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One ↔ Chapter

 


 I want to escape.
From the situation I’m in, from the stress and the monotony of each
day, sometimes even from my own skin. I want to get away from it
all. Especially now. The school hallways are crowded and loud, my
fellow students buzzing with an excitement I don’t share. The end
of the day seems to set them free, like they can finally resume
their carefree lives. I understand their enthusiasm for wanting to
leave this place, but I wish I had more to look forward to than
microwaved pizza bites. Even though they are deliciously
cheesy.

I look up from my feet, assessing how much
farther I need to walk, and think back to a conversation I had with
my grandfather before he died. As a devoutly religious man, he
often tried to convince others of his beliefs. He must have felt
that Heaven was the ultimate selling point because that’s what he
focused on most, like a travel agent desperate to earn commission.
“Just wait until you see the pearly gates upon your arrival.
They’re magnificent! Beyond them, the streets are filled with bingo
parlors and naked old ladies.” I have no idea what he actually
said. I usually tuned him out, except for one occasion, when I was
feeling particularly ornery and I asked, “What about the other
place? Hell. What’s it like?”

His answer was grim. “Each man sees it
different. Whatever you fear most, that’s what awaits you there.
There is no escape from that hopeless place!”

I spent that night and many since trying to
imagine what my own personal Hell would look like, starting with
the entrance. Instead of pearly gates, maybe there would be a cave
leading underground. And instead of Saint Peter’s judgmental ass,
Hell’s bouncer would be a giant dog made of flames, sizzling drool
dripping from its jaws in anticipation of its next meal. Or maybe
an army of zombies instead, their hands bursting out of the ground
to clutch at my ankles and drag me under so I would become one of
them… but only after they sucked out my brain through my eye
sockets. I imagined all sorts of gruesome scenarios. None of them
stuck. Not until my junior year of high school, when it finally
clicked. The entrance to my personal Hell would be glimmering glass
doors that butterfly open to draw me in for seven hours of
institutionalized torture each morning. Just the sight of the
school entrance is enough to make me break into a cold sweat,
because much like Hell, this place is guarded by a monster. One
worse than anything my morbid imagination ever conjured up.

I’d make a run for it if not for the
bottleneck of bodies that block the way. Leaving through any other
door isn’t allowed. The school funnels us through the main entrance
in the name of protecting everyone, which is laughable. I
never feel safe here. I’d need to turn invisible for
that.

Without the benefit of a Romulan cloaking
device or some other sci-fi tech, I keep close to one side of the
hall as the crowd slowly trudges forward. I let my shoulder brush
along the wall as a guide so I can open the book tucked beneath one
arm and lose myself in it. What would I do without fiction? I never
thought to ask my grandpa if Heaven changes for each person too. If
so, the gates to mine would resemble the entrance to a library, and
all the fictional characters I’ve ever loved would be there
waiting, beckoning me inside.

“Travis! Buddy! Whatcha readin’?”

My own name always makes me tense when I’m at
school. It usually means trouble. I pretend not to hear, because I
already know who it is. I’m staring unseeing at the pages of my
book, too on edge to read, when it’s ripped from my hands. I swipe
at the air to get it back, but I’m not quick enough. I catch sight
of Caleb McCain’s perfect smile just before his face disappears
behind the cover. He’s holding the book open by the top of the
spine, his massive paws clenching it roughly.

“What sort of faggot shit is this?” he
cackles.

There’s nothing gay about the story. I doubt
he bothered to read a single word. All he wants to do is upset me.
Which he has. I’m close enough now to take the book back, but my
arms remain at my sides. I don’t want to get punched by him. Not
again. Even if I was feeling brave, Caleb isn’t alone. He’s always
flanked by two of his friends, their laughter like braying donkeys
as the book is held up high where I can’t reach it. Not that I’m
dumb enough to try.

“You know what we do with shit,” Caleb says
to me. “Don’t you?”

He darts across the hallway to the men’s
restroom. I almost follow him and his friends until experience
reminds me not to. At least here in the hall, a teacher might see
and intervene if they start beating me up. I certainly don’t want
to be alone in a room with them, so instead I keep walking to where
the rows of lockers are separated by a classroom door. From there I
peek around the corner and wait until Caleb and his friends
reappear. When they do, they’re high-fiving each other while
looking around for me, or maybe another victim. I hope they find
someone else, as horrible as that sounds. Anyone but me. I can’t
take it anymore, so I press myself against the lockers and hold my
breath. Only once their victorious cackles fade away do I risk
peering around the corner again.

They’re gone, so I hurry down the hall to the
restroom while hoping they didn’t tear any pages out of the book or
do other serious damage. Especially since it belongs to the public
library downtown. The school doesn’t carry many Stephen King
novels. I’ve already blown my way through his solo stuff, and now
I’m starting in on his collaborations. I didn’t expect to like the
book as much as I have so far.

I start my search in a trashcan that is
eternally overflowing with used paper towels, shoving my arm deep
inside with a grimace. I pull it out again when another guy strolls
in. I don’t recognize him, but he’s already looking at me like I’m
a creep for standing there. I decide to shut myself in one of the
stalls until he leaves, glancing at the sinks and urinals along the
way. No sign of the book. Maybe the ass-hats took it with them,
hoping to make me beg for it later, but no. The situation is worse
than that.

I duck into one of the stalls and check the
toilet bowl. Sure enough, there’s my book, partially submerged in
yellow water. The part sticking out is wet too. They must have
taken turns pissing on it. So much for the adventures of Travelin’
Jack and his friend Wolfie. I stand there feeling sorry for myself
until I remember that the book doesn’t belong to me. I can’t just
abandon it. I’m not exactly eager to touch it either. The book is
already wet, so I figure flushing will only make it cleaner. A
full-sized hardback won’t go down the pipes, even with my bad
luck.

I flush the toilet repeatedly and can’t help
laughing at how ridiculous it looks jiggling back and forth in the
toilet bowl. If only Caleb used his powers for good! I could get
behind textbooks being treated this way. Math in particular. I grow
somber again when moving to stage two of the rescue mission. Even
though all visible traces of urine are gone, my nostrils still
flare as I pluck the book out with two fingers and carry it
dripping to the sink. The same guy is still in the restroom, fixing
his hair in the mirror. He watches me rinse the book. Then he
shakes his head.

“Dumbass.”

That’s all he says before he leaves. I know
it shouldn’t matter to me. I don’t even know who he is. But for
some reason it’s the straw that makes this camel want to slump to
the floor where I can sob pathetically. Instead I force myself to
stand up straight and consider my reflection as objectively as
possible.

Is it the glasses? Is that all it takes to
brand someone a nerd? My interests are super geeky, I won’t deny
that, but it’s not like I broadcast them while walking down the
hall. Is it because I’m gangly and suck at sports? Or maybe my
shoulder-length black hair is too long and needs to be trimmed down
to the conformist style of the semester. I actually like how it
looks though. I offer the mirror a sympathetic smile, which doesn’t
crack in response. The fleeting optimism slowly deflates until I
resemble someone who appears downtrodden and dejected. That’s not
who I am though. It’s only this place. High school is the worst. I
just want to go home and—

The bus! Missing it will mean a long walk
home. In sweltering heat. I grab coarse paper towels from the
dispenser, wrap the book in them, and start running. The halls are
emptier now. I make it outside just in time to see the doors of my
bus close, so I sprint to catch it, stumbling at one point and
nearly falling on my face. I’m nothing if not graceful. My arms
pinwheel, helping me catch my balance and the driver’s attention.
The brake lights glow red as the bus stops, the doors opening as I
catch up to it. At least one thing went right today. The bus driver
shakes her head as I climb onboard, like I’m an annoyance. Everyone
is staring at me as I take a seat. I hear snorts and laughter,
which I’m no stranger to.

I wallow in misery as the bus pulls away from
the school. Normally I try not to, but some days are made for
self-pity. I stare at the green seatback in front of me, the cheap
material sliced, stretched, and scribbled on, which seems like a
decent metaphor for my life. Even the hasty repairs look sad. With
a heavy sigh, I glance down at the book still clutched in my hands
and begin peeling away the paper towels, wanting to escape into the
story, even if that means reading soggy pages. The library had the
foresight to laminate the cover. That’s the good news. The bad is
that the pages are so soaked they cling together, making them
impossible to turn without tearing. Giving up, I rewrap the book
and shove it in my backpack. Then I look around for a
distraction.

The bus seats are high enough to slouch and
not be seen. The only exception is the seat across the aisle from
mine, which is occupied by Melvin Garcia. That’s no accident. I
always choose someone who won’t bother me. Melvin is a safe bet,
since he’s a fellow reader. We have that much in common and little
else. I tried making friends with him once, but he’s a history
buff—wars and politics mostly—so it became a choice between boredom
or remaining lonely, and I’m used to being on my own.

Melvin is so deep into his book that he
doesn’t notice me staring. I continue to study him. We’re similar
in many ways. Both of us wear glasses. Mine are rectangular, his
are round. Melvin’s skin is browner than mine, his body chubbier,
but he’s no more attractive or athletic. He always dresses like
he’s going to church, wearing a button-up shirt and tie in the
warmer months and a full-on suit during the winter. I don’t know if
that’s his preference or the will of his parents, but in clothes
like that, I’d worry about being an even bigger target. Except he
doesn’t seem to be. That’s the funny thing: Melvin is an outcast
like me, but I never see him getting picked on. Ever! Is that
because he’s merely competent instead of hopelessly clumsy when
playing sports in PE? Do the formal clothes give him an air of
authority? Or am I just marked somehow? Cursed. It doesn’t seem
fair. I wish we could trade places. Whatever the difference is
between us, I’d rather be him than me. That way I’d be left alone
to read. I wouldn’t have to suffer all the humiliations I’ve been
through, or start every weekday with gut-wrenching dread.
Anonymously uncool instead of unanimously disliked. God that sounds
good! I’d give absolutely anything to switch places with him. Maybe
even my soul.

My head swims suddenly, and I feel like I’m
going to puke. I’m certain I will, because everything inside of me
rises up. And then it spills out. Out of my mouth? No. Onto the
floor? I’m not sure. The bus lurches and I’m flung across the
aisle. At least I think that’s what happened. I seem to have landed
on my butt, a padded seat beneath me. I somehow have an open book
in my lap, and even though I’m staring down at it confusion, my
vision is too blurry to read the words. I try to reassess my
surroundings, but I can’t seem to move, and what little sound I
hear is muffled and distorted. What the hell is wrong with me? Did
I hit my head? That would make sense if the bus was involved in an
accident, but we’re still in motion. Why can’t I move my body? Did
my spinal cord snap, leaving me paralyzed? From the bus swerving?
I’m not that weak! I’m still staring down at the book,
baffled that it could have landed in my lap so perfectly, when I
begin to freak out. I just want to move! Even an inch! I try to
lift my head to see what’s going on around me. No luck. I keep
trying, my panic building until it becomes overwhelming. I feel
like I’m losing my sanity when I hear a pop and the world returns
to normal. My chin finally responds to my commands and rises
slightly. I’m staring at the back of the bus seat again, my vision
clear. I reach up to adjust my glasses and notice how my cheeks
press against the frames. They never did that before. I move my
hand away, the brown skin darker than normal. My fingers are too
pudgy, and when I rest them on the pages of the book, the paper
isn’t wet. I close the cover, still not understanding until the
title comes into focus. The Invasion of Normandy.
Beneath these words is a black and white photo of a soldier
scurrying along a beach.

Western allies stormed the beaches of
Normandy on June sixth, nineteen forty-four, as part of Operation
Overlord, which remains the largest amphibious invasion to this
day.

This information passes through my mind, but
not in my usual thinking voice. Instead it sounds like Melvin
narrating, which makes sense because this is his book, his hand,
and his glasses! The windows of the bus are on my right now,
instead of the left, and when I look across the aisle…

I see myself.

Shiny black hair hangs on either side of my
forehead like curtains, the ends tucked behind my ears. I notice
how skinny and small I appear, especially against the massive
padded seats. My mouth is hanging open, my head hanging to one
side. The dark eyes that come from my father’s Native American
heritage are open and unfocused, staring at nothing. My first
thought is that I’m dead. Or dying? This has to be an
oxygen-starved hallucination! I suck in air and feel the
dress-shirt collar grow tighter against my thick neck, which is
weird, because I can see that I’m wearing a T-shirt. Then it
finally clicks.

I got my wish. I’ve become Melvin
somehow.

I’d like to give that genie lamp another rub,
because I don’t like this. Nothing feels the same. My long-distance
vision isn’t as good, I’ve got a funny taste in my mouth like
cheese crackers, and the heart pounding in my padded chest feels
like it’s going to explode. I want nothing more than to return to
my own body, but looking at it again, I’m pretty sure that it’s
dead, meaning I’m trapped here forever. Although if they’re quick
enough, maybe someone could do CPR. Hell, maybe I could! I intend
to reach across the aisle to basically make out with myself, when
my stomach—or Melvin’s stomach, I don’t know—turns over as
something hits me from the side.

This time I’m sure that a semi-truck plowed
into the bus. My vision goes black for one terrifying moment, and
when I can see again, blood is hammering in my ears. I press my
hand over my chest, worried that I’m giving Melvin a heart attack,
but I don’t feel an insulating layer of fat. Just skin and bones.
The light from the window is on my left again, where it’s supposed
to be. A book no longer rests on my lap. My hands are scrawny and
shaking. I’m inside my own body again.

Who am I kidding? I never left. I look over,
sure that I’ll find Melvin nose deep in his book as always. Instead
he’s starting right back at me, his face pale like he’s seen a
ghost. Even when the bus jerks to a stop.

“Getting off?” the driver shouts.

Melvin looks around, shakes his head, and
stands. I glance out the window. This is his stop. When I look back
to the aisle, Melvin is walking down it toward the front. I expect
him to glance back at me before he disembarks. He doesn’t. When I
move to the window on his side of the bus, I see him ambling down
the street, the book open in his hands, as if he doesn’t have a
care in the world.

The only explanation I can think of is that
I’ve lost my mind. It’s either that… or this is the beginning of my
life as a superhero.


 


Two ↔ Chapter

 


Imagination is humanity’s greatest gift,
allowing us to envision what doesn’t exist so that we can make it a
reality. Personally, I’ve always been more interested in what is
truly impossible. I often imagine what it would be like to be a
superhero, picturing myself flying after Caleb while scorching his
feet with my laser vision to make him yelp and run.

I never considered body-swapping as a
superpower, but I sure like the idea. I have a spring in my step
during the walk home, despite not being sure if I’m going crazy or
not. Did I really just switch places with Melvin Garcia? Or was it
all a stress-induced hallucination? I don’t really care either way,
too delighted by the possibilities. I imagine myself possessing
Caleb during lunch and making him pour chocolate milk over his own
head while standing on the table, so the entire cafeteria could
see. The videos of it would go viral. Half a million of the views
would be me watching it on repeat. Please please please let this be
real! I can’t think of anything I’d like to see more. Other than
another season of Firefly.

I feel positively giddy when opening the door
to my apartment, thinking about all the ways I’d use my powers. For
good, of course. Erm… Mostly.

I go to the fridge and pour myself a glass of
orange juice, replaying the experience in my mind while taking
sips, and make myself calm down enough to consider the facts.
Instead of wondering if I’m losing it, I try to come up with any
evidence to support what I just experienced. Such as Melvin’s
expression when I seemingly switched back to my body. If I was, in
reality, slouched over and staring at him while in psychotic daze,
wouldn’t he have appeared confused or even irritated by my
behavior? Instead he looked shocked, like he experienced something
too. If that was the case, why did he seem so nonchalant when
leaving the bus?

I’m too jittery to have my usual snack, so
after my thirst is quenched, I walk through the apartment and start
my daily ritual of cracking windows and emptying ashtrays. My
mother is a chain smoker. Now that she’s dating a guy who smokes
too, the stench has really gotten bad. Once it’s easier to breathe,
I grab my laptop and sit on my bed, intending to do research on
body-swapping. Except my web browser displays a message about not
being able to connect. I groan, because this happens way too often.
I switch on the small second-hand television in the corner of my
room for confirmation, since the cable company also provides our
bandwidth, and sure enough, I discover a message telling me to
contact customer service. I don’t, already knowing what they’ll
say. The bill hasn’t been paid.

Cut off from the digital paradise, I turn
instead to my bookshelf for analog entertainment, running my
fingers along the spines and remembering the imaginary people and
places contained within. Each story is intimately familiar, like
revisiting my own memories. I’ve done a lot of vicarious living
through these books. I spend most of my evenings, weekends, and
summers between their pages. Any stolen moments at school too, when
I can get away with it. I attempt to choose a book that I don’t
remember well, craving something fresh, but I’ve read them all too
often. I force myself to start one about a fantasy land where each
person is born with a unique magical talent, but all that does is
make me think of the weird experience I just had.

I hate that I can’t go online to do research.
I don’t even have the option of using my phone, since that was
crushed beneath Caleb’s heel last year. My mother can’t afford to
buy another one. I never asked her to, or told her that the phone
had been destroyed. It’s not like anyone calls me anyway, even her,
since I’m usually holed up in my bedroom. The only other place I go
is an enchanted building where the books never run out and the
bandwidth flows like wine. God how I wish I was there now!

When I hear keys jingling outside the
apartment door, I leap up to let my mother in. She has a bag of
groceries cradled in one arm and a cigarette hanging from the
corner of her mouth.

I take the groceries from her, and ask,
unable to wait, “Can I borrow the car?”

“I need it,” she says, removing the cigarette
from her mouth and flicking it over the ashtray on the coffee
table. “I’m going out with Raymond tonight. Guess who gets to be
the designated driver?”

Raymond is her new boyfriend. He not only
smokes, but he drinks too much. I’m sure she can do better.

“I need to go to the library,” I explain. “I
won’t be long.”

My mother takes a long drag, her eyes
narrowing. “I’ve heard that before.”

I do tend to lose track of time while there,
but hey, it’s a library, a place people go to better their minds.
She should be thrilled that her son is such a bookworm. Although to
be honest, I do spend most of my time there playing on the
computer. “Please? I need to study for an assignment, but the
internet is down again. And I want to look for a job.”

Little white lies, but they do the trick.
Sort of.

“I can drop you off if you’re that
determined,” my mother says, shaking her head like I’m being
foolish. “Don’t you have any friends you’d rather hang out
with?”

Nothing is more embarrassing than your mom
calling you out for not having a social life. I know she means
well, but it’s not like I’ve been turning down offers of friendship
all these years. “Not really,” I answer, my cheeks flushing.

“Then you should make some.”

“I’ll be sure to ask the librarian if she’d
like to have a sleepover,” I reply before carrying the groceries to
the kitchen.

Not that long ago, my mom didn’t seem to mind
my lack of friends. Especially after she divorced my father. We
felt closer then, like equal partners as we adjusted to life
without him. I took on more responsibilities, and she confided in
me more. The older I get, the more that seems to change. A distance
has grown between us. The choice wasn’t mine. I remind her too much
of my father. I can see it in the way she looks at me sometimes, as
if I’m somebody else. Lately she’s been on a warpath to find a
relationship that will stick. I try to stay out of her way and not
complain, wanting her to be happy. She hasn’t abandoned me or
anything, but I do miss how we used to be.

“I’ll make dinner,” my mother says, helping
me unload. “Something simple you can take with you, in case you’re
late.”

“A sandwich is fine,” I reply, not wanting to
be any trouble.

“You need to eat more than that. Move over
and tell me about your day.”

I keep her company as she works, always
savoring little moments like these. As she boils pasta, I study
her, noticing how she presses a hand to her back while standing at
the stove, or rotates her thin arms as if to work loose some
tension. Her dark brown hair is pulled back but plenty of locks
have sprung free. She’d kill me if I said this to her, but she
looks tired. I guess my mom has her own ordeal to get through each
day. That she’s willing to cook for me after waiting tables is a
sign that she still loves me, no matter how much our relationship
has changed.

I keep our conversation upbeat. My mom gets
upset when I mention the bullying. It seems to hurt her even more
than it does me, and it’s not like she can do anything about it.
Normally I talk about what I read recently or watched on TV. Not
today. I’m too excited about what happened, so I try broaching the
subject with a little white lie.

“I read the craziest story on the way home
about a guy whose body gets taken over by someone. Have you ever
heard of anything like that?”

My mother smirks as she puts the lid on a
Tupperware container. “Only in that movie with the pea soup. And
the sequels, which aren’t very good.”

“You mean The Exorcist?” Maybe that’s
where I got the idea. I’ve seen that movie too. Except… “Not like
that. It wasn’t a demon but another person.”

My mother shrugs. “Still sounds like
possession to me.”

By the time we’re in the car and driving to
the library, I’ve decided to look into the subject, just in case I
have the soul of a demon or something equally cool.

“You know what I’m doing tonight?” my mother
asks, a wisp of smoke curling from her mouth.

“What?” I wish she wouldn’t smoke in the car.
Even with the windows cracked and the AC blasting, it still stinks
up the interior.

“Karaoke.” She laughs, the sound husky. “Can
you imagine? I told Raymond I can’t sing, but he won’t listen. He
better not listen tonight, unless he wants to go deaf. Can
you imagine your mother up there on stage?”

“You’ll be amazing,” I tell her.

She scoffs at this but smiles. “Thank you,
darling.”

I turn my attention to the world beyond the
passenger-side window. My entire life has taken place here. I bet I
could draw a map with my eyes closed. Cheyenne might be the capital
of Wyoming, but that doesn’t mean it’s very large. I’m okay with
that. At least I have a decent sense of my hometown, unlike Denver,
which I found overwhelming the one time my dad drove me down there
to stay with him. That had been an uncomfortable and confusing
week. It’s just as well he disappeared soon after. I’m sure he’s
fine, wherever he is. Mom says he’s only avoiding child support
payments. I still wonder what my life would have been like if he
had gotten custody of me instead. I greatly prefer living with my
mom, don’t get me wrong, but it’s tempting to think that I wouldn’t
have the same problems somewhere else.

I’d miss certain things here in Cheyenne
though, especially the Laramie County Library, which looks like
someone dropped a curvy building made of reflective gray bricks on
top of an otherwise normal library. The strange architecture only
makes me love it more. My own personal Fortress of Solitude. It
shimmers ahead of us, the sun reflecting off its curved outer wall,
and already I feel safe. None of the bullies who harass me will be
here. I bet they’ve never set foot inside. Their loss.

My mother stops the car in front of the
entrance.

“Here,” she says, stubbing out her cigarette
in the ashtray. She reaches into her purse and fishes out a
twenty-dollar bill. “Use this to get home. You can take one of
those Ubers, right?”

“Yes,” I say, even though I don’t have a cell
phone to summon one with. They don’t take cash anyway. “Thank
you.”

“Don’t forget to eat when you get hungry. Ask
one of the librarians to heat it up for you. They’ll have a
microwave in their breakroom. Don’t be too shy to ask.”

“I won’t.” Not true. It’s guaranteed that
I’ll be too shy. “Have fun tonight.”

“You too, honey.” She leans over to kiss my
cheek.

I climb out of the car while rubbing lipstick
off my cheek. When I look back, I see the spark of a lighter
followed by a glowing ember behind the tinted window. I wave as she
drives away. Then I turn and enter my favorite place on Earth.

I love being surrounded by other book-loving
people. We’re united. That doesn’t mean sharing the same political
opinions or outlook on life, but at least we’re all here to read.
Even the people who only come to use the internet, their eyes
darting from left to right while soaking up information. I’m eager
to join them, but first there is unpleasant business I must tend
to, so I head toward the counter where books are checked in and
out.

“I’m really sorry,” I say, pulling the
paper-towel wrapped book from my backpack and setting it on the
counter.

The librarian is old. She must have seen this
sort of thing before because she simply sighs and reaches with bony
hands to unwrap the book. “What happened?” she cries when
discovering the full extent of the damage. Okay, so maybe she
hasn’t seen one this bad before. I have to admit that the
book looks even worse now. The pages are wavy instead of straight,
the cover no longer closing properly. When she tries to flip
through the book, it’s clear that the paper has melded together in
places. “You’ve ruined it!”

“I’m sorry,” I repeat. “It was an
accident.”

“What sort of accident?” Librarians have a
reputation for valuing silence above all else. Not this one. She’s
loud enough that people are looking in our direction.

“I dropped it,” I say, not wanting to admit
the truth. Explaining that a group of guys urinated on the book
she’s currently holding is unlikely to improve her mood. “While
reading in the bathtub.”

“I love this book,” she says
despairingly.

“I was enjoying it too,” I reply.
“Sorry.”

“You’ll have to pay for a replacement.”

“Oh.” I pull out the twenty my mother gave
me. Easy come, easy go.

The librarian’s attention is on the computer
now. She glances at me and the money and shakes her head. “This
edition is out of print.”

“So what do I do?”

“You need to bring in a replacement copy
before you’ll be allowed to check out more books.”

“But you said—”

“I know what I said,” the librarian snaps.
“You can try your luck on eBay or call one of the used bookstores
in town. The replacement copy needs to be in good condition. At
least as good as it was before you ruined it.”

I want to argue that none of this was my
fault, but it’s too late. Maybe I should have been honest instead.
“Sorry,” I repeat as I pocket the money. “Can I still use the
internet? I’ll start looking for a new copy right away.”

“Just keep any liquids away from the
computers,” the librarian says, sounding exasperated.

I avoid making eye contact with the people in
line behind me as I walk away. When I reach the computers, I choose
the one farthest from the front desk, but when I sit, I can still
see the librarian and she can still see me. Great. I feel better
when a quick search on eBay reveals plenty of affordable copies. If
only I had my own bank account. I’ll need to ask my mother’s
permission, which means either telling her the truth or coming up
with a better excuse, because our apartment doesn’t have a bathtub,
and I don’t think she’ll believe me if I say I was reading in the
shower.

I make myself browse job listings, taking
note of the fast-food joints near our apartment that are hiring.
It’s not much of an effort, but it’s all I can manage before giving
into unbearable curiosity. Time to learn about possession! The
initial results are disappointing. I find plenty of references to
horror movies, and some cheesy pages that claim to offer spells
that, to me, look like bad poetry. It’s only when I start reading
forums that it gets interesting. I’m not the first to wonder about
this, it would seem, or to ask if it’s possible. The responses are
mixed. Plenty of people insist that the concept itself is
ridiculous. No surprise there. I agree with them. Those who are
open to the idea often mention astral projection, a term I
immediately begin to research. The theory is that a soul often
leaves its body at night to go wandering. Most of us are unaware of
this or mistake the experiences we remember for dreams. Some people
claim they can leave their body at will. That sounds implausible
enough on its own. Even the believers don’t claim to have taken
over someone else’s body. I find a few speculative posts about how
this might be possible, but it all sounds like nonsense.

I take a break to stretch my back and notice
the librarian making a beeline for me. She’s been giving me the
evil eye for the past hour. I’ve been pretending not to notice. I
can’t ignore her now. When she reaches me, she thrusts out a piece
of paper covered in handwritten notes.

“This is the ISBN number and edition of the
book you damaged,” she says. “The replacement will need to be an
exact copy.”

“Okay.” I take the piece of paper from her.
“It shouldn’t be a problem. I found a bunch on eBay, just like you
said. The cover was exactly the same.”

“Did you buy one already?”

“No. I can’t yet. I need to ask my mom
first.”

The librarian’s mouth becomes a thin line.
“Then maybe it’s best if you come back once you have.”

In other words, I’m no longer welcome here.
My cheeks burn as I gather up my things and leave, but not because
I feel embarrassed. I’m pissed off, because Caleb McCain’s
stupidity has managed to reach my most sacred of places. I only
wish I had learned something useful, because I’d sure like to make
him pay.

— — —

Travis Anderson. Laramie County Library.

I’m on the bus, anything but ready to face
another day. I have an extra reason to feel miserable, and I’m
feeding into it, holding my now-useless library card and flipping
it over and over again, reading my name and that of my lost
sanctuary like some sort of bereavement ritual. I’ll visit the
school library today and see what they have, and if Caleb ruins
that book, I’m going to tell somebody. Maybe I can get a mob
of angry librarians to take him down.

I perk up when we reach Melvin’s stop and he
gets on the bus. I’ve already begun to dismiss yesterday’s
experience as a deluded fantasy, but part of me is still clinging
to hope. I watch him carefully for any sign that something amazing
did indeed occur. All he does is nod and take a seat across the
aisle from me. The bus continues on its way, but I can’t let it go.
On the next stop, I move across the aisle to Melvin’s seat.

“Hey,” I say.

“Hi,” he replies, scooting over to make
room.

That’s it. Melvin never was good at making
small talk.

“Are you okay?” I ask. “You seemed, I don’t
know, shaken up yesterday.”

He seems puzzled. “I did?”

“Yeah. Right before you got off the bus. You
were looking at me funny.”

Realization dawns. “Oh yeah!”

My hopes skyrocket. “You remember?”

Melvin nods. “I almost missed my stop because
I was daydreaming.”

“About anything in particular?”

Melvin shrugs. “No idea. I just spaced out, I
guess.”

I still can’t let it go. “Then why were you
looking at me?”

“I don’t know.” Melvin grimaces. “Was I
staring? Sorry. I didn’t mean to.”

“It’s fine,” I say. “I just felt like you had
something you needed to tell me. Even if it sounds weird or is hard
to explain, you can talk to me about it.”

I watch as he thinks it over. Carefully.

Then he shakes his head. “Nope.”

“Cool.” I feel like a balloon that has lost
its helium. I don’t even have the motivation to keep the
conversation going. Moving back to my seat would be cold, so I stay
where I am and let an awkward silence fill the space between
us.

We’re halfway to school when Melvin reaches
into his backpack and pulls out his book. I glance at it. Then I do
a double take because I recognize the cover. And the title. The
Invasion of Normandy. It’s possible that I saw the book before
and simply forgot about it. I don’t normally pay attention to what
Melvin reads, but the human mind is full of surprises. Or maybe
something did happen yesterday. By the time we arrive at
school, I’ve reached a conclusion. The only way to know for sure is
to try again.

And I will. Today.


 


Three ↔ Chapter

 


 Middle school was
when my career as a victim really took off. Everyone seemed eager
to pick on me, like there was an awards ceremony for bullies at the
end of the year and they were all competing to win the coveted
Golden Wedgie. So I went on the defensive and began sitting at the
front of each class, figuring I’d be safe there. Not the best
strategy. I soon learned that everyone could see me, but I couldn’t
see them, making me the perfect target for spitballs and other dumb
pranks. I changed tactics when starting high school and sat in the
back row instead.

That’s where I am now. Calculus is one of my
least favorite subjects, made worse because Caleb and I share this
class. At least there aren’t book reports or whatever that we have
to team up on, so we don’t interact much. I only need to make sure
I get here before Caleb does, since he always stands in the doorway
with his friends, blocking the entrance for anyone he wants to mess
with. This game stops when the teacher, Mrs. Dewey, shows up, but
she’s often late. Much like today.

From my seat, I keep a wary eye on Caleb and
try to figure out what he has going for him that I don’t. I
immediately cross brains off the list. I don’t know how smart he
is, but intelligence isn’t valued in my school. Not by most of my
peers. Caleb doesn’t have a pleasant personality. He isn’t nice to
anyone, from what I’ve seen. That just leaves the physical. I guess
he’s good looking, for a guy. I don’t remember ever seeing a single
pimple on his face, and when he smiles, girls sure seem to notice
and teachers let him get away with absolute murder. His hair is
short, brown, and perfectly styled, but what I really envy is his
body. Caleb plays football. I’ve heard teachers praise him when his
team succeeds. That explains the muscles. Caleb is beefy in a way
that I’ll never be. Trendy fashions actually look good on him. I’ve
been to the mall and tried on what the popular kids wear, but the
clothes always hang off my skinny frame, making me resemble a mop
that’s trying to disguise itself as a human being.

I don’t see what else could make Caleb
popular. His body must be the answer. That seems incredibly unjust,
considering it’s down to sheer luck. If I’d inherited better
genetic traits from my parents, I might be standing where he is
now, guffawing with my best buds and saying stupid things to the
girls who are forced to squeeze past me. Not that I’d actually
behave that way. If I was at the top of the food chain, I wouldn’t
be such a jerk. The only reason I want up there is so nobody will
pick on me. I don’t want to be Caleb. I only want to look like
him.

Is that possible? I was planning to duplicate
the experience with Melvin on the bus ride home, but I could try
now instead. Why not? I glance around to make sure I’m not being
watched. Then again, it’s not like anyone will notice if I fail.
And if it does work… I imagine forcing Caleb to pull down his pants
and flap his ass cheeks at the teacher when she walks in, like his
butt can talk. “Hello, Mrs. Dewey. You might notice that I look
handsomer than usual today, even though my breath stinks.” Yeah,
that little fantasy is all the motivation I need.

I focus on Caleb and let myself dream, but
not just of revenge. That’s not what I was thinking of with Melvin.
I wanted to escape my life by becoming him, so I do the same now. I
envision how awesome it would feel to flex my arms and have
impressive biceps bulge in response. I try to imagine smiling at a
pretty girl and seeing her blush instead of recoil. And I picture
myself swaggering down the middle of the hallway between classes,
rather than skirting the walls in fear. I want to feel that sort of
confidence. More than anything. I want to be fearless!

My head spins and I nearly throw up. The
sensation is worse than the first time, and more confusing, like
losing my sense of direction while swimming and being unable to
find the surface. I’m drowning in opaque black waters, pushed along
by an invisible current until I finally slam into something hard.
Then I feel intimidated, because two of Caleb’s friends are now up
in my face. Elliot and Dean are grinning instead of leering, their
blurry expressions friendlier than what I’m used to. They’re not
looming over my desk. They’re standing by the door. So am I.

Holy shit, it worked!

“Did she cry?” Elliot asks. His voice is
muffled, like someone speaking through a pillow.

Dean snorts, the sound distorted. “Of course
she did! Girls always cry when I dump them.”

“Bullshit,” Elliot responds. “I bet they feel
relieved.” He shoots me a wink and thwaps my chest, which feels
firmer than I’m used to. “Good news for you though, huh?”

I should reply, but I can’t seem to make
Caleb’s mouth move. Or any other part of his body. Confusion
overwhelms me, and after a few seconds, I realize it isn’t my own.
The feeling is similar to what I’ve known before but also changed
somehow, much in the way that two varieties of apple can taste
different despite being the same type of fruit.

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Dean
asks.

Now they’re both looking at me, waiting for
an answer, but I still can’t respond. Their images waver in front
of me as I try to open my mouth. I feel my jaw move, but from far
away. I can sense my actual body! The real one that’s sitting on
the other side of the classroom! I attempt to turn my awareness
toward it, like reorienting my mind, and feel the hard plastic seat
pressing against my butt. I can also feel the taut muscles of
Caleb’s back. My attention is divided in two. I don’t know where to
focus anymore until I hear my name. His name.

“Caleb,” Elliot says. “Dude! You’ve got to
tell him.”

“Tell me what?” Dean asks.

Elliot’s eyes narrow. I expect him to ask
Caleb if he’s okay. Instead he shakes his head in irritation.
“Caleb has been aching to get into Ashley’s pants ever since you
started dating her. It’s all he ever talks about.”

“Be my guest,” Dean says with a scowl. “You
think I care?”

The confusion I feel is replaced by another
emotion. Fear. I’m not sure if Caleb is as familiar with it as I
am. Maybe he hasn’t built up a tolerance, because it hits him hard.
Both of us, actually. The panic is overwhelming. To escape it, I
focus on my body again and leap. My vision goes black. I plummet
through darkness and slam into another wall. Then I wince against
blinding light until it fades to normal and I find myself at the
back of the classroom again, safe and sound. I’m certain that Caleb
will turn around and point an accusatory finger at me. He doesn’t.
Instead he places a palm on his forehead, like it hurts. Then he
says something I can’t hear and his friends laugh. Mrs. Dewey
enters the room, forcing them to take their seats. Even then Caleb
doesn’t look at me, but he does seem dazed.

Me? I feel fine. Better than that! Even if
this is a delusion, it sure is an enjoyable one so far. I’m more
certain than ever that I’m not crazy, but that’s not good enough
for me. I intend to prove it.

— — —

I normally don’t pay attention to the drama
that goes on in school. People don’t share the latest gossip with
me, which is fine, since it usually centers around the lives of the
popular kids. I don’t care about them. Ashley Trussell is the one
exception. She’s always been nice to me. Even though she’s pretty.
Even though everyone in my graduating class knows her name and
wants to be liked by her. Despite her popularity and everything
else, she’s still kind. I know because we were paired up for a
Biology assignment and had to work together after school. Ashley
had me over to her house. The living room alone was bigger than my
entire apartment. She didn’t flaunt this or act like I was beneath
her. Nor did she expect me to do all the work. Ashley treated me
like an equal. It’s pathetic to admit, but part of me has loved her
ever since.

I’ve always known that it was a hopeless
crush. Until now. If I could find a way to control Caleb’s body,
instead of popping into it briefly to spy on him… He must be
handsome enough to catch her eye. I don’t see that resulting in
much, but even a brief flirtatious encounter in the hall would be
better than the big fat nothing my love life has been thus far.

Before getting too lost in deprived
fantasies, I refocus on proving to myself that I’m not insane by
confirming what I’ve already learned. I hadn’t previously overheard
talk about Ashley and Dean breaking up. I would have taken note of
anything that involves her. I’m also certain that I can’t usually
hear what Caleb and his friends say to each other when clustered
around the classroom door. I’ve tried to eavesdrop before, if only
to find out if they were planning on tormenting me again, but
unless one of them shouts, I never hear a thing. So I either made
up the entire story about Ashley being single or my life really has
taken a strange new twist.

Finding out is more daunting than I expected.
Ashley and I share the same lunch period. I eat by myself. Usually
I read, although sometimes I watch people instead. Including her.
There’s something about her silky hair and delicate features, not
to mention the intelligence that shines in her eyes, or the
dignified manner in which she carries herself… Ugh. She’s so great!
I could walk up to her table right now and ask to speak with her,
and I bet she would be nice enough to humor me. It’s her friends
I’m worried about. Caleb has a different lunch period, thankfully,
but Elliot is sitting at her table, along with a few other people
I’ve learned to avoid.

I wait until lunch is over and follow Ashley
down the hall, hating how creepy it makes me feel. I’m about to
give up on my ridiculous scheme when she stops at a locker and
starts spinning the combination dial. Ashley looks over her
shoulder to say something to her friends, who keep walking. I keep
walking too, straight ahead and right past her. Then I imagine
spending another night wondering if I’m losing my mind. Better to
find out now. The excuse to speak with her again is worth the
inevitable embarrassment.

My heart is stuck in my throat, my legs stiff
and uncooperative, as I turn around and totter up to her. Ashley is
unloading her backpack, taking books out to place them in her
locker. She hasn’t noticed me. People rarely do. If I was going to
have a superpower, I would have expected it to be invisibility
instead.

“Ashley,” I say, my mouth dry.

She turns her head toward me, expression
blank. Then her face lights up. “Travis! Hi!”

“Hi,” I say back. I can’t help but smile. She
remembered my name! My elation is short-lived, because now I have
to get more words out, which is much harder than it should be. “Um…
Are you doing okay?”

She seems confused. “What do you mean?”

“I thought you might be upset. I heard that
Dean broke up with you.”

Her forehead creases. “Who told you
that?”

“Just something I overheard. Is it true?”

Ashley starts stuffing books into her
backpack for her afternoon classes. “No. It’s not.”

My stomach sinks. It was all in my head.

“I broke up with him,” she adds.

“Oh! That’s great!”

She cocks her head. “Is it?”

“I mean, it must be easier on you that way.
It was your decision, not his. I won’t worry as much now.”

She pauses, a spiral notebook halfway to her
backpack. “That’s sweet of you. I’m doing fine, although I plan on
taking a break from relationships for a while. Dating too.”

My face flushes. I can understand why she
would think I’m interested in her. Because I am. That’s not why I’m
standing here though. I’d have the tact to wait rather than asking
her out so soon after a breakup, if I was ever brave enough to do
so. Swallowing as I glance around, I lean forward, trying to ignore
the alluring scent of her perfume as I say, “When you are ready to
date again, I don’t think it should be Caleb. He’s only interested
in one thing.”

Ashley studies me. Then she turns her
attention back to her backpack, which she zips up. “Is this
something else you overheard?”

“Yes.” I feel like I’ve just stuck my head
through a noose. “Please don’t tell him I said anything. He’ll beat
me up. More than he does already.”

She glances at me sharply. “You shouldn’t let
him do that.”

“I don’t have a choice.”

Ashley sighs and shuts her locker. “You
deserve better. We both do. Thanks for letting me know.”

“No problem.”

That “we” sure sounded good. I’ll be dreaming
of it for years to come. But I also know it doesn’t mean what I
wish it did, so I turn and walk away. I’m so wrapped up in the
thrill of having spoken to her that I don’t realize the
implications until I’m sitting in my next class.

I’m not crazy. I really did manage to get
inside Caleb’s head. Melvin’s too. This is only the beginning. Of
what? I’m honestly not sure, but I can’t wait to find out!

— — —

For the remainder of the school day, I
compare the two baffling experiences I’ve had and try to make sense
of them. Melvin didn’t seem to remember being possessed. Neither
did Caleb, or he would have thanked me with his fists. That I was
still aware of my own body while inhabiting theirs implies some
sort of projection. Or maybe this is what it feels like to read
minds. No… It must be more than that. In both cases, I felt a
physical body unlike my own. I was even able to turn Melvin’s head
to look at myself, implying some sort of control.

That bothers me. Why couldn’t I get Caleb to
budge an inch? What’s the difference between the two of them,
besides the obvious? I need more data. I’m in sixth period when I
try again. I choose the guy sitting directly in front of me and
attempt to possess him. Nothing happens. I keep trying, putting
real effort into it. All I succeed in doing is making myself
nauseous. Figuring that it only works on some people, I try again
on the bus with Melvin. No luck there either. I only end up woozy
and frustrated. I’ve gone from proving to myself that I’m not crazy
to not being able to recreate the experience at all. Maybe I get
only one shot per day, like I drained too much of my new powers or
something.

The apartment is empty when I return home. I
find a note from my mom explaining that she has plans with Raymond
for the night, along with instructions on how to reheat dinner. I’d
enjoy the solitude more if the cable bill had been paid and I could
go online to do more research. In desperation I flip through the
old printed dictionary we have, looking up keywords, but it’s
useless compared to the internet. My stomach is grumbling, so I
microwave my dinner and watch an old DVD. The rest of the night is
spent tossing and turning. Sleep doesn’t come easy, but I manage
five hours and hope it’s enough to recharge my powers.

I’m careful when choosing where and how to
spend my next attempt, in case it’s all I get today. I don’t try
anything with Melvin on the bus ride to school. I don’t attempt to
possess Caleb when he’s standing by the classroom door. Instead I
wait until everyone is seated and working quietly on their Calculus
assignments. Then I focus on Caleb, envying how strong and firm his
shoulders are. I imagine Ashley throwing her arms around his thick
neck—my neck—and it’s easy. I pour out of my body and rocket
through a dark void to reach him. The next thing I know, I’m
looking down at two large hands, a pencil held in one of them. My
vision might be blurry, but I can see that he hasn’t solved many of
the equations. I feel bored by this. No, he does! Like the
fear I experienced yesterday, the emotion is his, not mine. What
else can I do? Read his mind? I concentrate, but all I hear are the
oddly muffled sounds of people working around me.

When I possessed Melvin, my senses were
dampened too. I couldn’t see well or hear clearly until everything
seemed to snap into place. That’s also when the paralysis stopped.
If I am projecting myself somehow, maybe it’s a matter of
getting aligned properly. I try to shift back and forth, like a
foot wiggling deeper into a shoe, but with no success. It would
help to know what exactly happens during this process. If I am
indeed a wandering soul, shouldn’t I be able to feel that somehow?
The metal poles of the desk are cold against Caleb’s knees, and I’m
vaguely aware of my natural body at the back of the room, but I
can’t find the part of me that made this leap. I’m no more aware of
my soul now than in my daily routine.

I aim for something simpler and attempt to
make Caleb’s hand clench around the pencil. Nothing. Just like
yesterday, I can observe, but neither of us can get anything done.
I feel frustration, both mine and his, so I decide to return to my
body.

 When I do, I’m
leaning to the right and about to fall out of my chair. A broken
pencil is in my clenched fist, the other half on the floor. So the
physical commands I gave Caleb were successfully performed…
by my own body. Huh. At least I learned something: Before I try to
make anyone moon a teacher, I better make sure my own belt is on
nice and tight.

— — —

I’m walking down the hall at the end of the
day, carrying three books from the school library so I won’t spend
another night cut off from useful information. The options were
limited. The first book is about the history of folklore and
superstition. The second focuses on unusual religious practices.
The final is paranormal fiction, the blurb on the back mentioning
demons and angels who can possess people, but I’m hoping it
contains a grain of truth anyway. I’m staring at the cover on my
way down the hall when a fist slams into it, knocking all three
books to the ground.

I look up just in time to see Caleb. He
shoves me, a foot catching one of my ankles from behind. I fall
backwards to the floor, my elbows jarring with the impact. More
pain is on the way, because Elliot and Dean flank their friend, all
three of them grinning at me like lions who have just brought down
a gazelle.

“You should look where you’re going,” Caleb
says. He kicks one of the books and it goes skidding off into the
crowd. A circle of students has gathered around us already, eager
for a show. No teacher will notice me while I’m on the floor, but
I’m too scared to stand up.

“Funny thing,” Caleb says, jerking a thumb to
his left. “Elliot here says he saw you talking to Ashley after
lunch. Is that true?”

I shake my head.

“Are you calling me a liar?” Elliot
snarls.

“I think he is,” Caleb says. “Get up.”

“Why?” I manage to squeak out. I look around
for help, but all I see are leering faces hungry for violence.

“Because I told you to,” Caleb growls. “Get
up!”

I don’t move. If I do, I know he’ll punch me.
At least down here, I can ball up and shield my head if they start
kicking me.

“GET UP!” Caleb shouts.

He bends over and grabs me by the shirt,
yanking me to my knees with a tearing sound. He keeps trying to
pull me to my feet, my T-shirt ripping more, but I don’t cooperate.
In fact, I’d rather be anywhere else right now. Or anyone
else. I know it probably won’t work. I’ve already used my chance
for the day, but I clench my eyes shut and try my best to escape. I
don’t want to be inside this body when the punching begins.

My prayers are answered. Some intangible part
of me slips free, slamming into him almost instantly, and I’m
plunged into searing hot rage. Caleb’s entire body feels like it’s
on fire. His left arm is pulled back, the hand a meaty fist, and I
can feel how badly he wants to hit me. I try to make him release me
and notice my own hand opening and closing near the floor. Caleb
still has me by the shirt, my mouth a terrified grimace of
anticipation. I look pathetic. I don’t understand how anyone can
see me like this and still want to do me harm.

“What the fuck are you waiting for?” I hear
Elliot complain. I can see him out of the corner of Caleb’s eye,
looking between us incredulously. “Hit him!”

“Yeah, man!” Dean says from the other side of
me. “Hit him!”

“Fight! Fight! Fight!” The chat begins with
just a few students and grows louder as more take up the call, but
to my ears it’s muffled and scratchy like the vinyl records my
grandpa used to play.

“Leave him alone!” The voice is young and
female. I don’t recognize it, but I’m grateful that not everyone in
my school is so bloodthirsty.

“Hit him!” Elliot shouts. “Screw it. I’ll do
it myself.”

He lifts a leg, like he intends to kick me in
the face. I really really don’t want that to happen, so I
gather all my willpower into a ball inside of myself and release it
again with a single mental command.

LET GO OF ME!

A bubble pops. My vision clears. The chants
are unbearably loud in my ears as I release Travis, who crumples to
the floor like a lifeless doll. Then I turn and grab Elliot’s foot,
which throws him off balance. He lands on his ass, but I’m not done
yet. I twist his foot and hear a snapping noise. It doesn’t take
much effort. The strength I have at my disposal is terrifying. The
crowd winces and gasps. I let go of Elliot’s foot and he begins to
howl in pain while rolling back and forth. My best friend since
the second grade. Always pushes my buttons. Never knows when to
quit.

“What the hell?” Dean says, pulling on my
shoulder.

Moved here from Little Rock two years ago.
Better at baseball than me. Lucky with women.

Little effort is needed to shrug Dean off. I
turn toward him and raise a fist in warning. He recoils but moves
past me, kneeling to check on Elliot, who is still moaning. I stand
up straight and tall. The crowd withers under my gaze. I’ve never
felt so powerful!

“Teacher!” someone hisses.

This warning is repeated. The crowd begins to
disperse.

“Help me get him up,” Dean says, looking over
his shoulder at me. “You know I can’t get in trouble again!”

Father is strict. Always threatening to sell
Dean’s car.

I glance down at myself. The real me. I’m
sprawled out motionless on the hallway floor. I look dead, but I’m
scared to release Caleb’s body in case he starts beating on me. I
decide to make him go away first. That’ll give me a head start.
Dean is still pleading for help, so I reach down and pull Elliot to
his feet. He cusses at me but still puts an arm around my shoulders
as we drag him down the hall. We’re near the exit when I feel
something tugging on me. Caleb seems fine. He keeps making
progress, but the part of me inside of him is being yanked
on. As if something still connects me to my natural body, like a
leash. Or a silver cord. I remember reading about that online, but
I don’t have time to dwell on the details. I’m too distracted by
the increasing tension, which feels like a rubber band ready to
break, so I finally let go.

I’m in a void again, the sensation of
drowning unbearable. It doesn’t let up. Maybe I went too far. What
if I can’t find my way back to my real body? I’m starting to panic
when I hear someone speaking my name. When I open my eyes, it’s not
a teacher I see, but a police officer. He’s hunched over me and
shaking my shoulders.

“Are you okay, son?”

“Yeah,” I manage to croak out.

“Are you sure?” The officer gently releases
me. I don’t know his name, but I’ve seen him around when school
gets out. More than once I’ve stood near him to keep the bullies at
bay, too ashamed to ask for his protection directly. “What
happened?” he asks.

“Nothing,” I respond. Propped up on my
elbows, I can see the doors to the school. Caleb and his friends
haven’t stopped. They’re still trying to get away. One of them is
limping, which makes me laugh because for once, I’m not the one who
got hurt. I turn a smile on the police officer. “You know what?
Everything is better than okay. I’m going to be just fine from now
on.”

Brave words. I’ll need to be prepared if I
want them to come true. There’s no way in hell that Caleb and his
friends won’t try to mess with me again. When they do, I better be
ready for war. That means learning more about the gift I’ve been
given, and quick. My training to be a superhero begins immediately…
with some crappy books I picked up at the school library. Ugh. On
the walk home, I promise myself to keep an eye out for four-leaf
clovers, knowing that I’ll need an entire bouquet of them. At
least.


 


Four ↔ Chapter

 


I spend most of the night locked in my
bedroom. My mother’s boyfriend, Raymond, is visiting again.
Something about him creeps me out. Or maybe it just bugs me to see
my mom date someone other than my father. Not that I harbor any
delusions about my parents reuniting. All they ever did was fight,
in every sense of the word. Raymond is at least a step up in that
regard.

I haven’t shut myself in my bedroom to avoid
him. I simply want privacy to study the books I brought home. I
still have all three. The police officer helped me gather them
while I fed him a story about how I slipped and hit my head. I
promised to visit the school nurse and even went to her door before
doubling back and leaving the building. I missed my bus but didn’t
really mind. I had plenty to think about during the walk home,
including one very big question: What the hell is going on with me
and my weird-ass powers?

I flip through the paranormal novel and am
increasingly skeptical that it will be of use. A line about two
souls kissing while in “astral harmony” is the final straw. Barf.
The two reference books aren’t very helpful either, no matter how
often I flip to the index. Only the Catholic concept of possession
is similar to my situation, and I’m pretty sure I can’t make
Caleb’s head turn in a full circle while he snarls profanities.
Although I’m willing to try.

Shoving the books away, I grab a notebook to
document what I’ve experienced so far, hoping that will help me see
the bigger picture. I start by describing how each incident began,
and what I went through both mentally and physically. Once I have
it all down on paper, I notice a pattern. Envy. I wanted Melvin’s
life before I took over his body. The same with Caleb. The other
students I tried and failed with didn’t involve any true desire to
be them. I was only experimenting. That explains the failed second
attempt with Melvin. By then I no longer wanted to live his
life.

I turn my attention to the next puzzle.
Paralysis. Getting a possessed body to move and follow commands is
often difficult or downright impossible. Why? When I do succeed,
I’ve noticed that my vision and hearing become clearer. Not only
that, but it gets easier to hear the host’s thoughts. Another
pattern. Interesting! In my notebook, I divide the experiences I’ve
had into two categories:

Phase One – The ability to inhabit a body
and tap into muddled senses. Emotions can also be felt.

Phase Two – The ability to control a body
and experience its full range of senses. Emotions can be felt.
Thoughts can be heard.

I pause, unsure if that last bit is right.
When I was inside Caleb today, I learned things, like how he and
Elliot have been friends since the second grade, and that Dean is
from Arkansas. The way that information came to me wasn’t exactly a
thought, or it probably would have been more along the lines of,
How come I’m not hitting Travis? Why can’t I move? I shouldn’t
be such an asshole! Instead it was more like tapping into
information I didn’t have access to before. The same when I
possessed Melvin. I already knew about Normandy’s role during World
War II, but I didn’t remember that much detail. Was I accessing
memories instead of thoughts? If so, why weren’t there any visuals?
I add a question mark after the word “thoughts” until I can
experiment further. Assuming I ever return to school.

I set down my pen and give the matter serious
consideration. Is it safe to go back? I don’t know what Caleb makes
of what happened. Melvin didn’t seem to remember me being in his
body, but that had been a much shorter experience. If the bullies
suspect anything, I’ll have to defend myself again, and they might
not give me much chance to.

What choice do I have? I can’t imagine my
mother writing me a doctor’s note. My son Travis has come down
with a sudden bout of superpowers. He won’t be in school for the
remainder of the week. If only. For now, I’ll have to face my
enemies and hope that what I’ve learned will be enough to keep me
safe.

— — —

I’m on edge when taking my seat in Calculus
the next day. I feel like people are watching me, which is weird
when I’m so used to being ignored. Caleb is the first of his gang
to show up. He scowls at me, so I prepare to make the leap to his
body, if need be. I exhale in relief when he turns around to wait
for his friends. When they show up, Elliot is on crutches, a brace
around one ankle. He glances at me, as does Dean, before the three
of them huddle. I wait until they’re facing each other before I
lean back, close my eyes, and focus on what I want. I think about
how good Caleb’s power and confidence felt yesterday. That’s all it
takes to summon the necessary desire. I weather the usual
sensations of throwing up and drowning without feeling frightened
or confused. I know what I’m doing now. Sort of.

“Just drop it,” Dean says with a muffled
hiss. “It doesn’t matter why.”

His face is a blur. I’m still in Phase
One.

“How come you didn’t punch him?” Elliot
grumbles. His eyes focus on Caleb before narrowing in accusation.
“Why’d you have to come after me instead? Are you gay for Travis or
something?”

“You better shut up,” Dean says, “unless you
want him to mess up your other ankle. Those were some serious
karate moves.”

He nudges Caleb, and I try to make his body
smile in response, but I can’t make his mouth move. Not wanting to
raise suspicion, I quickly retreat so he can react naturally. I
return to my body to find it grinning, even though my eyes are
closed. This hasn’t gone unnoticed. When I open them, I see a
couple of students looking in my direction. Let them stare. Every
time I successfully step into Caleb’s skin, I come out feeling
stronger. They better not push my buttons. I’m no longer a helpless
pushover.

— — —

I’m eating lunch alone, as always, when
someone sits across the table from me. The guy who was in the
bathroom when I had to rescue my book from the toilet. He’s smiling
like we’re old friends.

“Is it true?” he asks.

I shake my head. “What?”

“That you’re paying Caleb to be your
bodyguard.”

I stare at him, baffled. “How does that make
sense? He attacked me yesterday. I was minding my own
business!”

“Sure,” the guy says, “but maybe it was an
act. Caleb’s friend wanted to mess with you for trying to steal his
girl, so he was pretending to rough you up until the other guy
forced his hand.”

“Huh? I didn’t try to steal—”

“That’s not what happened,” a squeaky voice
on my left says. A kid so young he has to be a freshman slides down
the bench to join our conversation. “The reason Caleb attacked
Elliot is because he got in the way.”

“Yeah, right,” the first guy says. “That’s
stupid. They’ve been friends since grade school.”

“That’s what Caleb told him,” the freshman
insists. “After they left the school. They were right behind me. I
was terrified!”

“Wait,” I interject. “You really heard Caleb
say that?”

The freshman nods. “Elliot was mad at him,
and Caleb shouted, ‘Well you shouldn’t have gotten in my way!’”

The guy across from us shakes his head.
“Something’s up. I was in the front row, man. Caleb just stood
there forever, like he couldn’t make up his mind.” He points a
finger at me. “And you didn’t try to escape, even when you had the
chance. You weren’t even squirming!”

“I thought he was playing dead,” the freshman
says. “It’s what I would have done.”

“You were both there?” I ask.

They nod in unison.

I pick up the remnants of my lunch and stand,
my voice dripping with sarcasm. “Thanks for getting help instead of
just standing there while three guys ganged up on me. I’ll make
sure to return the favor if the situation is ever reversed.”

I wouldn’t have minded making friends, but I
want the kind who will have my back. My irritation with them is
short-lived. I have more pressing concerns. People are talking
about this now. If it happens again, and I turn Caleb into a statue
by possessing him, that’s going to get noticed. Even if people
don’t understand the reason. I’m not the only one who can see
patterns. I need to master Phase Two, and quick!

— — —

 I use the weekend
to plot my next move, enjoying how it feels to have a secret. And
such a cool one too! I take my notebook from its hiding place
beneath my mattress. What I’ve written would sound insane to anyone
who hadn’t lived through it. Considering how often I’ve gone back
to revise my theories, scribbling new observations in the margins,
the notebook is beginning to resemble a madman’s manifesto.
The most recent entry is about the cord I felt tethering me to my
body when I was outside of it, and how physical distance seems to
influence how long it takes to return. I don’t want to find out
what happens if I can’t make it back to my body. Understanding my
abilities could mean the difference between life and death. This is
serious stuff.

But not all the time. I also write down
potential superhero names. Why not? If I master this, maybe I can
right social injustices, starting with the bullies at our school.
I’d call myself The Ghost in the Machine, or maybe The Puppet
Master. I’m still working on it. After giving a costume serious
consideration, I realize that colorful tights will only draw
attention to me. I already have the perfect disguise. From the
outside, I appear to be a feeble nerd, when in reality…

I’m a feeble nerd who doesn’t truly know what
he’s doing. Sitting in my room while speculating will only get me
so far. I need to put my theories to the test. That’s why on
Saturday, when my mom starts hinting that she wants the apartment
to herself, I tell her I want to go see a movie. All I need is a
ride. I still have the twenty bucks she gave me earlier in the
week. When six in the evening rolls around, I’m already inside the
cinema. I bought a ticket to a big blockbuster that I only have a
passing interest in. I’ve already made my peace with missing it. I
have bigger fish to fry.

I loiter in the lobby and keep an eye on the
entrance, sizing up every guy who walks in until I see one I envy.
He’s in his twenties and athletic. His hair is black like mine, but
he’s handsomer by a mile. His clothes are expensive and trendy.
That’s all fine and good. What really makes me wish I was him is
the beautiful brunette on his arm. She’s around the same age as he
is and gorgeous, but what really gets me is the way her mouth moves
between smiles. What’s she saying to him? How would I reply? I
can’t even imagine, but I crave that sort of experience. It’s bad
enough that friendship eludes me. I don’t want dating to remain a
mystery too.

I watch as the couple waits in line at the
concession stand. Once they have popcorn and drinks, I trail them
to their movie of choice, which is some sort of drama. Whatever. I
won’t be watching the screen anyway. I take a seat three rows
behind the couple, slightly off to one side so I can see them
better. Then I wait. I want them to be settled before I make my
first attempt. I’m nervous about the silver cord stuff. If I
possess the guy and he goes rushing off for more popcorn, I’m not
sure what will happen. Will the cord break? What then? Even if I
don’t die, what if it leaves me trapped in his body, unable to take
any action of my own? I think of what the first astronauts risked
when venturing out into the darkness of space. I can do this.

Although I’m not looking forward to another
extended journey through the void, as I’ve come to think it. Close
proximity is better, since it means a shorter jump. The movie is
ten minutes in when I try, but not by focusing on the cool guy. I
turn my attention instead to an old man and really give it my all.
Nothing happens. Because I don’t want to be him. When I finally
give up and focus on the younger guy…

After a nauseating twist through the void, I
find myself sitting closer to the screen. I can feel a hand on my
thigh, and I’m pretty sure it’s not my own. That’s thrilling, but
when I try to look down, my head is locked in place. Phase One. I’m
not surprised. The movie appears blurry, as if someone smeared
grease over the camera lens. The audio is muffled. I’m happy
regardless because I confirmed a theory. Desire is key! For the
first phase, anyway. Now I just need to figure out the next step.
More desire? I imagine how amazing it would be to kiss the girl
next to me. I’ve never kissed anyone before. Not like that, so my
motivation couldn’t be higher. Except nothing happens. I try for
something simpler, like flexing my bicep. No luck with that attempt
either, but I’ve noticed something. The body I currently inhabit
isn’t completely paralyzed. Breathing and blinking still happen
without me needing to will it. All those subconscious processes are
still running, which is good.

What about my body though? After a
jolt of concern, I return to check on it and find myself slumped
over to my left. The seats nearest me are empty, thank goodness. I
probably moved when wanting to kiss the girl. I’m not gasping for
air or anything. My eyes don’t sting from remaining open, so I must
have kept blinking the whole time. That means my subconscious
continued to take care of those basic functions, even while I was
away. Excellent!

I leave the theater, but not the cinema. Once
again, I wait in the lobby until I find someone else I wish I could
be. I repeat the same experiment for two reasons: to see if I can
exhaust this ability, and to find out if I have more luck reaching
Phase Two with someone else. I possess three more bodies that
night, but I never get past Phase One. I feel satisfied anyway when
walking home. The more I practice, the sooner I can begin my
crime-fighting career as… The Repossessor? The Silent Witness?
Nope. I’m not feeling those either. I wonder how other superheroes
choose their names. Most of them seem to tack “man” onto a loosely
related word. Bat Man. Iron Man. Aqua Man. I guess I could be Soul
Man. Wait, isn’t that a song? Eh… I’ll work on it.

— — —

I continue to obsess over my notes for the
rest of the weekend, mentally revisiting the two occasions I
transitioned from Phase One to Phase Two. What did the experiences
have in common? Only when I write them out in excruciating detail
do I find the answer, and it surprises me. Panic. In both instances
when I reached Phase Two, I was freaking out. Is that the secret? I
need to start with desire and end with fear? I’m willing to try
anything, but I don’t know if I can make myself feel so afraid in
most circumstances, especially a boring setting like the middle of
class. I’m disheartened by my new theory, since it means I’ll only
be able to achieve Phase Two in an emergency. Maybe that’s for the
best. It’ll keep me honest. My life will mostly remain on the same
course—no action-packed comic book adventures for me—but I won’t
get beat up as much. Or at all, which is a nice condolence
prize.

I’m walking to Calculus on Monday when I have
an epiphany. I panicked before reaching Phase Two, and that brought
my thoughts into a singular focus. When possessing someone, I’m
usually distracted by the weird muted senses, the emotions of the
host, or I’m worried about my natural body falling out of its seat
or whatever.

Not so in an emergency. If someone was
crossing the road and a car was about to hit them, they wouldn’t
stand there pondering what they’ll have for dinner that night.
Their mind would focus and urge their body to move to safety. Is
that the key? Should I push Caleb into a busy street before
possessing him? Worst case scenario, he ends up a pancake, and my
biggest problem is solved.

The thought makes me laugh, but only because
I picture it happening like in a cartoon. If I understand
everything correctly, I shouldn’t need an emergency situation to
make this happen. I decide to try again during class. Figuring this
out feels more important than ever, considering how all three guys
keep looking in my direction while loitering by the classroom door.
I stare back, feeling brave, but I’m also relieved when the teacher
finally shows up and the lesson begins.

After a worksheet is passed out, I slip into
Caleb’s body and find myself staring down at the surface of his
desk. Sharpened lead is touching paper, a number half-written on
it, but the pencil is no longer moving. I intend to change that. I
don’t try so hard this time. I dismiss all outward stimuli and
ignore any concerns. The only thing that matters is the pencil. I
let it dominate and then fill my thoughts. The entire world is
reduced to a single wooden cylinder painted yellow and topped with
an eraser.

NOW WRITE.

I hear a pop and the pencil moves in a random
line across the paper. That’s no good, so instead I have it
scribble How’s it going? in messy handwriting nothing like
my own. I’m about to laugh gleefully when the rest of the class
beats me to it. I glance around, confused, and notice that everyone
else is looking toward the back of the room. Including Mrs. Dewey,
the teacher.

“Mr. Anderson!” she says loudly before
clapping her hands. “Wake up!”

I turn around and see myself. My body is
hunched over, my forehead touching the desk, black hair spilling
over the edge. How did that happen?

“Mr. Anderson!” the teacher shouts.

Time’s up! I better return. I’m about to when
a thought surfaces in Caleb’s mind while we’re both looking at
me.

After school today. Outside.

“Travis!”

I can’t stick around any longer. I release
Caleb and rejoin my rightful body. When I sit upright, a long
string of drool is hanging from my mouth, a puddle pooling on the
desk. Everyone laughs. Except for Mrs. Dewey.

“Were you sleeping?” she asks, walking over
to me.

I make a face, like I’m in pain. “I don’t
know. I think I need to see the nurse.”

“Maybe you should!”

I gather my things. On the way out of the
classroom, I can’t help notice the way Dean and Elliot exchange a
look. They’re definitely planning something, and whatever it is
involves me. Today. Outside the school.


 


Five ↔ Chapter

 


I need more time. There’s still so much to
figure out. For instance, what happens to my body when I enter
Phase Two? That faceplant on the desk… And the drool! Has anything
similar happened before? I think back to the first time I entered
Phase Two. That was on the bus. I managed to make Melvin turn his
head and saw myself from the outside. My head was limp and my mouth
hung open, like today in class. The only other time I entered that
phase, I was on the hallway floor, limp as an overcooked noodle. I
didn’t realize in either of those situations that I had lost
control over my own body. Is that the price of doing business? I
suppose it does make sense. In Phase One my attention is divided,
and even though I’m not completely aware of my natural body, some
part of me keeps it sitting upright. When my awareness moves
completely to the host, I lose all control. Does that mean I’ll
fall down if I attempt this while standing? What if I need to use
the restroom and didn’t get the chance beforehand? Will I still
have bladder control? Because I really don’t want to wet
myself while at school. Or ever, for that matter. I wasn’t gasping
for breath in class today, so that implies my subconscious is still
doing its job when it comes to the really important stuff.

“I spoke with your mother, Travis.”

I raise my head as the nurse reenters the
exam room. I told her I felt lightheaded and passed out. She
already checked my vitals, which are normal, so I claimed that I
haven’t been sleeping well and asked to go home.

“She gave her consent,” the nurse continues,
“but she can’t pick you up.”

“I’ll take an Uber,” I say, patting an empty
pocket like I have a phone. I’m not old enough to use any of those
ride-sharing services, but adults never seem to consider that.

“Okay,” the nurse says. “Let me write you a
permission slip and you can get going.”

“Thanks.”

Before long I’m hurrying down the stretch of
hallway I usually dread. It’s completely empty at the moment, which
is why I asked to go home early. Whatever Caleb and his friends
have planned for me, I don’t intend to make it easy for them. At
least this way I have time to strategize my next move, but I feel
increasingly disheartened as I begin the long walk home. If
reaching Phase Two means my natural body becomes comatose, most of
my superhero fantasies are ruined. I won’t be able to walk behind
Caleb while making him do my bidding. I won’t be able to saunter
out of a movie theater with a beautiful woman on my arm. Not
without the silver cord yanking and potentially breaking. I’ll only
be able to slip into people’s minds and look through their eyes
from nearby. Big deal. I’m not even comforted by the thought of
getting beat up less, because if I’d reacted a few seconds slower
last week, I would have the shape of Elliot’s shoe imprinted on my
face.

Three more weeks. That’s when the school year
ends. I just need to survive until then. If I can hone my skills
over the summer, maybe I can overcome these limitations before I
begin my senior year. In the meantime, I’ll keep spying on Caleb
and his friends to avoid them.

I make it home sweaty and determined. I pour
myself a glass of juice, empty ashtrays, open the apartment
windows, and microwave some pizza bites. Then I fetch my notebook
and sit on the couch to plot and scheme. I don’t get much of a
start before I hear keys in the door, which is odd because it’s too
early for my mother to be done with her shift. She’s a waitress and
dependent enough on the income that she never takes off work, even
when I have the flu. A dizzy spell at school is nothing compared to
nonstop vomiting.

When the door opens, my confusion increases.
My mother isn’t standing there. Instead it’s a man in his forties
with a pencil-thin mustache. His brown hair is curly and thinning.
He’s wearing a long-sleeve flannel shirt, his thin frame
interrupted by a potbelly. Raymond. My mother’s boyfriend. I don’t
understand what he’s doing here, so I ask.

“Your mother called and asked me to check in
on you,” he says, shutting the door behind him.

I furrow my brow at this. “Since when do you
have a key?”

He doesn’t answer right away. Raymond notices
the open window and shuts it. He stops by the thermostat to turn on
the air conditioner again. Then he takes a cigarette from the pack
in his front pocket and lights it. “Want one?” he asks.

I shake my head. “I don’t smoke.”

Raymond walks over and joins me on the couch.
He nods at the open notebook. “What’s this?”

“Homework,” I lie.

He nods again, this time in approval. “You’re
a good kid. I’m hoping we won’t have any issues.”

“Issues?”

“I’m not your father,” he continues, “but you
need a man in your life. If you ever want advice, or someone to
talk to about the sort of things you can’t share with your
mother—stuff she wouldn’t understand—then I’m here for you.”

For one paranoid moment, I worry he’s read my
notebook and knows my secret. But no. I’ve heard speeches like this
before from my mom’s boyfriends. Usually when it starts getting
serious. “Are you moving in?”

“I’ll be around a lot more,” Raymond answers
vaguely. He sucks on his cigarette while staring at me. “Are you
okay with that?”

I shrug. “Sure.” I’m not okay with it
but telling him that won’t change anything. Adults tend to do
whatever they want, even when they seem to be asking
permission.

“I paid the cable bill,” he says. “Everything
should be working again. I bet you’re relieved, huh? A teenager
without the internet…” He makes a jerking off motion with his hand
and laughs. “You must be going crazy.”

I laugh too, but only to hide my discomfort.
“It’ll help my grades,” I mumble, okay with how lame this sounds.
Especially if it gets me out of the room. “I have a lot of finals
coming up.”

“High school,” Raymond says, shaking his head
ruefully. “I sure as hell don’t miss it!”

“Yeah,” I reply. “No kidding.”

“The ladies were pretty back then. Do you
have a girlfriend?”

“Not really.” I close the notebook and stand.
“I better finish this essay. Thanks for stopping by. I feel fine
now. Really.”

“No problem,” Raymond says. He grabs the
remote for the television and leans back. “Like I said, I’m here
for you. Don’t be scared to come talk to me.”

“Okay. Thanks.”

He turns on the TV, intent on sticking
around, it would seem. That’s not what I want, but I don’t really
care as long as he leaves me alone. Now that I have internet access
again, I have studying to do… and a war to prepare for.
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