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  All the world’s a stage


  And all the men and women merely players


  They have their exits and their entrances


  And one man in his time plays many parts
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  TRAVEL LOG: REVERSAL 31Y 3M 6D


  PROLOGUE


  Guns drawn, a crush of police descended on the old warehouse. A man’s body rested on its back on the pavement in plain view in the dying sunlight. They cautiously advanced past his lifeless form toward the building’s front entrance from which he had emerged.


  A long stretch of yellow tape quickly unspooled around the scene as a chorus of sirens announced the arrival of more police and ambulances.


  Two officers spoke to the witnesses, sorting through their tangled hysterics against the flashing red and blue lights, while others disappeared into the dilapidated structure, uncertain of what they might find.


  In single file, police moved up and down long, dark aisles of mostly empty shelving, shining their flashlights into corners and crevices, scattering rats. Reaching the rear of the building, they discovered a strange labyrinth of brightly lit rooms, a series of living quarters in a maze-like arrangement.


  Once the warehouse was properly secured, and there was no discernible threat of further violence, the evidence technicians moved in. One space in particular, an office of sorts, offered a promising collection of clues. This included a thick, handwritten journal found on a drafting table. The item was immediately sealed into an evidence bag. The cover of the spiral-bound notebook displayed a title in black marker. The words were both direct and enigmatic, written in large, confident letters.


  TIME TRAVEL LOG.


  PART ONE


  TRAVEL LOG: REVERSAL 39Y 7M 8D


  My hands tremble uncontrollably as I write these words. I am flooded with rich sensations I never expected to recapture in my lifetime. I have returned from an extraordinary journey that defies the limitations of a linear existence.


  The first mission has been a total success. It is course correction number one in a history of regret. I re-entered a moment from my past, a reversal of thirty-nine years, seven months, and eight days from my current time and place. I became younger and smaller but equipped with the knowledge of future threats. I acted in ways to create a new outcome. The scene refresh that lay trapped inside my imagination for too long, running on a loop of elusive joy, finally burst free. All of the hard work, determination, and ingenuity poured into this most unorthodox pursuit has paid off.


  For the first time since I was a small child, I held my dog.


  Reunited with Toby! This was the yellow Labrador retriever I received on my ninth birthday after begging for a pet for so many years. His big, clumsy movements rocked my small bed. I buried my face in the warm softness of his fur. I called out his name. His tail danced in excitement. He licked at my smooth, young face. Everything returned from a long-ago tunnel, distanced by decades but never forgotten: Toby’s sweet musty smell, his eager panting, his wet nose, and big, glossy eyes.


  I kept my bedroom door firmly shut. Toby stayed with me on the bed, safe and happy in my arms. My newest model airplane kit remained unopened in its box on my bookshelf, alongside my favorite science fiction and fantasy books. These details are crucial because this return to the past was purposefully synchronized to a specific sequence of events that has haunted me deep into adulthood.


  Holding Toby, I worried for a moment that perhaps my experiment was only a partial success—maybe I had returned to my childhood surroundings but mistimed the entry. What if my tear-stained childhood diary contained errors? That brittle, fading notebook was my only source for identifying this fateful day. Without it, I was swimming in an uncertain timeline of childhood haze.


  Throughout my life, the events of this day had remained vivid, never losing their strength to sting again and again with sorrow. Perhaps even stronger than sorrow was the relentless guilt churned by the ugly truth that I was responsible for Toby’s departure.


  That’s because I was responsible for Toby.


  After finally giving in to many years of my pleading for a pet, my father was very firm about the rules: Toby was my dog, and I was accountable for taking care of him. That included walking him, feeding him, preventing him from chewing on the sofa cushions, and ensuring he did not disrupt the order of the household.


  If I neglected my duties, the deal was off and Toby would be gone. This stipulation was nonnegotiable. I eagerly accepted those terms.


  Toby joined the household, entered my life, and filled a vacancy for companionship. I didn’t have many playmates and my older brother Reed was rarely home. I became Toby’s caretaker and he became my best friend. I kept him out of trouble, which kept me out of trouble. We were inseparable. He played with me in the backyard. He slept in my bedroom. He waited by the door for me to come home from school.


  My parents weren’t very social but they did host a backyard barbecue every summer for my father’s carpet distribution business. He was always very tense about the event, bickering with my mother over every detail and obsessing over the invite list to corral the most important clients and would-be clients.


  On the day we lost Toby, I was told to keep a watch on him during the last-minute scurry to get everything in order for the impending guests. My father had left the house to get cases of soda and beer. I was in my bedroom at my desk, assembling a Bachmann Mini-Plane P-51 Mustang, twisting little pieces off the plastic frame of parts and connecting them with small dabs of sweet-smelling rubber cement. Toby lay at my feet, occasionally shifting or stretching. I could hear my mother cleaning in the nearby bathroom.


  I should have closed my bedroom door.


  I should have closed my bedroom door.


  Because Toby silently—paws on thick shag—padded out of the room. I was poring over the instructions for my model, worried about cementing the wrong pieces together, determined to build a perfect aircraft.


  So, I didn’t realize Toby had slipped away until roughly thirty seconds after I heard my father return from the grocery store.


  That’s when the explosion began. My father screaming. Toby yelping and scampering away from a beating. My mother’s wail of despair. Then both of them yelling my name.


  I froze in terror. Even as they called for me, I couldn’t budge from my chair.


  “DANNY!”


  My father burst into my room, eyes blazing and face pinched, crimson red.


  “We had a deal!”


  Toby had discovered the steaks thawing on the kitchen counter, pulled them down to the floor and devoured them. Then, having gorged himself on uncooked meat, he threw up all over the living room.


  “The company will be here in 15 minutes!”


  I couldn’t speak. I was terrified into paralysis because I recognized the consequences even before they were spoken aloud. It was the constant threat that had been paraded over me ever since Toby joined the family.


  “You blew it. That dog is gone. Do you hear me? Gone!”


  There was no time for an extended berating. The living room had to be cleaned. New steaks had to be purchased. Toby was jammed into his puppy crate in the garage. He barely fit anymore. He whimpered and peed on himself, but knew better than to bark.


  After the party started, I snuck out of my room, where I had been ordered to stay, and visited Toby in the garage. He clawed at his cage, pushing one of his paws through the bars, as if reaching out. His eyes were big and scared. I cried and promised I wouldn’t let my parents take him away. I vowed we would stay together.


  The next morning, prior to cleaning up the house, my father drove off with Toby. He refused to say where he was going and returned without him.


  His only reply to my hysteria was a reminder that it was all my fault. It didn’t have to turn out this way. A deal was made, and I failed on my end of the bargain.


  Toby was the victim.


  “Lesson learned,” said my father, giving the entire episode a clinical assessment, like a page from a textbook.


  I never forgot Toby’s frightened face in that cage. That’s what I lived with for exactly thirty-nine years, seven months, and eight days. It was a sentence of shame that has now, finally, come to an end.


  When I entered the long, dark passageway and emerged in my childhood bedroom, untouched since that fateful day, I knew I had an opportunity to relieve myself of a burden that had weighed down hard on my shoulders for a very long time.


  Today I successfully traveled back in time and created a new reality.


  Sitting on the bed with Toby, holding him out of affection and for protection, I heard the sound I had been anxiously waiting to hear.


  My father’s return from the grocery store.


  The door banged open, followed by heavy footsteps and the thud of large cases hitting the floor. Then the door slammed shut.


  “I’ve got the beer and the soda!”


  My mother, cleaning the bathroom down the hall, responded, “I’ll be down in a few minutes.”


  “Can you fill the cooler? I’m going to start the steaks.”


  Then I listened very carefully, irrationally feeling the fear of an impending explosion, and there was none.


  I opened my bedroom window. After a while, I could smell the smoky aroma of steaks sizzling on the grill. A little while after that, the doorbell rang. Toby grew anxious, but I kept him secured in my room. The guests were arriving.


  The party started and I could hear my father’s deep laughter and my mother’s cheerful chatter mingling with the other voices.


  I was happy to hear my parents so happy. I was happy knowing that Toby was safe and not going anywhere. I was happy I had not failed my duty.


  Happy. Ultimately, all this crazy, complicated time travel has just one goal, probably the simplest goal anyone could ask for in life.


  To be happy.


  I am returned now from my excursion, logging the results. As I write these words, I am already looking forward to the next adventure.


  I saved Toby from leaving me.


  Next I will have an even bigger mission. I will save my mother’s life.


  Chapter One


  Eyes shut, Danny DeCastro remembered a time in his life when anything was possible.


  When he was small and the world was big, the open field behind the schoolyard beckoned to him with a landscape that stretched into forever, limitless. He routinely dashed into its expansive terrain with his eyes closed, arms spread like the wings of a plane, legs pounding the soft matt of grass, air rushing at him in an exhilarating sweep of freedom.


  Each year, as Danny grew bigger and wiser, the open field withdrew to a smaller, more realistic scale until one day he found himself in the present, trapped in a box, a cube to be precise, with stifling parameters that didn’t give him enough room to stretch his wings without obstruction. He was almost fifty, stubbornly retaining the childhood second syllable in his name, but dragged unwillingly through adulthood nevertheless.


  As Danny closed his eyes and tried to recall a sense of freedom and open air, Mack Kosiak entered his tiny space, accompanied by a whiff of dollar-store cologne, and barked at him from up close.


  “What? Really? You’re napping?”


  Danny fumbled for his headset and slapped his mouse to chase away the screensaver, which seemed to function primarily to tattle on idleness.


  “You’re being outperformed by kids half your age,” said Kosiak, loud enough to inform the other cubicles. “They have the drive. You can’t survive here without a drive to succeed.” He gripped a spreadsheet and gave it a quick wave. “You’re not making enough calls. You’re not closing on the calls you do make. I hope you haven’t forgotten that your pay here is based on commissions.”


  There was a pause, perhaps to indicate that Danny should respond. He started to, but Kosiak continued on top of him, disinterested in his defense. “I don’t need people to warm seats. I can pull bums off the street to do that. Your job is to sell. You want to close your eyes, you do it on your own time.”


  Danny secured the headset and quickly brought his hands to the keyboard to retrieve his next lead.


  Arthur Morse, CIO, Vista Enterprises LLC.


  A few pokes later, a steady buzz pulsed in his ears and a busy script filled Danny’s screen.


  Kosiak nodded, gave one more stern wave of the spreadsheet and left to harass the next victim in his cubicle farm.


  When a woman’s voice answered the line, Danny jumped into his prepared text with a fat tone of confidence and familiarity, both fake.


  “Hello again, it’s good to hear your voice, dear,” he said to the woman. They had never spoken before. “I’m returning a call from Art.” According to the notes on his screen, Arthur Morse’s closest friends called him Art.


  “I’m sorry, who’s calling?”


  Danny laughed at her memory lapse. “Daniel at Strategy Roundtable. I hope I didn’t miss him, he asked us to get back to him right away. The clock is ticking.”


  Her uncertainty melted away and she fed off Danny’s urgency. “He did? I’m so sorry. Listen, he’s preparing for a board meeting, but I think I can get his attention—”


  “Please do,” said Danny. “I’ve got someone on the other line who wants to take his place, but Art is our number one choice.”


  “Of course,” she said.


  Art was on the line within 10 seconds.


  “Who is this?”


  “I am so grateful we were able to reach you,” said Danny. “We almost had to give up your spot.”


  “What spot?”


  “The Strategic Innovation Growth and Profitability Corporate Leaders Conference. Your leadership team has been a great supporter in the past, and we were so excited to hear you would be an honored guest at this year’s exclusive event.”


  “I’m sorry, I’m not familiar. Who…?”


  “Walmart had to send us their regrets. Their Chief Information Officer had to drop out at the last minute for a sudden death in the family, and we have just one spot available—hold on—Nancy, no, it’s reserved for Mr. Morse, tell GM we are booked solid. What? No, I don’t care if they pay double to get a seat, that’s not how we operate.” Pause. “Okay, sorry about that, Art. Bit of a madhouse here. I’m trying to protect your reservation at the conference.”


  “But I never—”


  “Bob from New York is so excited you’re coming.”


  “Who?”


  “Bob!”


  “Bob who?”


  “Bob mrphkl-”


  “What?”


  “We have a great agenda, dozens of attendees from Fortune 500 companies, C-suite executives, potential clients for your business, make that mega clients. I don’t want to have to give this opportunity to your competitors, Art. Our surveys show that conference attendees on average see their revenue growth increase 27% and get a boost in brand reputation of up to thirty-three point six. If you’re not interested, that’s fine, your call. My phone is lit up like a Christmas tree. I just need to hear it from you directly so there are no hard feelings later.”


  “I don’t know what this is all about.”


  “Don’t be embarrassed. I know you’re a busy man with a lot on your mind. You’ve got your board meeting coming up, am I right? Heck, I know half those guys. I see them all the time at our conferences. We’re golfing buddies. Anyway, I don’t want to take up your time, I know how valuable it is. Just put me on with your secretary and I’ll work with her on the scheduling and we’ll lock this in and be done with it, so you don’t have to worry, sound good?”


  “Well, check with Peg on the dates, then if you could send more information…”


  “You got it! Thanks so much. Art, always a pleasure talking with you. I appreciate the support and tell the rest of the gang hello for me.”


  When the secretary returned on the line, Danny jumped into a new set of remarks.


  “Peg, we are all good,” Danny announced. “Art is all in. Let’s invoice this and lock in the reservation.”


  “When…is this?”


  “Next spring. March third through the fifth in beautiful, gorgeous Hawaii.”


  She sucked in a big breath. After a moment, she let it out. “No, no. That won’t work. He’s in Europe…”


  “I’m sorry, Peg. Did I say third through the fifth? I meant seventeenth through nineteenth. Stupid me. The third through the fifth, that’s our CEO World Conference in Paris. That baby is fully booked, no one’s getting in there, ha ha. Don’t even try.”


  “Oh. March 17 through 19? Yes, that can work…”


  “Excellent. And since Art is an old friend and frequent guest, we are happy to give him our special reduced rate of $45,500. Wow, we don’t even break even on that one, so it’s not refundable. It’s a limited time offer, so we’re going to ask for an upfront commitment. Will this be American Express? We have his card on file, but let’s hear the numbers just to make sure they still match up.”


  Danny felt victory in his clutches. Peg was along for the ride. She began reciting the account number. She made it through the first three digits when her voice was abruptly cut off.


  Art returned on the line.


  “I remember you!” he declared.


  “Oh, that’s wonderful,” said Danny, but he knew the tone was moving toward fury, not affection.


  “You guys are one big scam,” said Morse. “My CMO just reminded me. You set up bogus conferences for corporate executives, charge them outrageous fees and deliver half-assed, half-empty bullshit events on the cheap.”


  “I’m sorry…?”


  “Every big name you promise mysteriously drops out at the last minute and comes down with the flu. Or else you cancel the whole thing with no refund, just a voucher for some other conference in a lousy hotel in a shitty city with sack lunches and generic presentations of bullshit pulled off Wikipedia.”


  “I’m so sorry you feel this way,” said Danny. “I really believe you have us confused with another organization, Strategic Discourse from Cleveland. They are notorious scammers and it’s such a shame, they taint our entire field…”


  “No, it’s you. I know it’s you.”


  “Well, we have big-name clients from Apple, IBM, Google, and Amazon who would beg to differ.”


  “I’m going to report you to the Better Business Bureau.”


  “What if we could offer you a one-time super saver’s discount?”


  “Give it up. You’re pathetic.”


  And with that, the line disconnected.


  Danny remained motionless in his seat, exhausted from his persistent performance, nowhere near ready to dive into it yet again with another cold call.


  He pulled the headset down around his neck where it clung like a dog collar. He could hear the lively murmur of other callers in the room dancing through their routines, injecting many of the same familiar phrases and false promises from their scripts.


  Danny felt like the air was leaving the room. He was slowly suffocating. How did he get to such a horrible, controlled place? Not just here, this employer, but in life. His everyday existence was squeezed. His words were scripted by others.


  He desperately needed to escape. He needed to write his own scripts for a change, starting with, “I quit.”


  That night, Danny sat at his kitchen table and scribbled two paragraphs of monologue to deliver to Mack Kosiak. He memorized the words until bedtime.


  At 8:30 the next morning, he entered Kosiak’s office. The office was similar to a cubicle, just a little larger, with real walls instead of fake half-walls, and the addition of a squat window that offered a glimpse of the world beyond the workplace drudgery. The view overlooked the parking lot, which Kosiak boasted about, because it enabled him to observe who was coming and going in his quest to identify employees who were shaving minutes off their nine-to-five obligation.


  Danny started to recite the first sentence of his script, but Kosiak interrupted, equipped with his own words, throwing everything off course.


  “Oh, hey, I’m glad you’re here,” said Kosiak. “I’ve been doing some thinking about yesterday and your performance here and your overall demeanor and all that and anyway, so, yeah, you’re fired.”


  Chapter Two


  I have hit a dead end.


  Hard as he tried, Danny could not imagine any progress in his future. He sat at his kitchen table facing a blank wall, sipping soup, ears absorbing the loud hiss of a white noise machine he bought online to drown out the unpleasant sounds of the apartments above, below and on either side of him, crushing him with their obnoxious soundtrack: the thud thud thud of hip hop above, the hyper-excitable, yapping golden doodle below, the loud TV blabbing to the right, the screamy kids to the left.


  Too often he heard them break past the layer of manufactured white noise, defiant, on a mission to poke him to death with aggravation.


  Danny’s apartment felt like just another cubicle to trap him, a slow-motion suffocation of dim light and close walls. After finishing his soup, he tossed the bowl in the sink and escaped, which was a joke, because he had no place to escape to. After some aimless driving, Danny decided on the mall. He drove into Racine, Wisconsin, and immersed himself in the big indoor shopping complex, disinterested in shopping, but drawn to the stimulation of bright lights, tall ceilings, and stimulating colors. He touched fabrics in clothing stores. He took in some tastes at the food court. He spent an awkward amount of time standing around in The Soap Box, a small space devoted to scents—handmade soaps, body lotions, and home fragrances in elegant containers and colorful wrappings with ridiculous price tags. The mixed-up smells invigorated him.


  “Are you looking for a gift?” asked a pleasant woman in a cream-colored blouse, “Kim” according to her nametag, a strategy he recognized to immediately place them on a first name basis.


  “No.”


  “Something for yourself?”


  Danny’s mind went blank. He was unprepared. He wished he had words handy, something to guide him on a path, like the scripts at work.


  “No,” Danny said simply. It was the wrong answer because it revealed him as someone with nothing to do who was wasting her time, a useless wanderer.


  “Let me know if you have any questions,” said Kim, and when she turned away, Danny quickly left.


  He walked the main corridor a few times, engaged in people watching. He observed fully intact families and other jovial groups making real conversations. He wanted to feed off their happiness and purposeful strides, but it just made him feel more hollow inside.


  Danny wandered over to the big fountain that anchored the center of the mall, where people occasionally met others or tossed pennies. He bent down close and became mesmerized by the splashy rhythms and gentle foaming. He inserted his hand into the water and let it consume him up to the wrist.


  “Hey!” shouted a nearby security guard. “Don’t do that.”


  Danny retreated.


  Back home, in his box, he went to bed early and escaped into a dream. He returned to a reoccurring scene that gave him richer emotions than anything in his waking life.


  He sat at the controls of a Boeing 747 and soared.


  The jet plane was cruising 500 miles per hour, 30,000 feet above the earth, riding a surface of clouds that swelled and dipped around him like a vast alien landscape. He sat soft and comfortable in his fully adjustable sheepskin pilot chair, experiencing the thrust of the engines and sweep of the wingspan as if they were extensions of his own being, like super powers. The instrument panel sparkled in front of him in a dazzling assortment of controls at his fingertips. Some very special visitors joined him in the cockpit to share their smiles and admiration: his beautiful wife and a wholesome, loving teenage son.


  They crowded around Danny, who wore his snappy pilot uniform: a double-breasted blue blazer, brass buttons, gold sleeve braiding and a white, peaked, naval officer-style cap. With his adoring family at his side, Danny guided the plane gracefully into the sunset. An orange glow filled the cockpit like a divine force, transcending them closer to heaven.


  Danny awoke in the dark. He felt refreshed and rejuvenated, rolling in good feelings. Then, far too quickly, the leak began, the return to cold reality, and as much as he wanted to grasp tight and hold on, the sensations left him in a sucking whirl of dissipation. He tried to extend the dream’s lingering vibe, but it danced and darted away, elusive once again. He tried to will it back, hopeful for more delusion, but the aircraft had soared on without him. Danny gave up, gave in, and returned to reality.


  TRAVEL LOG: REVERSAL 37Y 2M 2D


  On my second trip, I transitioned to darkness under blankets on a cold winter’s night. I emerged to see Toby curled up nearby in a swirl of sheets. My bed was my hideout, a sanctuary from the horrible shouts that rattled my bones from another room.


  My mother and father had erupted into a heated argument, two days after Christmas.


  The familiar words and tone filled the air. But this time my response would be different. Instead of withdrawing, I would step forth. Instead of being a passive accomplice to tragedy, I would take action.


  I removed the bedcovers. My childhood bedroom surrounded me with sweet, illuminated nostalgia—the science-fiction posters, the cluttered desk and bulging bookcase, the Radio Shack turntable, the lineup of model kits, the shag rug, the winter-frosted windows.


  I stepped closer to my door and listened.


  My mother had returned from after-Christmas sales loaded with purchases, a poorly timed venture in my father’s eyes, given the huge bills already racked up by the holidays, including, explicitly, my new bike.


  Compounding the issue, my mother was drunk, having spent the afternoon with “Betty”—my father spit out both syllables with venom—engaging in cocktails and gossip.


  The entire Christmas week had been soured by my parents’ bickering, but this was definitely an elevated level, drawing energies from all the other frustrations that peppered the preceding days.


  My mother defended Betty and the quality of their conversation. My father brought up a neighborhood party where Betty gossiped about people standing just a few feet away.


  My father criticized my mother’s drinking, which had become a frequent battleground. He said she sounded drunk, and I listened for it—the way her words smeared together and trailed off.


  “What is this stuff? It’s a bunch of crap!”


  He was poking in her shopping bags.


  “It was on sale! I’m being frugal!”


  “It’s still crap. Overpriced crap!”


  She defended her purchases in a loud voice, and he countered in a louder voice. My heart raced. I was reliving one of the worst moments in my life.


  Then I heard it. My mother giving in.


  “Fine,” she said in a brittle tone. “I’ll return it. I’ll return it all, right now!”


  My father said, “You’re in no condition to drive.”


  “I’m fine!” she responded, and I could hear the crinkle as she regathered her bags.


  “You better not put a single scratch on that car or we’re refunding all of Christmas!” hollered my father.


  “Just leave me alone,” my mother responded.


  “Gladly,” he said.


  I took a deep breath. My time had arrived. I looked back at Toby poking his head out from under the covers.


  “I’m going to do it,” I told him. I opened my door. I left my bedroom.


  I entered the war zone.


  I surprised both of them.


  My timing was perfect. My mother was still fumbling with the shopping bags. She had not yet picked up her purse from the coffee table.


  I snatched it.


  They both shouted at me with variations of “what the hell are you doing,” a rare moment of unity.


  I immediately dug into the purse and pulled out her car keys. They dangled from a leather strap keychain. I had imagined this moment, the touch of the leather, for thirty-seven years, two months, and two days. This was the opportunity I lost, but had now regained, to save my mother’s life.


  “You can’t drive!” I shouted, and I ran back to my bedroom and locked myself in.


  My mother and father did not follow. My mother started to object, then stopped. My father grumbled a statement, and I loved his words: “He’s right.”


  They did not pursue me.


  I listened from my bedroom, still clutching the keys in my tightest grip.


  My mother said she was tired. She said she was going to sleep on the couch. My father said, “Good. I hope you’re sober by morning. Find out when the stores open.”


  His footsteps left her.


  I listened to her start to cry.


  Her crying did not make me feel sad. It was a relief. She had no idea what I had saved her from. In a split moment, the course of the future had changed. I did not lose my mother.


  She did not drive off into the night, muddled by alcohol and rage, speeding on icy roads without a seatbelt.


  She did not lose control of the car and slide off the road, striking the big oak tree at the corner of Tenth and Highland.


  She did not break her neck and sever major arteries for a near-instant death, flung through the windshield into the pure white snow, soaking it red around her.


  There was no funeral, no heavy burden of guilt, shame and regret to weigh down each and every day of my remaining life, no secret desires of self-mutilation, no fruitless searches for a mother surrogate, no self-loathing, no resignation that I could never truly experience complete and pure happiness.


  I allowed some time and silence to pass. I hid the keys in a drawer and returned to my mother. She was sprawled on the couch, half awake, eyeshadow streaked, hair a matted mess, limbs in clumsy arrangement.


  “I’m sorry,” I told her.


  I expected a flash of anger, but she produced a heavy, tired smile. “You did the right thing,” she said.


  And then I told her the words I had never told her before, because now I had my chance. I told her I loved her. Her smile grew and she reached out for me. We hugged awkwardly, with me leaning over the couch. She said she loved me too.


  Later, I returned under my bed covers for the journey back to the present and a future of my own design.
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