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			To Mom, Dad, and Jesse, 

			for always answering the phone

		

	


	
		
			chapter 1

			A Feeling of Light

			Samara

			I couldn’t stop staring at the razor on the rim of my bathtub. It was bright pink and sparkly. The handle was soft, and the blades were contoured to avoid cutting my legs when I shaved. And now, that was all I wanted from it. 

			I picked it up and turned it over in my hands. I looked at my hand, my wrist, my arm. I ran my left hand over my right arm, touched my cheek to my shoulder, and looked down. My shoulder felt so soft, and my arms were so smooth and clean. They needed cuts. I needed to ruin this. I needed to feel something, anything.

			Suddenly, I was very aware of the tension in my shoulders, my clenched back, and my curled toes. I put the razor against my skin, just under my left shoulder, and I pulled it straight across. I saw the three horizontal slashes. I watched the blood run down my arm. The cuts were shallow. 

			I would get better at this over time. I would learn to break the razors I bought so that I could hold each blade individually and make deeper cuts. I felt the pressure drain out of me as I ran water over a washcloth. I used the washcloth to blot the dripping blood and clean myself up and then soaked the cloth until it looked clean.

			It was just like my health teacher had said it would be. I had listened to her put down all of my other vices. She had told me that there was no such thing as safe sex, that marijuana was a gateway drug, and that if I smoked I would die within four years. And then I’d listened to her tell me not to cut myself.

			I used to squirm when I heard people talk about cutting. Taking a razor to your own flesh never seemed logical to me. But in reality, it’s wonderful. You can cut into yourself all the frustrations people take out on you.

			All the pieces of my life started to come back together after that. My dad was happy with me again. He saw his sweet little girl coming back, the one who’d disappeared after Mom died. I was happy with myself because everyone else thought I was fine. They thought I was learning how to cope, how to live, how to be happy, and only I knew the truth. And knowing the truth gave me power over all of them. 

			Every cut, every welt, every scar was my revenge on the world for making me who I was, for all of the wrong paths they sent me down, for all of the bad things they had made me do. The cuts were revenge on my dad for everything he had put me through. And on my mom for leaving me. These scars were mine alone, and nobody could take them away.

			***

			I didn’t do it because of my father’s girlfriends, or “lady friends” as he called them. Though having them around the house certainly didn’t help. They were everything I expected them to be. Based on this selection, I don’t know how he wound up with my mom in the first place. The women he brought home were horrible. They were mean or patronizing or young or old or just…strange. 

			Immediately after meeting me, one of them acquired the habit of walking away in the middle of my sentences. She would ask me a question and then just as I was responding, she would leave. And she was one of my favorites. At least she didn’t pretend to try to befriend me. It was easier being invisible.

			Another one was frightened of elevators. My dad had suggested we could all go out for dinner together so we could get to know each other, and I ran into her in the lobby of his office building. She was closer to the call button but didn’t use it. Instead she stared straight ahead. 

			We stood there for a moment until I realized that she wasn’t going to catch on to the problem. So I leaned over and pushed the call button. The elevator doors opened and I would have walked in, but she continued standing there, blocking the entrance. I don’t know if she was expecting a magic-carpet ride into the elevator, but she refused to move in. So I suggested we take the stairs.

			“What’s the matter with the elevator?” she asked, scurrying up the stairs behind me. At least my father’s office was only on the fourth floor.

			My father wasn’t purposely ignoring my feelings; he just didn’t really give any thought to what sort of effect his dating would have on me.

			It took at least half a dozen of these women before he found someone that even I couldn’t hate. Caroline. She was sweetness personified, the first to care about how I felt about her appearance in my life. I wanted so much to hate everything about her, just like I hated the others, but she made it impossible. And no matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t keep my vow not to like her. I opened up and let her in. I should have known that could only end in her leaving.

			It wasn’t a car crash, a horrible accident, or any sort of vicious death. It was just me…being me. Caroline realized how hard watching my father date was for me. “Talk to him, Samara. He cares about you. He just doesn’t know how to show it. Help him,” she told me. So I did. Dad and I were doing the dishes together one night—just the two of us.

			“Dad?”

			“What can I do for you, Pumpkin?”

			 “Can we talk?” I let a plate with soggy bits of rice on it clink in the sink. “I…I’m having some trouble accepting that you date.” I held my breath, and then a haze seemed to wash over my mind. The rest of the words tumbled out in a fast stream. “I thought Mom was the only woman you could ever love, and now you’ve forgotten about her and you bring home these horrible women who don’t even care about you and they’re so mean to me. I don’t understand how you could just forget.” 

			My father stood staring, stunned, with a half-dry glass in his hand. His mouth hung open and his eyes seemed unnaturally wide. Then he silently took my hand, still soapy with dish suds, and led me upstairs to my room. He opened my closet door and stood me in front of the full-length mirror.

			“Look at you. I could never forget your mother.”

			I shook my head angrily, choking back tears. “I’m not Mom.”

			“I know that, but you have her in you. In your eyes and chin, of course, but also in your heart and mind. That’s how I can keep living without being afraid of forgetting.” He turned me so that I faced him. “But I wish I had known you were so upset. You can tell me anything. You know that, don’t you? It can be just the two of us for a while.”

			The next day he broke up with Caroline. I could picture her in the restaurant, shocked, sad, and disappointed. 

			I hadn’t meant for him to do that. I tried to tell him, but he insisted it was “right for us.” So, Caroline’s disappearance was my fault. I’m not to blame for my mother’s death. I’m not to blame for Ms. Herwitz’s disappearance. Caroline was my fault, though. And I’ll never forget that. I can imagine what she would say if she knew what had happened. If she knew it was my fault their relationship ended.

			“I cared about you enough to connect and to help you connect with your father. And now this?” she would say. And she would be right. Was this how I repaid her? She was one of the only people who had tried to reach out to me. And in retrospect, after this, well, it didn’t surprise me at all that so few people had tried.

			It was around that time that I started to need cutting instead of wanting it. I broke a new razor, storing the handle in the dresser in my room with all the others that I had saved for no reason, grabbed one of the blades, and lashed into myself. I made four deep cuts at the top of each leg and allowed the blood to drip onto the white tile floor of the bathroom. I sat down and waited, and when most of it had dried, I washed up, washed the floor, and went to bed. 

			I tried to silence myself after Caroline left. I tried to quiet my mind and watch others be happy. I thought maybe if I could see how they were happy, I would understand how to be happy and I could be happy myself. I had always been happy when I had no one. It was when I opened up to someone that I got hurt. Every time.

			***

			My birthday was five months later, right before school started. My dad and I spent it together, just the two of us. A month later I met Ms. Herwitz, who would have been the best birthday present ever. Everyone has one of them: that incredible person who makes you rethink your entire life until that point and reshapes everything that comes after.

			She had an annoying bubbly happiness that only comes from the kind of adult who had a perfect Disney-movie childhood. She was trim and fit. There was a kind of beauty about her that reeked of perfection. She seemed to have such an overwhelming belief that she was beautiful that you almost had to believe it yourself, even though she never seemed vain or self-obsessed. It’s hard to describe—a glow, I guess. A lot like the glow my mother used to have. Or I thought she had.

			Ms. Herwitz’s first day in class concluded with a conversation about the meaning of life. For all I remember, we could have been talking about the Monty Python movie—she was just a substitute; she had no bearing on our grades or anything so we were all just talking. One of the boys in my class said he thought his life was meaningless, and the conversation warped into something serious.

			“Well, I think it’s sometimes true that a life can have no meaning,” said Ms. Herwitz. “But it’s really up to you.” She paused, and for some reason she chose to look right at me. “There is always another bad person. Another person who is evil and who hates and scapegoats. But there’s only one good person. Only one person who stands up for what is right. There is a group of bad people, and there are an infinite number of people to replace the leader. But a good person is one of a kind. So be a good person and be one of a kind or be one cruel person of many. It’s up to you.”

			When I got to school on Thursday, Ms. Herwitz was gone. My old teacher was back, and nobody seemed to really remember that Ms. Herwitz had even been there. I had just started to get to know her. I had spoken to her Wednesday afternoon; I’d specifically waited until everyone had filed out of the classroom and it was just the two of us. She’d stood, leaning back with her arms on the edge of her desk, still looking summery in her long, open, flowered shirt and black skirt.

			“Ms. Herwitz, I want to talk to you about the piece we wrote in class yesterday,” I said. “You know, the one about what we’d do if we could have any job in the world?” I had written about designing clothes. I used to do that with my mom when I was little, and it reminded me of her.

			Ms. Herwitz nodded, smiling and looking me in the eye. “I was hoping you would talk to me about that, Samara. Your writing is good, but you have to get out of your regular realm of thinking when you write for me. I want to see you in your writing. I want to see the person you hide from everyone, even yourself. This kind of writing is where you should let you come out.”

			The look of confusion and frustration on my face didn’t stop her, but her smile softened. In that moment, her resemblance to my mother was uncanny.

			“Nobody has one self,” she continued. “Most people have two, but my sense is that you have three. There is the self you present to the world and the person nobody ever meets. Everyone has those. But you have something more, something you see when you look in the mirror, something you’re afraid of. The mirror sees something totally different. Let that person out. All the time, or if not all the time, then at least sometimes. At least in your writing.”

			All I had wanted to do was discuss my paper. But what she said started the dominoes falling, even though I didn’t know it at the time—falling toward what eventually helped me accept the truth of the discovery. It reminded me of a similar conversation I’d had with my mother so many years before, right before she died.

			“Baby love, be yourself as much as you can, but be someone else as much as you need to be. Your true feelings are more important than anything. But sometimes, to get to share your true feelings, you have to hide them first. It means sometimes you’re going to have to cry when nobody’s looking so you can smile when they are. If you have to be someone else for a little while so you can be yourself for a long while, it’s okay. But don’t get so wrapped up in the person you’re pretending to be that you forget who you are.”

			And now here was this woman telling me exactly what my mother had, but in different words. I had been avoiding thinking about the advice my mother gave me. It was too hard because I knew it was how she’d spent her whole life—pretending to be happy. But Ms. Herwitz forced me to think of it again. 

			Then she did exactly what my mother had. She left, without so much as saying good-bye. Except instead of dying, she disappeared without a trace.

			Nobody said a word about her on Thursday. When I asked other kids where Ms. Herwitz had gone, they shot each other deep glances that I couldn’t interpret. It was like being in an episode of The Twilight Zone, except it wasn’t strange. Not at the time. The disappearance just reinforced the facts: everyone I care about vanishes from my life. It seemed logical that Ms. Herwitz was the next to follow. 

			***

			That day, a new distraction came into my life. I was so sure that I would be able to get through high school as a loner. I didn’t think I needed anything more than my room and my thoughts. 

			I wasn’t sure why anyone would try to be friends with me after all of the reclusive signals I sent, but Dee was always a better person than I was. It was the first time I had noticed her, but the school was huge and that didn’t seem that unusual to me. What was weird, though, was that she just came up and started talking to me. 

			Even a month after school started, it was still warm enough that I could sit outside and eat alone instead of in the cafeteria. But here was somebody interrupting my solitude. She didn’t give me a choice; she stood in front of me, hands on hips, and started talking.

			“Hi, I’m Dee. I don’t think we’ve met. I noticed that you were sitting over here under the best tree in the place, and I don’t think you get to hog all the great space. I just moved into the neighborhood so today is my first day at school here. What about you? Did you grow up here?”

			I glared at her. She was beautiful. She had coffee-colored skin and big, bright pink lips, and she smelled like the rain forest. Her hair was wavy and full. She was wearing a black T-shirt with a short sweater over it, a floral miniskirt, and dark tights. Her boots reached to just below the lacy end of her tights. And with one hand on her hip, talking to me, she looked like a doll. Just the way I’d dreamt of looking.

			If I were prettier than I am, had more confidence than I do, and had better posture and nicer clothes, I would look exactly like Dee. I wondered why she would want to talk to me anyway. I continued staring at her, wondering if she would just go away. 

			Instead, she sat down next to me, stretching her legs out and putting her right leg over her left. She leaned back on her hands and shook her hair out behind her. Her hair caught the light, showing her natural highlights.

			Dee had this way of turning every positive up ten notches and every negative into a positive. She was happy and bright and cheerful all the time. For one day, Dee was more than a friend to me. She was like the perfect reflection. The person I so desperately wanted to be but couldn’t quite manage to become.

			She took a deep breath and turned to me smiling. “How do you feel about mechanical soldiers?” she asked. 

			“What?” Who was this girl, and what kind of question was that? “I don’t know. I guess I’ve never thought about them.”

			“So pick a side,” she said. “You’ll probably prove my point and I’ll probably prove yours, but who cares? It’s true with everything. Even if you don’t believe what you think you believe, at least you know what you think by the end.”

			“I know what I think.”

			“So what do you think of mechanical soldiers?”

			It was a ridiculous question. But what Dee said stuck with me. She dropped a ton of little tips like that. Things that were important but that she didn’t even seem to think about. Like how to argue yourself into an opinion: she even convinced me that ice cream was health food later that day. I understood Dee, and she was able to give me so much. She gave me a feeling of light, a feeling I hadn’t had in years. 

			My last class that day was gym, and I decided to cut it to hang out with Dee. She suggested that we go ice-skating at an indoor place nearby. She, of course, was perfectly dressed for it in her little skirt and sweater, whereas in my sweatpants and heavy long-sleeved shirt I was not prepared for ice-skating at all, so instead we went for a long walk and wound up at a coffee shop.

			We sat for a little bit and just watched people walking by. But it was starting to get dark and I needed to get home. As much fun as I was having, I still needed time to…stress release (that was how I had started thinking of it) and clean up before my dad came home. Dee said she was going to grab another coffee, but she popped up to give me a hug before I left. 

			I was halfway down the block when I realized that I had grabbed Dee’s bag of scones instead of my own bag of cookies. I ran back to switch but didn’t see her anywhere in the café. I asked the barista if she had seen the girl I was with leave. 

			“Yeah, she went in there,” she said, pointing toward the bathrooms and popping her gum loudly.

			I walked into the bathroom just in time to see the end of Dee’s boot disappearing into the mirror. And then there she was, standing in the mirror staring at me. I looked around the empty bathroom. Then I looked at my reflection showing me pasty white—with my mouth agape. I blinked and looked again and all of a sudden it was Dee’s image standing in the mirror staring at me. It would be impossible to say which of us looked more shocked.

		

	


	
		
			chapter 2

			It All Began

			Dee

			My friend Jamie brought me to the party where it all began. It was right after junior year started. We were in some guy’s basement. It opened into his backyard, but the door was closed to keep the smoke in the room and it was working. Jamie always invited me to these parties even though he knew I didn’t smoke. I appreciated it. I always like to say it’s not that I don’t do anything; it’s just that I’m not doing it tonight. 

			I was listening to a dull conversation about all the times the people next to me had gotten high before and thinking about leaving. I let my mind wander over the room. The ceiling was that stucco stuff with little sparkles in it. I’ve wondered how they make those stick to the ceiling. I couldn’t even get glitter to stick to the kitchen floor when I tried painting it when I was six. (It seemed like a good idea at the time.)

			The house was cookie-cutter—like all the other ones on the block—and even though I know a lot of people don’t like houses and neighborhoods like that, there was something comforting about being able to walk into any of my friends’ houses and predict exactly which direction the basement would be in and which of two rooms they would occupy. And it was equally comforting to know that my family, my mom and I, are not like this. Nothing about our life is cookie-cutter. When Jamie and I had arrived to help set up, there had been a couple of big, comfy inflatable chairs around. My favorite one had a matching inflatable pillow and footrest, but over the course of the three or four hours since then, most of the chairs had been deflated to make room for more people. I was stuck standing now. I’d given up my chair to get a soda at some point, and by the time I came back, it was gone, moved somewhere probably. After all, there are some benefits of furniture filled with air.

			My feet were starting to hurt and the air was getting heavier with smoke, so I was just about to get my stuff and get going when Jamie caught my eye and gestured that I should come over. I did, and chairs being the commodity that they were, Jamie pulled me sideways onto his lap. He was talking with three other people about God, the universe, and the idea of other intelligent life. I wondered if this conversation would be more interesting if I was stoned, and I thought that if I waited another half hour or so, I’d probably wind up with a contact high and I could find out. 

			Jamie took a hit off the bowl that was coming around. Even though he was dressed for a party like everyone else, he just looked more put together than the other guys there. I guess I always think that about him. It might be because his hair is always buzzed so it never looks messy. Plus it’s really fun to touch the back of a guy’s neck after he’s had his hair buzzed. I resisted the urge to do that while Jamie pulled me backward so that he could reach over me and hand the bowl to the girl next to me.

			“You skipped your girlfriend,” she said, rolling her eyes and passing it back to me.

			“Oh, no. I’m anemic…” I trailed off and Jamie laughed at me.

			“Anemic? What does your iron level have to do with it?” 

			I shrugged sheepishly. It had seemed like a good explanation.

			He smiled and looked back at the other girl. “She’s not my girlfriend.” I saw her perk up. “Take it,” he said, still trying to hold his breath in. “I mean,” he exhaled in the other direction, “sorry. I just assumed you guys knew each other. This is my friend Dee. Dee,” he looked at me, “this is Cassie. She knows Taylor.” 

			Taylor was a friend of Jamie’s from school. He and I were in some class or other together, but I couldn’t remember which. Cassie was pretty but way overdressed. The rest of us were basically in jeans and T-shirts, and she looked ridiculous to me in her sparkly low-cut tank top. 

			I shook my head at the bowl and waved it away. I started to move to the arm of the chair Jamie was on, but he tightened his arms around my waist so I stayed put. Cassie shrugged, lit up, and took another hit.

			“Anyway,” said Taylor, “I think there’s an alternate universe. But I think we gotta go all the way out there to find it. We have to break the solar system or something.”

			I liked the idea of breaking the solar system. I laughed, wondering which part of the solar system would be the easiest to break. Maybe the not-planet Pluto. 

			“Nah, man. You got it all wrong,” Jamie said. “If they ever find another universe, it’s gonna be right here under our noses. We’re gonna kick ourselves for not seeing it before.” It would be a long time until I knew—and even longer until he knew—that was a life-changing statement.

			“Definitely,” Cassie agreed immediately. 

			I felt Jamie squeeze my hand. What if he was right? 

			“I think if there’s another world it’ll look just like this world, but it’ll still be crazy different,” he said.

			I couldn’t imagine the solar system just falling apart and leaving people alive and well to witness it, but another universe that you just had to see, just had to be looking for, that was something to work toward, something to hope for. I loved the idea. 

			My thoughts started racing, and I felt my breathing get really shallow. I was gulping in more smoke than air and I needed to get up, to get someplace else, as quickly as possible. Something incredible was happening, and nobody knew it but me.

			I got up to try to steady myself. I went into the bathroom and locked the door, leaning against the sink for support. I stared at myself in the mirror and reminded myself to take deep breaths. I felt like all of a sudden I had the key to a door I hadn’t even known existed. I splashed some water on my face and heard somebody pound on the door. 

			“Just a second,” I called.

			“Umm, now,” the person outside the door called back. I guess taking over the bathroom for 10 or 15 minutes when people are getting drunk isn’t the best idea in the world. I took one last deep breath and stared at my paint-speckled shirt in the mirror. I ran my hands over my hair, moving a couple of curls out of the way. 

			Jamie was still talking to Cassie. On the one hand, I didn’t want to interrupt them because she obviously liked him. But on the other hand, well, he was the one who had invited me, and it would be rude to leave without saying good-bye. 

			I loved how restless his hands were when he talked. He was always running his hands over the back of his neck or tapping his fingers. He’d always start by tapping to the music that was on, but eventually he would get too impatient with that and go off on the beat that was in his head. 

			It was like he was always waiting for something more, something more interesting or new or, I don’t know, just something. And whatever else he was doing, his heel was always tapping the floor really lightly. Anyone who didn’t already know that about him probably wouldn’t notice because the movement was so small. Right now the tapping was a little heavier, and I knew that meant he was restless.

			I leaned down at the side of his chair. “I think I’m going to head out.” 

			Jamie looked at me. “It’s late. Do you want me to walk you home?”

			“No, I can make it. Stay and have fun with your friends. I’ll see you in school on Monday.” Jamie absentmindedly moved a few strands of my hair out of his way. 

			“Well, I’ll just walk you out then.” Then to Cassie, “I’ll catch up with you later.”

			“Did you have a good time?” he asked me on our way up the stairs. 

			“Very good. Mostly because of you. You gave me a lot to think about.”

			“Really?” he asked. “I didn’t think it was possible to have a thought you hadn’t had first.”

			I felt myself get red, and I was glad we were outside and it was dark. “Don’t say that. You know you’re smart,” I said, touching his arm. Walking me out became walking me to the end of the block, but from there I insisted on walking home myself. I don’t like girls who can’t walk six blocks alone, especially in a neighborhood like mine that’s completely safe.

			When I told Jamie that, he smiled a little bit and said, “Okay, get home safe then. Let me know when you’re home?”

			“I will.” I gave Jamie a quick hug.

			Jamie and I had known each other for a long time. We had been on-and-off friends since our elementary schools had merged into one middle school. Our sixth-grade social studies teacher had put us next to each other. We used to trade candy because Jamie always brought little bags but he didn’t like the red ones—and the red ones were my favorite. But something had been different lately. I couldn’t quite wrap my head around it yet, but there was definitely something new with us.

			Maybe that’s why I took his suggestion of an alternate universe so seriously. If there was an alternate universe, where was it? Who would be there? Anyone different, anyone new? It must be what artists tapped into every time they created something. But I wanted more than that. I wanted a universe I could touch and be a part of it. 

			But there was a flaw, of course. Where could this alternate universe be? If it was right under my nose and I had been looking for it the whole time, why hadn’t I found it?

			As I put the key into the front door of my building, I wondered for a moment if Jamie had gone back inside to talk to Cassie. I didn’t think so; he had looked pretty bored when he was talking to her earlier. And he had come outside with me, probably just to get away from her. 

			I walked up to the third floor and down the hall. I stood outside the apartment door for a moment. For some reason, I wasn’t ready for this night to be over. There were too many more things to think about. I leaned my back against the wall and heard my phone beep.

			I took it out of my jeans pocket and flipped it open. There was a text from Jamie. “Home safe? Didn’t stumble into an alt univ on your way? Better bring me back something if you did. ;)” 

			I smiled to myself, texted him I was fine, and went inside.

			I stuck my head into my mom’s room. She was sleeping and I hated to wake her, but I knew if I didn’t she would be worried in the morning. 

			“Mom?” I whispered. “Mom?” 

			I heard her roll over. “You have a good time, honey?”

			“Yeah, I did. Thanks. Sorry to wake you.”

			“That’s okay. I sleep better knowing you’re here safe anyway.” I heard her move around under the blankets and walked over toward her, my eyes starting to adjust to the darkness. I leaned down and kissed her forehead.

			“Sleep well.”

			“You too,” she said, and I could tell she was already drifting back to sleep.

			***

			The unfortunate thing about junior year is that it doesn’t give you much time to go looking for entrances to an alternate universe. I had always been a good student, but with college applications coming up the next year, my grades were especially important. Plus I didn’t want to get to the point where I was looking so hard that I just made something up. I wanted to find something that really existed.

			A few weeks later, there was a really muggy day and I wanted to get into cool bathwater instead of waiting until the next morning to shower. I looked at myself in the mirror and noticed my shirt. My mom and I had decided to paint the entire apartment one weekend. We only got as far as the living room and kitchen before we gave up. Painting isn’t as easy as it looks. Due to a combination of drips and a small paint fight, most of the paint wound up on us and my plain, green shirt had gotten speckled with red and baby blue.

			It was my favorite shirt, and I’d worn it to the party with Jamie. As I looked at it on the bathroom floor, I thought back to the fifteen minutes I had spent in the bathroom at the party that night. I began to think about the alternate universe Jamie had suggested. Something better than my own world, something that seemed just like this world but was actually completely different. 

			I used my right hand to readjust my towel around my left shoulder as I sat next to the tub, waiting for it to fill, and I saw my reflection use her left hand to touch her right shoulder. I paused for a moment, absentmindedly running my hand over my skin.

			I watched my reflection in the water making all the same motions that I did, but the exact opposite. I stared at her for a moment. I thought of Jamie. “It’ll look just like this world, but completely different,” he had said. I rubbed my cheek against my shoulder, and my reflection made all the same motions I did, but the exact opposite every time. She was exactly what Jamie had said she would be: something identical and completely different at the same time. 

			I stared at my reflection in the water and began to wonder…I took a deep breath and plunged my head into the cool water. I thought for a moment that I had gotten through and I opened my eyes to look around, but all I got was soap in my eye. It burned.

			***

			The bathwater didn’t discourage me, though. The mirror seemed like such a perfect place for this alternate universe. Walking to school two days later, I passed my reflection in a store window. I walked toward it, watching my reflection walk toward me. I tapped on the glass. Someone tapped back. 

			For a moment I thought I had found it. I thought my reflection was there ready to talk to me, tapping back, ready to let me into her world. All I needed to do was know it was there, there was my…I looked past my reflection for a moment and noticed a guy cleaning the inside of the window. He was staring at me, snickering. He waved. I smiled but I felt my shoulders slump. I smiled a little more to try to make it seem like I wasn’t crazy. 

			I became fascinated with mirrors. I’m sure everyone must have thought I was just enchanted with myself. I carried around a hand mirror and checked the mirrors in my locker and the school bathroom all the time. Of course, I couldn’t be sure that the alternate universe was in the mirror, but I had a gut instinct. The way you know when you’re walking down the street if the person behind you shouldn’t be there. 

			I knew the alternate universe had to be related to the face in the mirror. My face, but not really mine because I have a birthmark on my right cheek and she has one on her left. After I realized this, I could have sworn that once in a while, I would see my reflection fall a half second behind me, but I was sure that was just my imagination. I wanted it to happen so badly that I was pretending to see it, even if it wasn’t there. 

			***

			A week later, I got home from school and stood in front of the full-length mirror in my closet. I tried opening the door and standing behind it. I tried standing in the closet in the dark. I stared at the mirror. “Abracadabra, open sesame,” I said to my reflection. I stood back and looked her directly in the eye, saying, “I’d like to get in, please. Open the door and make way for Dee. I’m ready to come in and I want to meet you, so open up.” I thought I saw my reflection twitch, but no door opened. None of the words made any difference. 

			The girl in the mirror was exactly who I wanted to meet, someone who lived in a world like mine but was still just the opposite, but it wasn’t until my mom got involved that I had any sort of breakthrough. 

			She was worried about me. I guess she, of all people, couldn’t believe I was vain enough to be looking at myself all day, but she also couldn’t understand what I was looking at besides my own reflection. I came home from school the day after I’d tried all the magic words to find her taking down the mirror in my room. 

			“Mom, my mirror!” I screeched.

			“Sweetheart, I’m concerned about what you’re seeing in this thing. It’s a distraction to you. I don’t want you getting involved in this…in this staring at yourself all the time.” She said it calmly, and hard as I tried, I couldn’t argue her out of her decision. She held the top of the mirror firmly, and I grabbed the bottom. As though I would ever overpower my mom. We must have pulled and let go at the same time because the mirror fell and broke at the same moment that my mom lost her balance and fell into the shards on the floor, disappearing to the other side of the mirror. 

			I saw it in slow motion, but it happened so fast. For a second, it looked like she was going to fall and cut herself on the glass. But rather than getting cut, her hand went straight through the floor, and then her arm. It was like when you see a car accident happening, but you’re a block away and there’s nothing you can do to stop it. 

			She just kept falling, and every time I reached for her, she seemed to slip through my fingers. Ghostlike. Disappearing into my floor. Into my floor? How can someone just disappear into a floor, into shards of glass on the floor? 

			For a moment I thought I would be able to grab her leg, but just as I reached for it, she was gone. Gone into the mirror. Into the shards of a mirror that was broken on my floor. Into the world that I hadn’t even really believed existed. But there had to be something. There was no other explanation.

			She should have just fallen and gotten scratched up. Her hands should have bled, and maybe her pants should have gotten cut up. But instead, she just kept falling. Falling past everything into something. Or into nothing.

			I stared after her, looking at the empty hands I had thought were holding on to her. What had just happened? I was speechless, terrified, alone, petrified, horrified. I had made my mother disappear, the one person I loved most in the entire world. The one person I could trust, the one person who knew what to do when terrible things happened. I stared at my colorless face in the shards of glass on my floor.

			My mom is usually the person I go to when I don’t know what to do. She’s the one who fixes things when I mess them up. She’s the one who…just disappeared. People don’t just disappear. They don’t just fall through floors or into mirrors or into other worlds. How would you get them out if they did? Where was my mother? What the hell had just happened? There was only one person who, maybe, might believe me.

			***

			I ran to his house and knocked on the door. Jamie answered and looked at me just a little bit wide-eyed. 

			“Dee, what’s wrong? You look…Are you okay? Come in. Sit down.”

			I tried to catch my breath as I sat down and started talking. “I’m…Well, I think…I don’t know. I’m not sure.”

			Then I blurted out the whole story. I was terrified he was going to think I was crazy. I thought I was crazy. But I had just seen it; it had just happened a minute ago. But I still couldn’t believe it. When I got to the part about trying to find the door, he whistled quietly, “I don’t think anybody has ever taken me that seriously, let alone when I’m stoned.”

			“Focus! My mom is missing!”

			“Okay, so what do we need to do? How do we get her back out?” he asked, popping up and beginning to pace back and forth across the living room.

			“I think I have to go in after her. I mean, now that I know how, I don’t think there’s any other way to get her out.”

			“Do you really think that’s a good idea? I mean, what if it doesn’t work? What if you get stuck, or you get hurt or something? What if you didn’t see what you thought you saw? What if…” The what-ifs kept coming. And finally they ended with, “Why don’t…why don’t I go with you?”

			I looked at him. “Oh, no. You don’t have to get involved. This is my thing. I just wanted advice, and I needed someone to talk to.”

			“I want to go with you,” he said, sitting down on the couch next to me and rocking back and forth a little bit.

			“I really think this might be something I have to do alone. This is the world that I found, and it’s my mom I’m trying to get back. I don’t know. Plus I think it would help if you could be here to cover for me. Can you come up with a good reason for me to be gone?”

			Jamie popped up and started pacing in a circle around the living room again. I loved that he was always moving, never boring. “Well, your mom’s a nurse. So you two could be going away to take care of someone. Like your grandma or something.” 

			That made more sense than anything I could have thought of. And the babbling that came out of my mouth was nothing compared to the babbling going on inside my head. There were thousands of what-ifs. What if she was already gone? What if there was no way to bring her back? What if I never saw my mom again?

			We called my mother’s office and told them she was taking a couple of sick days. I couldn’t imagine that getting her back would take more than a couple of days. Provided I was able to find her. I asked Jamie to tell the school the following day that I was with my mom somewhere. I wanted to get going as soon as possible. I was so scared that something might happen to my mom. Jamie walked me toward the door. I stopped him at the front and gave him a hug and a kiss on the cheek.

			“Be careful. Just watch out, and come back if it doesn’t feel safe. And if it’s awesome, well, no matter how much you like it, promise to come back?” he asked. 

			I nodded and turned to walk back to my apartment. I could see my feet moving but I felt numb. Something in me had taken over, and my feet were moving me forward without my head giving them any direction.

			When I got home, I went into the bathroom, the room with the hardest floor that would make breaking the mirror easiest, and dropped another mirror. I watched the glass shatter and could feel myself pause. I reminded myself that I needed to do this. I took a deep breath and felt even my lungs tremble. I tried to fall into it just the way my mother had, and I guess it was close enough because when I fell, I didn’t land on the hard, cold floor covered in broken glass.

			I didn’t land. At all. 

			My body trembled. My head swirled. The world disappeared behind me and exploded in front of me at the same time. I forced my eyes open, afraid of what would happen if I closed them. 

			There were colors I had never seen before. The sun burst open. I was overwhelmed by beauty and light and a complete feeling of awe. I made desperate attempts to feel any part of my body, but my legs seemed to have disappeared. It felt like hours before I could find them. I struggled to stand but couldn’t tell which way was up. Which were my arms and which were my legs.

			And then all of a sudden, everything was black. And I was there. My body was still. I could be sure again that it existed. That I existed. I was compelled to step forward and almost jumped back as I saw my leg step out of a mirror in front of me and into a school bathroom. 

			I knew I didn’t want to go back, but going forward seemed terrifying. I couldn’t just stand there, so I stepped out and looked around, unsure of what to do and how to react. Why here? What was I doing in a high-school bathroom, and who was the reflection looking back at me? I touched the mirror and my hand went right through it, like I was touching a pool of water. This was what I had wanted when I’d touched the water in the bathtub the first time. 

			I wanted to run out of the bathroom and race down the hallway looking for my mother, but I heard people coming. I didn’t know how they would react to me, so I locked myself in a stall. Would they look like me? Would they recognize me as an outsider? Would they ask what I was doing here?

			One of them leaned into the mirror, and I worried that she was going to fall straight through. But the mirror was solid and she applied lipstick fine. 

			“Do you think this color is too orange for my skin tone?” she asked one of her friends.

			Her friend cocked her head to one side and squinted. “No. I think it’s pretty. I mean, not for me. But definitely for you.” They nodded to each other. I heard one of them wash her hands, and they left the bathroom.

			I was so disappointed. After all of this work, the people were just the same as the people I had left. They were the same makeup- and boy-obsessed girls I had left behind. I couldn’t focus on that, though. I had to find the people I was looking for. Where was my mother? Was she okay? Where was my reflection—the girl I kept seeing in the mirror?

			I walked out of the bathroom and looked down the hall. I found my mother immediately and tried to wave, but she didn’t see me. I went over and said hello, and she looked at me but didn’t seem to recognize me. 

			“It’s…it’s me. Umm, do you want to…” 

			She looked at me, and I thought it was her. I thought she was seeing me, her daughter. But she wouldn’t say it. She just leaned forward in that sympathetic way adults do when a little kid comes over and says something completely ridiculous. 

			“Mom?”

			She looked at me that same way for another minute before seeming to decide I was okay. “I’m…I’m sorry. I’m just a substitute.”

			“But…no. You’re not just a substitute. You’re the real thing. You’re…” But I couldn’t bear to say it again. I was afraid I might burst into tears if I did. “I guess, umm, okay,” I said and began to turn around. 

			I saw her walk away quickly out of the corner of my eye, and just as I thought I was about to lose it, something else caught my attention. There she was. My reflection.

			***

			It took me another day to figure out that my mother was teaching in this world and another two days to figure out how to get her out and back into the world where she belonged. After the first time, I couldn’t talk to her. It upset me too much to think that my mother didn’t know me. I needed her help. I needed her to comfort me and care that I was upset. I would walk up to her and be just another student. Just another kid in school. Except a stranger, because I didn’t have classes with her. Well, I didn’t have classes at all.

			I spent a few days wandering the school, going back home through the mirror to sleep at night and returning in the morning. After the first time, the sensation was never as intense. I was just walking from one world into the other, like walking through a door. A dark door. 

			I switched between following my reflection around and following my mother around. Within the first hour of arriving, I wasn’t sure which one was more important to me. The two talked a lot, which made it a little bit easier. I could watch them together without having to run back and forth all the time. 

			A few times I tried to get close enough to hear them, but I was concerned about them seeing me. I wasn’t sure how I would explain myself. I wasn’t even really sure they could see me. I thought they could, but it was confusing and I didn’t want to make the situation worse by making this woman who didn’t know that she was my mom not trust me and not want to come back with me.

			On Thursday morning, I saw my mom, or the woman who was usually my mom, walk into the faculty bathroom. I knew it could be my one shot. I followed her in there as quietly as I could and hid in one of the stalls. I watched her walk out of a stall through the crack in the door. She had been wearing variations on the same outfit for three days, and I wondered, not for the first time, where she had been sleeping. The clip-clop of her shoes across the floor stopped, and she smoothed her skirt and turned the water on. 

			I prayed silently that what I was about to do would work, that I wouldn’t wind up with the woman in front of me having a big bruise on her head instead of finding my mother on the other side of the mirror with me. 

			I unlocked the door and pushed it open while she was looking down and washing her hands. Before she could look up and figure out what was happening, I ran up behind her, put my arms around her, and ran straight through the mirror, holding on and toppling out over her on the other side.

			I stood up, and my mom looked at me confused. What if this was just some woman who looked like my mom? “Mom? It’s you, right?”

			“Of course it’s me. Who else would it be? Are you okay? What just happened?”

			She recognized me! “I’m fine. I think you were trying to get something from the top shelf and…” I had a brainstorm. “You’ve had a fever the last couple of days. You’ve been really confused. 

			“When I saw you up here, I just knew you were going to fall, so I came in to try to get you before you did. But you slipped and we fell. I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have let you get up. I think the better question is are you okay? Does your head hurt?”

			“Oh. Well. Yes, I think I’m okay. I feel a little bit…strange. I must have been having some strange dreams. But I’m sure it’s nothing.”

			She had no recollection of what had happened. Or maybe she did, but she thought it was feverish hallucinations. I thought that made more sense than any other explanation I might have been able to come up with. I wasn’t going to push her to think about it in any more depth than she already was. I certainly didn’t want her to figure out that she had been spending her days in an alternate universe.

			***

			I went back to my reflection’s school the next day and looked for her at lunch. With my mom back home where she belonged, I could focus all of my attention on my reflection. I wanted to find out whatever I could about her. She was sitting under a tree eating her lunch, lost in thought. This was my moment. I sat down next to her. 

			“Hi, I’m Dee. I don’t think we’ve met. I noticed that you were sitting over here under the best tree in the place, and I don’t think you get to hog all the great space. I just moved into the neighborhood so today is my first day at school here. What about you? Did you grow up here?”

			“You’re new?” she asked, glaring at me.

			Was I? It was the first time we’d met, but we’d actually been spending hours a day together since we were born without knowing it. From her perspective, I supposed I was new, though. I had been haunting the school for a few days now, so I wasn’t exactly new to the school. “New to you,” I finally settled on. 

			We talked for two hours. She must have missed at least one class, and I hoped she would be willing to miss another one to hang out with me for the afternoon. I invited her to go ice-skating with me after school that day. There were signs all over saying that a new indoor rink had just opened and that the hockey team would be playing there. 

			“Just the two of us, once you agree to come,” I said, and I saw her smile for the first time.

			But she said no. She said she wasn’t properly dressed for it. “Besides,” she said, “the best part of ice-skating is watching the Zamboni anyway.”

			“Why?” I asked her.

			“I used to want to be the guy who drives the Zamboni. My mom thought that was a great idea. My dad thought it was a bad goal for me to have. He wants me to do something, I don’t know…bigger, I guess. But my mom thought it was great. She said they always need Zamboni drivers.

			“Those things are so powerful, and the ice looks so clean after they’re done. It wipes away all the scars from people’s skates.” She paused. “And leaves the ice clean and new. Like nothing had ever cut into it at all.”

			I smiled. I can’t think of a kid I know who didn’t want to be a Zamboni driver at one time or another. 

			***

			I started to explain to Samara who I really was at least twice that day. “Samara,” I said, “I want to explain something to you. I think you need to know something about me.” But while I was pausing for a deep breath, I would see her looking at me with her big innocent eyes and I wasn’t be able to finish. I chickened out and said something like, “When I was little, my room was separated from the living room by a shower curtain with ducks on it.” And she smiled and said, “Good to know.” 

			I was afraid the whole thing would scare her; it scared me. So I left her believing we were just really good friends. Instant best friends, the kind you would give half your Popsicle to when you were a kid. I figured I would wait until the right time and tell her then that I was actually her reflection.

			All Samara needed was a friend, and I was prepared to be exactly that for her. I wanted to help her through whatever she was going through. She was clearly in pain, even though she never said it. 

			We spent the afternoon wandering around parks and in and out of stores. At one point we passed a graveyard, and I was a little thrown by how freaked out Samara got.

			“Can we speed up?” she asked.

			“Sure,” I said. “Why?”

			“I just…graveyards. They creep me out. I’ve never been in one, and it makes me think of…I just…I just don’t like them.”

			After that, I thought it was time to go inside for a while. We went into a café to warm up. Eventually, Samara said she had to get home. She asked if I lived in the same direction as her.

			“I don’t think so,” I told her. I told her I was going to get another cup of coffee or something like that before I left for home. She nodded. I waited until she had turned the corner in the other direction before heading for the café’s bathroom. There was nobody in there, so the bathroom mirror seemed safe for me to go through. Just as I stepped in, though, I heard someone walk in behind me. I turned around, and there was Samara, standing and staring at me, pale faced, mouth open, eyes wide. I didn’t know what to do. I tried to stay as calm as possible.

			“Samara, this is going to be really confusing for you, but I’m just going to say it. I’m your reflection, or you’re my reflection. I’m not a real person in your world, but I am a real person. I think. I’m as real here as you are there.”

			Samara looked at me, screamed, and ran out of the bathroom.

			“I didn’t want you to find out, not like this,” I called after her. But the door had already slammed shut.

			I had wanted to become friends before I told Samara. I’d wanted her to know that I liked her and that she could trust me. I felt like I needed to be there for her, and I didn’t want to lose that opportunity because she was scared of me. Scared of who I was or who I wasn’t. I mean, this was terrifying. But at least we could be terrified and excited by it together.

			I went home that night and began figuring out what to do. I knew I would have to win back Samara’s trust. She was going to have to understand why I did what I did and why I hadn’t been able to tell her who I was when I’d met her that afternoon. Otherwise, everything would be ruined, and I could never spend time in the mirror. I needed to help Samara. I needed her to talk to me again.
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