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Every life is many days, day after day.

We walk through ourselves, meeting robbers, ghosts, giants,

old men, young men, wives, widows, brothers-in-love,

but always meeting ourselves.

—James Joyce






1

PICK YOURSELF UP BY YOUR BOOTSTRAPS

UNCERTAINTY CAN WRECK your life.

Uncertainty leads to confusion. Confusion leads to chaos. And chaos creates way too many chances to get hurt.

That’s why I love science. It doesn’t make promises it can’t keep; it doesn’t guarantee magical fairy-tale absolutes. Science is driven by observable data and mathematical models, not whims and emotions. Especially physics, which is the science of everything. It’s the science of me and you and how we are literally standing here, right now, in this wildly unpredictable universe. Physics is so badass, it looks at a storm of chaos, shrugs, and says, I have a theory for that.

I’m not saying science is perfect or even that it has all the answers to the universe’s burning questions. I mean, the solutions it does provide are definitely not instant, or even always accurate. Think Ptolemy and the whole Earth-is-the-center-of-the-solar-system business. But the awesome thing about science is that it’s constantly striving to get things right. It takes impossible, massive conundrums and makes them make sense. There’s always a (scientific) method to the madness, and I find that incredibly comforting.

If only I could use the scientific method to fix the awkward, galactic mess that is currently my life.

[image: ]

I lock my vintage red moped to one of the bright blue metal stands in front of the school. I spin around to head inside, tucking my helmet under one arm and hoisting my backpack over the other, nearly tripping over my untied laces, feeling a little out of sorts.

“Aria! Watch out!” my friend Dilnaz yells, reaching in front of me to catch a wayward tennis ball right before it clocks me in the face. I right myself from my stumble, my mouth open in shock.

“I saved your life!” she yells, just as I say, “I can’t believe you caught a ball!”

I laugh. “Saved my life? I think that’s a little dramatic. The ball was losing velocity as soon as it left the racket of some tennis player with terrible aim.” I point to the courts and what looks to be a freshman with an I-better-hide-now expression on his face.

Dilnaz’s mouth turns from a perfect O to a wide smile that reveals deep cheek dimples in her golden-brown skin. “As if. Dramatic would be if I let the ball hit you so I could get a better article out of it for the paper. You’re welcome, by the way.”

I roll my eyes, but she continues, gesticulating as she creates an imaginary headline in the air, “‘Hidden Dangers of the School Parking Lot: What You Don’t Know May Kill You.’”

“Seriously? You’re the editor of the school newspaper, not a clickbait-y, fake news site.”

“Clickbait is the gateway drug to hard journalism. Reel the reader in with drama, then hit them with undeniable truth.”

“I’m sorry my non-death ruined your chance at a Pulitzer.” I readjust my backpack on my shoulder as we begin walking toward the front doors.

“I just heard death and Pulitzer, which is basically my favorite way to start the morning.” We turn to the familiar voice behind us.

Dilnaz slips her arm through Jai’s, her rose-gold nose ring matching the one in his right eyebrow. It was supposed to be the three of us getting best friend piercings, but I completely chickened out, my mom’s voice in my head reminding me of the multiple infections I got in grade school when I tried to get my ears pierced. It was not pretty. Pus was involved. No hole in my head was worth a repeat of that.

“Aria almost died this morning. But I saved her.” Dilnaz bats her eyelashes at Jai. She flirts with everyone, unabashedly.

“You’re a hero.” Jai fawns as we continue toward the school. “Did you push her out of the way of a moving car because she was obliviously calculating the theory to everything on her phone?”

“She was nearly murdered by a stray tennis ball, and I caught it right before it smashed her gorgeous face.”

“You caught a ball?” Jai says, his eyes widening in mock shock.

I arch an eyebrow and bite back my smile while Dilnaz scrunches up her face at us. “Hey! I have skills beyond my brilliant editorial work,” she says.

“Have you forgotten we’ve both seen you in gym?” Jai asks between laughs as we step through the doors into the cool, stale air of our high school.

“Watch it, or I’ll pull you off the arts section and assign you the sports beat,” Dilnaz says, squinting her dark eyes at Jai.

“Fate worse than death,” I deadpan as we turn into senior hall.

“I thought you don’t believe in fate.” Jai nudges me.

I stick my tongue out at him as I nudge him back.

“By the way, why didn’t you meet us at Chekhov’s Gun last night?” he asks.

“Yeah,” Dilnaz adds, like she’s suddenly remembered to be mad at me. “You totally stood us up. Rude.”

I stop by my locker. “I didn’t promise I’d show up. Besides, it’s too loud in there for me to do my homework.”

“You’re a hopeless nerd.” Dilnaz shakes her head, then wraps her arm around me.

“And yet you love me.” I smile, dropping my backpack on the floor while I spin the dial on my locker. Dilnaz and Jai veer toward the journalism room, whispering conspiratorially.

Dilnaz calls back to me, “Have fun in physics and try not to stare at Rohan the whole time!”

“Whatever,” I mumble as I roll my eyes.

I stuff my helmet and backpack into my locker and grab my laptop and physics binder.

I’m sure there will be many things I’ll be doing in class, but staring dreamily at my ex while I question everything about my life and my decision to break up with him is absolutely not one of them. Definitely not. (I hope.) The hard part about that is that he sits in the desk right next to mine.

A word of advice: No matter how gaga you think you are over your crush who becomes your boyfriend, never ever sit next to them in class. Because even though there is the brief bliss of knowing smiles and sidelong glances, an eternity of awkward awaits when you inevitably break up because graduation is looming and you’re going to colleges a couple thousand miles apart and ripping off the bandage now seems like the best, most practical course of action.

I walk into class and slide into my seat without acknowledging Rohan. It’s been a week since the breakup, and the slightly sick feeling of uncertainty in my belly hasn’t dissipated. Maybe it’s gotten worse. I’m trying not to pay such close attention to it. I wish there was a solution for this, a way to solve for X. X being normalcy. Indifference. Anything but the roller coaster of feelings and heat that overtakes my body as I flip open my laptop to a blank page and date it. I made this decision so we could avoid the inevitable drama of a breakup later in the summer, after we’d been going out even longer. Plus before-college breakups with your high school boyfriend are so cliché. Yet it seems like all my choices caused the drama I was trying to avoid. Like I’m a character in a Greek tragedy trying to outrun their fate.

“Hey,” Rohan whispers.

“Hey,” I mumble back without meeting his gaze. The gaze of his gorgeous hazelly brown eyes, set deep into the perfect chestnut-brown skin of his beautiful face. He has unfairly long eyelashes, too. Ugh. He’s beautiful, empirically. It’s just a fact. But that fact wasn’t enough to outweigh all the things that I imagined could go wrong with us. Facts don’t prevent future problems, especially when there are volatile variables. And by variables I mean me. (Also by volatile.)

Maybe there’s a way to work around chaos and uncertainty and too many variables, and I want to ask my physicist dad what to do, except he’s dead. I don’t know why my mind still goes to him for advice when it’s been ten years and the once crisp memories of him are starting to blur. I wish I could ask him stuff, though. Like, will Mom ever really be happy again? I could ask her directly, I guess, but it seems cruel because even if images of my dad are fading for me, for her, they’re still fresh. She tries to hide it, her brokenness, but I catch it sometimes, the look in her eye, the growing gap between us. I never ask her about it, though. It sometimes feels like it’s not my business or that if I ask her it will cause a flood of feelings neither of us can handle.

I look back at Rohan, questions bouncing around in my head. There’s a tiny voice inside of me wondering if maybe the fact that he seemed to like me a little more than I liked him was a contributing factor in the breakup. Or if he’s right in that maybe I never really gave him a chance. How much can you like someone and still want to break up with them? Like, how do you measure that? Can you still want them to put their arms around you, are you allowed to imagine the warmth of their kiss on your lips and still be right about needing to be apart? Relationships and feelings are the worst. There’s definitely an X factor, but it’s to solve or understand. I swear if someone could figure out the science of breakups they’d be a billionaire.

“Good morning, physicists!” Ms. Jameson strides to the center of the classroom. She’s the most chipper morning person I’ve ever met. She has long silvery-gray hair that looks practically illuminated. Set off by her dark skin, she has this IRL Storm look about her, but the elements she’s mastered are atomic, not weather-related.

“I hear you’re starting Hamlet in English class, so how about a little cross-curricular connection?” she continues.

No. Shakespeare is bad enough in AP English. I don’t want to battle with his words in science, too.

“Hamlet is often considered Shakespeare’s greatest play and was written around 1599 to 1601.” Ms. Jameson pauses, raising her left eyebrow at some of the groans from the class. The power of that eyebrow to silence complaining students is the stuff of myth around the school. Maybe even all of Chicago. “Now, let’s say, right before his death, Shakespeare traveled back in time to before Hamlet was written and gave his younger self the entire play. Who, then, wrote Hamlet?”

Huh? Is this a trick question?

“Who invented the time machine to take him back?” Carlo calls from the back of the class.

Ms. Jameson twirls some of her silvery strands between her fingers. “An interesting question but not relevant to the problem. Remember, to solve a problem, first weed through which data points you need to figure it out.”

“Why would he travel back in time to give himself his own play?” Jinan asks.

“Because he’s a cheater,” Zayn responds, causing giggles across the class that are quickly stifled.

“He’s copying his own work,” Inara yells out.

“Ah! You’re getting warmer. Look at the phrases you used: his own play, his own work. What does that mean in this scenario?” Ms. Jameson nods at us, a sign for anyone to jump in if they have a thought.

“It’s not his. No one wrote it,” Rohan answers. Ms. Jameson grins approvingly.

“That makes no sense at all,” I blurt. And my words sound a little meaner than I intend them to be. The entire class turns to look at us as we stare at each other, his mouth slightly agape, mine a thin line. Dammit. They’re all waiting for the drama. Why am I such a blurter? I clear my throat. “What I mean is, of course someone wrote it. A book has an author. An origin.”

“But if Shakespeare traveled back in time and gave himself the already written play, then young Shakespeare didn’t write it. And old Shakespeare didn’t write it either because he already had it,” Rohan responds. His face is totally devoid of feeling. He always had the best poker face.

“Aria?” Ms. Jameson nods at me, waiting for my retort. I wish I had one that made any sense.

“Look, I see what you’re getting at. It’s a paradox. Like, what came first, the chicken or the egg? But at some point there has to have been a writer. Hamlet didn’t write itself.”

“The paradox doesn’t have a solution,” Rohan says. “The solution is the paradox.”

“A paradox can’t be the problem and the solution,” I say, my voice maybe rising a little more than it should. My face getting a little more heated than I expected.

“Maybe there never was a problem,” he says. “Maybe some people see problems where there aren’t any. Maybe we can’t have all the answers all the time, but that doesn’t make something less true.”

I bite my lip as tension crackles in the air around me. This isn’t about physics—it’s about me and my unparalleled ability to catastrophize. It’s about me telling Rohan I wanted to break up after we’d been at the movies, snuggling and holding hands for the millionth time. It’s about him asking me why I was breaking something that seemed perfect. It’s about me wondering if I am the thing that’s broken.

“Lover’s spat!” someone in the back stage-whispers.

“All right. Everyone calm down,” Ms. Jameson says to silence the giggles and snickers. I clench my jaw. So what if I am maybe a little broken? That doesn’t mean I’m not still right. “The point of this question is a classic time-travel problem. It’s called the bootstrap paradox, first proposed by Robert Heinlein in a short story in 1941. And it’s going to kick off our examination of my favorite, somewhat bizarre time-travel paradoxes. We’re moving away from the precise world of Newtonian physics and gliding into the quantum realm.” Ms. Jameson turns off the lights and switches on the smartboard, and intro music with space-y vibes plays as the video begins.

I can feel the weight of Rohan’s gaze on me, and I slink down into my chair, avoiding eye contact at all costs. Glad for the darkened room, I try desperately to focus on the video about paradoxes and not on Rohan or breaking up or finally telling my mom about it this morning, which ended with me being a total butt cheek to her.

It wasn’t totally my fault, though—she did kinda push me. “Are you sure you’re okay?” she kept asking, even after I told her I was fine, everything was fine, and I didn’t see things with Rohan going anywhere, that’s all. Simple, really, but she wouldn’t let it go. Classic Mom over-worrying.

“I’m sorry to hear that,” she said. “I thought things were going well, that you were happy.”

I shrugged. “I guess, but I’m over it.”

She arched an eyebrow at me.

“What?” I snapped. “Did you want me to marry him or something?”

She sighed a judgmentally long mom sigh. “Honey, of course not. And if breaking up is what you wanted, then good. It’s that … well, do you think maybe you’re not as totally over it as you say? You’ve seemed a bit sad recently and maybe a little defensive. It’s okay to have feelings, to express them—messy ones. You don’t need to hide them or act like they don’t exist.”

“Yeah right,” I scoffed, irritation building under my skin.

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“It’s sort of hypocritical of you to talk about expressing feelings when you still aren’t over Dad dying and you won’t even admit it.” I clapped my hand over my mouth a second too late. I’m the worst blurter. No. I’m the worst, period. The look in her eyes—it was like I’d slapped her.

She gazed down at the floor and cleared her throat. “You’re right. I’m not over him dying. I’ll never be over him dying. It’s because I loved him. I still love him. And you may not understand this, but I wouldn’t change a single thing. Feeling this pain, this sadness, reminds me of how real our love was and—” She stopped herself midsentence, shook her head, and walked out of the kitchen while I trudged off to school, my backpack weighing me down like a boulder.

I thought I’d locked away feelings about the fight with my mom on my ride over to school. Just like I thought I was beyond any feelings for Rohan.

Ugh. None of this is what I want.

The lights come back on and Ms. Jameson hands out our assignment. “Tonight, I want you to shift gears a little. I’m assigning a poem to read.” I stop myself from groaning. “And come prepared to discuss it as it pertains to the video we watched and our discussion today.”

I look down at the title of the poem: “To Be or Not to Be 2.0.” Great.

“What I find especially intriguing is not only that the author leans into mystery here, but that they left a mystery in the poem. You’ll see there are two blank lines, indicating missing words. People have tried to solve it, to fill in the blanks, thinking there’s perhaps a formula or theorem embedded in the lines. But so far, no author has stepped forward to let us know if the guesses are right.”

I glance at the poem. Skimming a few lines, it’s not as hard to unravel as Shakespeare, but it’s still a poem. Not exactly my thing. I slip the paper into my folder and walk out of class the second the bell rings. I hear Rohan calling my name, but I don’t look back.

TO BE OR NOT TO BE 2.0


Where are your roots planted?

Where did your wings take you?

Toward cloudless climes

beyond the limits

of your eyesight

spying the glimmer in universes of

possibilities

soaring beyond your

capabilities

opening your mind to its

capacities

for wonder

to the overwhelming

audacity

of an imagination limited only by belief

in

three

dimensions.

Let go of who you are, release

yourself from the gravity

tethering you to this little life

this little strife

that you fear is beyond your control.

Understand the sum of your parts

fashion a whole.

A hole.

A crack.

A gap.

A mirror.

A window

you create

so you can slide through it.

So you can glimpse another world and be it.

Harness the chaos inside your mind

a whirling

twirling

dervish

igniting

soldering you to your source, your self.

Undulating waves of time and place

bend to you

if you can master the chaos of disaster

an infinity of strings

golden light, dripping

variations of

what is

what can be

what always was.

A thousand contradictions

a million points of light

a billion paths to choose.

Upturn each touchstone

descend down every branch

every gnarled and twisting root

in all the maddening inconsistencies of the cosmos,

_______________________________________

___________________________
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