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For Michael, who held the door open for me



15,000,000,000 LY

I SAT BESIDE THE WINDOW pretending to read Plato’s Republic as the rest of the passengers boarding Flight 1184 zombie-walked to their seats. The woman next to me refused to lower her armrest, and the chemical sweetness of her perfume coated my tongue and the back of my throat. I considered both acts of war.

In the aisle seat a middle-aged frat bro babbled on his phone, shamelessly describing every horrifying detail of his previous night’s date, including how drunk he’d gotten the girl he’d taken home. And he ended each sentence with “like, awesome, right?”

It sounded less, like, awesome, and more like date rape.

“Flying alone?” asked the perfume terrorist. She had a Chihuahua face—all bulging eyes and tiny teeth—and wore her hair in a helmet of brassy curls.

“Yeah,” I said. “I’m searching for someone.”

“And they’re in Seattle?”

“I don’t know,” I said. “Which is why I’m searching for him rather than meeting him.” I wasn’t exactly trying to be rude, but I hated flying. I understood the mechanics, knew my risk of dying in a car was far greater than in a plane, but cramming a couple hundred sweaty, obnoxious people into a metal tube that cruised through the air at five hundred and fifty miles per hour short-circuited my rational brain and loosed the primal, terrified aspect that didn’t grasp science and assumed flying the unholy product of black magic. Reading and not having to make small talk kept me calmish. Not that my oblivious seatmate had noticed.

The woman tapped my book with a well-manicured fingernail. “It’s nice to see a young man reading instead of staring at a phone.”

“Let me tell you about cell phones,” I said. “They’re two-way communication devices designed to slurp up your private personal information through their cameras and microphones and myriad sensors, then blast that data into the air for any determined creep to snatch and paw through. You believe no one is watching because it helps you sleep at night, but someone is always watching. And listening and collecting your GPS coordinates, from which they can extrapolate that you swing by Starbucks every morning on your drive to work, except on Fridays when you take the long way so you can grab a tasty breakfast sandwich. Phones are doors into our lives, and the government keeps copies of all the keys.”

The woman smiled, her coral lips taut, and lowered the armrest.

Finally.

But I hadn’t really spoken to anyone in so long that instead of returning to my book, I kept talking.

“My boyfriend disappeared,” I said. I peered over the seats at a gangly flight attendant near the cockpit who was facing the exit, gesturing at someone with his hands.

“Thomas Ross. He’s who I’m hoping to find in Seattle.” The flight attendant glanced over his shoulder, his hawkish nose a compass needle pointing directly at me.

“Interesting,” the woman said, though her tone said otherwise.

“Tommy vanished two months ago. I’m the only person looking for him. Not the police or our friends. Not even his parents. He disappeared and they’ve stitched closed the hole in their lives; continued attending their everyone-wins-a-trophy soccer games and forced family suppers, because to them, he never existed.”

The flight attendant slid into the galley to allow a red-faced sheriff’s deputy wearing a hunter-green uniform onto the plane. A burnished gold star hung over his left breast pocket, and he carried a gun clipped to a belt strapped around his waist.

The sheriff’s officer floated down the aisle, his shiny shaved head swiveling from side to side, scanning each traveler like he possessed a Heads-Up-Display feeding him their names and personal details.

“Tommy’d earned a 3.98 GPA,” I said. “He worked as the assistant editor for the Cloud Lake High Tribune, kicked ass on the debate team. And I’m certain he loved me. It’s the only thing I’m certain of. He wouldn’t have just left.”

The woman, and everyone else on the plane, watched the cop shamble in my direction.

“Teenagers often make rash decisions,” the woman said. “Your friend will turn up.”

Turn up. Like a missing sock or the Batman action figure my older brother had hidden from me when we were younger. Like Tommy wasn’t missing but had simply been misplaced.

“Also,” I said, “the universe is shrinking.”

The sheriff’s officer stopped at my row and faced me. His name tag read BANEGAS. “Oswald Pinkerton? I need you to come with me.”

“No Oswald Pinkerton here,” I said. “Maybe he’s on a different flight.”

The cop puffed out his chest, trying to conjure the illusion that he was tough, but his arms looked like the only thing they were used to lifting was a television remote. “Don’t be difficult, kid.”

“Perhaps you should do as he asks,” the woman said. She tucked her legs under the seat so I could, what, crawl over her?

“Let’s go, Oswald.” Officer Banegas moved aside to allow my seatmates to shuffle into the aisle and clear me a path.

So close. One flight, with a layover in Atlanta, from finding Tommy. Or from crossing off another place he wasn’t and further crushing my remaining hope of ever seeing my boyfriend again. If Palm Beach County’s Least Competent had stopped for coffee or taken a detour to the toilet to feed the sewer gators, the flight attendant would’ve shut the doors, the pilot would’ve taxied to the runway, and I’d have escaped. But maybe this was better. If I’d gone and hadn’t found Tommy, I might have been forced to entertain the possibility that he’d vanished for good. This way, I could continue believing I’d find him.

I sighed, grabbed my backpack, tossed the Republic inside, and followed the deputy off the plane.

Banegas clapped his hand on my shoulder, leaving me no choice but to accept my temporary defeat. The hatch clunked shut, and I resisted the urge to turn around. My feet weighed a hundred pounds each. Clearly, God had cranked up the gravity.

The terminal—with its gaudy, outdated palm-tree-and-pastel Florida decor—greeted us as we exited the jet bridge. Deputy Banegas guided me to a seat in front of the windows with a view of the runway.

“Wait here,” Banegas said. He moved off to the side and mumbled into his shoulder radio.

My plane backed away from the terminal to begin its journey.

My plane.

I’d planned my getaway perfectly. I’d convinced my parents that Lua, Dustin, and I were road-tripping to Universal Studios for the weekend, and I’d begged Lua to cover for me even though I wouldn’t tell her where I was going. She’d reluctantly agreed after extracting a promise that I’d explain everything when I returned.

I’d paid for the plane ticket using a prepaid credit card and found a place to crash using HouseStay to avoid having to deal with a front-desk clerk who might question my age. I’d even downloaded Seattle public transportation apps and devised an efficient search pattern that would have allowed me to best utilize my time.

But despite my planning, my plane was flying away without me, and my parents were definitely going to ground me, probably forever.

My life’s pathetic theme song repeated in my head. You failed. You failed. You’re a loser and you failed. Dada da doo dee.

Lua could’ve written better lyrics, but the beat didn’t suck.

Officer Banegas loomed over me. “Come on,” he said. “We’ll wait for your parents in the security office.”

“Can I watch my plane take off at least?” I asked. “Please?”

“Whatever, Oswald.”

“Ozzie,” I said. “Only people who hate me call me Oswald.”

“Fine,” Banegas said, annoyed or bored or wishing he’d called in sick. Then he smirked and added, “Oswald.”

I walked to the window. My breath fogged the glass as the last feeble rays of the day lit the sky to the west with the colors of orange-and-pink swirled sorbet. I tracked my plane as it turned at the end of the runway. The wing flaps extended. I’d always wondered at their purpose, but never enough to bother looking it up. I considered asking Deputy Banegas, but he struck me as the type who’d cheated his way through college and had only joined the police force because he thought carrying a gun would be cool, then had been disappointed to discover the job consisted mostly of filling out paperwork and offered depressingly few opportunities to actually shoot people.

“How’d my parents find me?”

“Hell if I know,” Officer Banegas said.

“Oh.”

My plane’s twin engines roared. I couldn’t hear them inside the terminal, but I imagined their growl as the blades spun madly, faster and faster, struggling to reach critical speed before the road ended. I imagined myself still buckled into my seat, gripping the armrests, trying to ignore my seatmate’s fragrance offensive and banal chatter.

The front wheels lifted as the nose pitched up. The air pressure over the top of the wings decreased, allowing my plane to defy gravity. It soared into the sky while I remained rooted to the earth.

Deputy Banegas tapped my shoulder. “Come on, kid.”

“Sure.” I retrieved my backpack and followed Banegas. We’d reached the lone shop in the center of the terminal when the shouting began. People ran to the windows. I ran to the windows.

Banegas yelled after me, cussing and huffing. I ignored him.

I pressed my face to the glass, crowded on both sides by travelers and airport personnel, and watched my plane tumble from the sky and crash into Southern Boulevard on the far side of the fence separating the runway from the road.

I didn’t think about the individuals who died—the perfume bomber, the frat-bro date rapist, the passengers who’d watched Officer Banegas perp-walk me off the plane—only that they burned beautifully.

Then the floor shook; the windows rattled.

Someone screamed, breaking the held-breath paralysis that felt like it had stretched across infinite days though had lasted but the length of a frantic heartbeat.

Officer Banegas’s radio squawked. He stood to my right, his arms limp, his eyes wide, watching the nightmare through the glass like it was a TV screen rather than a window.

“Holy shit,” he said.

Panic spread like a plague. Rumple-suited businessmen with phones permanently attached to their ears, weary parents and hyper children, heartsick halves of couples desperate to reunite with their missed loved ones, usually ornery ticket agents, and every spectrum of humanity between. None were immune. They screamed and huddled under rows of seats and ran and cried, their actions ineffectual. Their tears inadequate to douse my plane’s beautiful fire.

I didn’t cry.

Not me.

I laughed.

And laughed and laughed and laughed.

It took two paramedics and a shot of something “for my nerves” to dam my laughter, but far more effort to finally quench the flames.



14,575,000,000 LY

DR. TAYLOR DAWSON REMINDED ME OF Beaker from The Muppet Show—all lanky with wild red hair and bulbous, paranoid eyes. How the hell was I supposed to take a man who looked like a Muppet seriously? Meep meep, motherfucker.

“Do you know why you’re here, Ozzie?” Dr. Dawson sat in a spacious flannel chair with a legal pad balanced on his knee. He was the first of my many therapists to favor paper over a touch-screen tablet.

The therapists my parents forced me to see always wanted to know why I thought I was there. Sometimes I claimed my parents had too much money and an overwhelming sense of suburban guilt. Other times I said it was because my brother had freaked out when I’d boarded my windows and taped cardboard over the air vents to keep government spies from spraying me with poison. I most enjoyed informing them they were nothing but the next name on a list; an alphabetical convenience. Everyone deserved to understand their place in the universe, including two-hundred-dollar-per-hour psychologists with tacky, generic paintings hanging on their walls.

Which is exactly what I told him. “You were the next name on the list of psychologists approved by my parents’ insurance. After Conklin, but before Dewey.”

Dr. Dawson scribbled a note on his pad. “I see you have a healthy sense of humor.”

“I don’t find this funny,” I said. “I’m missing work to waste my time talking to you.”

“You believe this session a waste of time?”

“Of course.”

“Why?”

I cleared my throat. “This is a waste of time because we’re going to spend the next”—I checked the time on my phone—“twenty-nine minutes discussing my parents and my brother and possibly the crash of Flight 1184, because everyone seems to want to know about that, after which I’ll tell my parents you’re a quack or that you leered at me or wore cologne that gave me a headache, and they’ll schedule an appointment with the next doctor on the list, who will ask me the same stupid questions as you, and to whom I’ll give the same stupid answers.”

Dr. Dawson’s face remained impassively goofy. “Therapy only works if you participate.”

“Is that so?”

“It is,” Dawson said.

I raised my hands over my head. “Then let’s make with the healing, Doc.”

Dr. Dawson wrote another note. Dear Diary, patient is combative and entirely too chatty. I recommend intensive electroshock treatments and a full frontal lobotomy.

“Why don’t we start with your parents?” he said.

“Fantastic.”

“Do you get along with them?”

“Meh . . . ,” I said. “The real problem is they don’t get along with each other. Which is why they’re getting a divorce.”

Dr. Dawson nodded along. “Does that upset you?”

“Why should it? I’m leaving for college after graduation—probably—and Renny’s shipping out for basic training in a month.”

“Renny is . . . ?”

“My brother, Warren, but everyone calls him Renny.”

“Are you two close?”

“I have this recurring dream where I’m sailing a boat on a chocolate pudding sea. Renny flies overhead on a missile equipped with a saddle and stirrups, toward a village inhabited by man-sized, flesh-eating emus. He yells that he really loves scrambled eggs before the missile strikes the emu village and explodes.”

“Are you worried about your brother joining the military?”

“I’m worried he’s going to shoot his foot off,” I said. “I’m worried he’s going to be the guy everyone hates and who winds up eating his gun from shame. I’m worried the army is going to strip away the things that make him my brother and return him to us as a hollowed-out shell of a human being.”

Dr. Dawson’s eyebrow twitched, but he refrained from writing down what I’d said, though it probably killed him a little. “It’s clear you have complex feelings regarding your brother, and I’d like to unpack those during our next session, but right now I’d like to discuss Thomas Ross.”

“Or we could talk about something else.” I wriggled in the leather Judas chair I’d been forced to endure, trying to find a comfortable spot. “For instance, were you aware Maya Angelou worked briefly as both a madam and a prostitute? Or that D. H. Lawrence climbed trees in the nude to combat writer’s block? I’ve never had writer’s block—not that I write, I’m more of a reader—but I doubt buck-naked tree climbing would help if I did. I should give it a try.”

Dr. Dawson nodded appreciatively. “Why do you believe you’re the only person who remembers Thomas Ross?” Clearly my non sequitur had failed to deter Dawson. It had worked on Dr. Askari, though it honestly hadn’t taken great effort to derail her thought train.

“I’m not crazy,” I said.

“No one is suggesting you are.”

“Aren’t you, though? Isn’t that why I’m here? Parents of perfectly sane kids don’t send them to therapy.”

Dr. Dawson frowned. “Of course they do. Therapy helps people sort through complex thoughts and emotions. Think of therapy as an antibiotic for the mind.”

“So you’re saying I’m diseased? That I’ve got a mental infection?”

“That’s not what I’m saying at all,” Dr. Dawson said. “And I think you’re smart enough to know that.” He moved his legal pad to the side table, giving me his full attention. “Now, why don’t you tell me about Thomas Ross.”

Dawson wasn’t the first persistent therapist I’d encountered. Dr. Butte had evaded my attempts to dodge her questions too. To fluster her, I’d had to resort to asking her how often was too often for someone my age to masturbate in one day.

“What’s to know? I met Tommy in second grade. He kissed me in eighth. He was my boyfriend and best friend. July third, he existed; July fourth, he didn’t. Not even his parents remember him.”

“Why do you?”

“Because God has a warped sense of humor? How should I know?”

“Do you have a theory?”

“I have a lot of theories.”

“Tell me one.”

As therapists went, I kind of admired Dr. Dawson’s tenacity, but he wanted to know about Tommy. He’d probably ask about Flight 1184 before our hour was up, which necessitated this being our one and only session. It also meant it couldn’t hurt to indulge him a little.

“Have you ever heard of a false vacuum?” I asked.

“I have not.”

“The scientific explanation, which I have to admit I probably don’t understand as well as I should, describes the stability of our universe as the result of resting in the lowest possible energy state. A false vacuum is one in which it only appears we’re in the lowest energy state, until a vacuum metastability event occurs, knocking us into an even lower state.” It’d taken me a long time to wrap my brain around the science, and I figured it probably didn’t make much sense to Dr. Dawson either. Which he confirmed.

“I’m not sure I understand,” he said.

“Imagine the universe is a pot of nearly boiling water. The bubbles on the bottom of the pot are other universes that appear real and stable to their inhabitants, but which, in reality, are not. Eventually, those bubbles rise to the surface and pop. That’s a false vacuum.”

Dr. Dawson’s hand twitched. “And you believe we’re living in a bubble on the verge of bursting?”

“It’s a theory.”

“But how does that account for Thomas Ross’s disappearance?”

I’d said more than I’d meant to, but I’d already decided to tell my parents Dr. Dawson fell asleep during our session as my excuse for not wanting to see him again, so it didn’t matter.

“If our universe is a false vacuum, then maybe the people living in the real universe are trying to warn me.”

Dr. Dawson uncrossed his legs and recrossed them, resting his hands in his lap. “So your theory is that the inhabitants of the true universe have stolen your boyfriend and left you the sole custodian of his memories in order to send you a message?”

“Like I said, it’s one possibility. Besides, there are other weird events.”

“Flight 1184?”

Shit. I’d walked right into that one. “Sure.”

“Do you feel up to discussing it?”

“Why not? I’ll always remember those long, meaningful talks I had with the FAA investigators as the highlight of my nearly brief life.”

Dawson retrieved his notepad. I swear he actually looked relieved to hold it again. “The police report states you were laughing after the plane went down.”

“Went down.” I shook my head. “Why does everyone go to such ludicrous lengths to avoid saying ‘crash’? They say the plane ‘went down’ or ‘fell’ or, my personal favorite, ‘attempted an uncontrolled emergency landing.’ The fact is the plane crashed. It crashed into the ground, killing a hundred and sixty-seven people. A hundred and fifty-five in the plane, and twelve on the road it crashed into. If Renny hadn’t snooped on my computer and ratted me out to my parents, the death toll would’ve been one sixty-eight.”

“Why were you laughing, Ozzie?”

The FAA investigators had asked me the same question a hundred different ways. I think they believed my laughter was an indication I’d caused the crash or been involved in some way, but they hadn’t found a speck of evidence I’d been responsible. After they released me, my friends and parents constantly told me how lucky I was fate had plucked me from my uncomfortable seat on the express flight to a fiery death. But I didn’t feel lucky.

Dawson patiently waited for my answer. Less than ten minutes of our session remained, and I had nothing to lose.

So I said, “You want to know why I was laughing?”

He nodded. “I do.”

“Because I went looking for Tommy and the universe killed a plane full of people to suggest I stay in Cloud Lake. Don’t you think that’s funny?”

Dr. Dawson glanced at his notepad, then at me. “No, Ozzie, I don’t.”

“Well, I think it’s hilarious,” I said. “Especially if it’s true.”



TOMMY

TOMMY’S SKIN IS HOT. HE is a heat-generating star. His radiation accumulates in my cells, breaking them down, breaking me down, twisting my DNA into tight double-helix knots. His umber skin contrasts against my pale Florida-sun-defying complexion. Our bodies form a T—Tommy’s head on my stomach—our faces turned toward the sky.

“You ever think the moon might want to kill us, Oz?” Tommy’s voice rumbles in his chest, deep as the Mariana Trench, more buttery than my mom’s chocolate chip cookies.

“Uh . . . no?”

He glances at me, the whites of his eyes wide. “Come on. Look at that shifty rock. Are you really trying to tell me she’s not scheming ways to bump us off?”

I wiggle left, away from the shell digging into my spine. Sweat pools on my stomach under Tommy’s radiator skull. “I’m pretty sure the moon isn’t plotting genocide. Because it’s a rock.”

“Nah,” Tommy says. “She’s biding her time, waiting for the perfect opportunity to knock Earth from orbit and take her rightful place around the sun.”

“You’re so weird.”

“That’s why you love me.”

A wave splashes over my toes, washing them with the salty aroma of fish and seaweed. We should think about heading home, but it’s already so far past my curfew that a few more minutes won’t save me from my parents’ sensible lecture about staying out too late. Tommy’s curfew changes depending on his father’s state of drunkenness, and failure to return home by Mr. Ross’s whimsical and unknowable deadline could earn Tommy a shiner or worse.

Tommy’s father is an asshole.

“You still taking the PSATs Saturday?” Tommy asks.

“Unfortunately.”

“Your mom driving you?” I nod. “Can I catch a ride?”

“No way. Take the bus, scrub.” I laugh and rub my hand along Tommy’s bare chest, tracing his dense muscles, pretending I don’t notice him flexing. “We’ll swing by around seven.” I twist my neck to glance at Tommy, but he’s still staring at the moon. “What changed your mind?”

Tommy shrugs. “Pop wants me to work at the garage with him over the summer. He said it’s time for me to learn a trade.”

“You? A mechanic?” Tommy could recite the names of every US president, explain the differences between parthenogenetic and apomictic asexual reproduction, and whip out an expert essay on the troubling racism present in the works of H. P. Lovecraft in an hour, but his impressive stockpile of knowledge doesn’t include how to repair combustion engines.

“Right?” Tommy says. “I don’t know dick about cars.”

“You definitely know more about dick than cars.”

“Never heard you complain.”

I grope for Tommy’s hand in the dark and lace our fingers together. His hands and feet are always cold. Like his heart and brain hoard his body’s warmth, leaving his extremities to freeze.

“You think taking the PSATs will keep you from having to work with your dad?”

“No, but I have to do something,” Tommy says. “Sometimes I feel like I’m floating alone in the ocean. Other times I feel like the ocean’s in a paper cup.” He squeezes my hand. “I refuse to end up like my folks. But what if Cloud Lake’s all there is? What if this is it?”

“Would that be so terrible?”

“Not if we’re together, but I’d rather start our lives somewhere else.”

“Where?”

Tommy stretches. He sighs. “Anywhere, Ozzie. Anywhere is better than here.”



14,380,000,000 LY

I JERKED AWAKE, CONFUSED AND disoriented. I’d fallen asleep sitting at my desk, and my stiff neck protested when I turned it. My laptop’s screensaver shone the only light in my room—the rainbow swirls bouncing from one edge of the screen to another, morphing and changing colors as they sought to escape.

I stretched, rubbed the crusty sleep from my eyes. I checked the time on my phone. 1:43 a.m.

I’d been writing down my memories of Tommy, trying to recapture the history we’d lost. I’d always kept a journal, but when Tommy disappeared, the entries had all changed, and I was determined to record everything I remembered so I’d never forget. It was more difficult than I thought it would be. I hadn’t safeguarded my memories of Tommy, because I figured we’d always be together making new ones.

My parents hadn’t woken me. Since the oh-God-what-are-you-doing?-Why-didn’t-I-knock? incident, my mom rarely entered my bedroom anymore. I think the mess also bothered her. But there’s a difference between messy and dirty. Dirty implies used plates under the bed and layers of dust on the furniture and crumbs of past meals embedded in the carpet. All of which described Renny’s room, not mine. My room was merely a bit disorganized. Stacks of library books teetered on the edges of my desk, clothes waiting to be folded sat in a lump on the foot of my bed, notebooks and journals and more books stood atop my nightstand and TV and on the floor.

Neatness is the trademark of a boring mind.

I woke my computer and called up the folders containing my where-did-Tommy-go? sites. Links to information about the places Tommy and I had dreamed of visiting. Countries and cities we’d spent hours discussing in hushed voices, planning for the day we could leave Cloud Lake and disappear into the anonymous crowds.

Each folder had a different name. “Maybe” for places Tommy had mentioned. “In the realm of possibility” for vague areas he’d thought had sounded interesting—Meyrin, Switzerland, for example, because he wanted to tour CERN. “Likely candidates” for locations Tommy had spoken of often, which included Boulder, Colorado; Savannah, Georgia; and the Grand Canyon.

Each of the folders contained countless bookmarked sites I’d culled over long, sleepless nights, but the most important folder—named “Tommy’s Favorites”—held only two links. One for each of the two locations Tommy had spoken of most frequently. The first was Larung Valley, located in Sertar County of Garze Tibetan Autonomous Prefecture, in China—a makeshift city consisting of thousands of tiny wood houses, home to forty thousand Buddhist monks, and one of the largest Buddhist institutes in the world. The second was Seattle.

Tommy could have run away to China, but it was far easier for an unaccompanied teenager to book a domestic flight than an international one.

Sometimes I wondered what might have happened if I’d hopped on a plane to China rather than Seattle. Whether that plane would have crashed instead of Flight 1184.

I had another folder with different bookmarked pages. Websites for theories about what might have happened to Tommy if he hadn’t run away. Like the one describing false vacuums. Another explained how time travel might work in case it turned out assassins from the future had somehow erased Tommy from the timeline. Still another was all about the existence of the multiverse and how every choice we make causes the universe to split and branch off infinitely. Each theory was less plausible than the last, and it was easier to believe that Tommy had run away and somehow managed to erase himself from everyone’s memories but mine because it left me the possibility that I could find him. But the truth was that I had no idea where Tommy had gone or how to get him back.

My bladder ached, so I padded down the hallway to the bathroom. The dark house slept less fitfully than I. Renny’s bedroom door stood half-open, his snores a stuffy rumble in the otherwise quiet night. He’d left his TV on again, the volume muted, and the frenetic dance of lights and shadows lit Warren’s room enough for me to see him in his bed, tangled in his sheets, still wearing his headphones.

Renny’s open door wasn’t an invitation, but a remnant of his boyhood fears. When we were younger, he’d forced me to watch scary movies with him. They’d never frightened me, but Renny’s imagination conjured glassy-eyed, horned demons from every corner and shadow, and after my parents had gone to bed, Warren would sneak into my room and sleep on my floor. In the morning he’d tell Mom and Dad I’d begged him to do it, and I’d never contradicted him.

Of all the horror movies we’d watched, I loved The Texas Chainsaw Massacre best. And not that craptastic remake, either. My favorite part is the scene where Kirk is peeking through the screen door at the front of the house—during which Renny had screamed “There’re skulls on the wall! Don’t go in the house, you moron!”—and hears squealing from inside. Then, because, as Renny astutely noted, Kirk’s an idiot, he walks into the foyer, past the staircase, to the open doorway in the back. Leatherface appears and—WHACK!—nails him once with a mallet. But that’s not even the scary part. It’s after, when Kirk is on the ground, twitching and convulsing, his face bloody, and Leatherface snatches him up, drags him deeper into the house, and slams the metal pocket door shut. I never forgot the paralyzing finality of that terrifying sound.

It taught me something—something other than not entering creepy houses with animal skulls decorating the walls. The scariest things in life aren’t inbred, mallet-wielding psychos or machete-carrying mama’s boys or even burned men with razor fingers who kill you in your dreams. Life’s truest horror is a door that slams shut that can never be opened again.

When I finished peeing, I headed back to my room to catch a couple hours of sleep before school. Instead of closing my door, I left it open. Just a crack.

“Good night, Tommy,” I whispered. “Sweet dreams, wherever you are.”



14,000,090,000 LY

I FIRST NOTICED THE UNIVERSE was shrinking after Tommy disappeared. After I’d spent weeks scouring the Internet for digital fragments of him, clues he’d existed that proved I wasn’t delusional.

Tommy loved arguing with strangers under the screen name TommysAlwaysRight, and he frequented dozens of websites where he’d leap into discussions covering religion or politics or My Little Ponies. He didn’t care what he argued about or which side he took; Tommy lived for picking apart the threads of a person’s argument until they, unable to defend themselves from his unassailable walls of text, dissolved into profanity-laced, frothing-at-the-mouth rants. He’d claimed he was honing his debating skills, but I think Tommy enjoyed exposing people to the hypocrisy of their own sincerely held beliefs.

Of course, Tommy’s ability to argue any side of a debate made it difficult to know what, if anything, he actually believed.

Sadly, those hilarious manufactured feuds had vanished along with Tommy.

While searching a science message board where Tommy often tried to convince others that humans and dinosaurs had coexisted, I stumbled across a post alleging the universe was thirty billion light-years in diameter. I’d taken astronomy junior year and remembered Mr. Baker explaining that the universe was expanding so rapidly we lacked the ability to accurately evaluate its true size, but what we could observe measured roughly ninety-four billion light-years across.

Obviously someone on the Internet was wrong. I Googled “size of the universe,” which returned a ludicrous 25,400,000 results. The first few links I clicked supported the thirty billion light-years theory. Even NASA’s website confirmed the universe was smaller than Baker had claimed.

But Mr. Baker wasn’t a real science teacher. He was a PE teacher who had only wound up teaching astronomy because Mrs. Manivong had won the lottery and skipped town. The most logical explanation was that Mr. Baker had screwed up.

I’d forgotten about the universe thing for a couple of weeks, until I stopped to watch a Hubble telescope documentary because I was too bored to look for anything better, during which the vaguely British, smooth-voiced narrator placed the size of the universe at eighteen billion light-years.

I checked the websites that had previously confirmed thirty billion light-years, but they had all changed to eighteen.

So . . . yeah.

•  •  •

I tiptoed down the stairs to avoid waking Dad, who was snoring on the couch. He was sleeping facing away from me, with his knees bent to keep his feet from hanging over the side. Most of the hair on Dad’s head had migrated to his back in thick patches of gorilla fur. Thankfully, I took after our mother while Renny took after Dad, and I’d definitely dodged a genetic bullet.

As I grabbed my keys off the counter and headed out the garage, my phone buzzed and a dramatic guitar riff Lua had recorded to play when she called blared from the speaker. I dropped my keys, which clattered on the glazed terracotta tiles, and scrambled to silence my phone before it woke Dad.

Too late.

“Hey, Ozzie,” Dad said. He sat up and knuckled his eyes. Pillow creases lined his left cheek, and patchy stubble covered his face. He looked like a man in need of strong coffee and a new life. “Heading to school?”

“Nah.” I retrieved my keys off the floor. “Me and Lua thought we’d ditch and waste the day blowing money on strippers and drugs.”

Dad nodded. Either he hadn’t heard me or had chosen to tune out my sarcasm. Both my parents had PhDs in willful ignorance. “Sorry I missed dinner last night,” he said.

“You didn’t miss much,” I said. He’d actually missed pork chops, corn on the cob, and—his favorite—fried okra, but his life sucked enough without me making it worse.

“Stayed late grading papers.” Dad idly twisted his wedding band on his finger. “Listen, once your mom and I work out this house stuff, I’ll get my own place. You and Warren can live with me.”

By “house stuff” Dad meant my parents needed to sell the house without losing money, which seemed unlikely. Despite their marriage being deader than the cat I’d dissected in tenth grade, fate and a shitty housing market had forced them to continue living together. I was also pretty certain “grading papers” meant getting drunk and bitching about Mom to his friends.

“I get it,” I said. I’d tried my best to play Delaware in the Pinkerton civil war, but Dad had always understood me best. I may have taken after my mother in the looks department, but that was about the only way in which we were alike. Warren, an unapologetic mama’s boy, had surprised no one by siding with Mom.

My phone buzzed again; I silenced it. Lua would wait.

“At least you can sleep in a real bed once Renny leaves,” I said.

Dad bobbed his head. “Maybe.”

“It’s your house too.” I waited for Dad to agree, to stand up for himself, but my father avoided conflict like a fatal allergy. I jingled my keys. “I should go. Lua waits for no man.”

“Hold up,” Dad said. “You send in your college applications?”

“NYU, BU, UC Boulder, Amherst, U-Dub Seattle, Oberlin.” I ticked the names off on my fingers and could practically hear Dad calculating the cost of my continued education. Because I didn’t want to drive the man to start day-drinking, I added, “UF and New College, but maybe I’ll kick around Cloud Lake. Take classes at the community college for a couple of semesters.” I figured he’d like the idea, seeing as he taught there and I’d qualify for reduced tuition.

Dad tilted to the right and ripped one. “Sorry,” he said, but he wasn’t. “You’re really considering community college? I assumed with everything you’ve gone through you’d want to flee Cloud Lake the day after graduation.”

Everything I’d gone through meant Tommy and the plane crash and my parents’ divorce, even if Dad refused to outright say so.

“It’s only one idea. Why waste the money on an expensive school when I have no idea what I want to study?”

“That’s what college is for. I started as a sociology major before I fell in love with literature.” Dad furrowed his brow. “There’s no shame in feeling uncertain about your future. I have faith you’ll find your path.”

“Whatever.” My phone vibrated, and I imagined Lua yelling at the screen. “I’ll be fine. It’s Renny you should worry about. He’ll be lucky to make it out of basic training with his fingers and toes intact.”

Dad’s head slumped forward. He stared at his hairy belly. “I worry about both my boys,” he said. “Why do you think I’m bald?”

•  •  •

Lua Novak had crawled out of her mother’s womb ass first and already a rock star. We met in sixth grade after she moved to Cloud Lake from Phoenix, AZ. She was bossy, foul-mouthed, a part-time kleptomaniac, and she’d fit in perfectly with me, Tommy, and Dustin.

Back then, Lua was “she” full-time. In ninth grade Lua began occasionally dressing like a boy. She informed us we should use whatever pronoun felt most appropriate for how she’d dressed that day. I’d understood the change wasn’t a phase and had worried how others would treat her, but most people rationalized her behavior as the eccentricities of a future rock star.

I pulled up in front of Lua’s house. He ran down the driveway, opened the back passenger door of my lime-green Chevy hatchback, and threw his bag and guitar across the seat.

“What are you wearing?” I asked.

Lua slammed the back door, opened the front, and slid into the passenger seat. “You don’t like it?”

“It” consisted of a rumpled pin-striped brown suit, a blue dress shirt, and a brown tie. Usually when Lua wore masculine clothes, he bound his chest. But his boobs were practically busting out of his suit.

“Come on,” I said. “We need to hurry if we’re going to stop for coffee.”

Lua buckled his seat belt. Without asking, he jacked his phone into the stereo. “Discovered this band last night. French new wave punk. With violins. You’ll love them.”

I hated them. Aside from not understanding a single word—mostly because I didn’t speak French, but also because the band, Genoux Sanglants, didn’t sing so much as scream—their voices and instruments bled together and sounded like an army of sadistic dental drills and someone vomiting. In French.

We hit up Dixie Cream Donuts—whose donuts, oddly enough, sucked—and waited in the drive-thru after placing our order. I turned down the stereo and watched Lua air drum on the dashboard until he realized I’d killed the music.

“What the hell, Ozzie?”

“Question: You’re wearing a suit, but you didn’t bind your chest? Are you more boy than girl today or more girl than boy?”

It was none of my business, but Lua and I talked about everything. At least, we had before Tommy disappeared.

“A little bit of both,” Lua said.

I rolled forward, paid the cashier, and took the two Styrofoam cups she handed me, passing one to Lua.

Lua waited until I’d pulled onto Heron Road before peeling back the plastic tab on his coffee, inhaling the steam that rose from the surface, and gulping it down. Lua’s tongue was made of heat-dispelling ceramic or something. My own coffee consisted of as much cream and sugar as actual coffee, and I had to let it cool before I could drink it, which usually meant slamming all twelve ounces while walking to first period, because Mr. Blakemore strictly enforced a no-food-or-drink-in-class policy.

“It’s just . . . I want to be supportive. You’ve got it hard enough dealing with Trent and Cody and D’arcy.”

“Like I give a steaming corn-filled pile what those inbred sociopaths say about me, Ozzie. People like them are the reason the gene pool needs a lifeguard.” Once the first caffeine rush hit Lua, he sipped the rest of his coffee. “But, listen: I’m not going to freak out if you call me ‘she’ when I’m feeling more ‘he.’ ”

“I guess,” I said. “But I want you to know I’m here for you.” I didn’t add that I wished my friends had been as accommodating after Tommy disappeared.

“Hey,” Lua said. “Speaking of being there for me. You’re coming to the show at a/s/l Friday night, right?”

“Because you need a ride?”

“For emotional support.” Lua grinned. “But if you’re offering to drive, I accept.”

“I’m working.”

Lua frowned. “The bookstore closes at nine. The show doesn’t start until ten thirty.”

“Maybe,” I said. “Why can’t you use your mom’s car?”

“Dinah? Home on a Friday night?” Lua rolled his eyes. “Get real, Ozzie.”

“Just asking.”

Lua adjusted his seat belt and angled to face me. “Say you’ll come. Who knows, maybe you’ll meet someone.”

“Someone old,” I muttered. “Besides, that new bouncer wouldn’t let me in last time, and I don’t want to wind up sitting in the parking lot waiting for your show to let out. Again.”

Lua pressed his palms together. His short platinum-blond hair made his forehead wide and his brown eyes needy. “Please? You’ll get in, even if I have to fold you up and stuff you in my guitar case.”

I pulled into Cloud Lake High’s student parking lot, which was already packed, and searched for a spot. “Fine. But I don’t need to meet anyone.”

“You do,” Lua said. “If you don’t get laid soon, your dick’s going to shrivel up and fall off. It’s a fact. I read it on the Internet.”

“I have a boyfriend. Just because no one remembers him doesn’t mean he isn’t real.” I couldn’t find an empty space and had no choice but to park in the overflow field, which frequently flooded. Still, better muddy shoes later than a detention now. I grabbed my backpack from the trunk, and we trudged toward campus.

CLH was built like a penitentiary. The various buildings formed a ring around a large open space furnished with benches and palm trees, with gates that shut and locked while school was in session. Once inside, we could only escape through the administration building or fire exits.

Lua and I merged with the hordes of students wandering the quad. When I’d returned to school after Flight 1184, the other kids had treated me like a quasicelebrity. They’d wanted to know what it was like or why I’d gotten off the plane or whether Death was stalking me like in that terrible, not-at-all-scary movie Final Destination. But, like with most instances of dumb-luck fame, they eventually forgot about the crash and remembered I was a nobody, which was how I liked it.

We stopped by Lua’s locker for homework he’d forgotten to complete. He glanced at me while he dialed in his combination. “Look, Ozzie, even if Tommy is real, and I’m not saying he is, he’s been gone five months. It’s time to move on.”

“Like you and Jaime are moving on?”

“That’s different.”

“If the rumors are true and he hooked up with Birdie Johnson,” I said, “then he’s definitely moved on.”

“My relationship with Jaime is complicated,” Lua said. “But at least he’s here. Where’s Tommy, Oz?”

The first warning bell rang. I shook my head. “Whatever. I’ve got to get to class.” I left Lua standing at his locker and headed across campus to the English building.

Lua should have been the one person who believed in me unconditionally. That he didn’t made me question everything.



13,025,000,000 LY

I LOOKED FORWARD TO PHYSICS for two reasons: It was my last class before lunch, and it was the only class I shared with my other best friend, Dustin Smeltzer.

Dustin sat at our lab table near the door, resting his arms and head on top of his backpack. He was a study in contradictions. Southern first name, Jewish last name, Chinese features—epicanthic folds over his eyes, straight black hair. The Smeltzers had adopted him as a baby, and as far as I knew, he’d never tried to locate his birth parents.

“What’s up, Pinks?” He flashed me his stoner grin, which always brightened my day. It seemed impossible that someone who spent as much time high as Dustin could have earned the grades to be class valedictorian, but he’d held the position since freshman year.

“Same old,” I said.

“Yeah.” He slapped his thick textbook and spiral notepad on the desk and stuffed his backpack underneath. “My parents are out of town this weekend, so I’ve got Casa de Smeltzer to myself. You up for some pizza and Battle Gore: Coliseum?”

“Maybe.” I slumped onto my stool next to Dustin.

“Don’t ‘maybe’ me. You’ve been a ghost for months.”

I dug my notebook and a pencil out of my bag and flipped through the pages until I found a blank one. “Been busy working. And I haven’t been in the mood to butcher cyborg goblins.”

“We don’t have to game. We can chill. Me, you, Lua. You can’t say no to pizza; it’ll be like old times.”

“Right,” I said. “Like old times.” Only, Dustin didn’t remember that our “old times” used to include Tommy, and they couldn’t exist without him.

The final bell rang, and Ms. Fuentes clapped her hands to calm us down. She was tall and bulky—thick arms, thick neck, chipmunk cheeks—but graceful. She was by far my toughest teacher, but she never pushed us harder than she thought we could handle.

“I know you’re all eager to begin the chapter on particle-wave duality, but I thought we’d take a break to discuss your end-of-the-year projects.”

The awake half of the class groaned. We’d heard horror stories about Fuentes’s final projects. Not only would it account for a quarter of our grades, but past students had referred to it as “the GPA slayer.”

Dustin kicked me under the table and then rolled his eyes. He probably figured he could complete the project blindfolded, stoned, and with one hand tied behind his back. I lacked his confidence and his perfect test scores.

“Enough griping,” Fuentes said. “You’re going to enjoy this. Not only is it an opportunity for some of you to improve your grades, it’s a chance for you to apply the theories we’ve learned this semester.” She paused and looked around the room, her hawkish eyes seeming to say she’d rip anyone to shreds who disagreed.

“This year,” she said, “you’re going to work in teams of two to build working model roller coasters.”

I perked up. A roller coaster didn’t sound terrible, and teams were even better. Dustin and I could definitely build a sick ride.

“You’ll have until May first to complete your projects, but I’ll expect you to bring them in throughout the semester for me to evaluate your progress.”

Tameka Lourdes raised her hand. Her wriggling fingers danced like surfacing earthworms. “How are you going to grade us?” she asked when Fuentes called on her.

Ms. Fuentes smiled, though it looked painful, like she’d expected the question. “I’ll evaluate your roller coasters based on multiple criteria: the maximum speed your cars achieve, the audacity of your designs, and survivability. I want you to be daring, but to do so without killing your imaginary passengers.”

Ignoring the part where the project could potentially destroy my hard-earned B-plus, it sounded fun.

Tameka raised her hand again, but didn’t wait for Fuentes to call on her before saying, “Can we choose our own partners?”

Ms. Fuentes shook her head. “No.”

It took a moment for her answer to register. Others were already complaining, and Fuentes let them continue a moment before waving us quiet.

“This year, I’m pairing you up based on your test score averages. The highest with the lowest, second highest with second lowest, and so forth.”

I wanted to work with Dustin. Aside from being the smartest person I knew, we were already friends, and we could work without the initial awkwardness of getting to know each other.

Surprisingly, Dustin spoke up. “Don’t you think that’s unfair? I mean, no offense to those at the bottom, but why should I suffer because they don’t study?”

Ms. Fuentes clapped her hands twice. The crack cut through the noise and silenced us. “This isn’t up for debate, Mr. Smeltzer.”

While Ms. Fuentes opened her notebook, the students around me quietly grumbled and shook their heads. No one seemed thrilled with Fuentes’s idea; not even those at the bottom of the grade curve who clearly had the most to gain.

“In addition to working together on your final projects, these will also be your new lab partner assignments for the remainder of the year.” Fuentes flashed a warning look, daring us to complain. No one did. Not out loud anyway.

“Dustin Smeltzer,” Fuentes said. “You’re working with Jake Ortiz.” It surprised no one that Dustin held the highest test average and Jake the lowest.

“That’s so wrong,” Dustin said. “Jake’s not even here. He’s never here.”

Ms. Fuentes shrugged. “Then you’d better make certain he starts attending class regularly.” She smiled before moving on. “Tameka Lourdes, your partner is Martin Burlingame. Ella Boggs, you’re with Caitlin Morrow. Oswald Pinkerton, your partner is Calvin Frye.”

“Ouch,” Dustin whispered. “Sorry about your luck, Pinks.” He clapped me on the back.

Calvin Frye? Really? I glanced over my shoulder at the lab table in the farthest corner where Calvin Frye slept on his desk with his hoodie pulled over his head. Last year he’d captained the school wrestling team and been Coach Reevey’s state-level superstar. He’d also skipped eighth grade, so he was a year younger than the rest of us, had started taking college classes in tenth grade, and was voted class president three years in a row. He’d been popular, athletic, and Dustin’s only serious valedictory rival.

But something had changed between junior and senior year. He’d quit wrestling, had dropped out of student government, his grades had taken a kamikaze dive, and he’d stopped speaking to his friends. The only time anyone saw his face anymore was in the halls, because he spent class time sleeping. No one knew why, but loads of people had theories.

And Ms. Fuentes had just assigned me and Calvin to work together on a project that could destroy my grade.

Fuentes finished reading off the teams, and informed us she expected us to sit with our new partners next class. Then she launched into a lecture about the dynamics of roller coasters, and how she participated in a club that built them for fun, which was both sad and not unexpected.

I stopped paying attention and began trying to figure out how Calvin Frye fit into the puzzle. It couldn’t have been a coincidence that Fuentes had paired us together, but I didn’t understand what role Calvin could possibly have to play in the mysterious shrinking of the universe and Tommy’s disappearance. If Flight 1184 had exploded to send me a message to stay in Cloud Lake, what message was I being sent by having to work with Calvin Frye?
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MRS. PETRIDIS WOULD’VE BURNED THE BOOKSTORE to the ground if not for her justifiable fear of prison. Mr. Petridis had been the one who’d loved books. When he sank their retirement fund into opening Petridis Books and More, which everyone in Cloud Lake simply called “the bookstore,” he’d promised his wife he would run the store and she could spend her days in the studio he’d constructed for her in the stockroom working on her true passion: building taxidermy dioramas depicting scenes from Alfred Hitchcock movies.

Morbid, yes, but no one could transform a dead squirrel into Norman Bates like Mrs. Petridis.

Except Mr. Petridis had died. He’d suffered a stroke while arranging the books he’d planned to display for National Pizza Month, and had left Mrs. Petridis as the sole owner of a shop she’d never wanted but couldn’t bring herself to burn down.

I worked at the bookstore a couple of nights a week and most weekends, giving Mrs. Petridis the opportunity to plug away on her latest project, which at the moment was a scene from Spellbound, created using small birds. Her only rule was that I not bother her, and I never did. She often joked that I ran the bookstore better than Mr. Petridis ever had.

As far as jobs went, I didn’t hate it. Mrs. Petridis paid minimum wage, but so long as I completed my duties—which mostly consisted of shelving books, helping customers, and ringing up sales—I could spend my free time reading or studying. She also let me “borrow” books on the condition that I return them in sellable shape. The bookstore functioned as my research center for Operation Find Tommy and was where I’d formulated many of my ideas about what had happened to him.

The bookstore itself was cozy but not crowded, with posters of classic novels framed and hung on the walls. And it was filled with that wonderful book smell that anyone who’s ever been near a book will recognize. It’s more than the smell of paper; it’s the smell of the high seas and adventure and far-off worlds. It’s the smell of a billion billion words, each a portal to somewhere new.

In a corner of the store, Mr. Petridis had set off a section and decorated it with tables and chairs and comfy single-seater sofas to encourage customers to hang out. Customers like Skip, one of our regulars. To my knowledge, he’d never purchased a single book, but he lugged a Royal Quiet De Luxe typewriter—which, in defiance of its name, wasn’t particularly quiet—into the store most evenings and spent hours pecking at the keys, amassing a stack of pages for his book, which he called The Countless Lives of August J. Ostermeyer: A Secret History of the Immortal Who Ruled the World. Mrs. Petridis frequently complained about the noise of Skip’s typewriter, but I didn’t mind. He was Cloud Lake’s own Henry Darger.

Friday nights were usually busy because of the theater next door. Moviegoers often wandered into the store to kill time and annoy me with inane questions about books they had zero intention of buying. After the first premovie rush had died down—it was opening weekend for the second movie based on the Patient F comics: The Nightmare King and the Horde of Unthinkables—and I’d finished my shelving, I settled behind the register with the copy of One Hundred Years of Solitude I’d been crawling through for the last week. Tommy had frequently “suggested” books I should read, and he’d said One Hundred Years of Solitude would change my life, but I found it difficult to lose myself in the many misfortunes of the Buendía family. Maybe the story lost something in the translation—Tommy had read it in Spanish—or maybe the city of mirrors simply mirrored my own life too well.
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