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ONE
Chris woke up in pain. The kind that would have terrified anybody else—an acute stabbing sensation in his joints as his back burned from the inside, and everything in his stomach did cartwheels.
“Please, not today,” he pleaded with a God he hadn’t believed in since he was eight. Today was Motara’s birthday, and he was supposed to bring the cake. There was going to be a party with all their friends. A live band would start playing as soon as she walked in, and everybody yelled “surprise!” Then he’d go down on one knee and ask her to marry him. Those thoughts faded away as his stomach lurched again.
Chris dragged himself out of bed, practically crawling to the bathroom before he could puke all over his linen bedsheets. That was where his mother found him when she came to summon him for their daily family devotion, crouched over the toilet seat in a losing war with nausea.
"Ah han! Christopher? What is this?"
All he could manage was a strangled whimper.
"Christopher, open your eyes and look at me!" She cradled his head gently. Her arms felt like home, familiar down to the faded scar on her left wrist. But her words became more urgent as the room began to spin.
When she ran out of his bedroom and returned shortly with her bottles of anointing oil and holy water, Chris swallowed the water willingly. He let her pour the oil over his head, mouthing “amen” to her prayers. Suddenly, he was back to believing, if only to stop the gut-retching pain.
“Mummy…” He struggled to speak when it worsened. “Mummy…”
“Okay, okay!” Tears shimmered in her eyes. “Let’s go to the hospital. Just hold on, you hear? Israel!” She yelled loud enough to wake up the neighbors. “Israel!”
“Ma?” His brother’s sleepy voice pierced through the walls.
“Will you get up and go and start the car?” She exploded angrily. “Or what kind of sleep are you still sleeping by this time?”
Morning devotion was at 5:30 a.m.
Chris wanted to tell her to calm down, but the pain had robbed him of his vocabulary.
There will be no partying for me today, he thought, as everything faded to black.
 
The next time Chris opened his eyes, he was staring at the plaster ceilings of the Oluwande Federal Hospital. It was a familiar sight.
“Good. You’re awake.”
He followed the sound of his brother’s stoic voice.
“Israel, is that you?"”
The Israel he saw was not the nineteen-year-old boy he knew, whose head was up in the clouds half the time, with his sci-fi movies and video games. He spent the other half with his head buried in books—seriously complicated books about math and science—with equations Chris could never understand.
Israel was a brainiac like their father.
But now he really did look like their late father.
“When did you grow a beard?” Chris was severely confused.
The circular shapes in his brother’s glasses were new too, as were the wrinkles around his eyes and the white streaks in his afro hair.
Chris gasped in horror. “How long have I been asleep?”
“Twenty-five years.”
“What?”
His brother burst out laughing.
“Why are you laughing?” Chris wondered in annoyed horror.
“It’s funny,” Israel replied a little more seriously. “You always say the same thing.”
“Look, I don’t understand what is going on here, but—”
“Calm down, big brother,” he interrupted amiably. “You’ve only been out for a few hours, not twenty-five years. I’m just messing with you.”
Chris sighed, putting his tired brain to work once again. “So, let me guess. While I was having a crisis, you hired a make-up artist to make you look twenty-five years older. Is that what you’re telling me?”
“Actually,” Israel gave an awkward pause, “I’m here from the future.”
“Right.”
“No, no, no,” he chuckled, “I really mean it. I built a time machine.”
“Sure.”
Israel laughed again at his disbelief. “Oh, I’ve missed you.”
Chris hadn’t heard that heartfelt tone since their father passed away. It did something to his feelings now, reawakening old guilt about his father’s death and worries he harbored over his own mortality.
It was when he turned his head to the other side and saw the nineteen-year-old boy, curled up asleep in the only chair in the private room, that his mental servers finally crashed.
“What the—”
“I told you,” Older Israel said softly, taking a syringe out of a small black case. “I’m here from the future,” he said, injecting a green liquid into Chris’s veins before he could protest, “and I need you to do something for me.”
TWO
Chris stumbled as he landed in 2023. Israel’s fancy time-traveling device—a normal-looking digital watch—had really spirited him to an empty bathroom stall in a restaurant that once stood, twenty-three years ago.
He’d barely stepped out when he saw her, exactly where Israel said she’d be. Mrs. Ariyike Demuren, or the person she’d been before she became his mother, was sitting alone at a table, looking out the window as she sipped on a bottle of soda. She was waiting for her date, his father.
Is this how normal people feel?  Chris wondered as he walked towards her, dressed up in the suit he'd been given. Until all his aches had fallen silent, courtesy of the serum Older Israel had given him, he'd never realized how something always seemed to be hurting or tingling in his body. What else could Israel have accomplished if he’d focused on finding a cure instead of formulating this terrible plan? 
But Chris went forward with it anyway because some part of him had always wanted this too.
“Excuse me, ma—I mean, young—” he stuttered. “Beautiful lady, is this seat taken?”
Ariyike looked up from her iPhone 15, a relic gift from his father. “I have a boyfriend. I’m waiting for him.”
Deaconess Mrs. Ariyike Demuren would never have uttered those words. But this bright-eyed Gen Zer had no such qualms. Chris stifled the urge to laugh.
“Fine, let’s talk about your boyfriend.” He took the seat facing her without invitation, staring her dead in the eyes. “Do you know his genotype?”
“What?” Her brows furrowed. “Excuse me, do I know you?”
Chris smiled. “First, answer the question now.”
“Okay…” She eyed him like she thought she knew him from somewhere and didn’t want to be rude until she placed his face. “No? But that’s none of your business.”
Chris chuckled. “If only you knew.”
She let out a weary sigh. “Please, I don’t want to know—”
“But you should know,” he said, cutting her off heatedly. “You should know your genotype and that of the person you’re marrying. You should know that if both of you are AS, every child you will have has a twenty-five percent chance of having Sickle Cell Anemia! You should know that thousands of people die from this thing every year, while a greater number of them live in pain. Unimaginable pain. A pain so terrible that they call it crisis.” He was breathing heavily now, on the verge of crying as his feelings finally caught up with reality. He was going to die this time around; Older Israel had told him so. But here was their mother, wallowing in unashamed ignorance.
“Look, I don’t even know you or who you think I am—”
“What if I told you I was your son?” He asked softly. “What if I told you I am Christopher Ayomide Demuren, you and Patrick’s son from the future?”
“Is this a joke?”
“No. I’m dead serious. What if…” And he couldn’t continue. Just outside the window, his father was stepping out of an ancient Toyota Highlander, and Chris froze in place. 
He dashed to the bathroom, abandoning his brother’s twisted plan. Suddenly, he thought that maybe ignorance was bliss. 
 
Older Israel’s eyes widened when he materialized inside the bathroom in his hospital room.
“Why are you still here?”
Chris’s hands trembled as the truth hit him. If he’d succeeded, he wouldn’t still be here. None of them would be, including the nineteen-year-old boy sleeping in his room.
“I couldn’t do it.”
“Why?”
Chris hesitated. “She didn’t believe me.”
Israel eyed him knowingly. “Did you even try?”
“I saw Dad.” Uncomfortable was not enough to describe how Chris felt in that moment. Israel—his Israel—and he hadn’t spoken like this in years. Not since their father had fallen asleep at the wheel when Chris himself was nineteen, too exhausted from caring for him during a particularly harrowing crisis episode. “He was really in love with her, even back then.”
His father’s life had ended so tragically because of him, Chris couldn’t bring himself to tear the love of his life away too.
Older Israel stared blankly. “And?”
He laughed bitterly. “You know what? You’ve not changed, you’re still the same stubborn, selfish guy who is so incapable of seeing the bigger picture! Even if Mummy always said she wouldn’t have married Dad if she’d known his genotype, how could you take it so seriously? How could you try to erase our family?” He added brokenly, “To erase me?”
As he sobbed, Older Israel asked softly, “Do you know what happens to our family after you die?” His eyes were wet too, behind his circular lenses. “Mummy blames herself until the day she dies. Then I’m left all alone.”
“But you’re so smart!” Chris exploded angrily. "You could have used your IQ to find a cure instead of doing this—undoing me! Undoing us!"
And that was the crux of it. He felt bad for himself and the man standing before him. But the boy sleeping in the chair wouldn’t even get a choice.
“I know… I know you’ve always blamed me for everything. You’ve always hated me for taking up their time and resources, for stealing their attention away from you.” Vaguely, he remembered that the boy in the chair was supposed to start his final year at university today; instead, he was in the hospital with him while their mother went around rallying resources and buying drugs.  “For Dad’s accident…” Chris shook his head slowly to dispel his guilt; the tragic logic that had brought his brother here was his fault too. “But you should have still tried to save me, Israel.”
“I did try to save you,” his brother said with absolute anguish. “I tried to save you so many times, but you always die. Then Mummy always dies because the guilt eats her alive.” His throat bobbed as he choked on his emotions. “I thought I had it right the first time, that I’d perfected the cure. But you had complications. The second time, I convinced myself to volunteer for a bone marrow transplant but both of us almost died on the operating table. Last time…” Israel trailed off crying. “Last time, I was so sure that everything would be fine, but you ended up dying after five years. Motara was pregnant with your first child, and she lost the baby when she heard the news. Mummy died anyway, and I was still left all alone. I am always left alone.”
Chris was crying too as his mind grappled with the information.
 “I’m sorry.”
What else could he say to the brother who’d watched him die so many times?
“No, don’t be sorry. No,” Israel said vehemently, gathering into his arms. And Chris remembered that he’d done the same thing at their father’s funeral. “The worst part for me isn’t just that everybody leaves me in the end, it’s the fact that they can’t help it by virtue of their own nature. So this time around, I’m giving everybody a choice.”
Chris heard it right then, in his brother’s voice. Israel wasn’t going to stop trying, even if he had to separate his parents by force.
 
“See, that’s the guy I was telling you about,” Ariyike whispered, the next time she saw him. “Very confused human being.”
The young Patrick Demuren eyed Chris carefully, reminding him of Israel. But Chris saw some parts of himself in his father too.
“He kind of looks like you,” his mother noted with surprise.
“Of course,” Chris said proudly. “I am his son.”
 “Guy,” his father finally spoke, when he sat at their table. “Look, I don’t know what kind of game you’re playing but please leave my girlfriend alone. Today is a very important day for us.”
“I know,” Chris said. “You’re planning to propose today, aren’t you? You just sold your first app and bought her an engagement ring. I’ve heard the story a thousand times, Dad.”
“For heaven’s sake,” Patrick muttered furiously. “Did my friends put you up to this?”
“No. But there’s another story I’ve heard a thousand times.” He pointed to his mother’s left wrist. “About how you got that scar. You were four years old and grandma told you not to play with fire. But you’d never been burned before, so you didn’t listen. Or maybe you just wanted prove her wrong. So, you placed your hand over the kerosene stove.”
“How do you know that?”
“Babe, he is obviously a scammer. He has probably done his research. I think we should just leave.”
“Every time you want to do something dangerous,” Chris continued, “something everybody else has warned you not to do, you look at that scar and wonder if you should listen. Please listen,” he said desperately. “I’m begging both you. Mummy, don’t go down this road blindly, just to earn another scar that would make you wish you’d listened. You don’t have to believe me, but at least, take this as a sign.”
“Babe, let’s go,” his father urged again, but Chris saw her hesitate. One thing had remained unchanged, he realized. His mother still believed in signs and wonders.
He felt an odd tingling at the tips of his fingers. He looked down, and his fingertips were gone. They’d completely disappeared as doubt crept into her eyes.
The watch Israel had given him started to glow red, with the words “5 MINUTES TO TRAVELER EXTINCTION” boldly written across its screen. When Chris tapped on it, another set of words emerged beneath a digital countdown: “MEMORIES LOCKED IN EXISTING DIGITAL REPOSITORIES. WOULD YOU LIKE TO RETURN TO A SAFER POINT IN TIME?”
“Uh, excuse me.”
He hurried back to the bathroom, as the odd sensation spread up his hands. Through the small tinted glass design on the bathroom door, Chris saw his parents talking animatedly. He couldn’t hear them, but he could imagine his mother saying, “Pat, maybe he’s right.”
His father would probably reply with something like, “You really believe he’s a time traveler? That he’s our son? That’s nonsense.”
“No, not that. What if I’m AS and you’re AS too? If that’s true—"
“Then we’ll make it work. There are treatments now,” his geeky father would say with the same stubborn cleverness Israel had inherited. “Stem cell therapy, bone marrow transplants, adoption… I’m sure it won’t be a problem. If it is, we’ll get the best specialists. We have the money, baby. We can make it work.”
Each time his father spoke to convince the love of his life, Chris could almost catch glimpses of a different life. In the blink of an eye, he was on a dance floor swaying to a slow song with Motara in his arms. She was wearing his ring. He’d made it to the party because he’d never been sick. In another split-second, he was a much younger girl because of a delay in his time of conception. But he was still sick anyway. In another mirage, Israel was the one with the disease. On and on it went, a vast myriad of endless possibilities, hinging on whatever his parents chose to do next. Then he was back in the bathroom. “10 SECONDS TO TRAVELLER EXTINCTION,” the watch read. “WOULD YOU LIKE TO RETURN TO A SAFER POINT IN TIME?”
Chris thought about it.
He clicked “NO.”
Everything faded to black.

