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“They were already gone. You just hadn’t noticed yet.”
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Oh Venus.

Perry opened his eyes and sat up. The stars shimmered across the night sky.

Those two are the brightest things I’ve ever seen—besides the moon, of course.

I sit back in the grass and stare at the sky, thinking about my younger self. I always did this. Always wondered about changing things—timelines, maybe even realities. But I knew those were nothing but fairytales and wishful thinking.

Still, for a split second when I look at Venus—the brightest one out of the two—I feel something resonating. Not butterflies in my stomach. More like goosebumps. Then I felt something trying to reach me. Almost like Jupiter trying to reach Venus. Visually, they don’t look that far apart. They look like they’re heading toward each other. But realistically, the distance between them is vast, and neither is moving.

Still... all I need to do is change it. Just one little bit. If I can change it enough, I’ll be able to send an echo back. Just a slight one. That’ll be enough. It would have to change something here.

Perry turned to the other light—the smaller, less bright one—and laced his hands behind his head.

I’ll eventually reach my older self-one day.

Younger Perry laid back in the grass and looked at the two brightest things in the sky again.

I’ll keep trying. Maybe it’ll reach tomorrow.

He closed his eyes.

Oh Jupiter.

“You could go on all day about the stars, so I wouldn’t be surprised if you actually became one.”

She pointed at another spot in the sky. “That one’s me.”

Perry looked at what she pointed at. “Luna—”

“Lunanessa,” she cut in. “I’ll be the brightest thing in the sky. People will be able to walk on me and float. They’ll be able to have fun. Everything they do will be fine, and the one that jumps the highest—I’ll make sure I hold them and let them flow. The longest. Everyone will be happy.”

Younger Perry’s hand drifted to Lunanessa’s. “That actually sounds fun. I wanna do more than just make people happy. I want to be able to change things. You know when stuff goes wrong? People get really mad. They need a spot where they can cool off or something, you know? Like this. A big spot for them.” His eyes met hers. “They won’t have to worry about no stability, growing up with nothing, or always being out here alone, like us. I’ll make that spot safe for them, and their pain—it’ll be a foundation on me and your floaty tricks.”

Lunanessa curled her fingers around his, locking them together. “Okay. I give it to you. You can be the brightest, but only because I let you. And we’ll shine bright together.”

They held their stare and then smiled.

Being near her felt like the ocean pulling at me. I could feel something in me that rose and fell.

They continued to look at the sky until all they could see was the flickering of little specs of white shiny light punched on a black canvas, and then a bright light from over the horizon—a bond that was surely one that would last beyond the drifting stars along the spiraling edges of the galaxy.

The sky thinned into a blue color, then another one that I couldn’t put a name on yet. It ate away at the shimmering stars and the darkness. For just a moment the sky hadn’t decided what it wanted to do yet.

Lunanessa stood up. “It’s time for me to go.”

Perry sat up. “Same time tomorrow.”

He watched as her outline didn’t stay the same. Light wouldn’t stay on her soft edges the way they should, and her face wouldn’t stay dark. She stood perfectly still... and then she was gone.

Everything around Perry had picked up a little more color. Morning arrived with no announcement.
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Isaac was already inside before the door finished swinging. I came in behind him, slower, setting my bag down by the mat and standing there for a second while the house settled around me—the hum of it, the smell of whatever Mom had going in the kitchen earlier that had since gone cold. Isaac was already somewhere down the hall. I could hear him.

I headed for my room. The hallway was dim. I was almost to my door when I heard it—a voice, low, coming from the living room. I stopped. Came back. Pushed the door open.

A man was sitting on the couch. Something in my chest went loose all at once.

"Dad."

He looked up and smiled, holding something in both hands. My camera. He held it out toward me.

"Found this." He tilted it once, watching the light catch the lens. "Figured I'd return it to its rightful owner."

I crossed the room and took it from him, turning it over in my hands. It was lighter than I remembered, or maybe I was just used to the weight of missing it.

"That's mine," I said.

"I know it is."

I looked at him. He was watching me the way he does—like he's already a few sentences ahead but he's waiting for you to catch up. I lifted the camera.

"Stay still."

He immediately did something with his face—cheeks puffed out, eyes crossed.

"Dad."

He switched to a different expression, chin down, eyebrows up, like a portrait painting of someone extremely serious about nothing.

"I'm not going to get a good shot if you keep doing that."

"I'm not doing anything."

He was absolutely doing something. He shifted on the couch, leaned an elbow on his knee, turned slightly sideways like he was giving me his good angle, then at the last second dropped his chin into his hand and made direct eye contact with the lens in a way that was somehow both sincere and completely ridiculous.

I lowered the camera. "You're doing it on purpose."

"You're the photographer. Work with what you've got."

I lifted it again. Waited. He held still for almost three full seconds—actually held still, actually looked like himself—and I clicked.

The image came up on the screen. Blurry. Just slightly. Enough that his eyes were soft, his smile smeared at the edge, the whole thing caught just a half-second before it would've been perfect.

I looked at it for a long time.

"Let me take it again."

"Jaxie."

"Just one more. I almost had it."

He stood up, straightened his shirt, looked at me with that same smile on his face.

"It's almost time to go, Jaxie."

I lowered the camera. Looked at the screen again. His face there and a smile right at the corner of landing.


​​​Tangerines

I ran through my room laughing, the pink camera bouncing against my chest. "Wait—wait—lemme take it again!" I stopped, turned, lifted it with both hands, and clicked. The flash didn't go off. The picture was already there.

It's almost time to go, Jaxie.

I almost kept walking. Almost. I stared at the little screen on the back of the camera. Jaxie. Then I smiled. That one’s, my favorite. I stared at it until the screen started to dim, then gripped the neck strap and got up, heading down the hall.

"Coming now, Mom!"

He cut me off right before I made it. "Oh, there you are." Isaac crossed his arms like he'd been waiting for hours. "Thought I was gonna have to come get you. Mom's been calling."

"I know. I heard."

"Didn't seem like it."

He looked down at the camera and reached out one finger toward the lens. I swatted it away. "Uh uh. No touch." I stepped around him. He just watched me walk the rest of the way.

The smell hit me before anything else. Mandarins. The little ones. Mom was already moving toward me by the time I made it into the living room, a zip-lock bag in her hand, two cuties cut exactly the way I like them.

"Running behind so I made these. Something quick."

"Thanks Mom, but yo—" She held out a Capri Sun. Citrus. My favorite kind. I took it and smiled.

Isaac appeared at my shoulder. Mom turned to him with a bag of grapes. He looked at the grapes. Didn’t reach for them. I bumped his shoulder with mine. “Suit yourself.”

"I'm not about to play with you." She turned and walked back into the living room. "When you get hungry, it's not on me." Isaac didn't say anything. She stopped. Didn't turn around. "Isaac. Do you have your inhaler?"

He patted his pocket. "Yeah." Patted them again. “Or not.”

Isaac tapped my shoulder. I looked over. He pulled a bottle of Skittles from his pocket, all slow and dramatic, and stuck his tongue out at me. So annoying. I rolled my eyes and went to sit down.

I woke the camera up. The screen blinked on. 9:11 AM. Isaac dropped down next to me. "Traffic is gonna suck. All because Mom overslept." I kept scrolling through the photos. He scooted closer. "Wait, what's that." It wasn't really a question. I scrolled slower. He leaned in. "What are those." He pointed. "Wait—what?" I pulled the camera back with a smirk. "Top secret."

Footsteps. Then Mom's head appeared between us both, leaning down. "Top secret what?" I looked at Isaac. Then back at her. "Almost ready to go, Mom?" She leaned back up. "Yes. Just have to find my phone now." "It's right there." Isaac nodded toward the kitchen table. She turned immediately, grabbed it. "Thank you, honey." She looked between us. "We are officially ready to hit the road."

Isaac jumped up and let out something between a lion and a wolf. I looked at him. "Save that for the zoo." Mom laughed, already moving. "Right now. Let's get going. You guys have everything?" "Yes, Mom." We said it at the same time like we always do.

At the door, Mom did her thing—bag over one shoulder, the folder she always brings, snacks, Isaac's inhaler confirmed present even though he always forgets to confirm it himself. She patted her pockets and nodded once. Then she opened the door.

We walked out into the front yard, heading for the car. I had the camera in both hands.


​​​Road Trip

Everyone’s in the car. Seatbelts on, you two. Jaxie and Isaac buckle one after the other. Mom looks back after she hears them click into place. "Zic. Scooch over to the other side." Isaac unbuckles, scoots to the window, buckles again. I let out a slow breath.

The car starts. We pull out of the cul-de-sac and leave the neighborhood behind like it was never there. The road opened up easy. Mom had the windows cracked just enough and her playlist playing low from the dash. Isaac’s head was already pressed hard against the glass, like he was trying to see something on the other side. I had the camera in my lap.

“Mom, are we there yet?” I looked at him. We literally just left. He looked back at me like that was reasonable. Mom just laughed and turned onto the shortcut. She always takes this way. Says it saves time. It never does.

“Who wants to play a game?” “Ooh ooh — me. What’s it called?” “Finish the sentence.” We











​​​The Zoo
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