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			For Chris,

			with all my love

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 1

			IT’S TWO O’CLOCK IN THE morning, and the streetlight stretches my shadow across Kylie’s lawn up into her mother’s English garden. My shadow’s head is where the fat yellow lilies will bloom after graduation this summer. Bunches of smaller flowers her mom planted yesterday, a rainbow of color in sunlight, sleep under a blanket of moonlight gray.

			I glance up and down the street at a neighborhood of unlit windows, to confirm no one saw me appear out of thin air.

			Without crushing anything, I navigate Kylie’s garden and squeeze between bushes to reach the window. Her curtains are drawn, so I can’t see inside. With a kick to the mulch, I uncover the butter knife we hid there and slide it along the window’s edge to unhitch the screen. I push the unlocked window up, then part the curtains to see into the room.

			Kylie’s sitting up in bed. Awake. Startled. Watching me come through the window.

			She relaxes when she figures out it’s just me, Jonathan, the messed-up boyfriend.

			I crash into the room as quietly as I can and slip off my sneakers. Kylie slides over and pulls back the covers for me to lie down. She won’t ask if I’m okay, because clearly I’m not. I don’t make surprise nighttime visits casually.

			“Did I scare you?” I ask.

			“A little.”

			“Sorry.”

			She props her head on her hand, her long red-brown hair looking black as it trails to the pillow. The darkness smooths her face, gives her two wide eyes over a bump of nose and kissable lips. Lips denied me in the real world. She presses closer, and our lips meet. For a few glorious moments we kiss each other, and I start to feel better. She’s warm and smells like she showered before bed, all coconutty or pineappley or something.

			Then she pulls away. Her eyes search my face, waiting.

			I don’t actually want to talk. I want more kissing. I want more her. I reach for her hand, separate out her index finger, and draw it down the left side of my face, from my eye practically to my jaw. She doesn’t flinch, and that is exactly what I need. I pull up my shirt and place her hand on my chest, where the scarring is the worst. She moves her fingers over the snarls and craters, caresses them, then replaces my shirt and kisses the scar on my face.

			Her eyes look into mine. Most people can’t look me in the eyes. The real Kylie has never looked me in the eyes, but this Kylie seeps into me with a gaze. She is not disgusted by me. She loves me.

			She puts a finger to the scar on my face. “Is this bothering you again?”

			“I don’t know.” Actually, that’s a lie. What’s bothering me is the weird cosmic whisper I got just before I came here, which scared me more than my near-death memories, but I do not discuss cosmic topics with Kylie.

			Thankfully, she rolls with my faked ignorance and stays focused on my scar. “It’s just a line.” She moves a little deeper into the covers and puts her head on my chest, ear to my heart. “And evidence that you’re a miracle.”

			I enfold her in my arms and say nothing. No one in the real world cares that I’m a miracle, not since the doctors congratulated themselves and discharged me.

			“Seriously,” she says, and I can feel her words vibrate against my chest. “Do you want to talk about it?”

			Talking won’t help. Sometimes the truth cannot set you free. Sometimes, when the night is bad and the universe taunts me, I just need to be with my girlfriend.

			“I feel better now,” I say.

			Kylie breathes a contented sigh and snuggles against me. My body practically shivers with the ecstasy of being with her. She’s everything I need to live, and she’s not even real.

			*    *    *

			Here’s a story for you. Once upon a time there was this kid named Jonathan Aubrey. He was eight years old. He had a mom and a dad and a six-year-old sister, Tess, and an Auntie Carrie and Uncle Joey. One day they all got on a plane to Disney World. Except for Uncle Joey, who was on some business trip or other. It was going to be the funnest, most perfect trip of a lifetime. The airplane took off . . . and fell out of the sky into Boston Harbor. (Yes, the Tragedy in the Harbor, the famous crash they contrasted with the Miracle on the Hudson.)

			Little Jonathan was one of three people who survived. He spent three months at Massachusetts General Hospital in a coma, and when he woke up, they sent him home. Except there wasn’t anyone at home anymore. They were in the ground at Pine Street Cemetery, and he had missed all the funerals and everything.

			He went to live at Uncle Joey’s house instead. Uncle Joey tried to be good to Jonathan, but there was that business thing that often kept him away, and Uncle Joey was grieving just as bad because he’d lost Auntie Carrie.

			Jonathan didn’t come out of that coma the same way he went in. He had a little lag in his speech. He limped. He had burns and scars on parts of his body. Most of the ugly skin he kept covered with long sleeves and pants, even on days when it got to be almost a hundred degrees. But one uncoverable, ragged red scar ran from his eye to his jaw, and the marks of the stitches made a railroad track on his face. When he returned to school, kids were afraid of him. Teachers tried to be nice, but they just couldn’t stop every kid who whispered “Frankenstein.” Jonathan learned to take it quietly. At recess he’d sit on the monkey bars pretending he was part of everyone’s play, even though he got thoroughly ignored. He paid attention in school and liked his teachers, but teachers’ attention wasn’t enough, and they tried too hard to make him feel normal. He wanted so much to be asked to play kickball. The closest he got was when Hunter LeRoy made him fetch the ball out of some poison ivy, saying that if he got a rash, it couldn’t make him any uglier. He really said that. Hunter LeRoy is a jerk to this day.

			Jonathan would sit in his room in Uncle Joey’s house and stare out the window. Sometimes he would pretend the street crawled with kids fighting some kind of rebellion against alien invaders, and he was their leader. He would have friends and daring escapades with a healthy dose of heroics, and his scar would be a badge of honor, a war wound.

			One day he squeezed his eyes shut so tightly with longing that when he opened them . . . he was standing in the middle of a battle with a gun in his hands. There were people and aliens running in the street. Laser blasts shot craters into the manicured lawns. Tanks, helicopters, bodysuits full of gadgetry everywhere. He was wearing a bodysuit full of gadgetry. “Commander Aubrey!” someone yelled. Jonathan made a motion with his arm, and a dozen kid soldiers followed him down the street to fight the alien invaders.

			This new world was Jonathan-is-a-hero. He went there a lot. Until he figured out it was not the only world he could make.

			*    *    *

			I’m awake before Kylie, watching the red digital numbers count down the time till her alarm. Two more minutes.

			She has rolled away from me, forehead pressing against the wall, and most of the covers are bunched in her curled arms. I’m on my back, lying at the other edge of the bed, not touching her with my disturbed thoughts.

			I am here because something happened last night—a breath, a murmur, a shift in the earth, like everything under me slid a millimeter off center from where it should be, which is a weird feeling when everything looks perfectly normal and no sound at all has been made. But I got all creeped-out in a way I feel silly trying to explain, and the shiver I got was so powerful, it sent me scrambling out of bed and over to Kylie’s, just so she could put right the world.

			To a certain extent I just have to put up with weirdness in my totally weird life. Kylie fixed my mood, so all’s quiet on the western front this morning.

			I can’t reward her for her good deed by letting the squawk of the alarm wake her, so I carefully turn it off and roll myself over to fit my body to hers. She makes a little groany wake-up noise and pulls my arm over her.

			“What time is it?” she whispers.

			“Would you believe me if I said school’s canceled?”

			She takes a deep breath and sighs it out, and we lie there together, content for a moment before we roll back the covers and rise. We exchange a few kisses laced with morning breath, which are sweet anyway.

			“You okay?” she asks.

			“All better.” I convince her with a smile. She reflects it back at me, magnified by her beautifulness, and I come this close to dragging her back under the covers.

			With a final kiss she leaves for the bathroom. I slip out the window, replace the screen, and rebury the butter knife. Since witnesses are waking in the surrounding houses, I crouch in the bushes to vanish back to reality.

			Step one: Squeeze eyes closed.

			Step two: Picture world. (That would be the real world this time.)

			Step three: Open eyes.

			That’s all there is to it.

			I’m standing perfectly still in the woods behind Pennington High School, sensing the world around me. Nothing seems out of place. Relief carries away my tension like rain washing down a roof. Whatever was worrying me last night has passed.

			I trudge up a path through the woods to the school. Because my house is pretty far away, there wasn’t enough time to walk here and still get to class by the bell, so my sacrifice for a few hours earlier with Kylie is a shower at school.

			The back door is always open in the morning, so I sneak inside, grab stuff from my gym locker, and clean up. My shampoo’s not coconutty or pineappley, but it squelches any thoughts my scalp might have about starting a dandruff habit. I wore (mostly) clean jeans to Kylie’s last night, so they’re good to go again today, and the T-shirt I pull out of my backpack smells much better than the one I slept in. Okay. Ready to face another day.

			I push open the locker room door as someone else yanks from the outside. There’s a second of shock before I recognize the other guy and try to lighten things with a “Hey, Mark,” but he brushes past me like I’m not there. Not even a grunt of acknowledgment from the kid voted this year’s class chatterbox.

			This real-world invisible treatment, after so many years, has lost its sting. The locker room door shuts behind me, sealing me in the empty hallway. I shortcut to my E-Hall locker through the weight room, and a wall of mirrors announces that I, Jonathan Aubrey, do in fact exist. I create a reflection in a real mirror in the real world, so I can only assume I’m not actually invisible.

			Granted, invisibility would be a great superpower to have, but world-making will have to do, since it’s the power I got.

			There’s still about ten minutes before first period, so I take my time at my yellow-over-blue-over-brown-over-orange-painted locker. There are so many layers, the lockers stick when you open and close the doors. Pennington High School is something like sixty years old, a building that’s out of date without being charming. The desks and chairs are chiseled, and graffitied, and covered in the grime from thousands of student bodies. About half the windows are Plexiglas replacements that’ve yellowed with time.

			Fellow seniors in this hallway grab books and move on, talking about college plans, sports practice, homework they need to copy. When I feel that stalling another second at my locker will be overkill loser-ish, I slam the door shut and head off for a walk around the more crowded halls of freshmen, sophomores, and juniors, who take the bus and therefore arrive sooner. I’ll be just another anonymous walker until it’s safely late enough to grab my seat in first period.

			As usual, no one greets me in passing. No one looks at me in their rush to do whatever they need to do. I could be here or not, and the school day would go on just the same. I’m missed only by the computer that adds up the absences my teachers input when I’m gone to Kylie-Simms-is-my-girlfriend.

			I’m halfway up B-Hall when I see her talking to a teacher at the far end.

			The real Kylie Simms.

			She looks exactly like my Kylie, from her ponytail to the toes poking out of her sandals. Gorgeous. Athletic. Smart. Confident. Kind. A million other adjectives to fall in love with. She’s wearing a royal-blue T-shirt with a winged-foot logo and Pennington Track and Field in white. There’s a meet today, so all the track girls will be wearing them. Kylie is team captain and one of the top sprinters in the state. Her devotion to the sport is the reason I joined the track team myself in Kylie-Simms-is-my-girlfriend.

			I try not to stare at her, but I can’t help myself. One would think that having an exact Kylie copy all to myself in another world would satisfy my craving for her, but one would be dead wrong. My curiosity knows no bounds.

			She doesn’t spare a glance in my direction as I walk by. Not that I expect her to. Kylie Simms might be a nice girl, but she doesn’t have much reason to talk to a loner like me. As I keep going down the hall, forcing myself not to look back, I feel the small thrill of potential fading away. Whenever I see Kylie, there’s always the chance she’ll notice me, but I haven’t hit that lottery yet.

			How would she feel to know that in another world not only does Jonathan Aubrey love her but she loves him right back?

			It’s sick, I know. What I’ve done. But it’s all I have for happiness, and just thinking about Kylie in Kylie-Simms-is-my-girlfriend makes me realize I forgot to give her the yearbook form I picked up for her that’s due today. I look at my watch. Six minutes to first period is enough time for a quick errand.

			I duck into the nearest bathroom, second stall, and find it empty. Without wasting time I squeeze my eyes shut, picture the same exact bathroom in Kylie-Simms-is-my-girlfriend, and open them.

			I’m crouching on top of the toilet. Since this stall’s been locked for ages due to a broken flusher, it’s the safest place to switch worlds in a hurry. Before I can crawl out, the main door creaks open and then bangs closed. I’m stuck listening to the sounds of someone doing their business while at least a minute ticks by. When whoever it is finally finishes washing his hands and exits, I look again at my watch. I can still make it.

			After a careful listen to make sure I’m really alone, I climb off the toilet and under the locked stall door, ready to find Kylie.

			It doesn’t take long. School in Kylie-Simms-is-my-girlfriend appears pretty much the same as it does in the real world, so I’m not surprised to see a lot of the same people in this hallway as I did a moment ago. I expected to search for Kylie by her locker in D-Hall, but she’s here, in B-Hall not far from the doorway where real Kylie was talking to the teacher. She’s with Lilly DeMarco, who is also dressed in the blue-and-white Pennington High track shirt, and they’re headed my way. Some teeny part of my brain finds this odd, since Kylie isn’t usually this early for class, but I dismiss it so I can get back to the real world in time for my own class.

			Locker doors slam. Cell phone screens flash as students shield them from teachers. The hallway is backpacks and hair and books and voices. Arms brush in passing. I hold my books a little more tightly and prepare to greet Kylie with our usual peck on the lips. Her red-brown hair, tied up in a ponytail, sweeps back and forth with her stride. She flashes a smile at another track girl pulling books out of a locker. Lilly says something to make Kylie laugh.

			I’m smiling myself. I know I just saw her this morning, but sappy smiles just burst out whenever I see her. I slow my stride to meet up with them and offer that kiss. Kylie doesn’t take any notice of me. I’m right in front of her, but she keeps talking to Lilly as if I’m just another kid going to class. I’ve moved into the middle of the hallway to join her, and I get bumped by a freshman with an enormous backpack. I take a step to catch myself, and I’m touching Kylie. She finally looks at me and my smile, and as I lean toward her face, I sense that something is very, very not okay. I pull away, kiss aborted, and register the shock on her face. It might even be horror as her eyes travel down my scar.

			Lilly takes her arm and pulls her down the hall away from me. They giggle, exchange a few words I can’t hear. Kylie looks back at me strangely. Then they sort themselves into their separate classrooms.

			Slowly the realization of what has happened dawns on me. I think I’ve just done something I’ve never, ever done before. But how? HOW? I started the day in the real world and switched in the bathroom. I know I did. But somehow, maybe, I didn’t.

			I mixed up my worlds.

			I check the hallway for the truth, but my two school worlds are mostly the same except for track and Kylie. Maybe today they are a little too identical. Although my worlds contain the same people, they’re rarely doing the same exact things at the same exact times. The answer comes when Rob Finkelstein passes me. Rob is in my running group and a good friend in Kylie-Simms-is-my-girlfriend. He totally ignores me on his way down the hall.

			Oh, God. How did this happen?

			My gut twists and my tether to the real world goes slack. I lean against a locker and take a shaky breath. I just tried to kiss the real Kylie Simms. Lilly will tell the whole school by third period.

			Later I’ll have to go to real creative writing class and face Kylie. I think of how much we mean to each other in Kylie-Simms-is-my-girlfriend, how good it feels to run side by side for a few miles, to make out on the couch with the TV on mute, to talk for hours over hot chocolate at Lacy Pastry. The reminder that in reality I mean nothing to her at all makes me sick. I stumble back into the bathroom.

			I’m pretty sure nobody notices.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 2

			SINCE HIDING IN THE BATHROOM isn’t the best way to deal with a colossal screw-up, I decide to write myself a dismissal note. (I’m eighteen, and my school lets us “adults” do this.) I stumble home to Uncle Joey’s house, replaying my morning, my last night, trying to figure out what I did to end up in the real world trying to kiss the real Kylie Simms, dreading what she thinks of me. I’m sure I started school in the real world. In the bathroom I’m sure I switched worlds. Maybe I’ve gotten so casual about flipping back and forth that I forgot to do something I normally do. I can’t think what. I can’t think of a single thing I did wrong.

			My guess is that this is related to the creeped-out feelings that led me to Kylie’s last night, if only because I don’t believe in coincidences. Still, I managed to switch from Kylie-Simms-is-my-girlfriend to the real world just fine this morning. Why would things get messed up after that?

			Unless whatever I felt was the beginning of the end of something. Like when a person’s very sick, they might have this moment when they realize something’s wrong, and from that point on they have good days and bad days until the end. What if my world-making powers are dying, and instead of disappearing all at once, they’ll sputter and jerk through good days and bad days until they reach their end? In two short months, I’ll leave the Neverland that is high school and have to grow up. What if world-making works only for a kid?

			I’ll have to wait until I’m in my room to test that theory. If I blink out of this world while walking down the street, someone might see.

			When I reach home, I glance at the car Uncle Joey bought me, which sits in the driveway all red and shiny. In Kylie-Simms-is-my-girlfriend my car gets me a lot of attention, but I never drive it to school in the real world. I’d feel too weird showing up with a car that’s better than everyone else’s. It would beg people to talk about me behind my back.

			I press the key fob button to deactivate the house alarm, and enter through the mudroom. Uncle Joey’s house is something like four thousand square feet with five bedrooms and no people. Auntie Carrie was a few months pregnant when the plane crashed, so there’s a half-finished baby room upstairs. Uncle Joey has a first-floor master bedroom wing with an office and a marble bathroom, and I get the whole upstairs to rattle around in myself. The sum total of my stuff fills a medium-size moving box, so there are three rooms up there whose doors never get opened.

			As if I’m on my regular after-school routine, I pick up the home phone to check for the stuttering dial tone that means there’s a message, but it’s clear. I grab a cold slice of last night’s pizza from the fridge and sit at the breakfast bar. The whole kitchen reflects in the gleaming granite countertop. Although I’m not hungry, eating is something I can control, so I start to feel better.

			Because they’re staring at me, I thumb through the small stack of college applications on the breakfast bar. The idea of college—open minds and starting over—is very appealing. It’s like making a new world, except it would be real.

			Uncle Joey, who’s a Princeton grad and a Harvard MBA, has been helping me collect these applications. Since it’s April, I’ve missed practically all the deadlines, but it doesn’t matter much anyway. If I want to go to college, I’ve got to do summer school or a year of prep school to make up for the classes I’ve failed due to absences I’ve accrued by traveling to Kylie-Simms-is-my-girlfriend. Uncle Joey’s lawyer’s been fighting the school board about this, saying I’ve done enough satisfactory work to pass all my classes grade-wise.

			I’ve finished my pizza.

			By now my screwup will be all over the school.

			I want to go to Kylie-Simms-is-my-girlfriend just so I can talk with the Kylie who loves me about what happened, but of course I can’t do that. I talk to girlfriend Kylie about a great many things, but the real world is not one of them. She thinks Kylie-Simms-is-my-girlfriend is the real world, and I’m not sure what would happen if I told her it wasn’t.

			But enough of this. I can’t believe how nervous I am as I climb up the stairs and flop onto my unmade bed. The sun streams through the picture window over my desk and my unused computer. Most kids my age spend half their lives in that virtual world. They can’t make the worlds I do.

			Or did. I’m about to find out.

			I kick off my shoes and slide under the covers. I squeeze my eyes shut, hold them closed for several seconds of concentration, and open them on a world of gyrating bodies with low-cut tops and high-cut bottoms. In leather and vinyl and eyeliner, they grind away to the rhythm, flashing suggestive movements at one another.

			The scared part of me cries with relief. I can still switch worlds! The logical part says if I can, I need another explanation for what happened this morning.

			A vision of Kylie’s horrified, almost-kissed face comes to mind, but drains quickly away, like I’m watching her through a television darkening. My worry evaporates even as I try to hold on to it, reaching with all I am to keep focused. It’s been a while, so I forgot this would happen if I chose this world, but the creeping euphoria replaces everything else.

			Music pounds through the speakers and becomes my pulse. There is a camera crew and a sophisticated light and sound setup enhancing the dancing, increasing the sex factor, as the pop singer rounds her mouth over a tune. There are no takes. No breaks in the filming like there are in the real world. Just nonstop dancing and singing and rolling around on satin sheets. This world is simply Jonathan’s-smokin’-hot-dance-club. I made it when I was thirteen and crazy for “experience,” which would explain the embarrassing name. I hardly go here since I made Kylie-Simms-is-my-girlfriend. There isn’t any need.

			It takes only a few seconds for the first dancer to notice me. A wet-skinned woman with straight black hair and an outfit the size of an orange peel. She puts a finger under my chin and guides me forward. Sensation overwhelms me.

			Besides the rhythm, the dancing, the groping, there’s the intoxication. The world drowns my thoughts, like losing myself without the need to do drugs. The room tips a little to the side, but no one falls. We are all writhing and swinging, strobe lights and beat. Thick air weighs on my eyelids. I try to remember why I came to this world just now.

			It’s impossible to think clearly. So I don’t.

			*    *    *

			The alarm beeps way too early. After a long afternoon, a late night, and only a few hours’ sleep, my body aches with the spent effort of my visit to Jonathan’s-smokin’-hot-dance-club. I roll onto my side and pull the covers up to my chin. Now that I’m back in the real world, I’m feeling all kinds of awful.

			Regret for indulging in Jonathan’s-smokin’-hot-dance-club.

			Regret for yesterday in the hallway.

			Lucky me to awaken with the Kylie incident in my head. What hurts more than anything else is the way she looked at my scar, like it was contagious or something. How could I not have seen she wasn’t the right Kylie?

			Lying in bed is just an invitation for the nightmare to continue, so I drag myself from under the covers and go into my bathroom. While the water warms for a shower, I stare at my scar in the mirror. A pale, faded reminder of what the real world took and will never return.

			The shower feels good, like my layer of awfulness sloughs away and circles the drain. I towel off and throw on a long-sleeved shirt and jeans. When I reach for the sneakers I threw into the closet last night, I rest my hand on the silver shoebox instead. It lies on the floor, a little coffin for a pair of shoes Uncle Joey somehow ended up with and I stole back. My eight-year-old-me shoes. Dried now after their washing in the harbor when I was underwater for God knows how long. Every time I touch that box, I think of the mall, of my mom pressing down on my toes through the sneakers to see if the shoes fit.

			I don’t disturb the grave by opening the lid. I grab my eighteen-year-old-me shoes, tie them on, and head downstairs.

			I find a bottle of water to throw into my backpack with the books I brought home to do no homework last night. Uncle Joey hasn’t eaten the last green apple, so I swipe it on my way out the door for the walk to school.

			The morning is actually kind of beautiful. Mornings in April come earlier as the days lengthen, and there’s a cloud-reflected sunrise firing the sky. It’s a good omen against my hopelessness, and somewhere along the road I decide I’m going only to first and second period in the real world, just long enough to see the real Kylie in class and get whatever’s going to happen over with. Then I’ll finish the day in Kylie-Simms-is-my-girlfriend. Today is relay day at practice, and Kylie and I have finagled a way to be on the same team.

			At my E-Hall locker the door pops open on a gym bag swollen with clothes. My stomach sinks as I realize I skipped yesterday’s track meet in Kylie-Simms-is-my-girlfriend when I fled home. This is not good, even if the meet was in a world I made. Suddenly, seeing the real Kylie in class doesn’t seem as big a deal. I’ll be suspended from today’s practice for sure, and girlfriend Kylie will have to find someone else for her relay team. My penance for indulging yesterday in Jonathan’s-smokin’-hot-dance-club.

			Now I have two unpleasant situations scheduled for today—the real Kylie during second period, and Coach Pereira after school.

			Here is where one might think: If he made Kylie-Simms-is-my-girlfriend, why can’t he make the coach in that world blow off his absence? Answer: It doesn’t work that way. Once I make a world, it runs on its own. I could make a new Kylie-Simms-is-my-girlfriend with everything the same, except with a coach who loves his athletes to skip track meets, but it would get exhausting keeping track of every new world I made just because I messed something up. I don’t make worlds because I can’t take responsibility for my actions. I make them because I’m a sad, pathetic loner. There’s a difference.

			I grab my history book and creative writing notebook and begin the trek to Non-Western History with Ms. Sawyer. It’s an okay class that might be interesting if it weren’t full of noncollege types who never do any work but somehow still pass. (Yes, I took the class because that description fits me.) In Kylie-Simms-is-my-girlfriend, by contrast, I have first period AP Economics with Ms. Palumbo, my favorite class and teacher ever, which I’m barred from in the real world because I’ve failed too many classes due to absences.

			I’m one of the first to get to Non-Western History. Even though we’re seniors, we have assigned seats like we’re in first grade. Mine’s in the front by the door. That means everyone in the class gets the chance to walk by and totally ignore me. I’ve given up trying to catch their eyes on the way in. No one ever says hi.

			Class goes by in a whir of terms on the board, definitions in the notebook, a pop quiz on the reading no one did. As the clock ticks closer to the end bell, I get more and more nervous. What will Kylie do about the incident in the hall yesterday? I don’t know which would be worse, me finally making her radar or me still being gum on the floor of her control room.

			The bell rings. I’m about to find out.

			When I enter the hall, it’s stuffed with kids. A bunch of gossiping girls clogs the flow like a ten-car pileup. Somehow I get by them and through the busy crossroads of ramps and staircases between the original high school building and the addition. As I enter D-Hall, I’m on the lookout for Kylie. I’m maybe a few seconds later than usual, but in a world of bells and regular routes, it’s enough time to get a glimpse of Kylie before class. She’s at the classroom door. She scans the hallway, and her gaze lands on . . . me.

			Incapable of staring back at her, I find an important club notice on the wall to pseudo-read. I slow down as I walk by it, mentally kicking myself for having zero guts. When I’m too far to read any more without stopping, I turn toward Kylie, but she’s disappeared into the depths of creative writing.

			I cross the hall and slide into class. Finding a seat in here is always a challenge because Mr. Eckhart switches up the desk arrangement every day. Today, mercifully, the desks are in formal rows. He must have given a test last period. Kylie has grabbed a seat by the window next to her usual critique partners, Emily Eilson and Zach Odanhu. She’s greeting them, but her eyes catch mine in the instant before she sits. That’s twice now. I choose the desk farthest away from her in the corner by the book closet.

			In Kylie-Simms-is-my-girlfriend I sit with Kylie, Emily, and Zach.

			From here I can see her profile against the backdrop of the courtyard beyond the wall of windows. She thumbs through her notebook and opens it to a page that might be the poem we were supposed to polish for homework last night. Damn. I dig through my backpack for my own draft as the late bell rings. I find my notebook and my page of scribbled words and cross-outs. It’s not a poem for the ages, but if I had just copied it over neatly, I could have handed it in for credit. Mr. Eckhart is closing the door, his signal that class is beginning. I wish I had thought enough ahead to copy the poem over in Non-Western History, but now it’s too late.

			Mr. Eckhart is an older teacher, not about-to-retire older but not fresh out of teaching school either. He still has the energy to rearrange his classroom on a period by period basis, and he turns to us now and says, “Okay, writers. Circle it up.” I groan inwardly, but everyone else hops into action to help Eckhart make a giant circle of desks for the twenty or so people in the room. Because of our relative positions in the rows, Kylie and I end up on opposite sides of the circle. We are stuck for the whole class having each other in direct sight.

			“We’ll start with what we finished last night,” Eckhart says. He points to four pictures still taped to the board. The first is a lighthouse, the second a carousel, the third a plate of spaghetti, the fourth a gravestone. We had to choose one yesterday and write a poem about it in class using a set of figurative language rules. Then we were supposed to clean up the poem however we liked last night. “I’ll give you fifteen minutes to pair up with someone who did not choose the same picture you did. Give feedback, make notes, and we’ll come back together and talk about what you’ve written.”

			If I had known creative writing would involve so much finding of your own partners, I never would’ve taken the class. I usually end up with Kaitlyn Frost, who in the eyes of Pennington High School is an even bigger pathetic loser than me, and her writing is all about faeries and other stuff that third graders think about. Personally I don’t mind her, because I feel we both have a little understanding of loneliness, but I really, really have a hard time finding positive stuff to say about her writing.

			So, as usual, Kaitlyn asks me to partner with her, but she’s written about the lighthouse, same as me, and isn’t allowed to be my partner. She goes off to ask Luis Alves what picture he picked, and suddenly I’m alone. Everyone else is in pairs or threes exchanging poems. Eckhart sees me standing there, waits a few seconds to see what I and the class do, and then clears his throat. He’s always encouraging us to watch out for one another, not simply to fall into the safety of choosing our best friends for critique and forget about the rest of the class. The throat clearing means, Look up, class. Someone’s partnerless. It doesn’t happen often. Last time he cleared his throat was for Kaitlyn. As everyone’s attention focuses on me, I wish I could squeeze my eyes shut and wake up in a world without worlds.

			“Which picture did you pick?” someone asks. I think it’s Luis.

			“The lighthouse,” I say, knowing I won’t be able to work with him because Kaitlyn and her lighthouse have already claimed him. Why didn’t I just write about the spaghetti? Why didn’t I just lie and say I wrote about spaghetti so I could sit down and no one would be staring at me right now?

			Kylie, Emily, and Zach whisper to one another. Then Kylie stands up. “I did the gravestone.”

			Kylie Simms gathers her things to come partner with me.

			Kylie Simms smiles reassuringly at Emily and Zach as she leaves to come partner with me.

			Kylie Simms moves closer to me.

			We sit down in desks that touch each other.

			Her legs, her runner’s legs, are long and beautiful under her short skirt, and all but one sandal-clad foot disappears under the desktop when she sits and crosses her legs. I know those legs but I don’t know them. I know the hands that pass me a poem about a gravestone. They touched me just yesterday morning, but they’ve never touched me at all. I gave Kylie a ring for her seventeenth birthday, but there are no rings on these fingers.

			“Thanks,” I say, both for the poem she has passed me and for rescuing me from total annihilation.

			“Did you finish yours?” she asks, because she sees that my draft is scribbles.

			“Sort of.” I rip out the poem and hand it to her. She doesn’t say anything, just picks a few fringes off the edge and makes a tiny pile of them in the corner of her desk. If she’d entertained for a second the notion that I might be worth getting to know, I’ve spoiled it by being a complete and utter slob. She glances at her old critique partners, and I know she’d rather be sitting somewhere else.

			Everyone is already reading poems out loud to each other. Eckhart believes in hearing our words out loud. “Do you want me to go first?” Kylie asks.

			“Doesn’t matter.” Why can’t I be friendlier? I can’t believe how much this Kylie resembles my Kylie. Right down to the tropical scent in her hair, something I couldn’t have known when I made my Kylie, because I’ve never been close enough to smell her real hair before today.

			She squints at my scribbles and makes out the title. “The Lighthouse.” She huffs a little air through her nose as if commenting on my lack of title cleverness.

			THE LIGHTHOUSE

			by Jonathan Aubrey

			I see a lighthouse on the shore.

			I’ve never seen it lit before.

			Today, however, it is bright

			With guiding, misty lighthouse light.

			The boats go by it one by one,

			The fisherpeople having fun.

			They leave on time like floating clocks

			But do not dash upon the rocks

			Because they have the lighthouse lit

			They’re safe because they pass by it.

			She pauses to read it again to herself. I’m a little impressed she’s made out all the words through my editing marks. “I like ‘guiding, misty lighthouse light,’” she says, and I recognize the tone as the one I use with Kaitlyn Frost when she writes a unicorn poem.

			“Yeah, I surprised myself with that bit of brilliance.”

			She looks up from the page. Her eyes go to my scar, then move away. She reveals no awful reaction, just another person checking themselves in the act of staring at the mark of Frankenstein. “You don’t think much of your poem.”

			“There isn’t a lot of thinking to do about it. I mean, I tried, but I’m no poet.”

			“Well, it’s not the waste you think it is.” She holds the paper up between us and reads it aloud again. It’s so short, it takes only a few seconds. “You don’t hear that?”

			“Hear what?”

			“The rhyme, the meter. It’s good. Most people who try to write a poem with rhyme and rhythm mess up a beat or can’t find a word that exactly rhymes. Yours is perfect.”

			“Great. I have a career ahead of me as Dr. Seuss.”

			“That’s not what I mean.”

			“You can say it’s no good. I can take it. ‘Honesty is essential in critique.’” Eckhart’s mantra.

			“I am being honest.”

			She is. I know. It’s a bad poem, but she’s managed to find two good things to say about it. “Okay. So what should I do to improve it?”

			She stares at the words again, points to the last two lines. “This sounds a little weird without any punctuation and the two ‘because’es. All four of your last lines make a sentence, but the last line should be by itself. I would put a period after ‘lit.’ That way you have, ‘They’re safe because they pass by it’ as one sharp sentence ending the poem. It’s your message.”

			I take in the advice. It’s good. In Kylie-Simms-is-my-girlfriend I get this kind of advice all the time, but I thought for some reason I made Kylie smarter in my world than she is in the real world. Like the smell of her hair, it’s another thing I got right without knowing it.

			I take the paper from her and put in the suggested period. I don’t want to talk about my poem anymore. “Let’s do yours,” I say, and adjust the angle of her poem on my desk.

			MY TREE

			by Kylie Simms

			I brush fallen acorns from the hollow

			between root bumps where I sit sometimes

			sharing my day with you

			holding you.

			I squeeze my eyes closed

			and you are sharing your day with me

			holding me.

			Acorns need more like six inches

			than six feet.

			I dig the dirt and plant something,

			but you’re too deep to sprout back.

			“Wow,” I say, because I can’t say what I’m really thinking. I’m stuck on lines five through seven: “I squeeze my eyes closed / and you are sharing your day with me / holding me.”

			She’s making a world.

			The idea of Kylie Simms being a world-maker stops me cold. I know she can’t be, that in the poem the speaker is merely imagining that the dead person is with her, but Kylie could have used a million ways to describe it other than “I squeeze my eyes closed.”

			She’s waiting for me to say something constructive. “Wow” isn’t exactly helpful critique. I mentally shake myself and point to the title, which might be simple but is a hell of a lot more clever than mine. “I like ‘My Tree.’ At first you think the title means the tree she sits under, but then you come to the end, and the tree is the dead person. Her tree is what would grow from the acorn. Her lover is buried in the ground, and she wants him to grow back.”

			“What makes you think it’s a she talking about a lover?”

			It’s obvious, isn’t it? But I scan the poem and don’t find any gender-specific pronouns. Eckhart has told us over and over not to confuse an author with a speaker, but I just made Kylie the speaker of a poem that could have been about anybody. “Okay. Sorry. It could be a he, but whoever he or she is, there’s two mentions of holding each other.”

			“That doesn’t make them lovers.”

			“Are you saying they’re technically not lovers because maybe he or she loves him or her from afar? Fine. The speaker is in love with the dead person, whom he or she may or may not have slept with.”

			Kylie makes some kind of half snort, half laugh. “Can’t you think of any other people who might want to hold each other?”

			Now that she’s mentioned it, I guess there are other people who can hold each other. A parent and child. A sibling and sibling. Two best friends. Suddenly I’m overwhelmed by a memory of being very small and very sick, my mother and father letting me snuggle in their bed while we watch cartoons and they take turns pressing a cold cloth to my head. There was a time when people in the real world might have wanted to hold me, but I forgot how people can touch each other all the time. The only person who touches me lately is the girl sitting next to me, and it’s in the way I assumed when I read the poem.

			“So who’s the speaker?” I ask. “And who’s the dead person?”

			She reaches for her poem to take it back. Eckhart is in full hover mode, a sign that time’s almost up. Kylie simply shrugs. Whether she doesn’t know or just doesn’t want to share, I can’t tell.

			Eckhart claps his hands together. “Let’s re-circle, folks.”

			Kylie smiles like she’s apologizing for having to go, but she wastes no time gathering her things and returns to her faraway seat by Emily and Zach.

			The various pairs and threes grab desks and shift back into position. Eckhart claims his spot in the circle and starts on his left, asking for summaries of critique discussions. He mows through four people before getting to me.

			“Jonathan, let’s hear the poems from your group.”

			I hate reading my stuff out loud, but I’m used to it in this class. Everyone knows by now that I’m no writing star, that my work gets it done but isn’t an example of awesomeness. I read “The Lighthouse,” then Kylie reads “My Tree,” and then Eckhart asks her to talk about my poem.

			“‘The lighthouse keeps fisherpeople safe,’” she begins. “‘Fisherpeople,’ besides being a nod to political correctness, shows kind of a carefree attitude from the speaker. The rhyme and rhythm reinforce that, make it whimsical, like the poem shouldn’t be taken seriously. But the poem is very serious. It’s about a caring force out there keeping people safe. I think the most important line is ‘I’ve never seen it lit before.’ That says that for some reason the speaker feels he hasn’t been kept safe. The fact that he sees it lit today means he hopes he’s finally come under protection. The whole poem’s like a defense mechanism. The speaker uses a childish rhyme and meter to make it seem like protection is kind of a joke, but he’s hiding behind a carefree attitude only to make it seem like it’s no big deal to him if the lighthouse doesn’t protect him after all.”

			I’m stunned. That’s pretty deep psycho-crap from someone who didn’t say any of this to me in partners. I don’t even bring up the fact that my poem doesn’t have gender-specific pronouns either, so my speaker isn’t necessarily a he.

			The class takes Kylie’s reading and digests it thoughtfully with a few comments. Apparently they didn’t realize, as she did, that the poem is about my inner self longing for a lighthouse in my life.

			I don’t think it’s true, but I’m a little uneasy.

			Now it’s my turn to talk about Kylie’s poem. “It’s about a person sitting under a tree by a grave. The title is partly about the tree and partly about the dead person sprouting back to life like an acorn. The speaker may or may not be a she and may or not be the dead person’s lover.”

			It’s a little sarcastic, the way I say it, but I’m edgy and annoyed about the analysis I’ve just received, and I want this to be over. The class ignores my tone and does its chitchat thing about what the poem means and who the speaker and dead person could be, and Kylie graciously participates. Finally Eckhart asks, “How many of you have done something like Kylie describes, gone to a cemetery alone to be with a loved one?”

			A couple of people actually raise their hands. “My grandmother,” says one. “My dad,” says the other. A few people look at me. With my whole family in the ground, it might make sense that I’d visit them alone because there’s no one else left, but I never have. I’ve never visited them at all, not even with Uncle Joey. I can’t explain why.

			Mr. Eckhart, I think, doesn’t know about the plane crash, but he must sense the shift in mood, because he changes the subject. “Who did you intend as the speaker and person being mourned?” It’s the same question I asked, but she doesn’t shrug it off this time. She looks at me. The whole class can see where she’s focusing. An awkward couple of seconds pass. I think she’s going to say my name. That she put me in a graveyard to be with Mom and Dad and Tess and Auntie Carrie. Her eyes hold mine, and I stop breathing. Can’t swallow. She seems to be searching for her answer in my face. Her brow furrows in confusion. Her lips part slightly as she inhales with some inner revelation.

			“I . . . don’t know.”

			Everyone seems satisfied with that, so Eckhart moves on to the next poems, but Kylie won’t stop looking at me. She wrote a poem about me, and for some reason I feel guilty.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 3

			AFTER SCHOOL I GO TO Kylie-Simms-is-my-girlfriend and knock on Coach Pereira’s office door. There are dozens of kids in the gym hallway coming and going from the locker rooms. A bunch of runners at the far end review the relay lineup for today’s workout. Sprinters and distance runners, throwers and jumpers, boys and girls, all mixed up together. Yesterday’s meet was against a weak team, so for mercy’s sake some of our top people didn’t run, while others tried out events they’d never done before. Between yesterday and today the point is to get in some team bonding through understanding one another’s events.

			Even though yesterday’s meet wasn’t tough, we were all supposed to be there. I knock again, and this time Coach answers. “It’s open.”

			I turn the handle and walk in on a meeting he’s having with the girls’ head coach and the assistant coaches. They hold clipboards with rosters for the various field events.

			“Shut the door, Aubrey,” Coach says. I stand in the little nook behind it while the coaches finish their game plan for who officiates what today, and when the meeting breaks up, Coach and I are alone. I sit on his famous twill couch and brace myself.

			“What happened yesterday?” he asks.

			I haven’t really prepared an answer. How do you tell your coach you forgot your track meet because you confused your worlds?

			“I don’t know, Coach. I just . . . I just messed up.”

			He studies me. He’s not the kind of person who takes excuses, even good ones. Mine is a very far cry from a good one.

			Besides girlfriend Kylie, Coach Pereira is the only person, even in this world, who can look at my scar and not turn away for shame or pity or whatever else people feel when they see it. He looks at it now, stares at it, really, not shy that I know what he sees or can guess what he’s thinking. He’s making an excuse for me, and it has something to do with how messed up I am.

			“You want to talk about it?” he says.

			For the second time today I feel guilty. I shake my head and fight to maintain eye contact. Coach respects eye contact.

			He waits a few seconds in case I change my mind, then reaches for a clipboard. “We need someone to pick up the high jump bar today. I already put Jefferson in your relay spot.”

			“Okay, Coach.”

			“You know I’m always in this office if you want to talk.”

			“Okay, Coach.” When he rises, it’s my cue to get out. I pause with my hand on the door. The high jump bar punishment is embarrassing but generous, coming from him. “Thanks, Coach.” I head straight out to the track.

			Usually the boys’ team and the girls’ team warm up separately, two massive swarms of kids, with slower runners petering out in the back like comet tails. Today everyone’s been told to warm up and stretch in relay teams, so there are small-group satellites with batons circling the track. Some are doing passing drills with the stick.

			Although there’s more than a hundred kids out here, I spot Kylie right away. She, Paul Jefferson, Ginny Hamleigh, and Nathan Chen finish their warm-up jog and sit on the infield to stretch. I want to sit with them, but they’re doing the team bonding thing, and I’m an outcast for the day. Instead I go over to the high jump to help Coach Tambini, who is adjusting the standards to set the bar at starting height.

			“I got the bar today, Coach,” I say.

			He pretends like he doesn’t know I’m in trouble for skipping yesterday, even though he just saw me in Pereira’s office. “Thanks,” he says, like I’m doing him a favor.

			The warm-up period ends. Teams are called to the starting line and arranged in heats for the first race, the four-by-one-hundred meters. High jump designees from several teams start arriving and getting their steps. I volunteer to hold the tape measure for some and spot takeoffs for others. I’m so busy helping, I almost miss Kylie marking off her own steps in the track’s third passing zone just meters away. She makes a disappointed face at me and puffs out her lower lip in sympathy for my doghouse status. It should be me passing the baton to her, but I see Paul Jefferson in the second exchange zone ready to go.

			The starting gun fires, and Ginny Hamleigh emerges somewhere in the middle of the stagger. She gains ground on the runners to her outside but gets passed by Tom Aguirre, one of the top boy sprinters at Pennington. Nathan Chen takes the baton from Ginny in the first exchange zone, almost running away from her, but thankfully they don’t drop it. In a real meet teams keep a decently consistent pace all the way around, but this race has people in it who aren’t normally sprinters. Nathan Chen is a two-miler, and he doesn’t have sprint wheels. By the time he gets to Paul Jefferson, a javelin thrower, their team is in fourth or fifth place.

			Paul doesn’t know how to get off the line, so Nathan plows right into him. The baton clanks to the track. Paul has to run back to retrieve it. He’s pretty fast, though, for a thrower who never runs, and since no one else had a good handoff either, when he approaches Kylie, he’s back in the thick of things. Kylie times her takeoff perfectly and reaches back for the baton without breaking stride. She passes two teams in the exchange zone and sets off after the leaders.

			She has only a hundred meters to close a considerable gap, but she’s doing it. People run down the infield shouting at the racers. The finish line is at the opposite side of the track from the high jump, so I don’t see the finish in the mass of people. A cheer goes up.

			Coach Tambini marks off someone’s clear of the bar and smiles at me. Impressed that I managed to snag such a fine girlfriend. For the moment I puff with pride.

			The relay pseudo-meet takes about an hour and a half, and when the equipment is all picked up, I wait for Kylie in my fancy red Uncle Joey car. By the time she plops down in the passenger seat, there are only a few athletes left in the senior lot. She clicks her seat belt firmly into place. I haven’t fastened mine. I rarely do, despite the law. Seat belts make me feel trapped.

			I start the car and let it idle, not ready to drive her home.

			“We could’ve used you on the four-by-eight,” she says. She means she missed me.

			I place my hands on the steering wheel and watch a couple of sophomores walk over to the rotary to wait for their ride. “I’m sorry. I screwed up.”

			She settles back into her seat and watches the sophomores too. “I worried the whole meet and all night when you didn’t answer your phone,” she says. “Why didn’t you at least call me?”

			I would have called her if I’d been in her world, but my real-world phone just doesn’t reach this far, and Jonathan’s-smokin’-hot-dance-club made me forget anyway. She thinks that when I disappear I’m taking depressed alone time. She thinks I need solitude to deal with life. I don’t correct her, because the alternative is to tell her I’m in a different world.

			“Do you have your creative writing notebook with you?” I ask.

			“What does that have to do with you not calling me?”

			“Do you have your poem you wrote for today?”

			She exhales impatiently. “Yes.”

			“Can I see it?”

			She turns and gets up on her knees to dig through the backpack she flung into the backseat. Her body fills the space between the front seats, brushes against me, and I smell the sweat and dirt of the track meet mixed with that tropical something both Kylies like putting in their hair.

			She pulls out a piece of notebook paper and falls back into the passenger seat. “Why do you want this?”

			I’m not sure I do, but I need to check. I reach for it, but she pulls it toward the window, away from me. “Jonathan, what’s wrong?”

			“Nothing.”

			“You tell me not to worry when you disappear, but you’ve never missed a meet.”

			“I’m fine.”

			“Are you really?”

			“I will be when you let me see that.” I point to the poem.

			She sighs and hands it over. I unfold it and read.

			MY TREE

			by Kylie Simms

			I brush fallen acorns from the hollow

			between root bumps where I sit sometimes

			sharing my day with you

			holding you.

			I squeeze my eyes closed

			and you are sharing your day with me

			holding me.

			Acorns need more like six inches

			than six feet.

			I dig the dirt and plant something,

			But you’re too deep to sprout back.

			Although I don’t have the other Kylie’s poem for comparison, it appears that this version, which was written by my totally separate girlfriend in a totally separate world, is an exact match. Nothing like this has ever happened before.
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