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            Carter

         
         I don’t want to fall asleep.

         
         I can’t.

         
         I know I’ve tried staying awake before, and I know it didn’t work.

         
         But I’m trying again.

         
         Maybe this time I’ll unstick.

         
         Maybe this time I won’t forget.

         
         I pull the note out from its hiding spot and stare at what I’ve written.

         
         
            
               	If you haven’t already, find Bodhi Chang. He’s a junior. Close friend.

            

         

         And then I think about her. What she said.

         
         Why did she wait until tonight to tell me such crucial information? When it’s too late to even do anything about it?
         

         
         Maybe it’s not too late.

         
         I grab a pen off my desk and quickly scrawl in a sixth entry, then shove the note back into its hiding spot before I can change
            my mind.
         

         
         Maybe we’ve already unstuck me.

         
         Maybe tomorrow I’ll be seventeen.

         
         I look down at her text for the fiftieth time.

         
         I’m sorry I didn’t explain sooner. I wanted it to work. And maybe it will

         
         Whatever happens I love you

         
         But I really hope you Remember Me tomorrow

         
         I’m not going to fall asleep.

         
         I can’t.

         
         I won’t.

         
         I—

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            December.

               
            
         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Carter

         
         My eyes are barely open, and already I AM PSYCHED.

         
         The day’s soundtrack kicks on in my brain, an upbeat song I am writing in real time entitled “Everything Changes Today Because
            Today Is Gonna Be the Best Day That Has Ever Been.” Title probably needs work. But I don’t care.
         

         
         Because today is going to be the best day that has ever been.
         

         
         It’s my sixteenth birthday, baby.

         
         Sweet sixteen!

         
         Within hours, I will be acing my driver’s test, finally getting my license—a junior license, sure, but I’ll take it—and hitting those bad streets like a bolt of lightning in Dad’s old Toyota Corolla.
         

         
         I’m going to name it Rex.

         
         I grab at the nightstand for my phone, ready for the requisite slew of celebratory texts, GIFs, and DMs. Or at the very least
            a message from my best friend, Manny.
         

         
         But the phone’s not there. I peek under my bed, on my dresser, under the pair of jeans I left on the floor. It’s nowhere.
            Probably left it on the couch last night.
         

         
         I press onward, bounding out of bed and tripping over the very pair of jeans I just looked under. I somewhat gracefully recover,
            barely saving myself from face planting. “Noice!” I shout as I glide into the bathroom.
         

         
         Unlike every other day that has ever been, my younger brother, Lincoln, and his gigantic mop of curly hair don’t appear in the hall to engage in a pointless argument about who gets to shower first. I appreciate this birthday gesture. He may be annoying in at least a dozen ways, but he has a good heart. 

         
         Hot water pulses on my back as I belt out lyrics to my new hit single. “‘Everything changes today! Because today is gonna
            be the best . . . day . . . that has ever . . . BEEEEEN!’” People have called me tone-deaf on many an occasion, but I think
            I make up for it with confidence and gusto. You don’t have to sing well when you’re trying to be funny. Plus, it’s impossible
            to get the tune wrong when you’re the one writing it.
         

         
         I move into the bridge (“‘There have been . . . so many days in history . . . but none of those days . . . can compare . . .
            to the day . . . that is happening . . . NOOOOOOW!’”) giving myself the birthday gift of a long-ass shower, no matter how
            much it might make Lincoln squirm. Kind of weird that he hasn’t engaged in his usual progression of passive-aggressive knocking
            to active-aggressive knocking to straight-up screaming through the door for me to finish up. Should probably check on the
            kid, make sure he didn’t die in his sleep.
         

         
         But first: five more minutes of deliciously hot water.

         
         Oh, how good it feels to be sixteen!

         
         When I sense my bathroom time has crossed over from annoying to cruel, I flip the shower off, wrap a towel around myself,
            and deodorize before popping my head into Lincoln’s bedroom to smugly give him the green light.
         

         
         “Yo, bro, it’s all yours. Thanks for—”

         
         Lincoln’s not in there.

         
         And his bed is perfectly made. The entire room looks weirdly untouched, like he did a thorough clean after he woke up.

         
         Which would be . . . odd.

         
         But also hilarious.

         
         Could this be some kind of prank?

         
         I mean, that’s more my thing, but maybe that’s the whole idea. Turning the tables on the b-day boy, giving him some of his
            own medicine.
         

         
         And I have to give Lincoln credit for his commitment. Skipping a shower in the name of a prank is hard-core.

         
         I choose my clothes with a little more thought than usual because this is going to be my birthday suit. Heh heh. I’m obviously not going to my driver’s test—and school after that—naked. Too many people would pass out from excitement.
            I grab my favorite new purple plaid button-down from the closet. The fabric feels kind of worn-down, which is funny because
            I just got it. There are also a few shirts in the closet I don’t recognize at all. Maybe hand-me-downs from my cousin Ben
            that Mom snuck in there.
         

         
         Once I’m dressed, I pop back into the miraculously still-empty bathroom to throw a little wax in my hair and spike it up in
            different directions. Then it’s downstairs to the kitchen, where Mom is at the table with her mug of coffee and Dad is standing
            by the counter staring into the toaster and Lincoln is . . . nowhere.
         

         
         “Good day to you!” I say, and it’s almost like my parents flinch.

         
         “Happy birthday, sweetie!” Mom says, her smile somewhat forced.

         
         “Yeah!” Dad says at the same time that the toaster dings. “Happy day, bud.”

         
         “Um, thanks,” I say, confused by their lukewarm vibes and the absence of one family member. “Where’s Lincoln?”

         
         Mom’s smile crumples, and she lets out a sob. “I’m sorry,” she says. “Carter, don’t— I said I wasn’t going to. . . . But every
            time it’s—”
         

         
         “I know,” Dad says. He walks over and wraps an arm around her.

         
         “Every time it’s what?” I ask, alarmed by the insanity unfolding before me. “What happened to Lincoln? Did he go out last
            night? Where is he?”
         

         
         Mom and Dad look at each other for a moment. Dad gives her a little nod and tells me to take a seat at the table with them.

         
         “Just tell me what’s going on.” I stand firm near the kitchen entrance, my body going haywire, unsure whether to react with
            fight, flight, or vomit. “Did something happen to Lincoln? Is he dead or something?”
         

         
         “No,” Dad says with a sigh, rubbing a hand over his salt-and-pepper beard. “Lincoln is fine. He’s totally fine. It’s . . .
            more you.”
         

         
         “I’m dead?”
         

         
         “No, no, you’re— Could you please just sit down, Carter? It’ll be easier to talk about this if we’re sitting.”

         
         “I don’t wanna sit!” I shout. “Where the hell is Lincoln?”

         
         “He’s . . .” Dad squeezes the edge of the round table as he stares at it, like he’s expecting juice to come out.

         
         “How old are you today?” Mom asks, rising to join Dad and me in the Land of the Standing.

         
         “What?”

         
         “How old are you turning today?”

         
         “Mom, what the . . . ? Is this a prank?”

         
         “I wish it was,” she says. “I’m genuinely asking.”

         
         “Sixteen, right?” Dad says.

         
         “Yes,” I say, not enjoying this at all. “And if you need to ask that, I’d say you’re failing at this whole parenting thing.”

         
         Mom puts a hand over her mouth to stifle another sob.

         
         “Unfortunately,” Dad says, “your answer is, uh, technically incorrect. Even though you believe it’s your sixteenth birthday . . .
            you’re twenty-two today.”
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Carter

         
         Have you ever had your parents say something to you that not only feels heinous and inaccurate but also like they might be
            losing their minds?
         

         
         “Um,” I say. “If this is a prank, it’s a very bad one. It’s confusing and not funny and seriously WHERE IS LINCOLN? Dude,
            if you’re hiding behind the couch or something, you can come out!”
         

         
         “He’s not here, Carter,” Mom says. “He’s at college. His first semester.”

         
         “Ohmigod,” I say, and, though I don’t sit down, I do lean on the table and bury my face in my arms for a moment before resurfacing.
            “Guys. This is a noble try, very noble indeed, but you are absolutely terrible at pranking.” 
         

         
         My family has always been this way. I keep waiting for them to evolve, to get better at it, but it’s just not their thing.
            “There’s an art to it, you know? And though I appreciate—”
         

         
         “It’s not a prank, Carter,” Dad says. “We don’t do pranks. You’re the prank guy. And every year, you think this is us attempting
            a prank, and every year, we feel horrible that we have to explain it to you all over again.”
         

         
         “‘Every year’? What does that mean: ‘every year’?”
         

         
         “It’s been five years, sweetie,” Mom says. A phone rings on the kitchen counter. I’m thinking maybe that’s where I left mine,
            but Mom grabs it. “Here he is.” She answers the call and stares at the screen. “Hi, Link.”
         

         
         “Hey,” a man’s voice says. “How’s it going?”

         
         “Oh, you know,” Mom says. “I’ll let you talk to him.” She hands me the phone. “It’s . . . Well, you’ll see.”

         
         “Hey, bro,” the man on the screen says, and I sort of want to pass out because he does resemble my little brother. He really
            does. But, like, a nineteen-year-old man version of him. His huge locks are gone, replaced by a short cut with a few bouncy curls dangling down his forehead. He’s
            sitting in front of a white wall, a sticker that says Arlo Parks behind him. “Happy birthday.”
         

         
         I look up at Mom and Dad. “Who is this? Did you hire an actor to play older Lincoln? This is seriously messed up.”
         

         
         “I know this seems batshit, CT,” the man on-screen says, smoothly incorporating Lincoln’s nickname for me, “and it is batshit, but it’s what we’ve all been dealing with for more than half a decade.”
         

         
         “What are you talking about? My brother is thirteen. Which is less than sixteen.”
         

         
         “No, I know,” the Lincoln imposter says. “But you’ve been sixteen for six years. And every time you’re about to turn seventeen,
            you don’t. You flip back to thinking you’re sixteen, and you lose all the memories and, like, physical changes from the past
            year. And it just happened again.”
         

         
         I stare at the screen for a long moment.

         
         Then I start cracking up. “Dude, that is the stupidest thing I’ve ever heard. And so unnecessarily complicated.” I look to
            my parents, who are both grimacing like they need to number two. “Mom and Dad, you have to keep a prank simple. Like, you
            could’ve rearranged the furniture or something, put all the kitchen stuff in the bathroom, so, for example, I’m about to pee,
            right? But then there’s a microwave on the toilet. And I’m like, Whaaaaaa? And you’re like, Ha ha! And I’m like, Ohhhhh. That would be a good pr—”
         

         
         “Our wrestling safe word is Cheetos,” fake Lincoln says.
         

         
         I look back at the screen. “Come again?”

         
         “We once accidentally broke the glass on Mom and Dad’s wedding photo—the one where they’re standing in a random meadow holding
            umbrellas—and Dad freaked out at us and said we were maniacs. We once wrote a play about being doctors in space doing surgery
            on an alien, and we performed it for Mom and Dad and Uncle Flip and Uncle Jed. Well, actually, you said you weren’t a writer
            so I would have to come up with everything myself, but then you kept having all these great ideas.”
         

         
         My fingers are trembling. That is a lot of really specific information.

         
         “Okay,” I say, working extra hard to form the words. “So . . . clearly my parents prepared you well. But did they tell you
            what the name of the alien in the play was?”
         

         
         “Ah yes!” the guy says, excited. “You asked me this last year, and I couldn’t remember, so I dug up the play from the box
            in the basement. It’s Flanghorn! The alien is Flanghorn.”
         

         
         He’s right, dammit. The alien was Flanghorn.

         
         I glance at my parents, and suddenly I see it: They look a little older than they did last night. Mom’s black pixie cut is
            the same, but she has way more lines on her face. Dad’s hair, on the other hand, has gone almost entirely gray.
         

         
         Which is when it dawns on me:

         
         This might not be a prank.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Maggie

         
         He hasn’t texted yet.

         
         This isn’t good.

         
         But there’s still hope. Right?

         
         Maybe his parents took away his phone, thinking he would loop back, but then he didn’t.
         

         
         So he needs to get his phone back from them and then he’ll text back.
         

         
         Something like:

         
         Success, Mags! It really worked!

         
         Maybe he won’t text. Maybe he’ll call.

         
         We should have discussed this ahead of time.

         
         But, really, any kind of message coming through this phone will suffice.

         
         Text, call, FaceTime, voice memo.

         
         Even a single GIF, honestly.

         
         Like, a dancing lizard in a party hat under the words I AGED!

         
         My phone lights up.

         
         YES.

         
         It’s Shana. Damn.

         
         Any word?

         
         This isn’t good.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Carter

         
         The room spins.

         
         “Whoa!” Dad says, grabbing me under the arms and steering me toward a chair.

         
         “Link,” Mom says, after sliding the phone out of my hands, “we’ll call you back a little later.”

         
         “All right,” Lincoln says. “CT, you can call me whenever to talk! I’m here. You’re going to be okay! Love you!”

         
         “Thanks, sweetie. Love you.” Mom hangs up, and now she and Dad are sitting on either side of me at the table.

         
         Dad puts a hand on mine. “Do you want to say anything? Ask us any questions?”

         
         I shake my head, even though I feel like all the blood flowing through my circulatory system has, in fact, been replaced by
            questions.
         

         
         “Here,” Mom says, pulling up something on her phone. “Watch this.”

         
         Before I can protest, she’s holding up the screen, and there I am, talking to the camera, delivering a message to myself.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Carter

         
         “Hey there, sexy,” the me on Mom’s phone says, filming himself in my bedroom, wearing the same purple plaid shirt as me. “If
            you’re watching this, it means you’re back to the beginning of sixteen. Damn. That sucks. And, unfortunately, this is not
            a prank.
         

         
         “I know. You’re staring at me saying these words, probably at the kitchen table with Mom and Dad, and thinking, I can’t ever remember filming this! And that’s not because I’m some, like, AI deepfake version of you. It’s because you literally can’t remember. The memories are gone. And you are sixteen again.”
         

         
         Mom rubs my back.

         
         “Again? you’re thinking. I’ve never been sixteen! Alas, you have. We have. I’m sixteen as I’m filming this! But every time we’re about to turn seventeen, we wake up the next
            morning a couple inches shorter, several pounds lighter, the growing stubble on our face a little less . . . existent. And,
            of course, with no memories beyond the last night of being fifteen.”
         

         
         I feel the seed of a headache blossoming above my right eye.

         
         “So now,” the me on-screen continues, “the billion-dollar question is: WHY? Why is this happening to you? To me? To us?” He throws a hand into the air and shrugs, falling backward onto the bed. “Dude, I wish I knew! We all wish we knew. Because being stuck forever at age sixteen is . . . not ideal! We’ve gone to all kinds of doctors—neurologists, oncologists, blood specialists, aging experts—who’ve tried to figure out what’s happening, how to get us to seventeen. Also healers and psychiatrists. Even a couple rabbis. No one understands it. Though some of them pretend to. 

         
         “And we’ve been seeing this therapist guy, Soren, since the second or third loop. He doesn’t know why it’s happening either,
            but he’s good to talk to. Kind of a dweeb, but a helpful one who occasionally says wise shit. I’m sure there are some other
            experts we’ve seen that I’m forgetting to mention. I’m the Loop-Four Carter, so some of this happened before my time. And
            that makes you . . . the Loop-Five Carter.”
         

         
         “Loop Six, actually,” Dad says. “You didn’t want to make a new video this time around. You were hoping it wouldn’t be necessary.”

         
         “So, yeah,” Loop-Four Carter says, sitting back up in bed. “I know it’s gonna take a lot longer than the length of this video
            for you to process all this. But, if you take away nothing else from what I’m saying, at least know this: It’s real. Not a
            prank. I repeat: NOT. A. PRANK. The sooner you accept that, the better this year is going to be. Oh, also in the Good News
            Department: You already have your driver’s license! You’ve had it for five years, so it’s not even a junior license anymore.
            It’s the real thing. Drive at all hours. With as many people as you want in the car.”
         

         
         “Well, within reason,” Mom interjects.

         
         “And you don’t need to waste time taking a stupid driver’s test on your birthday! Cheers to that !” Loop-Four Me takes a long exhale, taps his fingers over his mouth. “And that’s basically the deal. This won’t be as bad as it feels right now. It really won’t. I’d tell you to reach out whenever you need me, but I’m you! So unfortunately that’s not possible. You should lean on Lincoln, though. And Mom and Dad, obviously. We’re gonna figure this out. We’re gonna get to seventeen. And till then: Just know you’re the same cool-as-hell Carter you’ve always been. We got this, baby!” On-screen Carter gives a peace sign. “That’s kind of a stupid way to end this video. Ah, whatever.” 

         
         The image of me on-screen freezes, a smirk on my face.

         
         I’m numb.

         
         And the headache has spiderwebbed out to the side of my skull.

         
         “You okay, hon?” Mom asks, rubbing my back again. “We know it’s a lot.”

         
         “Yeah, what’re you thinking about all this, Carter?” Dad asks.

         
         I’m thinking I’ve been hit by a metaphysical Mack Truck.

         
         “I don’t know what to think,” I say. 

         
         Dad puts his hand on mine. “Well, like you said in the video, we’re here for you.”

         
         “Always,” Mom says, giving me a hug. Dad joins in too. 

         
         I awkwardly pat their arms.

         
         “And, bud,” Dad says, “we’re still doing everything we can to find a cure. So that we won’t have to do this all over again
            next year.”
         

         
         “Pete,” Mom says.

         
         “What?” he says. “We are.”

         
         “I know, of course we are, but we should also be prepared to just . . .”

         
         “To just what?”

         
         “To accept!” They’re still hugging me as they have this argument. 

         
         “Sure, we can accept the situation,” Dad says, “but that doesn’t mean we don’t keep . . .”

         
         “Keep what?”

         
         Dad has noticed the horrified look on my face.

         
         “Let’s . . . talk about this later. Sorry, Carter.” He pats my shoulder and looks away.

         
         “Yeah, sorry, sweets,” Mom agrees, giving me one last squeeze before releasing the hug. “It’s easy for us to . . . get caught
            up in our frustration. That this happened to you. But like you said in the video, this always feels the worst on the first
            day. It will get better.”
         

         
         “It does feel really bad right now,” I say.

         
         “That’s normal,” Dad says. “I mean. In its abnormal way.”

         
         I peer around at the kitchen, trying to spot differences from yesterday as if it’s a puzzle in a kids’ magazine. 

         
         “So what happens now?” I finally ask. 

         
         “That’s up to you,” Mom says. “You can stay home and adjust to this situation—Dad and I both took off work to be here with
            you—or . . . you can go to school.”
         

         
         “Can we go to the movies? What’s even playing? Do movie theaters still exist?”

         
         Mom and Dad look at each other. “We could go to the movies, in theory,” Mom says, looking back to me. “They still exist. But maybe, for today, let’s keep the options
            to either home or school.”
         

         
         I feel an overwhelming urge to move around, so I stand up and start pacing the kitchen.

         
         “What grade am I even in?” I open the fridge. Mostly the same old stuff. There’s a brand of oat milk I don’t recognize.

         
         “Well,” Dad says, “up till yesterday, you were a junior. But you’ll be moved back to sophomore year. That’s how we started
            doing it in Loop Two. Just easier that way.”
         

         
         “Since you won’t remember anything you learned as a junior,” Mom adds.

         
         “I see.” I grab an apple from the fruit bowl and toss it into the air. I mean to catch it, but I miss—Mom gasps—and it hits the tiles with a thud. 

         
         “It’s fine,” Dad says, not so convincingly. “It’ll still be good.”

         
         I pick it up and take a bite, accidentally getting some of the mushy bruised part. I pretend it’s not gross. “So if this has
            been going on for six years, I’ve been going to Ridgedale High School for, like, a long time.”
         

         
         Mom and Dad nod sheepishly.

         
         “That’s kind of embarrassing.”

         
         “It’s really not,” Mom says, a little too emphatically. “Everyone knows about your condition. They’re all very understanding.”

         
         I put my face into my hand and press on my closed eyeballs. “This is a nightmare. This is a terrible nightmare. I need to
            wake up. I need to wake up.”
         

         
         “We know, Carter,” Mom says. “We—”

         
         “Where’s my phone?” My eyes are open again. “It wasn’t in my room.”

         
         “Yeah, we have it for you.” Mom gestures to Dad.

         
         “Oh, right,” he says. He goes into his office and comes out with a large black rectangle. “It’s here.”

         
         “That’s not my phone.”

         
         “Well, it’s not the one you remember, no,” Dad says carefully, as if he’s ready for me to explode. “Phones are bigger now.
            Bigger screen, you’ll like it.”
         

         
         “I don’t care about a bigger screen, I want my phone. With all my photos and texts and everything on it.”
         

         
         “We don’t have that phone anymore,” Mom says. “It broke.”

         
         “It broke? What happened? Did it fall in the toilet or something?”
         

         
         “It just broke, Cart,” Dad says. “It was old.”

         
         “Okay, fine, fine, so what’s on this new one?”

         
         “Nothing,” Dad says.

         
         “Nothing?”

         
         “It’s a fresh start,” Mom says.

         
         “What if I don’t want that?”

         
         Mom and Dad exchange another look. “It’s not really a choice,” Dad says. “Your therapist, Soren, says it’s too distressing
            and disorienting for you to see memories that you never experienced.”
         

         
         “It’s worked out well this way so far,” Mom says.

         
         “Fine!” I snatch the phone from Dad’s hand. “I’ll take this stupid oversized garbage phone.”

         
         “The camera is pretty amazing,” Dad says.

         
         “Oh, very cool,” I say, the flood of internally building sarcasm bursting whatever dam there was. “I guess today is actually
            pretty great after all. What with this camera and everything. Can’t wait to snap some pics!”
         

         
         Dad just calmly nods, as if he’s expecting this. “Do you want some chocolate chip pancakes?”

         
         “What?” I ask.

         
         “For breakfast. A birthday treat. I already started putting together the batter.”

         
         “You did? Not Mom?”
         

         
         “Your father has, uh, learned to cook in the past few years. And bake. He’s actually quite good at it.”

         
         Dad gives a little grin, clearly so proud, and it’s endearing, but I also want to smack it right off his face. Then a third
            feeling arrives and replaces the first two:
         

         
         I am very hungry.

         
         “Yeah, okay,” I say. “Sure.”

         
         Dad nods and gets to work at the stove, and six minutes later, the three of us are sitting at the table eating together.

         
         A fucked-up birthday breakfast feast for a fucked-up sixteen-year-old who will never turn seventeen.

         
         The pancakes are excellent.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Carter

         
         I decide to go to school.

         
         Because the idea of being home with my parents right now—as this itchy, restless fire burns through every cell of my body—sounds
            like torture. They both look different. Dad cooks now. It’s disturbing on all the levels.
         

         
         Turns out the Toyota Corolla I was ready to inherit from Dad was mine until I got into a fender bender during Loop Three,
            which effectively ended poor Rex’s life, may he rest in peace. So now my car is a beat-up silver Honda Accord that my parents
            got used. They said I named it Toro. Well done, me. Sick name.
         

         
         But that’s not relevant at this moment since Mom wants to drive me to school in her white Prius. Probably a good idea—even
            though I technically have my license, I don’t actually have any memory of driving on my own. Add to that how wigged out I
            feel, and I’d probably crash into a stop sign or something.
         

         
         During the seven-minute journey from home to Ridgedale High, I continue to play my spot-the-differences game. Stop & Shop
            has been replaced by Whole Foods. Bed Bath & Beyond is closed. Best Bagels is now called Bagel Bagel. Chilling.
         

         
         It’s like overnight, everything has changed.

         
         Also, I’m used to blustery winter weather on my birthday, but instead it’s almost sixty degrees out. In December. Climate
            change has been evolving too, I guess.
         

         
         At least my high school looks exactly the same.

         
         Mom pulls into the parking lot and turns off the already silent engine.

         
         “You ready for this?” she asks. 

         
         I’m glad she drove, but it’s freaky looking at her all old and stuff.

         
         I shrug. “Probably not.”

         
         We buzz into the lobby, and everything is so similar to what I expect that I can almost convince myself that maybe this really
            is a prank. A very involved and elaborate one.
         

         
         Mom guides us toward the main office, where a Black woman in a pantsuit is waiting for us. “Hi there, Carter,” she says, extending
            a hand, which I shake. “I’m Ms. Jones, the principal.”
         

         
         “Hi,” I say. 

         
         Mom and I follow her into a separate office, even as my suspicion deepens. This woman could be an actor. I mean, Ms. Jones? That’s like the most classic fake last name in the book. Other than Ms. Smith. 
         

         
         “Where’s Mr. Nguyen?”

         
         “He retired three years ago,” Ms. Jones says, taking a seat behind her desk and gesturing for us to sit across from her. “Then
            I took over.”
         

         
         “Oh.”

         
         “You and I have known each other since then. We get along well.” She gives me a wink. I know it’s supposed to be comforting,
            but instead it’s like I’m on the outside of my own inside joke.
         

         
         “It’s okay if this feels overwhelming,” Mom says, eyes on me, like I might shatter at any moment.

         
         “Yeah, there’s no way for it not to be,” Ms. Jones says, clasping her fingers together. “But I got your back. All of Ridgedale
            does, really.”
         

         
         I wonder if a school-wide email went out this morning.

         
         Dear students, teachers, and parents,

         
         Longtime tenth grader Carter Cohen once again failed to turn seventeen. His shitty-ass condition continues. Proceed accordingly.

         
         With great Ridgedale cheer, Ms. Jones

         
         “And if you decide you want to stay home today,” Mom says, “ease back into school tomorrow, or even wait until after winter
            break, that’s perfectly fine too.”
         

         
         It’s a tempting proposition. I would also be open to move to foreign country and assume new identity.

         
         “Absolutely,” Ms. Jones says. “Yours is a unique situation, which means it often requires a unique approach. But it might
            bring you some comfort to know that, as you shift back to a sophomore schedule, your homeroom and English teacher will be
            Mrs. Destin, same as when you last remember being in school.” She slides a stack of textbooks toward me. “In fact, we’ve kept
            your day as close to what you remember as possible. Unfortunately, some of your teachers are no longer with us.”
         

         
         “They’re dead?” I ask. “Which ones died?”

         
         “Oh, no, no. I mean they’ve retired. Or moved to different schools.”

         
         “Oh, good. I thought you meant they were dead.”

         
         “I understand how it sounded like that. Thankfully, they’re all alive.”

         
         We sit in a brief awkward silence.

         
         “Okay, I’ll stay,” I say. “Mrs. Destin is cool and, well, fuck it, you know? Why not? Might as well lean into this shit show.”

         
         “Carter!” Mom says.

         
         “Sorry, I know. Pardon my language.”

         
         “It’s really fine,” Ms. Jones says, shaking her head as if she totally gets it. “You’re processing a lot right now. Just try
            to keep things cleaner during class.”
         

         
         “Fuck yeah,” I say, giving her a wink.

         
         

         Once I’ve hugged Mom goodbye and am walking down the hall to my locker—#357, according to the Post-it Ms. Jones handed me—I’m immediately rethinking my decision. I wanted to end the conversation and get the hell out of that office, which may have led me to choose poorly. 

         
         Too late now, though. I’m in this. 

         
         I put my thick green hoodie away in the locker along with the books I won’t need till later.

         
         I could be wrong, but it feels like kids are staring at me.

         
         Does literally everyone know about my situation?

         
         Maybe Ms. Jones really did send out an email.
         

         
         I generally hate being stared at. Unless it’s because I just said something funny.

         
         Even more unsettling than the staring, though, is that I don’t recognize a single one of these kids. The entire school is
            populated by kids I don’t know. Or kids I don’t know that I know.
         

         
         There is officially no way in hell this could be a prank.

         
         I slam locker 357 shut and head toward homeroom. Head down, eyes forward.

         
         Two girls walk by, both obviously trying not to stare at me, but then I feel the taller one glance my way for a moment. I
            glance back at her, then look away and keep walking.
         

         
         I hear what sounds like a sob. When I look behind me, the tall girl is being comforted by her friend.

         
         Was that my fault?

         
         I hate this.

         
         I walk into Mrs. Destin’s classroom.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Maggie

         
         I really thought I could change him.

         
         So stupid, I know. The cliché of all clichés.

         
         But I wanted to be the one to get him to seventeen.

         
         To undo the curse or whatever. The Belle to his Beast.

         
         Obviously, I didn’t do it.

         
         I knew it was hopeless when he didn’t text this morning.

         
         But still, some mentally damaged part of me thought I might come to school and just now, when I looked at him, he would be
            all, It worked, Mags!, and I would say, Of course it did, Coco, and we would high-five and make out right there in the hall as the music swelled—“Tale as old as time, true as it can beeeeee”—and the entire school would cheer and we would all live happily ever goddamn after.
         

         
         But there’s Carter, with those stupid little spikes in his hair, walking by me without a clue in the world.

         
         He did actually stare at me for a second.

         
         And, in that second, everything seemed possible. He looked vulnerable and adorable, and I wanted to hug him and tell him who
            I was and that we were going to figure this out together.
         

         
         Then he kept walking.

         
         At which point a vise squeezed my heart until it burst into a dozen bloody chunks that exploded a hole in my sternum and landed
            with a pitter-pat of thuds on the dingy hallway tile near my feet.
         

         
         Now I am a dead person.

         
         And suddenly it’s crystal clear:

         
         I cannot do this again.

         
         I will not do this again.

         
         Start from scratch? Do our whole relationship over?

         
         No. No no no.

         
         That sounds like fucking torture.

         
         It must end.

         
         “Yo, sorry, Maggie,” Shana says, putting an arm around me as I let out a sob and collapse into a strange formation, like a
            broken tripod that won’t fully close. “Totally sucks.”
         

         
         And for the briefest of moments, even though she’s one of my closest friends, I want to grab Shana by the ears and scream,
            “COULD YOU SAY ANYTHING MORE OBVIOUS RIGHT NOW?”

         
         But I don’t.

         
         Instead, I say, “I’m done.”

         
         Or I try to, anyway, but I can’t even do that because I’m crying too hard.

         
         Yesterday Carter knew me.

         
         Today he does not.

         
         And this pain right now—this brutal, kidney-wrenching pain—is why I can’t do this again.

         
         Why I can’t talk to him.

         
         Why I can’t know him.

         
         Why, starting now, I can’t even think about him.
         

         
         Because it’s hopeless.

         
         Like voluntarily putting my hand into a paper shredder.

         
         Even Carter agreed. (The one from yesterday, not that zombie I just saw in the hall.)

         
         (Is it offensive to talk about his condition that way? I’m sure it is. I’m a terrible person.)

         
         (You’re allowed to be a terrible person when your heart’s in chunks on the floor.)

         
         (I should make that into a T-shirt.)

         
         (Or at least a mug.)

         
         Point being: I know Carter would understand. We’ll both move on.

         
         Me knowingly, him . . . not so knowingly.

         
         Mom will definitely be happy. She’d already been saying that continuing to date Carter would be “throwing away more time on
            someone who’s just gonna forget you anyway.”
         

         
         I hated her saying that. But she’s not wrong.

         
         I spent the past five months with Carter, and he doesn’t even remember it happened. So what was the point?

         
         And where could we possibly go from here?

         
         Am I going to be seventy years old, playing mah-jongg with my friends while my sixteen-year-old husband goes to high school?

         
         Oh wait, that would be impossible because, at a certain point—probably somewhere in my early to mid-twenties—the very act
            of me flirting with Carter, once he has YET AGAIN forgotten who I am, will become definitively creepy and inappropriate.
         

         
         So it ends now. We’re done.

         
         And I can enjoy some me time. I just got all my college applications out a few weeks ago, so bring on the BIG SENIOR-YEAR
            ENERGY. Time to hang out with my friends. Kiss new boys. Play with my band. (Which most of my friends are in, so the first and third items are pretty much the same thing. Makes me sound cooler if I
            say them separately, though.) Live my goddamn life!
         

         
         Ugh, who am I kidding?

         
         I can’t be chill about all this. Not yet. It’s too horrible.

         
         The Carter Cohen I knew has died.

         
         And there’s no funeral to provide closure.

         
         “Do you want to talk about it?” Shana asks, handing me a tissue, ostensibly to deal with the mascara swamp on my face. Of
            course I spent way more time than usual putting myself together this morning. So that, if the worst happened, at least I would
            make a good first impression.
         

         
         “Yeah.” I swipe the tissue down my cheeks. “I can’t start this up again. With Carter. It’s too much.”

         
         “So don’t,” Shana says. “You already knew this might be a possibility. He did too. Sure, you were weirdly cute together, but—”

         
         Another sob bursts out of me. A couple of first-years flinch as they walk by, and one bumps into the other.

         
         “Oh god,” Shana says. “I am so sorry. That was the wrong thing to say. Redact that shit.”

         
         “Too soon.”

         
         “Of course, my dear. I think you just traumatized those kids.”

         
         “Sorry!” I shout, turning back in their direction. I blow my nose into the tissue, extra loud for dramatic/comedic effect.
            I can tell Shana is grossed out, but, uncharacteristically, she tries not to show it—a testament to how bad she’s feeling
            for me.
         

         
         “What if Carter . . .” I say. “What if he finds out we were together?”

         
         “Not gonna happen.” Shana puts an arm around me. “Ember and I are all over that. We’ll make sure everyone keeps their big
            fat mouths shut. And you can just text his brother and his friends, tell them the deal.”
         

         
         “Yeah, okay,” I say. “That’s smart.” I pull out my phone and go to Instagram since I don’t actually have Carter’s brother’s
            number. I tap the word Message on his profile and try to compose something quickly without giving it too much thought.
         

         
         Hi Lincoln. It’s Maggie Spear. So obviously you know Carter looped again. Could you not tell him about me? When you talk? This is a weird message. Sorry. Hope you’re doing ok.

         
         And then I find the profile for Carter’s current best friend, Bodhi, and send him a similar message (except with his I put
            DO NOT TELL HIM ABOUT ME in all caps because Bodhi’s the kind of person who needs extra guidance).
         

         
         “Okay, sent,” I say, feeling relieved but also a little shady, like I’ve just done something illegal.

         
         “Brilliant,” Shana says as we approach Mr. Cha’s homeroom. “Hey, so I have something actually.”

         
         “Oh?”

         
         With Shana, a sentence like that could be referring to a billion things, from a pack of Trident she just bought to a party
            she’s throwing in two days while her parents are away to a girl she hooked up with in a side room during a speech-and-debate
            tournament.
         

         
         “We have our first gig. Angry Baby.”

         
         Angry Baby is our band (coming up with that name is one of my proudest life achievements), and I know how I’m supposed to
            react to this—with a Squee! and a How did you . . . ? and a This is amaaaaazing—but I’m not feeling any of that. It’s more of a terror-nausea-why-are-you-telling-me-this-now-of-all-the-times-to-be-telling-me-this
            cocktail.
         

         
         “You don’t have to say anything,” Shana says, swooping in before I can deliver a hard no. “Just listen to the details, store
            them in that beautiful brain of yours, and we’ll talk more about it some other time. The gig is in February, a full month and a half away, at Bean-Age Dream—”
         

         
         “Ugh, the coffeehouse?”

         
         “Do you know another Bean-Age Dream? Yes, the coffeehouse, and my dad’s friend Misty owns it, so don’t make fun of the name like you always do. I agree it’s an incomprehensible and stupid moniker for an establishment, but the actual place is pretty great, and my dad’s friend is being kind enough to let us open for this other band without ever hearing us play—” 

         
         “Right,” I say, dread oozing from my pores in the form of mean-girl snappiness, “because we’ve never for real performed anything
            and we’re absolutely not ready!”
         

         
         “We’ll be ready,” Shana says. “This will make us be ready.”
         

         
         “I think it will make us be embarrassed.”

         
         Shana laughs, shakes her head, playfully jostles my shoulder, and walks into Mr. Cha’s class ahead of me. We’re definitely
            going to end up doing the gig. That’s just Shana’s way.
         

         
         But maybe there’s something to it because, would you look at that: I just went a full thirty seconds without thinking about
            Carter.
         

         
         A pathetic victory, but I’ll take it.

         
         I sit down at my desk and, as I’m putting my phone into my backpack, I see a new IG notification.

         
         It’s a message from Lincoln: Totally get it. Won’t mention you.🤍

         
         I know it should be encouraging, but instead it just reminds me of the recently exploded hole in my chest. I wipe at my cheeks
            and hope Mr. Cha’s morning lecture will be engaging enough to distract me for at least another thirty seconds.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Carter

         
         Today sucks. I hate it.

         
         The school day is finally done. It felt like a week.

         
         Like a long, no-good, terrible, very stupid week.

         
         I knew I wasn’t going to recognize anybody in my classes, or in the halls, or in the cafeteria, or anywhere at all, but knowing
            that and actually experiencing it are two totally different things. I mean, it seriously felt like I was a new kid, being
            introduced at the beginning of each class and everything. At a high school I’ve apparently been going to for, like, seven
            years.
         

         
         I’ve always loved cracking people up in class, but that doesn’t work nearly as well when no one knows who the hell you are.
            Or when they know exactly who you are and they’re laughing at you more than with you.
         

         
         Mrs. Destin was probably the best part of my day, mainly because she doesn’t seem that different from how I remember her from
            yesterday. (Well, what I remember as yesterday, which was actually six freaking years ago.) She’s still supercool and supportive
            and said I could always come to her to talk, which I guess we’ve done a lot in the past. She seemed slightly more tired than
            she was yesterday, but otherwise, she was very much herself. Her black hair wasn’t even grayer. Maybe she dyes it.
         

         
         The other repeat teachers are Mr. Davies for geometry and Ms. Hanif for US history—I’ve never had much of a relationship with either of them, so today felt pretty much like business as usual. As I was leaving Mr. Davies’s class, though, he gave me a little nod and said in his awkward-ass way, “It’s good to have you back, Carter.” 

         
         It was confusing because, as far as I remember, I never left, never moved on to junior year before being forced to backtrack
            by this curse or spell or disease or whatever the hell it is. 
         

         
         Still, I give Mr. Davies credit for trying. “Yeah, thanks,” I said.

         
         Now I spot Mom’s Prius in the after-school pickup line, and I more or less sprint into the front seat. Must get away from
            this place.
         

         
         “You did it,” Mom says. “How’d it go?”

         
         “You know that feeling when the dentist is cleaning your teeth and they hit a nerve? And you get that surge of chills?”

         
         “I do.”

         
         “It went like that.”

         
         “Well, all right, then,” Mom says, shifting the car into Drive. “I’m really sorry, Carter.”

         
         She asks no further questions, which leads me to believe that maybe we’ve had this exact exchange in past years and her attempts
            to push for more information only made me more agitated than I already am.
         

         
         I assume we’re driving straight home, but then Mom pulls into the strip mall on Route 81 and parks in the lot.

         
         “Are we . . . picking up dry cleaning or something?” I ask.

         
         Mom shakes her head. “Usually now is when you want to see Manny. Do you want to see Manny?”

         
         

         My stomach is wobbling like a spoonful of pudding as the door of Tech Haven slides open, and I walk inside on my own. I move past aisles of TVs and speakers and tablets, and then, there he is: my best friend, wearing the gray employee polo as he talks to a short woman about a charger he’s holding. 

         
         He looks like a goddamn grown-up. It’s creepy as hell.

         
         “Totally up to you,” Manny is saying, sporting this well-manicured beard, “but for my money, this one is the way to go. It
            charges faster than any of the other options, so you can get your phone up to one hundred percent within thirty minutes.”
            He’s talking like a real salesperson would. It’s equal parts impressive and disturbing.
         

         
         The woman decides to go for it and thanks him as she walks away with the charger, and that’s when he sees me and breaks into
            a huge smile, almost like he was expecting me. “Hey, you looking for a charger too, my dude? New headphones perhaps?”
         

         
         “Are they free?” I ask, smiling back.

         
         “Nope.”

         
         “Then no, thank you.”

         
         Manny gives me a huge hug, and he feels stronger and taller than I remember.

         
         “This is some messed-up shit, huh?” he says while we’re still hugging.

         
         “Worst prank of all time.”

         
         “Yeah, man. I hate it. Happy birthday, by the way.”

         
         It occurs to me that Manny, just like my parents and brother, has had to experience this insane thing happening to someone
            he loves. I’ve barely had time to process all this, but I definitely haven’t thought of it as something that sucks for other
            people besides me.
         

         
         “And you, like, work here?” I ask idiotically as we pull out of the hug, unsure what else to say.

         
         “No,” Manny says, smirking, “I just put on the shirt and pretend sometimes, so I can film some funny TikToks.”

         
         I assume he’s kidding, but at this moment, I feel like I can’t assume anything.

         
         “Yeah, I work here,” he confirms with a grin. “At least for right now. Back living with my folks since I graduated in May.
            Good ol’ Dom and Gina.”
         

         
         “Dom and Gina are the best,” I say.

         
         Manny shrugs. “Sure, but I don’t really need to live with them.”
         

         
         “Oh, yeah,” I say, laughing, “your dad always takes the smelliest dumps.”

         
         Manny smiles a little but doesn’t crack up the way I’m hoping. “Truth.”

         
         An awkward silence descends—it’s been happening a lot today—and I scramble to find another subject.

         
         “So you graduated from, like, college?” I ask. It feels unfathomable. Yesterday we were sitting side by side in Mrs. Destin’s
            class, passing back and forth goofy drawings of dogs with boobs.
         

         
         “Yep,” Manny says. “I majored in business, but none of my full-time job applications have panned out yet. It’ll happen.”

         
         I nod and look around, hating this gulf that’s opened up between us. He’s twenty-two years old, looking for work, and I’m
            a high school sophomore, looking for laughs with poop jokes.
         

         
         “What, um . . .” I clear my throat. It’s so dry. “What was college like?”

         
         Manny shrugs. “It was cool. Chill. I mean, hard work. But dope too. Met lots of good people.”

         
         I nod, doing my best impression of someone who’s able to relate in the slightest to what he just said.

         
         “Immanuel.” A tall white dude with glasses and a surprisingly low voice is standing fifteen feet away in a matching gray polo shirt. “Less chitchatting on the floor. Check in to see if those customers by the laptops need help.” 

         
         “Absolutely,” Manny says. “Will do, Tom.”

         
         “Immanuel?” I say once Tom has walked away. I realize Manny’s name tag says that too, and it makes me smile. “They make you
            go by Immanuel?”
         

         
         “Nah, they don’t make me,” Manny says. “It’s what I go by now. Made a switch during my first year at school.”

         
         “Oh,” I say. Embarrassment and FOMO heat up my neck and face.

         
         “Aight, man, I need to get back to it,” Manny—I’m not going to call him Immanuel, sorry, but I’m just not—says, patting me
            on the back, “but let’s hang more soon, okay?”
         

         
         “Yeah, perfect,” I say. “I would love that. I need it
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“A romantic, funny, and moving story on what it means to grow up.”
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