—what?—the fifteenth time around? Twentieth?

I stand and shuffle to the front of the crowd. There’s my dad, right on cue, cornering Avital (“No respect.” “No respect.” “No respect.”) for last night. Here’s my mom: “It’s not every day our baby boy has a bar mitzvah.” Esty squirms to the floor and starts to cry, clutching a table leg for dear life.

“This week’s parsha,” I start, my voice dull (and “Nu, a little flat.” “Nu, a little flat.” “Nu, a little flat.”). I recite the words and stare at some spot on the opposite wall, my eyes glazed over.

Ballroom C (“As in Chaim.” “As in Chaim.” “As in Chaim.”) is like all the other ballrooms on this side of the hotel: just a section of a larger room, divided into thirds via fake walls. I’m up on a raised dais, facing a small dance floor whose scuff patterns I know like the back of my hand and a dozen circular tables filled with friends and family who are not nearly as tired of this day as I am. I glance at the clock on the wall: 1:30 p.m.

Almost over.

Never over.

Make it stop.

And then a door opens. Across the ballroom, a kid wanders in, silhouetted by sunlight beaming in through nearby windows. Once through, he sticks out like a sore thumb. His clothes, for one thing. Jeans and a hoodie. No yarmulke. Mostly, though, I notice him not because of what he’s wearing—but because he’s here at all.

Someone new.

I trip off the stage.

“Is everything all right?”

“Give him some space.”

“Do you need water?”

I ignore them. Begin to run. But halfway across the room, I trip again, fall to my knees, raise my eyes back to the clock. It’s too late.

The kid is still watching, still staring, now holding up a handwritten sign in the back of the room. Sharpie cap in his mouth, a smile blooms at the edges of his eyes. The poster board reads:

I KNOW YOUR SECRET. MEET ME YESTERDAY.

And then it’s 1:36 p.m. and I’m back to the start.
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Finn

“He’ll be here.”

“We know, buddy,” my dad says from across the table.

My mom rakes cold eggs from one side of her plate to the other. “Happy to hang out here together as long as you want.”

We sit in silence for another few minutes. The waiter comes around to refill my parents’ tea, again. The hotel guests next to us stand up; their table gets cleaned, and another family is seated again. It’s more crowded now than when we got here. The “lunch rush,” as our waiter has mentioned like ten times. At one point, he calls over some guy from behind the hotel front desk. The concierge marches over—chin up, nostrils wide—to ask, “Is there anything I can do for you?” in a tone of voice that says, “Is there anything I can do to make you leave?”

Getting the hint, my dad checks the time on his phone. “Should we at least get the bill?” he asks my mom.

She clears her throat and gives my hand a quick squeeze. “I have nowhere to be but here,” Mom says, before waving the front desk guy away and ordering another round of tea.

If Too-Perfect Dad of the Year over here is feeling antsy, you know we’ve been sitting for a while. “Who’s supposed to be meeting us again?” he asks.

“I told you,” I say. “My friend.”

Mom and Dad share a glance.

“I have friends, you know.”

Mom gives my hand another pat. “Of course, sweetie, we know. For sure.”

Dad lifts his mug into the air, like he’s making a toast to the chalkboard specials on the wall. “And no matter what, we love you.”

Brutal, guys. Savage.

Parents. Can’t live with ’em, can’t be trapped in a fifty-five-hour time loop without ’em, amirite?

Not that there aren’t some advantages to being stuck inside an unexplained temporal anomaly. Unlimited ice cream for one thing. Inhale a whole carton of mint chocolate chip when the timeline is moving straight? Stomachache city. Inhale it before a loop resets? You’ll wake up three days ago, feeling fantastic, plenty of room for breakfast.

Then there’s the practice-makes-perfect element. Run any single weekend long enough, you’ll pick up all the tricks. Take school, for example. At precisely 9:07 a.m., the school custodian will accidentally leave the door to the AV room unlocked. If you make it inside (ducked low, lights off) before he remembers and returns to lock up at 9:13, you can watch TV by yourself all day. No one will notice. Pull the fire alarm any time after 11:23:56 (and not a second before), they’ll cancel PE. (But do it between 12:08 and 12:25, you’ll also get caught.) Alas—unless you skip school entirely—there doesn’t seem to be a way out of Ms. Bethe’s weekly vocab quiz. She runs a tight ship, even for a semi-omniscient, time-traveling wanderer such as myself.

I know, I know. Skip school?! But, Finn, you love school, guy. True true. Do good in middle school so you can get into the best high school so you can get into the best college so you can get the best job so you can finally move out and force your mom and dad to be obsessed with something else for a change. And school’s the ticket. Usually, it’s head down, nose to the grindstone. But you try defining “rudimentary” and “nonplussed” over and over (and over). How many different sentences can a person even make with the word “antediluvian”? (One loop, I tanked the whole thing on purpose. Wrote things like: “My auntie Diluvian made us blueberry pancakes for breakfast.” Got a 0/10 on the quiz, and my parents still insisted on pinning it to the fridge like some medal on a war hero’s chest, convinced that I “should have at least gotten extra credit for creativity! Let’s call your teacher!”)

Here’s what I’ve worked out, choose-your-own-adventure style: When the alarm goes off on Loop-Friday morning, if I shout, “Ugh! I don’t want to go to school today!”—my mom will not, in fact, let me stay home. She will instead burst into my room and swipe the curtains wide in a “Rise and shine, Your Majesty!” kind of way. And if I groan loud enough, she will actually say, “Rise and shine, Your Majesty!”

Pretending to be sick is also a no-go. If I don’t put my heart into it, my parents don’t believe me. And if I do give it everything I’ve got—bolt from the bed, sprint down the hall, steal the heating pad, warm up my forehead, hack the thermometer, sprinkle water on my sheets, throw crumpled tissues around the room, cough cough sneeze sneeze, “Oh, I’m so achy, boo-hoo, meh”—my dad panic-schedules a pediatrician appointment first thing and then I’m stuck at Dr. Bread’s office for like three hours, which is such a waste of time, even though technically I have unlimited time.

Better to keep things simple. Saying these exact magic words, in this exact order: “Please, Mom. I’m feeling a little anxious about the bar mitzvah this weekend. Would you mind if I took the day for myself?”

Breathe in . . . hold it . . . hold it . . . loooong siiiigh.

That gets me out of school for the day every time, no Dr. Bread. I’ve also workshopped a few useful variants. If I stretch out the sigh for an extra 2.5 seconds, she’ll let me go back to bed for half an hour, no questions asked. And if I replace “if I took the day for myself” with “if we spent the day together,” her face will light up, she’ll run to tell the story to my dad, and he’ll whip up stacks of blueberry pancakes for breakfast (just like Auntie Diluvian), “because we love you, Finn,” insisting that my mom rest on the couch while he “cooks up a big family breakfast!” They’re a bit like video game characters that way. But instead of figuring out that Up-Up-Down-A-B gets you a rocket boost or whatever, I learned that admiring my dad’s new skillet (three compliments minimum) unlocks a bonus round of pancakes, banana chocolate chip. After a while, parents are kind of predictable NPCs.

Which is good, because I really need them off my back.

Yesterday: Friday morning.

Blerk. Blerk. Blerk.

I slapped my alarm and ran the standard play: “Please, Mom. I’m feeling a little anxious about the bar mitzvah this weekend. Would you mind if I took the day for myself?” Jumbo sigh.

But I didn’t go back to bed. I needed as much time alone as possible, which is harder than it should be. It doesn’t matter what I say or what I do. Pancakes, no pancakes. The loops have rules, immovable laws of nature: I can’t ever make it past 1:36 p.m. on Sunday. I can’t leave myself notes for the next go-round. And if I don’t wind up at school or with the doctor on Loop-Friday, my parents will eventually barge in, announce that they’ve both called in sick to work, and—literal tears in their eyes—insist we spend every waking moment together until dinner.

“A special family day.” —Loop Dad, Variant Six.

“The three musketeers!” —Loop Mom, Variants Three and Seven.

“We love you so much, kiddo!” —Both Loop Parents, all variants.

Time loop or no time loop, my parents love me . . . a little too much. And there is apparently no timeline in the vast multiverse where they’re willing to just lay off me for once.

I only get thirty minutes before they come to give me the “Isn’t it wonderful!” news that we’ll be attached at the hip until sundown. This loop, I used the free time to consolidate my research, prep for the big meetup, and write down everything I know about the other kid. The kid I’m positive is stuck in the loop with me.

Name: Ezra Akiva Rosen

Age: 13 (Today)

Parents: Hodaya and Yosef Rosen

Siblings: Esty (9 months), Eliana (5), Eitan (15), and Avital (18)

That intro carefully bulleted onto the page, I scrawled out the remaining intel in one long paragraph that Ms. Bethe would hate: How I first noticed Ezra on the third or fourth loop. It was early days still. I was wandering around our end of the Bergenville Hotel, sad and scared, trying to think. My Sunday bar mitzvah party is (was, will be) in the Bergenville. Nothing fancy. Appetizers defrosted from the box (mini hot dogs, mozzarella sticks, egg rolls). A “DJ” (just my uncle Toby and his unpaid Spotify account). And some classmates who never actually talk to me at school, handing me cards their parents obviously wrote for them, awkwardly bopping around to whatever Toby found by searching the internet for “Songs kids like.”

ANYWAY. The Bergenville. My bar mitzvah party is in Ballroom A. An event I was not looking forward to, even when I thought I’d only have to live through it the one time. It’s just, you try inviting everyone you’ve ever known to what everyone else says is the most important weekend of your life, spending week after week being all like, “So are you coming to my bar mitzvah?” “Hey, you never returned your invitation” and “No big deal. My parents are trying to get a head count”—while half expecting a bad turnout but still hoping for something else, all for there to be like five kids in the whole place plus family you never even see plus your parents working the room as the worst party-hype people in recorded history and even then everyone leaves early and your uncle goes, out loud, “Is this all your friends, Finn?”

And then you run that exact thing over and over and over again.

So yeah. A few loops in, I stretched my time-loop wings, snuck Toby five bucks to play Elton John’s “Your Song” (cheat code for getting my parents to freaking leave me alone for like five minutes), and stole away to wander the halls.

The Bergenville complex is huge. The hotel proper—two towers of fifteen stories, a lobby restaurant, and lots of small ballrooms—is connected to some larger businessy conference center across an aboveground walkway. In our little corner of the hotel universe, there’s Ballroom A (my bar mitzvah), Ballroom B (empty), and Ballroom C. It was hard to miss what was going on through the door down the hall, what with all the echoes of “Mazel tov!” and chair lifting and whatnot. Ezra’s party looked nothing like mine. Lots of yarmulkes and Jewish music. But two bar mitzvahs in the same hotel? Seeing him for the first time was a shock. The possibilities hit me like a ton of bricks. It couldn’t be a coincidence.

Or maybe it could.

But what else did I have to do? I’ve got all the time in the world. Hence me dedicating these most recent loops to one thing: Ezra Rosen. Spying on him. Trailing his family. Gathering data. Most of it’s useless, like how Eitan is trying out for his school’s basketball team or how Eliana can “count to a thousand, wanna see?” (I usually don’t, and also she can’t.) But some of it . . . some of it’s changed everything.

Like mine, Ezra’s family behaves basically the same, every loop. Sure, you can talk them into playing out all sorts of scenarios. Same with my mom and dad. But you’ve got to trigger a change, and then they just . . . follow the path. It’s like dropping a ball down different sides of a hill. The ball won’t roll the same every time, but still, all it does is roll, you know?

Ezra though. Ezra’s like me. Take Loop-Sunday for example. He’ll go along with the circle dancing, the eating, that nonsense speech of his. But I’ve also seen him go off script.

Even then, I wasn’t sure. Not right away. Not until I caught him lip-synching too. Because sometimes, also like me, he says everyone else’s lines under his breath, like he’s singing along to a favorite song. Except—no, that’s not quite right. That’s not how it feels. It’s not singing along to a favorite song. It’s singing along to a song you hate but cannot get out of your head no matter what you do, no matter how hard you try.

There’s only one inescapable, impossible conclusion: Ezra Rosen is stuck in a time loop, just like me. So I watched and planned and, finally, put things into motion. Last go-round, I made contact and, this loop, I hacked my parents into driving me to the Bergenville a day early, on Loop-Saturday, even though the bar mitzvah parties aren’t until Loop-Sunday. I figure this’ll give us the space we need to conduct our business, no distractions. In retrospect, I probably should have given Ezra an exact time to meet me here. Funny how that detail didn’t occur to me. But whatever. He’ll understand. I’ll wait here as long as it takes. That jerk front desk guy will be fine. My parents have nowhere to be. And once Ezra arrives, we’ll finally figure out how to break free, how to move forward, together.
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