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			For Robin, sentence by sentence
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			1.

			Listen.

			Be careful the story you tell yourself. It might become the one you believe.
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			2.

			Here’s a story for you:
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				Once there was a girl named Destiny,

				who should have known better and did.
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			3.

			It was hot when we moved to Dexler. Late June. Three weeks since my mother met a guy at a meeting in a church basement and, within minutes, her new addictions were sobriety and him. It didn’t surprise me. She uprooted our lives for the millionth time, and while she lunged twelve steps forward, I held my breath and waited for her to slide thirteen back.

			My job is always to catch her.

			But for now, April was Huck’s problem, and I had new surroundings to explore. As soon as I unpacked my bags in the room Huck previously used as an office, I left the apartment in search of the library. I craved air-conditioning and alternate realities, and wasn’t eager to watch April play house.

			Heat rose off the sidewalk in shimmering waves, blurring the world like a dream. I accepted the sweat beads that rolled down my back, and took the long route, wandering. Surrendering. It was a trick I’d learned those eleven months in Texas. If you give in to the heat, stop fighting and let it embrace you, you gain power and it can no longer destroy you.

			It doesn’t work that way with cold. Cold you can only brace against—bundle up, speed your pace, grit your teeth, and try to bear it. Heat is different. Heat you can welcome inside you like the devil.

			This heat was nothing compared to that kind, compared to Texas. Not yet.

			I walked down this block, up that one, in the general direction Huck told me. His corner of Dexler is more bricks and concrete than park benches and green, but I saw on the drive in why it’s nicknamed the Leafy City. The wealthier sections are dripping with trees, and those houses have grass yards and gardens. Tour Guide Huck touted the beauty of the historic lampposts, noted that the high school is in walking distance of the apartment, said he knew I’d find “lots of great groups to join.”

			I crossed the street to step into shade and passed alongside an empty playground. Three rubber swings hung motionless in the sun. A fourth swayed like a memory. My fingers skimmed the bumps of a chain-link fence, and I felt as much as heard the sounds washing toward me. The shrieks of little kids. The bounce and snap of a diving board, followed by a splash. The lifeguard’s sharp whistle like the birdcall for a happy summer. Joyful, carefree, normal sounds.

			I’ve never been in water any deeper than a tub, and the best route to the library was for sure straight ahead, but I turned left toward the sounds, opened the gate, and stepped inside without a thought—like Gretel grabbing mouthfuls of the witch’s candy cottage or Goldilocks crossing the bears’ inviting threshold. Too hungry to resist; too enchanted to question the reward.

			I walked, unseen, past two preteen girls on one towel, sharing a magazine, their skinny legs entwined. I avoided a group of guys showing off inexpert dives—clowning for the high school girls nearby, who watched without watching until one of them stood, dusted off, and showed the boys how it’s done. I looked straight at the bored twentysomething at the snack stand accepting damp bills in exchange for cold sodas, handing ice cream and napkins to kids and moms through the window by the Help Wanted sign. None of them noticed I was there. No one did, except him.

			At the edge of the pool, he turned and saw me.

			A smile spread across his lips. I followed its arc up his cheekbones, to the corners of his bright, kind eyes. His gaze fixed on mine, and it was like discovering a key I didn’t realize I was holding.

			I tried the key in the lock and: click.
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				Once there was a girl named Destiny, who had never been lucky in anything—

				until she met a boy who was always lucky in everything.

				What did that mean about love?
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			He takes my smile for an invitation, comes over to where I’m standing, and tilts his head. “Why haven’t I seen you around before?” he asks.

			“I’m new,” I say.

			“To swimming?”

			“To town.” I catch a flash of dimple.

			“Ah. Well, you’re in luck, because I happen to be the official unofficial welcoming committee for Dexler Park Community Pool. Welcome to the neighborhood. We hope you’ll find it pleasing.” He sweeps both arms to encompass the world. Cocky, but just awkward enough to be endearing. His limbs drop. “So where did you move from?” he asks.

			“Nowhere as pleasing as this.” I dodge the question out of habit, but also to rein this in. It’s none of my business if the porridge is hot.

			His laugh slips around me, and he looks at me with renewed curiosity. “Mysterious,” he says. “Will you grant me three guesses?”

			“I will not.” I swat a mosquito. “Never bargain with a guy in a bathing suit.”

			“That’s very wise. Who knows what might happen.”

			I look away. He’s right. Yet already I long to look back.

			“Well.” He gestures toward the water. “You coming in? We could use another swimmer for the doggy-paddle relay. You look like you’ve got skills.”

			“Oh. I don’t swim.”

			“So you came here just to see me,” he says.

			“Something like that. Or maybe—” I lift my chin toward the Help Wanted sign, the first excuse that pops into my brain. “I came about the job. Who wouldn’t want to work at a place called the Deep End?”

			“Cool. Yeah. I’ll hook you up.” Before I can protest, he moves toward the snack stand and calls to the guy inside. “Hey, Jacob. I found your new hire. This is…” He glances back and his eyebrows ask the question.

			“Destiny. Destiny Black.”

			“This is Destiny,” he finishes, including Jacob, me, the sky, the world, everything, in the scope of his grin. “Employee of the Month.”

			“Friend of yours?” Jacob says.

			Now the grin exists solely for me. “I hope so.”

			“Well, then,” Jacob says. “Destiny. When can you start?”

			“Tomorrow,” I respond. “Or today?”

			“Tomorrow, ten a.m. No open-toed shoes.” Jacob waves away my thanks and greets an approaching customer.

			“I’m Ryan, by the way.” He offers his hand.

			I take it. “Ryan.” His skin presses warm against mine. “Pleased to meet you.”
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				There once was a girl named Destiny, who honestly, foolishly, completely believed that

				her fate, her destiny, was he.
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			Stupid girl. I can hear my mother say it—hear her scream it, hiss it, slur it. And she’s right.

			There is no such thing as happily ever after. Not for girls like me.
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			4.

			For two months and five days of one perfect summer, everything impossible is real.

			Girl meets boy, they hit it off and fall in love, and she begins to believe, if not in ever after, then at least in happily right now.

			Right now: That hopeful look in his eyes as he approaches the Deep End for the millionth time in one shift and asks if I’m free for an official unofficial tour after work.

			Our first real date, to get tacos and soft serve. Our tenth real date, a walk in the rain.

			Holding still as he touches my freckles—his fingers soft, my skin electric—and assigns a silly name to each one.

			Waking up from a nap on our blanket in the park to see fireflies rising all around us.

			Feeling the buzz of the phone in my pocket and knowing the text is from him.

			Discussing thoughts and opinions I didn’t know I had, because Ryan is the first to raise the questions. Like, is it more miraculous and interesting to think only our planet has life, or to imagine other galaxies full of it? (Definitely cooler if others are out there, I say. But how amazing if it’s only us, he replies.) And: What is the loneliest superpower? (Him: invisibility. Me: seeing the future.) Is time travel inherently unethical, since a single change affects a billion others? Or is it more unethical not to use it, if you know of a great wrong and could stop it? (I go back and forth on that one. Ryan lands on Team Risk It If You Can.)

			Too good to be true stays so good, proves so true, that I relax. I almost trust.

			Then he cuts out my heart with the swift, dull blade of cliché.

			“I need to focus on the season.”

			“Coach says this could really be our year.”

			“You know I think you’re amazing, but if I catch a scout’s attention it could mean my whole future coming together.”

			“I can’t have any distractions, you know?”

			“I hope we can still be friends.”

			Friends.

			He was gone, and I was left clinging to nothing, as if maybe I only hallucinated we were anything real to begin with.

			It wouldn’t have been the first time.

			I swore it would be the last.

		

	
		
			
			The girl’s name contained a promise—an expectation

			and prediction

			of some larger fate, or perhaps of a path she must follow.

			But how does a destiny differ from a curse?

			Her mother did not name her Lucky.

			So was the girl’s twisted fate her mother’s fault? This was,

			after all, a fairy tale.

			The girl chided herself: not that kind.

			If she was destined for this hurt, she should have seen it coming.

			That failure was purely her own.

			She retraced each step, rehashed each choice that

			caused her fortune’s grim turning.

			She cataloged her misreadings. Listed her errors.

			Mapped the sentence

			contorting the story.

			Between the lines, she finally saw it:

			the oldest mistake in the book.

			The girl did not heed the cautionary tales, and so,

			became one herself.

			Yet here’s the thing about a tale as old as time:

			Each time you tell it, it changes.

			And after the never after, the twice upon a time begins.
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			5.

			There were no familiar faces in homeroom, which made sense at a school with almost two thousand students, in a place I’d only lived a few months. I met people over the summer, of course—at the pool, at parties, or in passing. But Ryan and his friends were mostly seniors, and everyone in Ms. Ramirez’s homeroom was a junior like me. Logically, I knew I wouldn’t find him draped in a chair in her Physics classroom, planting himself in my way. But that didn’t stop the breath from pausing in my lungs until I saw for sure he wasn’t there.

			“Destiny Black?” Ms. Ramirez called, scanning the room.

			I lifted my hand. “Present,” I said, though I was floating somewhere outside myself, watching a girl who looked just like me live the wrong version of my life.

			I lowered my arm and Ms. Ramirez moved on, but a pale, thin girl in the seat beside mine homed in on me with clear interest. I examined my schedule.

			She leaned into the space between our desks. “Hey.”

			“Hey.” I glanced back at the page, but instead of taking the hint she poked my arm. I turned slowly to face her.

			“Destiny.” It sounded like the answer to a riddle. “You’re Seventeen’s girlfriend, right?”

			Seventeen. Ryan’s number and nickname. Usually uttered with the same awe and reverence with which this girl said it. Often accompanied by high fives or an emphatic, respectful my man!

			I hesitated. “No.”

			The word hung in the air, disappointing us both.

			“Not anymore. His ex.”

			She nodded as though she understood. “Summer fling?”

			I looked away. Maybe it was. Our ending only made sense if I revised the story from the beginning.

			At the front of the room, Ms. Ramirez read the announcements. “So did he get back together with Jenica then?” Pale Girl asked.

			The words crept under my skin. It took all my control not to scratch. “It wasn’t like that. He needs to focus on the season.”

			She lit up. “The team’s killer this year. Everyone’s saying we have a real shot at state and Ryan’s a shoo-in to make all-stars.”

			“I’m not really into football.” It felt like reclaiming a piece of myself. I sat up taller.

			Step one of getting over Ryan would be dumping all the details I held on to. I would forget about yards per completion, time of possession, handoffs, carries, and pass attempts. I would unlearn his birthday, forget his dog’s name, disremember the way he blinks after sneezing. I’d no longer think of him during thunderstorms, or care that he likes cookies and cream and quotes SpongeBob too often. I would fail to recall which side of his face dimples first when he smiles.

			The right side.

			The bell rang and the noise level jumped. Chair legs scraped the floor, and people shouted to friends in the hallway as new sneakers carried them out the door. I stood too, deliberately, carefully, practicing not making a sound.

			Pale Girl paused beside me. “You need help figuring out where you’re going next?” she asked.

			I picked up my pride and my backpack, gave a light smile. “No, thanks. I’m fine on my own.”

			I walked past her to prove it.

		

	
		
			
			Whatever her destiny—fated or cursed—the girl

			had to do something about her heart.

			It was too vulnerable, too fragile, and it pulsed

			too close to the surface. She had failed

			to take care of it, this soft, beating mess, and

			with her heart in this position, there was constant risk

			of further damage.

			It was foolish to carry it around like this.

			She must separate from it if she wished

			to survive.
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			6.

			I let myself into the apartment, locked the door behind me, and etched a tally mark on the wall of my brain: one.

			Time was moving strangely in the week since Ryan broke us. Single minutes dragged for hours, whole hours skipped by in seconds, and the nights somehow looped for years. The present unfurled at a distance. My most vivid now was past.

			I set down my bag and slipped off my shoes. The baby downstairs might have been sleeping.

			My becoming Ryan’s girlfriend was an impossible-seeming thing in the first place, yet this part, losing him, felt the most unreal of all—like one of those tricks of the mind where what you see and what you know are two completely different things, so you can no longer trust your own perceptions.

			A guy we crashed with for a while when I was a kid—one of April’s friends or boyfriends or maybe her dealer, who knows—kept a Magic Eye book in his filthy, tiny bathroom, sandwiched between issues of Penthouse he looked at while taking dumps. It was the only book in the house, other than the stolen collection of fairy tales I brought with me, and I spent hours poring over it, trying to train my eyes to stare past the dots into the hidden picture beyond. To my eternal frustration, I was never able to make it work—though back then, I didn’t need a magic painting to conjure a world that wasn’t there. I’d invented my own and existed partially within it for years.

			Brains are weird. Too subjective. Almost as unreliable as hearts.

			I dropped my stuff in my room, sat down on the bed, and stood up again. I had to keep moving.

			I kept feeling like if I squinted harder, tilted the picture, or flipped things in my head, the situation with Ryan would magically change. The world would return to its proper axis, and I would be back by his side. But all signs pointed to the opposite: that for ten weeks I lived inside a beautiful illusion, and now it was nothing but dots.

			I sank my fingernails into my forearm to stop the tears from forming. As the pain reset my breath, I realized I was chanting softly: saif ess ess, saif ess ess, saif ess ess. A familiar loop. It shocked me out of my self-pity.

			The words had been a gift from Sula, one of my queens in the land of Arantha, where I spent all my playtime when I was young. Back then, I believed the chant to be a protective spell. I used it when I was scared or alone: days when April disappeared, off on a bender or in search of one, or the nights when she was back but high as hell or crashing. The times I wanted to escape into my secret world but couldn’t because she needed me.

			I hadn’t repeated the incantation in years. It was both jarring and comforting to find it tucked in my subconscious. The chant is harmless, and I understand the limits and the truth of it now, better than I ever did then, but I couldn’t fall back into those old patterns just because I’d been dumped.

			I tracked through the apartment and picked up the trail my mother had left in her wake: the coffee mug with a lipsticked rim and an inch of cold liquid at the bottom, the spray of crumbs beside it. A purple sock beneath the kitchen table. The other sock, wedged between couch cushions. A cigarette butt extinguished in a glass by the window, where she blows out the evidence when Huck isn’t home, rather than following his request to smoke outside.

			Huck is a smoker too, so unlikely to notice the smell, but leaving the butt for him to find was stupid. I tossed it out the window and washed her dishes in the sink.

			Huck is a guy who likes things Just So. He keeps his keys on the key hook, his shoes lined up by the door. Sorts his mail the day it arrives. Each night before bed, he wipes the counters and preps the coffee machine. He never snoozes the alarm.

			Sobriety fits neatly into this picture of restraint, and I imagine that when he drank, he was the kind of drunk who tries to hide it, who believes himself capable of micromanaging that too: in perfect control right up until the blackout hits.

			What moved him to let a wild card like April into his life, I had no idea, though of course he wasn’t the first to be drawn to her. I’m not entirely immune to her pull myself, though I’ve learned, as most do, that loving April isn’t always good for me.

			I dried my hands on my pants to avoid using the last paper towel.

			If AA-April were to be believed, she was “going through an entire psychic change.” She’d turned the page on that old chapter of her life and was “transcending” through her commitments to sobriety and making amends. Whatever that meant, Huck bought it. My only option was playing along.

			I rescued a lipstick-stained tissue from the bathroom floor and dropped it into the trash can with a sigh. I knew April was trying to be neater. It would almost be funny how utterly she was failing, if I weren’t so concerned about the consequences.

			As long as we stayed here, the rent would be paid. And I would still be near Ryan.

			I straightened, and my vision blurred from rising too fast. I grabbed the doorframe for balance. Black dots danced in the air.

			My carriage had been only a pumpkin. All that gold was nothing but straw.

			I walked back to the kitchen, filled a glass with water, drank it down, and filled it again. My stomach sloshed a reminder I hadn’t eaten since breakfast. I took a strawberry Pop-Tart from April’s stash and retreated to my room, where I grabbed a pen for distraction.

			No way could I focus on reading or homework, but maybe I could draw. By luck I was placed in an art elective—Expressions of the Self Through Multimedia Exploration with Mx. “call me West” Westendorf—and although West hadn’t assigned any drawing yet, it wouldn’t hurt to warm up.

			Over the summer, I doodled on napkins during downtimes at the Deep End, and traced invisible lines, the story of our future, into Ryan’s bare skin as he slept in the shade at the park. But it wasn’t like before I met him, when drawing felt as necessary as breathing, when I didn’t even know what was in my head or heart before the ink displayed my truth on the page.

			I sketched quickly, much faster than I usually work. Lines, waves, scratches, and loops spilled from the pen, mirroring chaos. The ink flowed easily across the page, and it felt like the most me thing I’d done in months.

			I tossed aside the first paper and grabbed another from the stash I’d pulled from the recycling bin. Soon that page too was crammed with circles of confusion, scribbles of frustration, and vines tangled with anger.

			Sweat dampened the paper, which dimpled beneath my hand. I worked splotches and smears into flowers and thorns. I didn’t flinch when the pen ripped a jagged hole through a vine—that matched my insides too. I drew until the images reeled and exhaustion insisted. The pen fell from my fingers, and I surrendered to sleep.
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			7.

			When I emerged from the thorns, brushing scarlet petals from my skin, I was stunned to find him here, yet also had known he would come. Eight years since we’d last seen each other, but I recognized him instantly.

			“Tosh.”

			“Miss me?” he asked.

			I didn’t want to admit how much.

			“You’re not real,” I said, though he looked real, sitting there with his legs crossed and his arms spread wide, draped across the back of the couch. The blue of his shirt brought out the coppery glow of his skin and enhanced the silver sheen of his thick reddish fur. It looked expensive, that shirt, though he hadn’t paid for it. I’d dreamed it.

			When I last saw him, Tosh was a kid, all gangly limbs and cub-boy mischief. Muddy T-shirts. Popsicle-stained lips. The mischief was still there, but now Tosh was all grown up.

			Of course he’d grown up gorgeous—that was just like him. He’d always been vain, pausing our games to enjoy his own reflection in the surface of Frog-Hop Pond, or cajoling me into sneaking him into Sula’s chamber of mirrors so he could strut and preen in front of a thousand other Toshes and maybe luck his way into some accidental magic. We wouldn’t get in trouble if I was there, he’d argue. Sula loved me best.

			Of course she did. I made her up too. Nothing in Arantha was real.

			“Right. Keep telling yourself that.” He flashed that maddening smirk, which said he knew he could get whatever he wanted—though often all he wanted was the amusement of seeing me riled up, the challenge of teasing me until I screamed. I hoped we’d outgrown that. “Just like the prophecy isn’t real.” The words slithered.

			“The prophecy?”

			His fox ears twitched. They looked soft as always. “Don’t tell me you’ve forgotten.”

			I stepped closer. “How is Sula?”

			The light bruised and flickered indigo. “Same as you left her. But sadder. Older. She misses you. The queendom misses you.”

			He didn’t say he missed me, but his shoulders (still slender, but broader than before) did that one-lifted-slightly-higher-than-the-other thing that revealed there was something more he wasn’t sharing.

			“You should come back. Visit us.”

			“I can’t.” He knew that.

			When I went to Arantha the last time—a final visit made without Dr. Sun’s permission—I explained why this was the end, and asked them all to respect my wishes. Of course the one who would break that promise was Tosh. Though I couldn’t specifically remember him promising in the first place.

			I remembered Sula’s tearful hugs, and Darla’s solemn nod and troubled frown. The trees waving and waterfall rushing. The clap of thunder echoing off the Pink Mountains. The weight and pain of my guilt. But all I remembered of the last time I saw Tosh was the way he shrugged and looked both embarrassed and pleased when I said, “Thank you.”

			I missed them. I missed them all. I missed who I was when I was with them and how I mattered. But: “I can’t go back,” I repeated.

			Whatever hint of need I might have seen in Tosh’s eyes got swallowed whole by amusement. “You will though. Arantha’s got big plans for you, kid. You and that baby.”

			He was baiting me, but I wouldn’t bite. “And what if I have other plans for myself?”

			Tosh laughed and gave an appreciative nod. “Touché. But do you?”

			Unease snaked through me.

			“It’s good to see you, Destiny.” He winked and, too quickly, was gone, vanishing out of this world into that one, as easily as I was once able.

			The room, the world felt empty without him. I sank onto the couch, but it was no longer a couch; its leather cracked and sprouted a tangle of vines that wrapped around my torso, arms, neck, and I plummeted, swirling, deeper and deeper into it.

			I awoke with a start, Tosh’s name on my lips, the woodsy smell of him in my nostrils, and my stomach still falling. The remnants of my dream hung around with such clarity, it felt like a memory-memory, not a dream-memory. But Arantha was always that way.

			In the kitchen, Huck ran the tap, presumably washing his mug, spoon, and cereal bowl like he did every day after breakfast. My bladder shrieked along with the gushing water, and I rolled to my other side to appease it, crushing the pages that crinkled beneath me. I freed the one pressed to my hip. There, smirking back at me, stood Tosh rendered in ink.

			I didn’t remember making it, but the lines were unmistakably mine. This was the Tosh from now though, not the Tosh from when we were kids, and how could I have drawn him last night before I’d seen him?

			No. Whether I drew or dreamed him first was irrelevant.

			I folded the drawing. Thoughts of Ryan roiled in.

			I bolted out of bed and reached the bathroom just as Huck locked the front door behind him. Peeing was a relief, but it didn’t relieve the nausea. My stomach heaved and settled, heaved and settled. I grabbed the plastic trash can, held it between my knees, and retched.

			My eyes watered at the violence. I wiped and flushed, emptied the trash can into the toilet, and flushed again. I rinsed it as best I could, washed my hands, brushed my teeth and tongue, gulped cold water, and emerged.

			April stood there, arms crossed, and I felt a flutter of fear. As if being sick were a thing I’d done wrong and should hide.

			“Finally,” she said, and went in to take an epic leak without bothering to close the door.

			Her voice followed me. “Your puke reeks. What are you, pregnant?” She laughed.

			It was a joke to her. I was a joke to her.

			“You better not have been drinking, young lady.” No hint of concern.

			“I’m fine,” I muttered. I shut the door to my room and stayed behind it until she stumbled back to bed.

		

	
		
			
			Thinking of all the mistakes she had made, the girl began to cry.

			She cried until her face was wet and her garments were soaked,

			and still she kept crying.

			She cried until her lungs were raw and her voice had drowned,

			and still she kept crying.

			She cupped her palms to catch the tears and sobbed until nothing

			was left to cry out.

			Her chest felt empty and her tear ducts, dry, and

			finally the hurt was outside her.

			Her heart quivered in her hands,

			damaged but beautiful.

			Still beating.

			She wrapped it in the softest cloth and placed it inside a small box.

			She was hollow but still felt its pulse

			and its power.

			The grief was still too near.

			The girl made a decision.

			She fastened the box with a golden pin and locked it

			inside a tower as tall as her loss.

			The hurt beat safe and snug.

			The girl had cried her heart out, and now she would leave it behind.
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			8.

			I walked to school and went through the motions. I could skip if I wanted—no one would care—but skipping seemed pointless. I didn’t need more time alone in my head. Or near April.

			I should be used to it by now, this way she has been my whole life—sometimes spinning me into a dance; sometimes spitting me out on the floor. But this morning I didn’t have my guard up.

			It was just a dream, just a dream, just a dream. I repeated those words on the humid walk to school, throughout conjugating verbs in Spanish, and while practicing backstitch in Family and Consumer Sciences.

			Just a dream. I wouldn’t allow it to become my reality.

			When I was young, my friendship with Tosh didn’t seem strange to me. I saw other kids on playgrounds engaged with realities no one else could see. Almost everyone I knew—meaning, everyone in books—had a private world or secret garden they escaped or stumbled into. Why should I be different? Arantha was my Narnia; Sula, my Mrs. Whatsit. And I didn’t even have to fall down a rabbit hole to get there. I simply disappeared into it, like opening a book and getting lost in its story.

			But in my time at Silver Hill Oaks, Dr. Sun helped me understand the line between what feels real and what is real, and how shockingly often those two don’t line up.

			It’s fine to play a game of make-believe. It’s foolish to believe it’s something more.

			I’d forgotten that truth this summer.

			My vision fogged with humiliation. I made my next stitch and the needle jabbed my finger, bringing me sharply back to the moment. I pulled my hand out from under the cloth. A tiny swell of blood bloomed on the skin.

			The prick burned. My cheeks flushed.

			I put my finger to my mouth and sucked off the blood.
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			9.

			Well before I reached the cafeteria, it hit me: that scent. The one thing every school I’ve gone to has in common. Within it, the memories of each place blend together, as if I could sit down for lunch at one school and stand up in another.

			Yesterday I skipped and hid out with a book, but today I let the tide of underclassmen carry me toward the hot food line. I looked around.

			Lunch at Dexler High is the same one-hour block for all students, with juniors and seniors encouraged to get their food on the later side, and most areas of the school fair game for eating in. It also serves as a built-in study hall and time for student clubs to meet. But the chances of seeing Ryan here were slim to none. Seniors have off-campus privileges, and Ryan’s best friend had a car.

			The line inched closer to the serving station, and I realized I was ravenous. A lunch lady scooped mashed potatoes, green beans, and meat loaf with gravy into the sections of a tray and passed it over the splash guard. I chose a chocolate milk and silverware, moved into the cashier line, and watched the people in front of me hand a hairnetted worker their school IDs, which she swiped and handed back in one efficient motion, releasing them on their way. My scalp itched beneath my too-tight ponytail. I pulled my ID from my pocket.

			The cashier swiped my card, and the machine emitted a beep. She hit a key, swiped again, and frowned. “This account hasn’t been activated,” she said, holding the card out to me.

			I took it back. “I’m new,” I apologized. “I didn’t know I had to do that.”

			She swiped the card attached to her lanyard and waved me along with a sigh. “Get your parents to fill out the paperwork online, or you can sign up for free or reduced lunch on the same website,” she said, and reached for the card of the person behind me.

			I stepped out of the way and muttered, “Thank you.” Maybe she said that thing about free lunch to everyone who messed up their payment, but she had the same wary look as every cashier who watched April and me add up which items we had to put back.

			At my last few schools, it was all free lunch. This was the downside of an affluent district.

			I surveyed the room for a place to sit, but my stomach was tight and my appetite, gone. I stood off to the side, forced down a few bites of mashed potato, and tipped the tray over the trash.

			In the media center, I took a seat at an open computer. A sign taped to the monitor chided: Don’t forget to LOG OUT when you’re done!!! I entered my student ID number and followed the prompt to create a new password.

			Ryan<3 I typed, then held down the delete key. Arantha2? I wrote instead. A satisfied checkmark appeared onscreen.

			I opened the browser and found the free-lunch application on the school website. I filled in April’s name and my own, and moved the cursor to the box I had to click to go on to the next question. By checking this box, you are certifying (promising) that these are the only people living in your household, it said. All members of a household must be listed. I hesitated.

			I hate lying; I always have. Forging a signature or avoiding a question is one thing—those are tools of survival, not deceit—but the idea of straight-up declaring something to be true that isn’t makes me deeply uncomfortable.

			But even though we lived with Huck and whatever he made probably disqualified me from assistance, his money wasn’t mine. It just wasn’t. And given April’s track record in relationships, he wasn’t likely to be relevant by the time any bills came.

			Besides, I was filling out this form as April, and April would check the box. So it wasn’t really lying so much as being an accurate proxy.

			I clicked it.

			I filled in the rest quickly and leaned back. The folded paper in my pocket crinkled. Tosh.

			There was no good reason to bring the sketch to school. If April snooped in my room, she wouldn’t know what it was. The only person who knew about Tosh was Dr. Sun, and I hadn’t seen her since we left Texas. But I needed a friend, and this drawing of one I imagined was the closest thing I had. I wondered what Dr. Sun would say about that.

			I wondered what Dr. Sun would say about a lot of things: Ryan and me, Tosh’s appearance in my dream, April’s millionth ride with sobriety, how much I’d grown. I wondered if she ever wondered how I was doing. I wondered if she remembered who I was.

			It had been eight years. She must have had plenty of other patients to think about since then.

			I glanced at the clock in one corner of the screen—twenty-six minutes before class. I moved the cursor to the search field and entered dr sun silver hill oaks psychiatric hospital texas.

			The first hit was the Silver Hill Oaks website, which featured a pleasant photo of the front of the main building, with trees and dappled sunlight. It looked welcoming, but only vaguely familiar—most of my time there was spent inside. I ignored all the stuff about the facility and treatment options, selected “Our Staff,” and scrolled until I saw her: Vivian Sun, MD / Psychiatrist. The straight black hair that, in my memory, she wore pulled back, here neatly framed her face in a chin-length cut with streaks of gray. She wasn’t quite smiling, but it wasn’t a frown either. Her gaze suggested she was listening intently and saw the real truth in your story.

			I clicked on the photo, and her bio and credentials appeared: degrees from the University of Chicago and UT Southwestern Medical School, awards and honors from all over the place, papers published in medical journals and elsewhere. She seemed like kind of a big deal.

			I wondered if she would recognize me if we passed each other on the street, or if I would have recognized her. It was strange to realize I might not.

			I returned to the search, hoping for hints of her actual life—a wedding announcement or social media account. Maybe her name on a list of donors to a local animal shelter or holiday drive. No luck.

			I selected an article she’d written for a journal of pediatric neurology: “Faith’s Story: A Case Study in Childhood Trauma and Acute Psychosis.” I scanned the first few lines.

			“Faith” arrived into my care in a near-catatonic state, having retreated into unresponsiveness at the emergency room of a local hospital, where she was taken after confiding in a school counselor about the physical and mental abuse she was suffering at a West Texas foster home. Before entering foster care, nine-year-old Faith lived with her mother, “June,” who often left the child to care for herself, starting when Faith was approximately four years old.

			My neck and shoulders tingled. I glanced around, but no one in the media center was paying attention to me. I forced my eyes to return to the screen, and suppressed the instinct to bolt.
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			10.

			Faith was a bright child with a lively imagination who taught herself to read at an early age. Her obsessively detailed drawings and the intricate story world she invented were influenced by the only book in her home: an illustrated volume of gruesome fairy tales intended for adults.

			The book. How much had I told Dr. Sun about it? I couldn’t remember.

			I remember finding it though. It’s perhaps my earliest memory, one of my sharpest and least reliable.

			In the memory I am small, very small, and I wander through the tall, dusty stacks in a library unlike any I’ve encountered since. The book beckons me. I stand on tiptoe to pull it from the shelf and trace the pretty foil on its dark green spine, the letters of a title I can’t read. It has pages of words I long to decipher and drawings I’m eager to touch.

			I remember the heft of it, how significant it feels in my arms as I carry it to the checkout desk, where the librarian looks at it, looks at me, and frowns.

			“Did you find this in the children’s section?” She correctly takes my silence for a no. A protest quivers through me as she sets the book aside. “How about I help you find something just right for you?” she offers.

			I follow her to the picture books and obediently collect a stack. I flip through them, seeing nothing, until the librarian is distracted by somebody else. I rise quietly from the reading rug, head straight for the book that awaits me, and carry it out the door.

			I never meant to steal it. Library books are for borrowing, and I would have brought it back. But a few nights later, April and I skipped town before daybreak. For years the book went with us, until one day it was lost as easily as it had been found.

			Many children blur the line between fantasy and reality. Faith did so not only for play but also for survival. Escaping into the world she called Arantha was her primary coping mechanism for dealing with the trauma of her daily life.

			My toes curled in my sneakers, pressing the soles to the floor. I hated seeing myself spelled out with such clinical remove, in the cold of past tense, but I read on in Dr. Sun’s betrayal.

			Young children of an abusive or addicted parent often think of that parent—consciously or subconsciously—as two separate people (Gersick, 2013). It’s not uncommon for them to talk about “Good Mommy” and “Bad Mommy” and to see those versions of the parent as two distinct entities. Although by the time she arrived at Silver Hill Oaks, Faith was well past that stage of development, an earlier period of it was evident in the two mother figures she had invented for herself in Arantha: one kind but impotent, the other powerful but cruel.

			My queens. It hurt to see Sula and Darla reduced to a trope. It hurt to see all of this.

			Faith’s closest companion in Arantha was Tosh, an impish playmate—half boy, half beast—who was an unreliable friend at best. But it was a “promise from Tosh” that led Faith to the school guidance office the day she finally sought help. In this way, her delusions helped save her.

			I barely remembered what happened in the guidance office that day—what I did or didn’t tell the counselor and, later, the nurse. That part of my story, the real part, is a blur. Even the first few weeks of my time with Dr. Sun simply don’t exist beyond flashes: pill cups and juice boxes, a bed with crisp white sheets, a slant of light from the windows behind the enormous desk in her office. But I remember the deal I made with Tosh.

			Tosh, my only friend. Tosh, my sometimes nemesis. Tosh, who loves secrets, and knew I had a doozy to tell.

			We rarely spoke of the world outside Arantha. I shared only the barest of details about my home life, school, or the stories in books I was reading. We went on adventures, shared queendom gossip, and argued over rules for the games we invented.

			But he asked about the marks on my skin, and I told him. I told him what the foster parent was doing, what she’d done. I said out loud what I hadn’t said to anyone, even myself.

			I’d barely choked out half of it when Tosh’s eyes flamed dark with rage. I stepped back, away from the heat. But his anger was not at me.

			“I can help. I will help. Do you trust me?” he asked.

			I hesitated, unwilling to lie.

			He flicked his ears and conceded the point. “Fair enough. But trust me this once. I give you my word. No, better than that. I swear on the thorn in the jewel of Arantha’s broken crown. And you know I’ll follow through because you’ll owe me.”

			That I believed.

			“Watch for my signal—you’ll know it when it comes. Go to the nearest door and turn the knob. It will open. Wherever it leads, you will be safe. Do not leave that place until it’s over. Okay? Do you promise?”

			I promised. I didn’t ask how he would do it. I knew one shouldn’t speak of stolen magic.

			The next day at school, the fire alarm rang. The teacher led my classmates outside. I didn’t follow. I reached for the nearest doorknob and turned.

			It opened, not onto a magic portal or another world, as I’d expected, but into the darkened guidance office. I wavered only a second before slipping inside and shutting the door behind me.

			The office was empty, so I sat on a wooden chair beneath a poster of a kitten in crisis, tucked my hands beneath my legs, and waited. Waited for the alarm to stop blaring. Waited for someone to turn on the light. Waited for Tosh to come.

			He didn’t. I wouldn’t see Tosh until I returned to Arantha, months later, for goodbye. I felt shy with him then, and he shrugged off my thanks.

			“You needed me. When I need something from you, I’ll come collect,” he said, though that wasn’t the way things worked.

			Tosh never came to me—it was I who went to him, to Arantha, always—until last night in my dream, the first time I’d seen him since.

			Did the utter devastation of an out-of-the-blue breakup count as “trauma” too? Maybe I should send Dr. Sun an update. She could mine it for another paper.

			I glared at the screen and skipped ahead.

			It is difficult to pinpoint the moment when the reality-fantasy distinction blurred and Faith’s game of make-believe crossed from survival mechanism into full-blown delusion, but when she arrived at the clinic, she was suffering from intense and complex hallucinations that interfered with her cognitive abilities and understanding of self.

			It was too much. I wanted to fold the flaps of skin back over my exposed insides and sew myself shut. Yet I couldn’t quite look away.

			I scrolled and skimmed. The paper got more clinical and diagnostic, peppered with terms and descriptors whose meanings were obscure, though of course I caught the gist. Acute psychotic episode. Delusions triggered by trauma. Extremely bright. Extreme neglect. Impaired relationship with reality. Anxiety. Psychotic break. Environmental trauma and stress. Brief psychiatric disorder. Severely impaired judgment. Bizarre delusions. Brain’s extreme survival mechanism.

			Dr. Sun described her approach to my treatment: the process of building doctor-patient trust (the “therapeutic alliance,” she called it; no mention of how this paper would break it), the trial and error of pharmaceutical regimens, apparent progress and setbacks along the way. I remembered the haze of the drugs. I grew numb to the rest.

			I skipped the “implications for other cases” laid out in her conclusion, and reread the ending she’d revealed near the beginning.

			Six months after starting treatment, Faith was released into the care of her mother, who regained legal custody upon completion of a drug rehabilitation program. They did not return for outpatient follow-ups. Attempts to reach them failed.

			Attempts to reach us.

			How hard had she tried?

			We’d moved to Tulsa. Tulsa, then Greenville, then Franklin, Fairview, Ashland, New Lisbon, Clayton, Milford, Kentwood, Hampton. April replaced hard drugs with easy alcohol. And Arantha did not come with me. I used the techniques Dr. Sun showed me—ways of breathing, observing, noticing my surroundings and myself—to stay present. “Alternate coping mechanisms” I could employ to remain in the moment, even when it felt like the moment might swallow me whole.

			I was using one of her tricks now: inhaling, exhaling, steady, focused, counting. It wasn’t working.

			I was too hot even though the room was air-conditioned. I felt dizzy and overwhelmed, and the mashed potato in my stomach was rioting. Maybe I was getting sick. Was September too early to catch the flu? Or maybe April was right.

			The mashed potato turned to stone.

			Arantha’s got big plans for you, kid. You and that baby.

			Tosh’s words buzzed through my head, followed by April’s: What are you, pregnant?

			I wasn’t. I knew I wasn’t, but my fingers typed the words into the search bar without my brain’s permission. How can you tell if you’re— Autocomplete filled in the rest.

			I emptied myself of emotions, clicked I’m feeling lucky, and watched the page load. Fatigue. Nausea. Vomiting. Loss of appetite. Mild cramping. Shortness of breath. Food aversions. Mood swings. Elevated body temperature. Dizziness. Sore or tender breasts.

			My right hand brushed my left boob, quickly and casually enough that if anyone was watching, it wouldn’t look like I was feeling myself up. Were my breasts sore? It was hard to tell. All of me ached.

			Can you still get pregnant if you haven’t really had sex, I typed, and closed the browser before my pinkie could hit enter.
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			11.

			It took preternatural strength to block everything out and focus on polynomials in Algebra II, but I did it. I took an equation that seemed impossibly complicated, followed the rules, simplified, and solved it. Then I tackled another.

			Applying my brain to something logical and orderly—a problem with a real solution—was a relief. I was sick of spinning on questions with no good answers.

			A symphony of shouts and locker slams washed over me as I wove through the hallway toward my last class of the day. I glanced down in time to avoid stepping on a squished, half-eaten sandwich. I glanced back up.

			Ryan.

			My feet stop moving, but my heart skips forward. I summon it back and remind myself to keep breathing.

			He’s twenty feet away, and the distance between us is insurmountable. I shimmer in and out of existence, like without his gaze to confirm my presence, I might not even be real. The more seconds that pass without him noticing I’m here, the less certain I feel that I am.

			Ryan runs a hand over his fresh haircut—apparently his mother won that debate—and nods at whatever the person beside him is saying. His T-shirt looks soft and unfamiliar. There’s a thin red scratch near his elbow—the story of which, if there is one, will remain unknown to me forever.

			“Seventeen!” someone shouts, and without thinking, I duck into an open doorway.

			I touched the steel doorframe. “You going in?” a voice said, to me or to someone else, right there or in another universe, I wasn’t sure, I couldn’t process, but I stepped out of their way and straight into his.

			“Destiny!” I’m enveloped in a hug. Before I can react, he lets go. “Hey.” He beams. “It’s good to see you.”

			“It is?”

			His face softens. “Yeah. I’ve missed you.”

			“I miss you too.”

			He shifts. I said it too strongly.

			“How are things?” he asks.

			“Things?” I stall.

			He grins like I’m clever. “Yeah, like, classes and stuff.”

			“Fine. Classes and stuff are fine.” My voice squeaks. “You?”

			He shrugs with one shoulder. “All right. Coach is kicking my ass at practice, but he says it’ll all be worth it, so I can’t complain. You’re coming to the game Friday, right?”

			“I don’t think so.”

			Disappointment flashes in his eyes, and my brain twists, trying to guess what it means—what he wants from me, now that he doesn’t want me. “April—my mom— I have a thing I promised. I don’t think I can get out of it,” I lie.

			“No, that’s cool.” His tone’s relaxed. “Family is important. There will be other games.”

			I might never trust what I thought I knew again.

			“Ryan!” someone calls, and he waves. The girl steps between us and gives his arm a poke. It jabs my gut. “There you are.”

			She tilts her face. She’s tiny, at least six inches shorter than me, but strong and muscular, like she could pole-vault over us without breaking a sweat. “You’re Destiny, right? Hey, I’m Jenica. Nice to meet you.” She gives a friendly smile, and I must stammer something back, because she nods like it’s a standard exchange.

			She jostles the books at her chest. “I gotta get to Physics. We’re choosing partners for lab, and you know what can happen if you get stuck with some dumbass all year.”

			Ryan laughs, and I remember they were lab partners in AP Chem. I’ve known about Jenica, knew they broke up in spring and she was away all summer but they still talked, were still friends. I thought that was a good thing.

			“I’ll walk you,” Ryan says. He glances at me like an afterthought. “See you later?”

			“Sure. Later.”

			I turned away, not wanting to witness the ease with which they fell into step.

		

	
		
			
			There was only one path the girl could take, and it led

			in a single direction: onward.

			So the girl took it, one step at a time,

			though it wasn’t the path she’d wanted.

			The way was unsteady, and the girl feared getting lost—feared

			losing herself—on a course she had not chosen.

			But at least she knew where her heart was. It would stay locked away

			where she’d left it.

			The girl wished she could join it.

			She knew that wish was impossible.

			There was no turning back and no holding still.

			Time moved forward, with or without her consent.

			The girl had no choice

			but to follow.
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			12.

			Life went on, more or less.

			One day became the next; whole weeks passed slowly yet all at once. Some nights I slept. Some nights I didn’t. I remembered to eat. I chose not to remember my dreams. I steered clear of April and Huck, and forbade myself from thinking of Ryan.

			I rarely encountered him. Our schedules were mercifully non-intersecting, and I went out of my way to avoid the senior benches, my best guess at his locker location, and other areas where he might be. But I couldn’t avoid news of him thriving. It was football season at this football school in a football town, and apparently, dumping me did the trick, because Ryan was having the season of his life. According to everyone everywhere, Seventeen was on fire and so was his team. One month in, they remained undefeated.

			At least I’d been an effective sacrificial near-virgin.

			The few times I do see him, I rush past without looking in his direction. I ban myself from hoping he might call my name.

			He doesn’t. Why would he? I’m an itch he’s scratched and forgotten, a momentary blip in his focus. He’s moved on.

			For me, it isn’t that easy. Ryan is a case of incurable hiccups, a stubborn song stuck in my head. The harder I try to change the tune—hum a new song, forget music exists—the more insistently it loops in my brain.

			Only two things quiet it: wandering and drawing. If my body or pencil keeps moving, my mind doesn’t have to. I can afford to let my guard down and allow some of myself back in.

			I was basically living for the ninety minutes of art class I had every other day. Stepping into the art room, I felt functional. Almost human. I started spending my lunch periods there too.

			The most recent medium we were playing with in West’s class was collage, and when I showed up during lunch the first Monday in October, my usual table was piled with magazines, fabric, paper, scissors, paints, and glue. A guy I didn’t know painted at an easel in the corner. Naila and Devonte, who were both in my class, looked up from their works in progress and nodded. I nodded back and grabbed a magazine to leaf through. Devonte’s head continued bobbing along to whatever played in his headphones.

			I ripped out random words that called to me from the pages—baffling, evening, sideways, underarms, claim, avenge, spotlight, muscle, understanding, unexpected—and piled them neatly in front of me, not sure yet how they might fit into my collage. During class West suggested we let the materials lead us instead of vice versa, and I was willing to give it a try.

			I put down People and reached for an issue of Outdoor Photographer. It opened to a black-and-silver spread of a glowing nighttime cityscape, and I felt a slight buzz, like I was on to something. I tore out a section of tall, gleaming towers. It reminded me of a reverse modern Rapunzel—of all the metaphorical towers I locked myself in, in order to survive. I considered what I might add to get that idea across visually.

			Naila leaned into my workspace to grab a newspaper from the stack on my left. “Is that where you’re from?” she asked.

			The question startled me out of the zone I was in. I looked up. “What?”

			“Chicago.” She pointed at the image I’d torn out. My cheeks warmed. I hadn’t thought of it as a real place. “Didn’t you say you were new here?” she prompted.

			“Oh. Yeah, no. I’m not from anywhere, really. We move around a lot.”

			She picked up her scissors and maneuvered them quickly, confidently, through a folded page of newspaper. She used bright colors and bold strokes in her artwork—basically the opposite of my tiny, obsessive, monochromatic drawings and scratches—but the closer I looked, the more surprising details I always found.

			“You got a parent in the army or something?” she asked. The shape emerging from her blades was part spiral, part flower. I wondered how she learned to do that.

			I ripped a tissue paper scrap into a heart. “No. I don’t know. I mean, I don’t know what my father does. It’s just me and my mom, and whoever she’s sleeping with or whatever.”

			I don’t actually know who my father is. I’m not sure April does either. She’s always shut that down with a sharp “You don’t have one,” though of course that isn’t possible. But since I look like a knockoff version of her—same, except younger, more awkward, and not beautiful—maybe I really don’t have a dad. Maybe I was a miracle of asexual reproduction, the first human example of budding or parthenogenesis.

			If hammerhead sharks can do it, why not April? Though with sharks it happens only in the prolonged absence of males and, as far as I’ve seen, April never suffers those conditions.

			Naila raised an eyebrow but didn’t comment. Her scissors kept moving.

			“What about you, where’d you grow up?” I asked.

			“Here,” she said. “I’ve never lived anywhere else. I want to go to college in New York though. Hunter or Parsons, or NYU if I can get in.” The first spiral-flower dropped from the blades, and she started a second, even larger one.

			I nodded as if college were on my horizon too. “Will you go for art?” I asked, picking up a glue stick. I remembered the thing she said on day one about wanting to paint murals across buildings, bridges, and walls. New York City seemed perfect for that, and for a girl unapologetic about her own existence.

			“Maybe. Or film,” she said. “Film might be more practical. My parents are big on that. But I’ll study accounting if I have to, just to be there, you know? I’ve wanted to live in Manhattan since I was in kindergarten.”

			“I don’t think I even knew about New York back then.” I applied a neat line of glue to claim, the smallest word, careful not to get it stuck to my fingers.

			Naila considered her spirals and crimped the petals. Apparently her collage would be three-dimensional. “I saw it in movies. My dads are huge Meg Ryan fans, so I grew up on all the romcom classics: You’ve Got Mail, When Harry Met Sally, Kate and Leopold. I used to dress up in a blazer that was a thousand times too big for me and walk around the house playing New York Career Woman, telling everyone else what to do.”

			I grinned and let the material lead the way. “I used to pretend I was from this place called Arantha. It was like a made-up land ruled by two fairy queens, who each wanted me on their side because they knew I would grow up to fulfill an ancient prophecy that would bring the queendom back together.” I layered muscle on claim, overlapping in a V that mirrored the heart. “I had kind of an overactive imagination.”

			My nerves tingled at the novelty of telling Naila about Arantha, like it was a funny story from when I was a kid. Mentioning it so casually to this girl I barely knew felt dangerous, but also freeing. It made the past seem more like the past and the story seem in my control.

			Naila twisted the lid off a paint jar, Prism Violet. “That sounds like something my sister would do. She’s seven and always making up wild, elaborate games. She’ll probably be a famous author or a con artist. Possibly both.”

			“You have a sister? That’s cool.” I always wondered what that would be like.

			“Two, actually. One older, one younger, and an older brother too. Plus two foster brothers at the moment. My older sibs graduated and moved out though. They’re twenty and twenty-three and live in Madison.”

			“Oh,” I said. She reached for a jar of magenta and looked around, I assumed for a brush. The idea of a decent foster parent stung.

			I turned back to my collage and the photo I’d ripped out. I wanted to keep that torn look but neaten the edges and change the shape into something less expected. But when I tugged at the side of my cityscape, it tore straight down the middle.

			I ripped off smaller and smaller pieces, until the entire city was a pile of confetti I could have blown off the table with a single puff.

			“You okay?” Naila asked.

			I scraped the paper bits into my palm and squeezed.
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			13.

			When I got home from school, I knew immediately April was there. Before I saw or heard her, I smelled the tang of open polish.

			My mother loves makeup. Even when our refrigerator was empty, April’s bag overflowed with bottles, tubes, and compacts. Cheap drugstore brands, expensive designer products: She’s loved, lifted, and worn them all.

			Generally, the more messed up she is, the more done up she’ll be, and these days her face was practically bare—just a layer of foundation, a sweep of blush, mascara, a hint of lip. But she painted her nails compulsively, often three or four times per day. More if she needed to smoke before they dried and the polish smudged. It was a trick to help keep her sober—a way to distract from her cravings.

			I shut the door quietly and crept toward my room, hoping to sneak in undetected or ignored. “Destiny?” April called over the sounds of the TV. I paused without responding, but it was too late. She knew I was there. “Come in here and talk to me,” she said.

			I approached cautiously. April and Huck’s bedroom was a place I avoided as much as possible. I was steadfastly uncurious about the contents of Huck’s drawers, the organization of their shared closet, the mingling of their belongings. I went in only when absolutely necessary—say, to deposit a stray sock into April’s hamper and remove the dirty cereal bowl left on her bedside table—and observed as little as I could along the way.

			I stopped in the doorway. “Yeah?”

			April perched on the unmade bed (gray sheets, beige comforter—Huck’s decor matches his personality), purple nail polish balanced precariously on one knee. I resisted the urge to move it to safety.

			She finished painting her right pinkie and looked up. “What do you think?” She fanned her fingers to display the nails and blew on them.

			“Of what?” I hedged.

			Out of habit, I ran an instant mental checklist, evaluating her mood (aggressively chatty), sobriety level (clean), mental state (cheerfully self-absorbed), health (fine), and what she might need from me (attention, apparently). In the months since she stopped drinking, her skin had cleared up and taken on a new glow. Her hair was regularly clean. She lost the circles and creases under her eyes, and her normally sunken cheeks and stick-skinny figure had filled in with more weight, which looked good on her.

			This was the best-case version of April I hoped for nonstop for years but rarely saw. But I couldn’t take it right now—this or any version of her. I didn’t have enough energy left for her to drain.

			She rolled her eyes. “Of the polish. Elegant Eggplant. Huck got it for me yesterday, a little gift. Isn’t he sweet?” She wiggled her fingers.

			“I think you should cap it before it spills,” I said. “You’ll make a mess of the sheets.”

			She snorted, placed the brush inside the bottle, and made a big show of screwing it on tight. “Happy now? God, you’re such a grump lately.”

			Anger and hurt flared inside me. Her obliviousness pressed on the bruise.

			And yet. I longed for her to pat the spot beside her, inviting me over like a mom on TV.

			I might as well have rubbed the bottle of polish and waited for a genie to emerge.

			“Did you want something other than compliments on your nails?” I asked.

			Her lips parted with surprise. “Excuuuuse me for trying to have a conversation. What flew up your butt today?”

			“Nothing,” I muttered. “Sorry. I have a lot of homework to do.” I turned from her glare.

			“No, you’re right.” She pelted the words at my back. “I’m a terrible mother. Why should you even speak to me? Go sulk in your room like a brat. I’m sorry for trying. I’m sorry for caring. I’m sorry I ever made any mistakes.”

			I retreated to my room and leaned against the wall, let it absorb me. Heard the thump of April’s footsteps and the slam of the front door. Rode a wave of familiar worries over where she was going and what she might do.

			I took slow, deep breaths until the wave receded. She was sober now. And I couldn’t look after her forever.

			I walked to the other side of the bed, moving slowly, as though not to startle what lay beneath. I knelt, slid out a shoebox, and lifted the top.

			Inside, on a layer of tissue paper, were all the precious things I collected that summer. Ryan’s phone number on a napkin. A wrapper from the gum he offered during my first shift at the Deep End, the first of a million excuses he found to approach when I was between customers. Tickets from movies we’d seen. Shiny confetti I collected at the county fair, where we ate fried dough and kissed powdered sugar off each other’s lips while watching the sunset from atop a Ferris wheel, which scared me more than I wanted to admit. A matchbox from the sit-down restaurant he chose for our one-month anniversary. The pressed remains of a daisy he picked and tucked behind my ear, saying “there” before leaning in for our first kiss.

			I ignored those treasures-turned-to-junk and lifted the paper to reveal a strip of cardboard, which protected the only thing of value I had left.
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			14.

			I took out the cash from beneath the false bottom. Counted it slowly. Reminded myself it was real.

			When I turned eighteen—maybe before then—I would use it. Buy a ticket to my own reinvention. Find a story in which I could stay.

			I placed the bills back in their box, arranged the cardboard floor and tissue of memories on top, secured the cover, and stashed it back under the bed, tucked away but not too obviously hidden. There was no better way to invite April to snoop than to make her suspect I was hiding something.

			The thought of her pawing through the mementos made me blister, but at least she wouldn’t know to look further. I never told her I had a summer job. Never said a word about Ryan. It would take a lot more than a few months of sobriety for me to trust her.

			I went to the bathroom to wash my hands. The urge to soap off after handling money became automatic in a job spent touching grungy coins and crumpled bills. Ryan teased me for being a germophobe, but after only a few transactions, I understood in a new way how people who always had enough money could dismiss it as dirty.

			The more filthy cash I earned, the cleaner, lighter, more hopeful I felt. I didn’t have to spend the money for it to buy happiness—it made things better by simply existing. Every dollar promised a different ever after.

			I rinsed my hands, dried them on a beige towel, and went in search of the nail polish remover. I found it, cap off, on the floor next to the couch. Elegant Eggplant wasn’t April’s first color of the day, as was clear from the crimson drops on the bathroom sink and floor.

			I tipped the remover onto a wad of toilet paper, wiped away the mess, dropped the stained paper in the trash, and hesitated. The streaks looked like blood.

			I retrieved the paper from the trash can and flushed it.

			I opened the window by the couch to clear out the chemicals. Rain-damp air thick with street noise wafted in. I tried to think when I last got it.

			It definitely came a few weeks after I met Ryan, because I remembered having horrible cramps and being embarrassed for him to find out what was wrong. But when was that, mid-summer? Late July? It was before he said “I love you,” which was at least…I did the math on my fingers…nine weeks ago. I didn’t think I had gotten it since.

			I’ve never been all that regular—sometimes I get it twice in one month; sometimes a month and a half passes with nothing—but nine weeks seemed like a long time, even for me. Though maybe it wasn’t. I never paid close attention, since I had no reason to worry if it was late.

			I didn’t need to worry now, either. Not really. I didn’t think.

			Except—

			Quick breaths. Soft skin. Summer rain.

			It’s crowded at the party, the house and porch packed. There were thunderstorms all afternoon, and the air’s sticky. Claustrophobic. I’ve put on a good face, but Ryan knows I feel overwhelmed. He takes my hand and leads me upstairs. Finds a quiet room where we can lie on the carpet and talk, the bassline thrumming through the floor beneath us.

			The talking turns to kissing, and the kissing turns intense. Forget air. Forget space. I want, need him closer. Would devour him whole if I could.

			Less clothing. More skin. I press against him and his penis slides inside me—not all the way in, and not on purpose—and he draws a sharp breath and pulls back. Kisses me fast and urgent. Ejaculates onto my thigh.

			“Sorry,” he says, and wipes the mess with his sock. I thrill at making him want me so bad we nearly lost control.

			Later that night, alone in my bed, I picture how his body shuddered when he came, and waves of the same pleasure crash through me. The sky crackles.

			Remembering it now, I sank onto the couch and closed my eyes. Curled my hand into a fist and rocked it against the frustration building inside me. It bucked and fought, until a final push forced its release. My body went limp. Gurgling cries from the downstairs baby bubbled in through the open window. I lunged and slammed the window shut.

			He hadn’t come inside me. It wasn’t full penetration, wasn’t even the right angle for that. But still.

			I gripped the edge of the couch to keep from slanting to the floor. My pulse ricocheted, and my breath came out shaky. Fear grasped at my throat, as real as the hands that wrapped around it in Texas.

			I closed my eyes, pictured a square, and traced the edges, matching each side to a four-second breath. I inhaled, exhaled, and redrew the lines, a technique from Dr. Sun to focus away from anxious thoughts. The fear loosened.

			I traced several neat, perfect squares with my breathing stable, then opened my eyes and downed a glass of water in a long, steady slug. I found a box of mac and cheese and resolved to eat the whole thing.

			The thing to do was stay cool and be as logical and reasonable as possible. Freaking out would do nothing except continue to send my body off-kilter.

			I would be calm. I would stop stressing. Focus on normalcy. Make myself bleed.
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			On the fourth bloodless morning I gave in and bought the cheapest test at the pharmacy five blocks from school. Over 99% accurate, the cheery pink-and-blue box promised.

			The cashier scanned and bagged it with barely a glance. “Do you want a receipt?” she asked.

			“No, thanks.” I hurried out the door.

			The hallways buzzed with Friday energy, which hit like a jolt of caffeine. Instead of heading for the bathroom, I shoved the box inside my locker. I was too worked up to pee, and the bell was about to ring. I had art class first thing. I didn’t want to miss it.

			Rationally, the odds of my actually being pregnant had to be a million to one. Probably now that I’d bought the test, my period would gush out during class and all this fuss would be for nothing. Life was funny like that. Wasn’t it?

			In the art room, West had the slides up and the lights already dimmed. “Symbolism!” they boomed as I filed in after Devonte and slipped onto my usual stool next to Naila’s. Up on the wall, a drawing of an empty open suitcase glowed in the projector light.

			“Can a symbol with significance only to the artist still convey the ideas the artist intends, or is a common interpretation or understanding of meaning necessary for the artwork to be a success?” West clicked to a painting of a blue-skinned man slumped over a guitar, then one of Mickey Mouse inside a lidded jar.

			“What do you see? What does it make you think or feel? What shared cultural references are at play?” A collage of a child skipping rope with a black full moon (or just a black circle?) hovering in the background. A self-portrait of Frida Kahlo surrounded by monkeys. A profile of a woman in a headscarf looking at a vase of flowers against a flat ocher background. The Virgin Mary cradling Pikachu. “Is the viewer’s interpretation even any of the artist’s business?”

			The second bell rang, and West lifted their hands toward the ceiling, as though welcoming a chorus of angels. Someone giggled. West had clearly drunk their morning coffee.

			“Art is for the artist during the period of its creation,” they said. “Once it is out in the world, it belongs to those who behold it—becomes theirs to interpret, react to, ignore. The artist decides neither the artwork’s meaning nor its importance.” They paused. “Do I actually believe that? Sometimes, in part. Discuss.”

			We discussed.

			West turned off the slides and turned on the lights. “We’re going to brainstorm today, fast sketches and ideas in your notebook. The only rule is: Don’t think, just draw. You’ve done freewriting in English class? This is free drawing. Let’s get your creative juices flowing and see where the stream of ideas takes you.”

			Across the room, Ashley wrinkled her nose. “Ew.”

			West ignored her. “Clear your mind of all thought. Let your hand draw what’s inside you.”

			No.

			There was a shuffle of activity as everyone opened notebooks, selected drawing implements, arranged chairs, and got comfortable. I put my pencil to the page and moved my hand in an imperfect circle. Was that a hole? An egg? I added shading. Now it was a rock.

			Vines curled around the rock, lush and forbidding. Did they cage or protect it? My hand kept moving.

			A path. A knife. A glint to the blade.

			Bats above the path. A sliver of moon—now multiple moons. West turned on music, said, “Let me know if anyone objects.” As usual, no one did.

			They bopped along to the wordless playlist and neatened the overflowing supply shelves. I moved my pencil to another part of the page and drew a twisting tower. Its shadow stretched toward the paws of a fox and cub.

			Twenty minutes passed. Thirty. I could stay in this room forever, cease being myself and become my art.

			I glanced to my right and saw Naila’s pages filled with bright patterns, swirls, angles. I looked back at my own work and longed for color.

			I pointed at a colored pencil in her pile. “May I use that?” I asked.

			She kept drawing. “Go ahead.”

			With blue lines came water and ice, then hot flames that licked the edge of one page and traveled onto the next.

			Ashley popped my bubble of focus. “Homecoming tonight!” she said. “Is everyone going to the game first?” West must have stepped out of the room.

			“I am,” Naila said without looking up. I felt a twinge of disappointment. I hadn’t pegged her as the type.

			“You are?” I asked, and she nodded.

			“Everyone goes,” she said.

			Ashley snapped her illegal gum. That explained it: I knew I smelled peppermint. She narrowed her eyes at Naila. “But you hate football.”

			Naila stopped sketching and tilted her head. “I do?”

			“You said pep rallies are ‘insufferable hegemonic bullshit’ that ‘perpetuate the hierarchy’ and ‘froth up the plebeians’ for ‘celebrating ritual slaughter at the expense of academic excellence,’ ” Devonte reported.

			Naila grinned. “Did I?”

			Ashley looked at the ceiling. “Yes.”

			Naila issued the coolest shrug I’d ever seen. “Well, that was an astute observation on my part.”

			Devonte snorted. I wrote hegemonic in a corner of my sketchbook so I would remember to look it up later.

			Naila tucked a lock of hair behind her ear, revealing a streak of bright green in her natural black. “Look, I’m not a heathen. I get as excited as the next person when our sportsteam makes a sportspoint with the sportsball. I just don’t happen to subscribe to the idea that being good at football makes one a god among men or boys, as seems to be the prevailing belief around here. Pep rallies are a stupid reason to make us all miss class. But football games are fun. And I have friends in the band I go to support.”

			A god among men. Hammerhead sharks. Baby Pikachu, soft in my arms.

			I put down the colored pencil. Enough.

			I slipped out of the classroom and grabbed the pregnancy test from my locker. Saif ess ess, saif ess ess, saif ess ess, saif ess ess cycled through my brain as I headed for the nearest bathroom. The chant was nonsensical, but at least it kept me from thinking.

			I closed myself in a corner stall and removed the box from the bag. Skimmed the instructions and tore off the wrapper, in a hurry now to get it done.

			I positioned myself over the toilet, pulled the cap off the stick, and tried not to pee all over everything as I pointed the tip into my stream and counted to five. Too late, I realized I should have prepared a place to set it down.

			Using my free hand to pile toilet paper on the dispenser, I balanced the test on top, finally wiped, and got out of the awkward squat, all while counting gorillas so I would know when two minutes had passed. My phone was in class, and the test didn’t come with a timer. Before even ninety gorillas—only a minute and a half—a second, fainter line joined the first, and I stopped counting.

			Two lines. No. That couldn’t be right.

			I scrambled to get the instructions off the floor, dropped them, picked them up again. Shook so hard I couldn’t keep the words straight.

			My body convulsed. Everything cramped. I leaned over the toilet and heaved. The stench of vomit made me retch again.

			I wiped off my mouth and stepped on the handle to flush. Stuffed the test into the plastic bag, dropped it in the trash by the sinks, and covered it with paper towels. Washed my hands and face with water hot enough to remind me I’d already passed through fire and lived.

			Patting my skin dry with more paper towels, I looked in the mirror and watched myself breathe

			blink

			survive.

		

	
		
			
			With each step she took, the girl felt increasingly adrift.

			What was even left of her? She paused to take stock.

			She slid her hand inside the satchel that bumped against one hip

			and inventoried the things she carried,

			these objects she once thought precious:

			the small, smooth rock that fit perfectly in the well of her palm;

			the slender knife with a sharp, polished blade;

			the bundle of herbs from the witch’s garden, now brittle but still

			fragrant with promise.

			It seemed foolish, the significance with which she’d imparted them.

			Her lucky rock was only a rock, the herbs merely dead plants.

			The slender knife could not cut

			the vines on her path or the tendrils

			choking her pride.

			It would protect her from nil.

			Each object was as useless as the heart

			she’d left behind. The only thing of worth the girl carried was hope,

			and it was heavy, so heavy.

			It dragged her down with the weight of impossibility.

			The objects were proof: She’d made all the wrong choices. They led

			nowhere, toward nothing and no one.

			She placed the rock—smooth and sweet—on her tongue

			and swallowed.
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			I was lucky. I was lucky to live someplace with public transportation and a clinic I could go to. I was lucky to live in a state with no parental-consent laws, mandatory ultrasounds, twenty-four-hour waiting periods, or other restrictions on my choice. I was lucky to have access to the procedure at all. One website said more than ninety percent of counties in the US have no abortion provider. Nowhere to go to get help.

			I wondered if that was true when April had me.

			The clinic in Dexler made appointments online and had one available tomorrow, Saturday. I took it.

			I closed the browser and logged off. My reflection appeared on the blackened screen: the silhouette of a health-class horror story. I stared at it.

			I would never tell him.

			I pushed back the chair and shook out my arms, trying to release what I couldn’t scream. I needed to get out of here. I had to untense. I couldn’t stay in this now any longer.

			I charged out of the media center, past a banner of silver-blue stars and smiling homecoming court candidates. I reached out and tore Ryan’s face from the wall. Crumpled it in my fist as I strode. A body in motion stays in motion, and no outside force could stop me. I hurtled through the halls, the world a blur, going nowhere, bulldozing everything, carving a path through time and fate. Straight into Ryan.

			“Whoa,” he says, and grabs my arms to steady us both. “You all right?” He lets go, leaving me cold where his touch had been.

			My vision clears. I take in his tucked shirt, game-day tie, and half smile. I crush the photo harder.

			“I’m fine,” I snap, dodging sideways. He moves too, blocking my path.

			“Hey.” His smile drops. “What happened?”

			“I’m pregnant.” I fire the words and watch them make impact.

			He steps backward. Away from me.

			Everything inside me shatters.
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			My senses go numb and the world loosens around me, as if I might slip out of it, or out of myself. I focus on finding what’s solid: the floor beneath me, the weight of the hurt.

			Ryan ushers me down the hall and into a small office. Deposits me in a rolling chair and leans on the edge of the desk. “Since when?” he asks.

			My tongue is chalk. “I think late July.”

			He jerks his head. “But we didn’t…I mean, we barely…” Fear enters his eyes. “Oh.” He exhales. “Shit.”

			He gazes at the floor for a long time before he looks up. “What are we going to do?”

			We. My throat itches with hope. I choke it back.

			“I made an appointment. To take care of it. Tomorrow. Don’t worry, I won’t make you be a father.”

			He flinches and opens his mouth, but the bell interrupts with a blast. We stare at each other through the seemingly endless clamor, not moving until its echo has faded.

			I’m empty. I can’t tell what he’s thinking. I need his reaction to fill me.

			On the other side of the door, lockers open and slam. Students shout and laugh their way to third period. Ryan gestures. “Do you need to—?”

			I shake my head. I’m not going to class. World History can’t save me from the present.

			He runs a hand over his hair. “Listen, I can’t be tardy or Coach won’t let me play tonight. But stay here, okay? I’m gonna check in with Witherspoon, make an excuse, then be back. Don’t move. I’m going to return.”

			Of course. The game. I wouldn’t want to get in the way of football. He slips out of the room and closes the door behind him.

			The second he was gone, I felt his absence so deeply, it made me question if he’d been here at all.

			I leaned back in the chair. The second bell rang. I heard one last locker clang and sneaker squeak, and quiet descended. My fingers twitched.

			I looked around at the messy desk with blue mugs used as paperweights—one with sludge crusted to the bottom, another with a white chip in the rim. A sticky note scrawled with password: goDexler#1! hung off the darkened computer monitor. The office was purely utilitarian—no banners, posters, or photos—and only the nameplate next to the phone clued me in that the space belonged to Coach Matthews.

			His no distractions order had blown up my life, but did he even know who I was? Probably not. He certainly wouldn’t expect to find me chilling in his office.

			The phone bleated like a snitch trying to summon him. I was taking my chances, sitting here. I wasn’t sure how long I should wait.

			The Ryan I knew last summer would return because he said he would. But I didn’t know what this Ryan—the one who broke my heart and moved on—might do. Maybe nothing. Maybe walking out the door had released him.

			The phone stopped ringing, and after a moment, the message light pulsed. I flashed on a memory of red sneakers with white laces, of looking down at my dangling feet while I waited in the guidance office for Tosh. The door handle turned.

			Ryan’s eyes meet mine as he steps inside, and I realize I’m standing. I still can’t read him.

			“Okay,” he says, soft and low.

			“Okay what?”

			“Tomorrow.” We inhale and exhale in tandem. “What time’s the appointment?”

			“Ten,” I say.

			He nods slowly. “I’m going with you.”

			I never asked for that.

			“Are you sure?”

			He straightens. “I’ll step up.”

		

	
		
			
			In the branches above her,

			a songbird trilled.

			The girl almost

			believed it.
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			I set an alarm for eight, though I knew I wouldn’t need it. I hadn’t slept past 6:10 since we moved in with Huck, thanks to his morning routine and my heartbreak insomnia. But when I startled awake, certain that someone—Tosh? Of course not. April?—had been in my room, the alarm was off and the clock glowed 8:56.

			I sat up fast and shook off the remnants of the dream. Ryan was meeting me at the bus stop in twenty-four minutes, and it was a ten-minute walk away.

			I grabbed a T-shirt, underwear, my least grubby bra, and jeans, and stumbled toward the shower. When I opened the bedroom door, I stopped short. There was Huck, seated at the small table placed where the kitchen became the living room. He raised his eyebrows over the top of his mug and swallowed. “Good morning.”

			“Hi.” I resumed flight, but my momentum was thrown.

			Huck cleared his throat. “Say, Destiny—”

			I lurched for the bathroom. “Sorry,” I interrupted. “It’s urgent.”

			He looked down as I closed the door. When I emerged twelve minutes later, he was gone. I grabbed a granola bar and hoodie, stuffed my pockets with the cash I took out last night, shoved my feet into sneakers, and left.

			The air outside was surprisingly brisk, as though while I slept, someone flipped the switch from summer to fall. I walked swiftly toward the bus stop, alternating which hand held the granola bar and which got to warm up in a pocket. I rounded the last corner, and the bus stop came into view. The spring fell out of my step.

			Two people waited on the corner. Neither was Ryan.

			I checked the time: The bus was due in two minutes. He should have been waiting for three. Ryan was never late to anything; it was a point of honor and pride. If he wasn’t here now, that meant he wasn’t coming.

			Stupid girl.

			I wondered if he had texted. If so, I wouldn’t get it—I’d let my month-to-month go fallow. My phone functioned only as a clock.

			I walked to the corner and spotted the bus at a stoplight a few blocks away. I imagined Ryan running up at the last second, eyes bright with adrenaline and excuses. I wanted that so badly, I nearly believed it might happen.

			The bus resumed its approach. I forced an exhale.

			“Hey,” a voice says, so close and unexpected I almost swing a punch as I whirl around. “Sorry.” Ryan winces. “Didn’t mean to startle you.”

			“No, I just—” The bus pulls up with a squeak and a groan, and opens its doors.

			Ryan lifts two lidded to-go cups. “Slow line. I hope you weren’t worried.”

			“That’s okay.” I board the bus, pay my fare, and accept one of the cups from Ryan. The bus heaves forward, and I sway to keep the beverage from sloshing. The unmistakable smell of cocoa fills my nostrils.

			We stagger to an empty row, and Ryan slides in beside me. “Thank you,” I say, meaning the cocoa but also his being here.

			“Sure.” We drink. It’s a little too hot, but bittersweet and good. I settle back in the seat. We’re on our way.

			The bus is mostly empty, and quiet enough that I hear the reggae from someone’s earbuds. It reminds me of a guy who came around a lot in Albuquerque, when I was six or seven—a white guy with locs who loved Bob Marley and called me “little dude.” When I worked up the courage to ask April if he was my father, she laughed so hard, beer came out her nose, before she cried.

			I sip the cocoa, ready this time for its heat. “How was the game?”

			Ryan nods, though it isn’t a yes or no question. “Okay. We won.” He pauses. “It wasn’t my best night, honestly. I was a little off. But the team had my back, and I pulled it together in the second half. Found my focus.”

			“Oh.” I stare at a loose thread on his sweater. “Good.”

			“They kind of stack the deck for homecoming anyway, always schedule it against a weaker team,” he says.

			“I guess a loss wouldn’t make people feel much like dancing.”

			“Guess not.”

			“Speaking of, I’m surprised you’re not wearing a crown.”

			His cheeks grow adorably pink. “Yeah, you’re only really king for one night, I guess. It’s kind of a faux pas to keep wearing it. I don’t think I’ll be getting a throne in all my classes or anything.”

			“Who was your queen?”

			His blush deepens. “Jenica.”

			His hand at her waist. Her smile just for him.

			“Did you tell her about…this?” I gesture at the bus, though of course I mean the abortion.

			“What? No. I wouldn’t do that.”

			I dig my fingernails into the cup, making indents.

			“Anyway, I didn’t stay long. At the dance. It was kind of an exhausting day. I wasn’t really in the mood to party.”

			“Sorry I ruined your night.” I’m sorry I brought up any of this.

			“You didn’t— Hey. It’s not like that. You haven’t ruined anything,” he says.

			I stay quiet.

			“I’m sorry that I—that you…” He sighs. “I’m sorry we’re in this mess. I realize it’s kind of my fault.”

			I laugh. “Kind of?”

			He smiles.

			“Thanks,” I whisper. Hyperaware of his leg, arm, shoulder, face, mere inches from mine.

			He shifts. “Can you feel it kicking?”

			I look up. “The fetus? No. It’s way too early. I don’t think it has anything close to real legs.”

			“Oh.” His knee jiggles. “It’s one of my first memories—putting my hand on my mom’s belly and feeling the twins kicking around in there.” Ryan’s half siblings are twelve now, seventh grade. Lizzie and Simon. I never met them. He mentioned I should, that his mom was asking when he would bring me over. But I worried he’d want to meet April, so I dodged it. Then we broke up. “What’s yours?” he asks.

			“My first memory?” Images swirl across my mental screen—conflicting, overlapping, vying to be believed. A cardboard box on a linoleum floor that I turn into a fortress, boat, cave, wishing well, as April and a companion occupy themselves nearby. The book of fairy tales hugged tight to my chest as I carry it through infinite, winding library stacks. A frosted cake with flickering candles, April singing and bringing it closer, beaming with pride. April slicing the cake to serve an enormous piece. Hundreds of tiny black snakes slithering out.

			“I think my grandmother’s funeral,” I say, reaching for one I know is real. “I remember feeling helpless because my mom was so sad and I couldn’t fix it. I was only four, but I knew I was failing at taking care of her, that nothing I could do was enough.”

			“Oh, man,” he says, though that barely starts to cover it. Most likely my existence made everything worse.

			My fingertips skim across my stomach. Ryan glances at my hand. “Are you nervous?”

			“A little,” I admit. “I don’t love needles. But everything I read says it’s safe and routine and should be over pretty fast. Most of the appointment length is recovery time.”

			The twitch in his jaw gives him away. I remember a paper cut I got, and how squeamish Ryan turned at the sight of blood.

			“If it’s been less than ten weeks, they just give you a couple pills, but I think— I mean, most likely it was that time when we…” My cheeks warm with the same blush that appears across his.

			“Yeah,” he says. “I figured that too.”

			I search his face for regret. “I wasn’t going to tell you. Maybe I shouldn’t have.”

			He shakes his head. “I’m glad you told me.”

			“You are?”

			“Yeah. This is my responsibility. I wouldn’t want you to face it alone.”

			“I’m fine,” I say. “I’m fine on my own.”

			Ryan swallows. “Okay. Sorry.” He pulls the string to request a stop. If he hadn’t been paying attention, we would have missed it. “Ready?”

			We descend onto the sidewalk, and the bus moves on.
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			At the clinic I fill out a clipboard of forms and sit next to Ryan to wait.

			He pockets his phone. “You need anything? Water? Mayonnaise? Barbecue sauce?”

			I shake my head. We’re a world away from when we used to joke about weird things people do with condiments—in a different universe from the night he dabbed tartar sauce on my nose, kissed it off, and said, “You make a good fish stick.”

			“Just ready to get this over with.”

			He stays quiet.

			A person in teal scrubs opens a wooden door and calls, “Destiny?” She leads me into a lavender-walled hallway. Away from him.

			“I’m Nurse Jitka,” she said with an accent I didn’t recognize. She walked briskly toward the third open door on the left, reached in, and turned on a light. “Urine sample,” she declared. “Pee in the cup, screw on the cap, and place it on the little shelf. You don’t have to fill it, we only need a bit to run the test. All right?”

			“Okay.” I took the plastic cup. When I returned, Nurse Jitka was waiting.

			“Great,” she said, like she knew I’d done well with the task. She led me farther down the hall, ushered me into a new room, and gestured to the exam table. I froze.

			“Sit,” she said. “It’s okay.” Her voice held no trace of Texas.

			I climbed up. The white paper across the exam table crinkled. The sound skittered across my skin.

			“Wait here and the doctor will be with you in a moment.” She left and pulled the door shut behind her.

			I tugged the sleeves of my sweatshirt over both hands, tried not to disturb the paper beneath my butt. The room was chilly. I felt dizzy. I breathed a perfect square, then another, and another. Several minutes passed.

			The doctor knocked twice and entered without waiting for my “come in.” She held a clipboard in one hand, not a standard-issue brown one like what I’d been handed by the receptionist, but a nice one made of purple plastic. It matched the lavender hallway and the sweater she wore beneath her lab coat.

			She smiled like she was genuinely happy to see me. “Hello. I’m Dr. Lebron.”

			“Destiny,” I said, but she already knew that.

			She nodded. “Nice to meet you, Destiny. So you’ve been having concerns about pregnancy?”

			“Yeah. I kept hoping I wasn’t, but I have all these symptoms, so I bought a test and it was positive, so here I am.”

			“I see. When was the start of your last period?”

			“Late July, I think? I’m not sure.” My neck tingled. “I know I should keep better track.”

			She squinted as she did the math. “Eleven or twelve weeks, then. And you’re—” She checked the clipboard. “Seventeen. How long have you been menstruating?”

			“Three or four years.”

			She wrote that down. “What are your periods usually like, do they come more regularly than that? The bleeding last about the same number of days each time?”

			“I don’t know. They’re kind of all over the place, I guess.” I hadn’t talked this much about periods with anyone, ever. “Is that normal?” I asked.

			“Absolutely. There’s a wide range of what’s normal, especially in your first few years of menstruating. Longer gaps of, say, three or four months might be a symptom of something else going on—poor nutrition, too much exercise, rapid weight loss or gain, excessive stress. Maybe recreational drug use or a side effect of a prescription medication. But the twenty-eight-day cycle is essentially a myth,” she said. “That’s an average, not a norm. Lots of healthy people have longer cycles, shorter cycles, and unpredictable ones too. Everyone’s body is different.”

			The fluorescent lights above us hummed. “I don’t use drugs.”

			“Good,” she said. “Well, pregnancy risks aside, two months without a period isn’t necessarily something to worry about, though of course it never hurts to check with a doctor, and it is good to keep track. What have you been using for birth control?”

			“Nothing,” I said.

			She made a note on her clipboard, and met my eyes. “You’ve been lucky, then, because you’re not pregnant.”

			My heart stopped. “What?”

			“Your test was negative. It’s rare to get a false positive with a drugstore kit, but it does happen. The UPT we ran is extremely reliable. If you’ve had unprotected sex in the past two weeks, we can do an additional blood test to make sure, but—”

			“I haven’t,” I interrupted. “I haven’t been having sex.”

			She clicked her pen. “Then most likely this is a normal irregularity with your period, perhaps exacerbated by other conditions such as stress. But let’s get you checked out with a full exam, then we can talk about birth control options. I highly recommend consistent condom use for both pregnancy prevention and protection against STIs, but if you’d like a prescription for the pill to use in addition to condoms, that can help regulate your cycle as well.”

			Not pregnant not pregnant not pregnant.

			“No,” I said, my whole body shaking. “I don’t need that. I can’t— I’m not having sex. My boyfriend and I broke up.”

			Not pregnant not pregnant. It started to maybe feel real.

			“Well, if you plan on being sexually active again in the future, you might still—”

			“No,” I said. “No exam.”

			She looked at me carefully. I held as still as I could while staring back.

			Bright lights. Endless questions. A paper gown that won’t protect me from anything. Those intrusive hours where I—how did Dr. Sun put it?—retreated into unresponsiveness before they took me to Silver Hill Oaks.

			I squeezed my fists so hard my fingernails nearly punctured my palms, and willed those thoughts away.

			“Okay,” Dr. Lebron said. “We won’t do an exam today. But you can always come back if you change your mind, and if your period stays away another month or so after this, you should come back to get it all checked out. I’m sure you’re fine, but it’s good to make certain. Yearly checkups and regular Pap smears are recommended once you’re sexually active.”

			I nodded, nodded, nodded and took the pamphlets she held out. Agreed to whatever I had to so she would let me go.

			“This is your only body, so let’s take care of it. Come back anytime with questions, or when you’re ready for a routine exam.” She smiled, less fully than the first time. “It’s nothing to be afraid of, I promise.”

			“Thanks,” I said, still nodding.

			She opened the door and motioned for me to go out. “After you.”

			I slid off the table and turned down the lavender hallway. My body grew warmer with each step. Elation expanded until I was almost floating. I opened the door to the waiting room.

			Ryan looks up with tender surprise. He pulls out his earbuds. Rises.

			“Are you okay?” he asks.

			I open my mouth to tell him, and my joy gives way to a horrible realization.

			“Destiny?” His voice sounds far away.

			“I couldn’t go through with it.”

			Ryan freezes.

			I resurface.

			“I’m sorry,” I say, and gasp for air. I need to start over.

			He stops me. “Let’s go, then.”
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			20.

			The outside world is startlingly bright. I follow Ryan to the bus stop. My brain stumbles to keep up.

			Stupid. Stupid.

			He studies his feet, the curb, the sky, a bench. I tuck my hands under my armpits. I need to tell him.

			He clears his throat and addresses a nearby tree. “I don’t know when the next bus comes. I figured it would take more time for, you know.”

			I stare past him, down the street. “It’s there.” Approaching like a curse.

			We wait in silence. The doors open.

			“Can we walk?” I blurt. “Or…go someplace?”

			Ryan hesitates, mid-step. He waves off the driver.

			The doors close.

			My resolve loosens.

			I will tell him. Just…not yet.

			We walk.

			With the sun on our backs, our shadows stretch before us, overlapping like they’re holding hands—like in a parallel world, we’re a normal couple walking down this street on a normal day, fingers linked, bodies long and graceful.

			We turn down another street, and our shadow-selves disappear. Ryan stares straight ahead, face scrunched and intense. I glance away. I have no right to him.

			“You know this neighborhood?” I ask.

			He startles like he forgot I was there. “Huh? Yeah. My orthodontist’s office was right up that block. I came every month for, like, two years of medieval torture.” He flashes his teeth. They’re perfect.

			“I didn’t know you had braces.”

			“Yup. Palate expander too. My teeth were a mess. I had double fangs that had to be pulled, and I was a metal-mouth dork all through middle school. Still sleep with a retainer at night.”

			I picture him, pre growth spurt, lips protruding over silver brackets. Adorable.

			“You never had them?” he asks.

			“You think I’d still have this gap if I did?” I show it off, make a goofy expression. I’ve only been to a dentist once.

			He tilts his head and looks at my top front teeth—or between them. “Aw, I like the gap. It’s part of what makes you look like you.”

			My smile drops.

			“Sorry,” he says. “I don’t mean to complicate things.”

			I look down. “Yeah. I guess it’s complicated enough already.” But it isn’t. It’s painfully simple.

			We stop walking. I owe him the truth.

			“You really hurt me,” I say, surprising us both. That isn’t the truth I meant to tell—but it’s part of it.

			“I’m sorry,” he says.

			“Me too.” I mouth the words in an almost-whisper. Only the click of the t slips out. “I thought it was real.”

			He nods, looking miserable. For weeks, I wished for the slightest sign of this: That our breakup caused him any remorse. That he suffered even a pinch of what I went through. But seeing it makes me feel worse.

			He opens his mouth. Closes it.

			I understand.

			I exhale and walk away.

			He lets me go three blocks before he catches up. “Destiny. Wait.” I slow but don’t stop. “Please.”

			I relent. We’re at least a mile from the bus stop, and I’m not sure I can find my way back. I was counting on Ryan to lead me.

			“I know the way things ended with us was shitty and confusing,” he says. “I still care about you. I never stopped. I just— This is something I’ve wanted ever since I can remember, getting a chance to play at a big college. This is my shot. I can’t let anything get in the way of that. Not when I’ve come this close.”

			I nod at his thumbs. His fingernails are short and clean, but ragged, like he’s chewed them.

			I won’t get in his way again.

			“But that doesn’t mean it wasn’t real,” he says. “You and me. It was. And I’m going to be here, whatever you decide to do next. I won’t abandon you like my shithead father did to my mom. I will help you get through it. Okay?”

			His hand makes a fist, and it tightens around my heart. Holding it. Supporting it. It’s so good hearing those words, I almost forget they’re built on a lie.

			“I don’t know what’s next,” I confess, and he gestures to the building beside us.

			“How about lunch?” A single dimple appears. “You actually stopped right where I was taking us. My stepdad and I came here after every orthodontist appointment. Their mango smoothies are the best.”

			Without waiting for an answer, he opens the restaurant door.

			I let myself have it a little bit longer. Just one more day of us.
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			21.

			The V-Spot Café is all natural light and bamboo decor, with huge, leafy plants in the windows. A few tables are occupied—a twentysomething in headphones typing on a laptop, pairs of people talking and eating—but it’s early for lunch and there are plenty of seats. We head for the counter, and I catch a distinctive flash of green.

			“Naila,” I say. She backtracks through the swinging doors, into full view.

			“Oh, hey.” Her gaze darts from me to Ryan and back again. “Gimme a sec, all right?” She disappears into the kitchen.

			I take in the menu of smoothies, juices, and energy shots; salads, wraps, and bowls. Organic this and flaxseed that, an index of fancy ingredients. A familiar worry tickles the base of my neck. I should just get water.

			Naila returns, wiping her hands on an apron. Her nose ring glints in the light. “You know what you want?”

			Ryan motions for me to go first, and I shake my head. “I’ll have the mango–chia seed smoothie with almond milk,” he says. They look at me.

			“What’s good?” I ask, stalling. I touch the pocket full of cash I didn’t have to spend on an abortion. Maybe I should let loose and celebrate with a soba noodle power bowl with edamame and ginger-sesame dressing, or a tempeh wrap with pickled everything. All this weird food sounds so good, you’d think I really was pregnant.

			Naila shrugs. “Depends. What do you like?” My face must do something funny, because they laugh. “You know what? Sit. I’ll take care of you.” She taps the screen and waves Ryan away when he reaches for his wallet. “On the house.”

			“Are you sure? Thanks,” Ryan says.

			“Don’t worry about it. Go. Sit.”

			We obey.

			Ryan slides onto a bench at a corner table, and I drop in across from him. “Nice of your friend to hook us up,” he says.

			I blink. Are Naila and I friends? People so often do stuff like that for Ryan, I completely missed that this was for me. “We have art together. Her stuff is amazing.”

			“You’re taking art?” he asks, and I want to cry.

			“Yeah. Expressions of the Self Through Multimedia Exploration. It’s my favorite class.”

			“Cool.”

			I tell him about the assignments we’ve done, the artists and concepts I’m into. He nods in the right places, and his eyes stay on mine, but there’s a distance in them. Of course.

			I drop my voice. “Look, I’m going to give it up for adoption. I don’t want a baby either. I won’t let this ruin your plans.”

			He leans back abruptly. Naila appears with a tray of small plates.

			She sets them on the table in front of us. “Quinoa, soba noodles, chipotle avocado with lime, and my personal favorite, balsamic roasted butternut squash with tarragon and sage. Your mango-chia smoothie and, for the lady, a coconut-ginger matcha latte.”

			I stare at the feast. “Wow. Thank you.”

			She winks. “Enjoy.”

			I lift the coconut-ginger concoction. Ryan motions with his glass to say cheers, and we drink. My mouth fills with flavor—a perfect combination of creaminess, comfort, and zing. When Ryan lowers the glass, a thin mango mustache sweetens his upper lip. I wish I could lean in and taste it. But even when we were together, I wasn’t that kind of bold.

			He licks it away. “It’s as good as I remember,” he says, and takes another sip.

			“Is Michael a vegetarian?” Ryan’s stepdad is a nurse practitioner who is serious about lawn care, goes to all of Ryan’s games, holds strong beliefs about the hierarchy of who should control the TV remote, comes from a large Haitian family, and has been in Ryan’s life since he was five. When Ryan mentioned them barbecuing over the summer, I assumed it meant hot dogs and burgers, but maybe Michael grills tofu and veggies. I adjust my mental image.

			“Nah, just a health nut.” Ryan spears a chunk of squash. “He’s the one who got me into workouts. I used to ride my bike alongside him on Sunday-morning runs before church. I had to pedal so hard to keep up, I’d be drenched in sweat and panting by the end, and he always seemed like he could run another five, easy.”

			I chew a tangy-nutty mouthful of soba, and load my fork with another bite. I love how Ryan talks about his family, the affection that pours out of him, except when his bio dad comes up. That’s a bond we shared from the start—the fact that our fathers didn’t stick around to know us. Though I have no reason to assume mine knows I exist.

			“I always wanted to ride a bike,” I say. “It looks so freeing, like the closest humans get to flying.”

			His hands shoot up. “You never had a bicycle? Aw, man. Deprived.”

			Actually, I did have one, briefly, in third grade. It was the top prize in a district-wide spelling bee, which, to everyone’s surprise, I won. “I barely knew she could speak!” the teacher said to the principal, right in front of me, like she didn’t know I could hear, either. But even that couldn’t ruin how perfect the bike was: shiny and red with white handlebars, black tires, and a silver bell with a high-pitched brrrrrrrrring!

			I wheeled it carefully home, too cautious to jump on and pedal. I wanted to practice in private, get good before joining the other kids in my neighborhood. But I never learned.

			I tell Ryan a shortened version of the tale and its ending: “Someone stole it overnight.”

			His nose scrunches at the affront. “Who steals a bike from a little kid?”

			“The spelling bee runner-up? A fourth-grade biker gang? Who knows.” But it isn’t a mystery.

			When I awoke the next morning, my mother and my prize had disappeared. April returned two nights later to sleep off her binge. The bike that financed it was long gone.

			I cup my latte, and Ryan launches into a story of the time he and his best friend, Colby, decided to bike around the world, but didn’t even make it down the driveway before Colby’s mother intervened to ask why the peanut butter, jelly, and sandwich bread were left open on the counter (they’d neglected to put them away after packing their around-the-world provisions) and why on earth they were wearing life vests and floaties (to help them bike across oceans, of course). He grins when I laugh, and I feel a fullness and warmth so elusive, it takes me a few beats to recognize it.

			“Excuse me.” I stand and swerve away from the table.

			This isn’t my happiness to have. It will leave me as soon as the truth comes out. Feeling it now only makes that harder.

			Behind the counter, Naila points, and I turn in the direction she’s indicated.

			A bathroom door. I open it.

			I didn’t turn on the light but my eyes adjusted quickly, thanks to the flames that danced in the mirror. Glimmering candles, real and reflected, cast shadows and light on walls teeming with life. Fantastical flora burst from the floor, stretched through the air, and bloomed on the ceiling. Wings and eyes of tiny creatures—some mischievous, some menacing—peeked and teased as they dashed across petals and flitted behind leaves in a lush, colorful game of hide-and-seek.

			I recognized these bold, confident brushstrokes, though I’d never seen them applied to something like this. I always thought her artwork was good, but this was incredible.

			I turned in a slow circle, taking it in, and searched for the proof I knew I would find. Yup, there it was, scrawled in a corner, beneath an impish tail: three interlaced initials, NHI. Naila Herrera Ijaz. I’d stepped inside one of her murals.

			I splashed cool water on my cheeks, washed my hands with lemongrass soap, and dried off with a surprisingly soft paper towel. After one last twirl in the center of Naila’s magic garden, I touched the doorknob, revived. Ready to do the right thing.

			“You all right?” Ryan asks.

			I slide onto the wooden seat. “Yeah.”

			I’m glad we’re here. I’m glad I lied. This afternoon proves I wasn’t wrong about us: We were good together. We still are. Knowing that will help me release him.

			He fiddles with a packet of raw sugar, his knee bouncing with quick jerks. “Are you?” I ask, half joking, but he grasps my hand and holds on tight, even as the rest of me draws back. “Ryan?” My voice wavers.

			“Let’s keep it.” I neither move nor breathe. “Him. Her. Them. Whatever. Let’s keep our kid.”

			“What?” I choke out.

			His face turns almost giddy. The knee bounce resumes. “I know. I know! But also…our kid will be amazing. Don’t you think? I keep picturing all these big moments in his life—learning to walk, ride a bike, throw a ball, finger-paint. First day of school. First haircut. First birthday. First loose tooth.” He pulls my hand closer and cups it in his. “What if we just…did it? People do this all the time. Why not us?”

			His vibrating knee jostles the bench and his energy buzzes through me. It’s like sitting on top of a washing machine as it spins. “You want to have a kid with me?”

			He laughs. “I am having a kid with you. So let’s keep him. I know it won’t be easy, but my mom had me when she was our age, and that turned out okay. Maybe we should step up to the challenge. Go along with God’s plan.”

			The washing machine is part Tilt-A-Whirl. “Babies are messy.” They mess up plans. Mess up lives.

			His shoulders bounce. “I’ve changed plenty of diapers.”

			“Really?” I’ve never taken care of a kid other than myself.

			“I have a million younger cousins I’ve looked after lots of times. Perk of being the oldest. And I just— I’ve always known I would be a dad. I definitely didn’t think it would happen this soon or this way, but I keep thinking: Maybe it’s right. Maybe we should do it.”

			His thumb traces circles against the base of mine, his touch distractingly warm. I remind myself to focus. It doesn’t help.

			“When you said you hadn’t gone through with it, I should have been scared, and I was. I still am. I mean, I’m terrified,” he says. “But I also felt glad. You know?”

			“I don’t know what to say.”

			His hands squeeze mine. “Say yes. Say you’ll think about it. You don’t have to decide now. But doesn’t some part of you want this too?”

			I close my eyes and open them. “Maybe.”

		

	
		
			
			Swallowing the rock was a bad idea. She knew that

			the instant it slid down her throat, but by then it was already

			too late. The rock nestled in her gut with her other regrets, and

			she could not make it budge.

			She would have to live

			with what she had done. Her body

			would carry the consequences.

			
				[image: Torn paper edge.]
			

		

	
		
			
				[image: ]
			

			22.

			The moment the word leaves my mouth, control of it escapes me. Soon he has it all planned out.

			The baby (Ryan keeps saying “he,” but I feel her only as female) will be born at the end of April—early enough to attend his graduation, late enough that I can finish most of the school year before taking the GED. The first big challenge comes in fall, when he’ll have training, practices, and games—plus college—but he’ll FaceTime the baby every day, and after his first semester, she and I will move near campus, and I can enroll in a few classes. We’ll study while she sleeps and sometimes ask friends to watch her, but it really won’t be too much trouble. Ryan is sure of it. Sure of her.

			Over the course of the next few hours, she grows up into so many beautiful futures, develops so many good traits, I almost can’t wait to meet her.

			What he doesn’t talk about, and I don’t dare ask, is what all this means about us.

			We take the bus and say goodbye on the corner opposite where the day began.

			This morning already seemed like weeks ago, and I felt dizzy and delirious walking back. The whole world was half real at dusk.

			I climbed three flights to the apartment, turned my key in the lock, and stepped into darkness. April and Huck weren’t home, and no one had left a light on.

			I didn’t need light. I needed to clear my head.

			I ran the shower extra hot and let the steam blur everything. I washed my face and pretended my fingertips were Ryan’s. I washed my hair and thought about Naila, what it was like to stand in that world she created. I soaped my chest and arms, cleansed my scars, lathered my belly, pressed it, and thought about the baby not inside.

			My second chance.

			I dried off and chose a soft T-shirt to sleep in, tucked my money back into its box, and placed a souvenir from the V-Spot on top: matches from this day when our spark reignited.

			I slept on a cloud of stolen hope.

			

			—

			This time when Tosh appeared, I was grateful. He approached with a grin, clearly unconcerned about the snakes. Perhaps only I could see them.

			“Do you know which path leads away from here?” I asked, but in speaking the question I felt its answer, as though he’d already said it.

			“All of them.” Tosh cocked his head, and the trees regrouped. Their roots slithered home and offered a new way out. We accepted.

			My toes sank into the soft, damp moss that carpeted the unfamiliar path in an unfamiliar dreamscape. I’d always been barefoot in Arantha too, but Arantha’s forests were never threatening. The queendom’s dangers lay elsewhere.

			Wherever this was, with Tosh here I was no longer frightened. But that didn’t make me unwary.

			Tosh bounced with each step, walking backward to face me. “Sula’s ecstatic about your news. Already weaving spells and knitting plans, plotting ways to keep the baby safe from Darla. As though Darla would interfere now. You remember how she feels about the prophecy.” He swept a hand toward the purple sky, as if it remembered too. “She’s been waiting for this since she and your mother were kids.”

			“Since what?” That made no sense. April had nothing to do with Arantha.

			I stumbled. Tosh caught me by the shoulders, held on while I found my balance, and released me with a smirk. My toe throbbed with more pain than should be felt in a dream. Of course it was never Tosh who tripped.

			“You’re welcome,” he said, and proffered an elbow. I ignored it.

			“How would I survive without you.”

			“Indeed. You must be more careful now that you’re walking for two. Speaking of, I’ve figured out how you can repay me that favor you owe.” So that was what made him so buoyant—he’d come to collect.

			“You’re a day behind. I’m not pregnant,” I said.

			His whiskers twitched. “You are in Arantha.”

			I stopped walking. “I don’t believe you.”

			His face was a mix of pity and condescension, like I’d attempted a simple equation and failed. “It doesn’t matter what you believe. It only matters what’s real. You can’t escape your fate.”

			The throbbing moved from my toe to my chest, or maybe that was my heartbeat. I tugged the neck of my T-shirt, too hot, and looked around for a way to wake up.

			“There is no baby. And I don’t want one,” I said. My hands flew to shield the fetus from hearing it.

			Tosh shrugged. “If you don’t want her, that’s perfect. I’ll take her. It’s what I was going to ask for anyway. Win-win.”

			I kept my hands on my abdomen. “Why?”

			“The prophecy!” he said, as though it were obvious. I stared. “Human born, wild raised / Loyal heart, mind ablaze / True heir of Arantha, though not of this land / She tips the scale with a steady, sure hand / When through her the fury of fate doth—”

			“I remember.” I cut him off. “I remember the prophecy and all that comes with it. I don’t want that fate. The queendom will have to find another true heir to unite it. I refuse.”

			His fur bristled. I felt it like a chill up my back. “It’s not you who fulfills it after all. Not directly,” he said.

			“Obviously.” The prophecy wasn’t real because Arantha wasn’t real, much like Tosh wasn’t real. This whole conversation wasn’t real. I dug my fingernails into my forearm until the skin beneath the scars begged, but I didn’t wake up.

			He gestured toward my belly. “It’s not you,” he repeated. “The true heir of Arantha. It’s she.”
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			23.

			I woke up to a too-quiet apartment.

			It was Sunday morning, which meant Huck was at church. I’d heard him get up at the usual time, registered the normalcy before I fell back asleep. But I hadn’t heard April, not then or last night, and when I shuffled out of my room, she was nowhere to be seen.

			I looked for a used coffee mug, a stray tissue, a cigarette butt. April isn’t one to pass through a space and leave it unchanged, but there was no evidence of her morning in the shared areas of the apartment. I peeked into her and Huck’s bedroom. Their bed was neatly made.

			I inched away.

			Did Huck know? Of course he knew. Would he kick us out immediately or try to coax her into rehab first? If he tried that, would she leave him? Could she already have left us both?

			The possibility was oddly calming, until I imagined where she might be, the state she was in, and where I would end up next. The second I hopped on that merry-go-round, my calm swiftly spiraled toward panic.

			I shut it down. No thoughts. No feelings.

			Only breathing. Only this.

			I opened my Spanish textbook and settled onto the couch. April was her own problem now. I conjugated the verb poder.

			At 12:26 I heard the key in the lock and sat up to face her lies and excuses.

			“Late night?” I said, as the door swung open.

			Huck stepped inside and blinked in confusion. “What’s that?” he said.

			“Oh.” I shut the textbook in my lap and scurried to gather the papers strewn everywhere. “Sorry. I thought you were April.”

			“Nope.” He hung up his keys and jacket. “She won’t be back from the women’s retreat until late.”

			“Women’s retreat?”

			“With the church. She didn’t tell you?” He shoved his hands in his pants pockets and stood with an awkward hunch. I squirmed with embarrassment for us both.

			“I must have forgotten.”

			Huck cleared his throat and moved closer. “I hope you’re proud of how great she’s doing. It’s not easy, turning your life around and committing each day to staying sober. She’s really working hard at it,” he said.

			I closed my eyes. “Sure.”

			People who fall under April’s spell love explaining her to me. As if they alone know her enchantments. As if she wasn’t mine first.

			Huck shifted his weight to the other leg. Nodded. “I know from my own life that when a person truly changes, the people closest to them are the last to see and accept it. And from everything April says, it seems like mothers and daughters are particularly complicated.” He paused expectantly. I didn’t react. “I believe she’s ready to make things different with you, if you’ll let her,” he said.

			There it was.

			I already forgave so much that was unforgivable—all my life, before she even asked for it. I had to. She’s my mother.

			But I’ve known other addicts. I’ve known other drunks. And I know April sober. Her addictions are not the real problem.

			Huck standing here doing her dirty work proved she hadn’t changed a bit.

			I stood. “I’ll think about it.”

			He raised a hand. “I know the way you grew up was hard, but life hasn’t been easy for her either. Your grandfather—”

			I tuned him out. This story made things worse.

			Even knowing what it was like to have a parent like him, she didn’t stop the cycle. She became the monster she’d run from.

			I would never do that to a kid.

			“I know,” I told Huck, and he finally stopped talking. “I said I’ll think about it.” I hugged my books to my chest and slunk off to my room.

			I couldn’t focus on April and her problems today. I was supposed to be having a miscarriage.

		

	
		
			
			Daylight faded and the girl journeyed on,

			through a forest that glowed silver with moonlight.

			Trees lifted their branches to welcome more stars, and the rock

			seemed to tingle inside her. Its joy shivered

			through her, as if it were her own.

			The girl had forgotten

			about gladness.

			She came to a clearing with tall, soft grass, and chose

			a spot in which to settle for the night.

			She lay on her side and curled up around the rock.

			There was comfort in not being

			alone.

			“Good night,” she whispered, and she felt

			the rock’s reply.

			They slept soundly.
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			24.

			The most believable thing would probably be to skip school on Monday, but with April back from her retreat feeling “recommitted” and “so inspired,” I didn’t want to stay in the apartment, and it seemed better to be in school than wandering in the rain. I needed to get the truth out and over with. Plus I just really wanted to see him.

			I rehearsed the words in my head during homeroom and Spanish: Something happened. Yesterday morning. Yes, I’m sure. Do you want to go someplace and talk? I would find him before lunch and tell him.

			But on my way to second period, I hear footsteps. Ryan seeking me out, coming closer, saying my name.

			“I told them.” He’s breathless but glowing. “I told my parents. My whole family, actually. Simon and Lizzie know too. I told my mom and then my stepdad, and the twins found out at dinner.” His cheeks flush. “They had a lot of questions.”

			“You…wow.” I’m too stunned to say anything else.

			“They were pretty upset. My mom cried. That was hard. But we talked it all out, our whole plan and stuff, and I think she’s coming around. I wouldn’t say they’re happy, but they’re actually being really supportive.”

			“Wow,” I repeat, still trying to catch what he’s thrown without dropping everything else in my grasp.

			“They want to meet you, of course. Can you come over for dinner tonight?”

			“Dinner?” My carefully planned confession sticks to my tongue. The rest of me floats away.

			“I know, it’s a lot. My mom said to tell you don’t be nervous. They’re not mad at you or anything. They just want us all to talk.”

			From somewhere outside my body, I heard myself agree.

			“Great.” I watched myself listen as he ran through logistics—he had practice after school but would text when they were done. His friend Colby would drive us to Ryan’s place. Did I like salmon? “But did you change your number or something? I called last night and it said out of service. So I guess you didn’t get my texts?” His expression morphed from expectant to confused as I waited too long to answer.

			I slam back into myself. “Oh. Yeah, sorry. I’m on prepaid and I need to refill it. You’ll be done around five, right? I’ll meet you at the benches outside the gym.”

			“Cool.” His attention drifts from my face to my stomach and back again. “He’s about the size of a donut hole now. I looked it up.” His voice is soft.

			“You did?”

			“Yeah. I figure it was the night of Liam’s party probably, right? So, twelve weeks. He’s a donut hole.”

			“She,” I say. We grin at the same time. “Glazed or powdered?”

			The bell rings. “Powdered.” He steps backward. “With cinnamon.”

			“Cinnamon,” I repeat. And suddenly, she has a nickname.

			He falls back a few more feet, his gaze still on mine. People behind him move out of his way. “See you later,” he says.

			“Later.”

			He disappears.

			I looked down. “I guess you’ll be with me a little longer. Cinnamon.”

			I could have sworn I felt a flutter.
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			25.

			In the media center after school, I snuck Doritos from a hidden bag, crunched quietly so as not to get caught, and debated with myself about ethics and loopholes, fairness and trust, and how to reason with a heart that wants what it wants—needs what it wants—and has finally found a way to be unbroken.

			I’m not a good liar. I was getting better at it, but truth is a rubber band. Stretch it to its limits and it will snap, break, fly.

			I felt the danger.

			I finished revising my paper on Austro-Hungarian archduke Franz Ferdinand (notable only for his assassination, his impressive handlebar mustache, and the fact that he married for love instead of title), licked the Doritos dust off my fingers, and relocated to the benches outside the main doors to the gym. Ryan and Colby weren’t there yet, so I settled in a corner with my sketchbook.

			The gym doors banged open, and a group of what I guessed were cross-country teammates spilled into the hallway. One of them, the pale girl from my homeroom, did a double take when she spotted me, and for a second, I wondered if she knew—if Ryan had told people outside his family; if someone besides Naila saw us on Saturday; if we’d been overheard talking this morning. But she lifted her hand and walked past. I waved back, too late for her to see it.

			I added a jewel to a broken crown held out by a queen half in shadow. The lead of my pencil snapped.

			My attention swivels at the sound of Ryan’s laugh, and seconds later, he and Colby push through the double doors into my sight line. Their hair is damp, and Ryan’s slightly-less-tan-than-in-summer skin looks splotchy from exertion. Colby glances up from his phone with a “hey.” His dark brown cheeks glow too.

			I shove the sketchbook into my backpack. “Good practice?”

			“Not bad,” Ryan says.

			Colby keeps typing. “Sorry, just telling Miguel to move his butt.” He tilts the phone so we can see the text. A turtle saunters while a fuzzy, frantic duckling runs beside it. The duckling topples over, and the loop starts again.

			I grin. Colby and Miguel were nothing but sweet to me the few times we hung out over the summer, but I haven’t seen either of them since. If that’s weird—if this is weird—apparently we aren’t acknowledging it.

			We follow Colby, still on his phone, down the main hall and out the front doors. Ryan smells like soap and spicy deodorant. I step closer.

			“Does he know?” I ask so softly I’m basically mouthing the words.

			“Not yet. I gotta talk to Coach first.” He blows out his breath and bugs his eyes.

			I grimace to show I get it.

			“Yeah, he’s gonna be pissed. But he’s the one who always says, ‘You gotta step up, man up, and hold yourself accountable.’ And that’s what I’m doing, right?”

			I swallow. “Ryan. We don’t have to.”

			The lines in his face soften. “Sorry. I didn’t mean it like that. Really.”

			“We can still look into adoption. Or other options.”

			“No.” He stops walking. “Our little donut will be worth it.”

			“Whaaaaaaaat?” Colby shouts, and my feet touch back down to earth.

			He isn’t looking at us though. Up ahead in the senior parking lot, Miguel leans against a gold SUV with his arms crossed and his head cocked. “Who’s a tortoise now?” he calls.

			Colby breaks into a jog to go kiss him. When we catch up, Miguel pulls me into a hug. “Destiny. Great to see you.”

			I squeeze back. “Same.”

			“Shotgun,” he says as we release. Colby unlocks the car, and we climb in.

			“How was rehearsal?” Ryan asks. His seat belt clicks.

			“Très dramatic.” Miguel grabs his sunglasses from the dash. “Newton got fake blood in his eyes and ran straight into a wall, and somehow Bek and Nate missed their entrance cues in the first act but gained a hickey each.” Colby starts the engine and music blares. He turns it down, but only a little.

			I lean away from the speaker. “Do you know Naila?” I shout. Colby drums along on the steering wheel and maneuvers us out of the parking lot. “She designs sets?”

			“Oh, yeah. She’s awesome. Really talented.” Miguel rotates in his seat. “You guys friends?”

			“She’s in my art class. We hang at lunch.” Though today lunch was just Devonte in headphones, West discussing activist art and protest movements with two sophomores in the environmental club, and me.

			Miguel turns back around. He places a hand on Colby’s leg, and they belt out the chorus. I feel an ache.

			Ryan adds a few ooh! ooh!s and no way, no ways in a pretty decent falsetto, and I move my head a little and sing. I don’t really know the words, but no one seems to notice.

			We keep it going from one song to the next, until Colby pulls up to the curb in front of a yellow house with a neat lawn and a giant trampoline, and shifts into park. “Later, dudes,” he says.

			“Yeah, thanks for the ride.” Ryan looks at me. “You ready for this?”

			I release my seat belt along with a breath, and nod. I can’t back out now. “Ready.”

		

	
		
			
			The girl slept and dreamed of mothers.

			Mother upon mother, all the same

			shape, none the same

			kind.

			Nesting mothers, pulled one from the next.

			A domino line.

			A paper-doll chain.

			Loop to loop:

			no end, all beginnings.

			Mothers hatched. Tipped their heads.

			Called her name. Chirped their song.

			Drew worms from the girl’s mouth to swallow.

			They gave her a chant, and the girl danced along.

			They rocked her.

			Praised her.

			Released her.

			
				[image: Torn paper edge.]
			

		

	
		
			
				[image: ]
			

			26.

			I follow Ryan up the front walk, my palms sweating and my whole body hot. With each step, my nerves crank tighter. I’m a windup toy about to flip out.

			I force my brain to think of something sturdy. An oak tree. A boulder. Ryan’s embrace.

			We mount the front steps, and Ryan exhales. He’s nervous too.

			My shoulders relax.

			He opens the door to a flurry of barking, and I shrink back. I forgot there would be a dog.

			“Hi, Willow! Hi!” he coos in a voice I’ve never heard before. “She’s harmless,” he adds. She yaps harder.

			None of the pics I’ve seen prepared me for the high-pitched aggression aimed at my shins. But I can’t stay on the doorstep because of a dog that looks like a Muppet. I compose myself and follow him inside.

			Willow sniffs my legs with wary interest, barks twice, and switches to spinning in circles and throwing herself at Ryan, until he bends to tousle her bangs and stroke her long, floppy ears. She settles instantly, and stares into his eyes with such gratefulness and longing, it’s embarrassing to watch. He accepts a lick on the chin, sets down his backpack, and calls, “We’re home!”

			“We heard,” a deep, pleasant voice says, and a moment later, Ryan’s stepdad appears in the doorway with Ryan’s mother right behind him. “I’m guessing the whole neighborhood did.” Willow swishes her tail. Michael turns to me. “Michael Dupuy. Pleased to meet you, Destiny.” We shake, and his large hand envelops mine. His skin is warm and his grip firm but gentle. I like him immediately.

			“Welcome,” Ryan’s mother says. “Please excuse the commotion. I hope you like dogs.” She doesn’t make a move to touch me.

			“Of course,” I say, though in truth I’m a little afraid of them. “Thanks for having me, Mrs. Dupuy.”

			She flicks the words away with slender fingers. “I go by Harwood, actually. But you should call us Lisa and Michael.”

			“Okay.”

			She watches me, evaluating. Assessing. My throat is dry, but I don’t dare swallow. Even Willow holds still for an endless second.

			Lisa releases me with a nod. Something has been decided, but I can’t tell what. I don’t know how to read her.

			I’ve never wanted so badly to be liked.

			“Come, dinner’s almost ready,” she says. “Ryan, will you go get Lizzie and Si?”

			I flush, but Michael steps in and saves me. “I’ll go. I need to run upstairs for a sec anyway.” He disappears up the carpeted stairs, taking them two at a time.

			We move to the kitchen, and Willow follows, claws clicking against the checkered floor. Lisa fills a clear pitcher with water and ice, and puts Ryan to work on the salad. She waves off my offer of help. “Tell me about you. Where did you grow up? Ryan says you moved here this summer.”

			I keep my answers brief and safe—“Kind of all over, but I was born in Ohio” and “Oh, it’s great. I especially like the library and the art class I’m taking”—and glance around, soaking it all in. I want to learn every detail.

			The kitchen has green tile, silver appliances, and glass cabinets stacked with colorful dishes, and it’s clean but not too clean—like a real family lives here and uses it. Photos of all five of them cover the enormous fridge—school portraits and candids; Ryan and his siblings at all ages; Lisa and Michael, cheek to cheek in front of a sunset; the whole family at a game—held in place by fruit-and-vegetable-shaped magnets.

			Ryan notices me looking and smiles. “Did it even happen if it isn’t in the photo gallery?” he says. His mom swats his legs with a citrus-pattern dishcloth that matches the pot holder next to the stove. I lean closer to examine the snapshots.

			Lisa and Michael are the same height, which makes her tall and him average. She’s white-skinned and angular, composed and neat, with straight dark hair, a narrow face, sharp cheekbones, and an air of being in charge. Michael is brown-skinned and broad-shouldered, with a shiny bald head, a rounded, muscular frame, and a relaxed way of carrying himself. He reminds me of a giant teddy bear, and she of a hard plastic action figure. But it’s clear how well they fit together.

			Michael enters the room and places his hands on Lisa’s hips to move her gently aside. “The kids’ll be down in a minute. It does seem like actual homework is taking place. Either that or they’ve gotten better at faking it.” He opens the oven and pulls out a tray of orange fish. Steam fogs the lenses of his black-framed glasses.

			“That smells fantastic,” I say. Slices of lemon and sprigs of fresh herbs nestle the flesh, which looks juicy and tender—like a dish from an emperor’s banquet. I try not to gape.

			Lisa hands me a glass of water. “Salmon is one of Michael’s specialties. How’s your appetite been?”

			I take a sip. It’s such a subtle way of bringing up the pregnancy, I wonder if Ryan and Michael even caught it. At least this first question is one I can answer honestly. “Not great. I’ve felt queasy for weeks, and like food isn’t all that appetizing. But in the past few days that’s been changing. I’m finally able to keep things down.”

			She wrinkles her nose. “You must be getting close to second trimester. Just wait, those three months in the middle—once the morning sickness is gone and the good hormones start grooving, but before you’re too huge and uncomfortable—you’ll feel amazing in comparison.” She straightens and looks me in the eyes. The mood shifts. “Listen. Pregnancy is hard, but taking care of a child is much, much harder, especially when you’re still not done growing up yourself. There’s a lot of sacrifice and emotional labor involved, on top of all the work I’m sure you already know about.”

			“Mom—” Ryan starts, but she holds up a hand to cut him off, still staring me down.

			“I want to make sure you know there are other options. If you don’t truly want to raise this kid, we will help you figure out the right next steps and support you through them. You don’t have to have a baby—or keep a baby—just because you got pregnant. Choosing not to would be all right.”

			I can’t lie to this woman.

			“I didn’t want to get pregnant,” I say. I focus on the truth and feel it grow. “But now that I’m here, I—we—” I glance at Ryan, and he nods. “We want this.”

			She lowers her hands to the counter. “Okay. Then that’s what we’ll do.” She opens a drawer and places a white paper bag on the island between us. “I got you some prenatal vitamins. They’ll keep your bones strong and help the baby grow good ones. Let me know when you need more. I can’t have my first grandchild getting scurvy.”

			“Thanks.” This is okay with her. I am okay with her.

			Ryan shoots me a look like, See? I told you she’s not mad, and picks up the salad bowl to follow Michael and the fish to the table. “Should I carry the water pitcher?” I ask Lisa.

			“Thank you, yes.” Maybe she even likes me.

			I wonder how she felt when she was pregnant at seventeen. Did she know she would keep the baby? Did she think she would keep Ryan’s father? Did she ever imagine their lives would turn out like this? I wish I could ask her. Maybe someday I will.

			Michael lifts his chin and shouts, “Lizzie! Simon! Your minute’s up!” There’s a scuffle above our heads, and footsteps pound down the staircase. I set the pitcher on a tile clearly painted by a kid, and Ryan’s siblings enter the yellow dining room as Michael goes back out.

			Simon beelines for a chair, slumps into it, and reaches for a napkin from the stash on the table. Real cloth. He looks young for twelve—I would have guessed he was more like nine—and gives the impression he spends more time looking at video games than directly at people’s faces. Lizzie, on the other hand, could pass for a sophomore. She pauses to size me up before dropping into the seat across from her twin.

			“Hi,” I say. “I’m Destiny.”

			“Hey.” Simon tucks a chunk of wavy, chin-length hair behind his ear. His coloring is darker than Ryan’s, but from their jawlines to their gestures, they’re obviously related.

			Lizzie’s eyebrows go up. “We know.”

			Ryan points to the chair next to Simon’s. “You sit here. I’ll go next to the Lizzard.” He hooks an arm around his sister’s closely shorn head, and threatens to give her a noogie. She yelps. “Then be nice.” He releases her. “Destiny’s my friend.”

			She puts both hands over her tight black curls, to block her skull from further attack. “I’d say she’s a lot more than your friend.”

			He doesn’t react. I spread a napkin on my lap, like Simon did. The fabric is nice.

			Lisa and Michael come in with rolls and asparagus, and sit at the ends of the table. Everyone quiets, joins hands, and waits. I catch on.

			As soon as my palm touches his, Michael bows his head. “Lord, we thank you for the bounty of blessings at this table tonight: for the food we’re about to share, the family and guest we’ll be sharing it with, and the health of all those present. We ask that you bless and relieve those who hunger, and help us honor you in all that we do. In Jesus’s name, amen.”

			“Amen,” the others echo. Michael squeezes my fingers gently and releases them. Offers me some salmon. Lizzie pounces on the breadbasket, and everyone digs in. It’s all so utterly foreign, yet more comfortable and inviting than I ever thought family could be.

			I watch to see if there are rules I should know or manners to mind, but everything after grace seems like a free-for-all. Ryan inhales his fish and takes seconds. Lisa slathers her entire roll with butter, whereas Michael butters his bite by bite. They talk about their days and ask about mine, but I’m not put in the spotlight or anything. It’s chill, like Ryan promised. And delicious.

			“When do you find out if it’s a boy or a girl?” Simon asks. Ryan pushes a slice of radish to the edge of his plate and spears a forkful of salad.

			“I’m not sure.” I take a bite of salmon to discourage more questions.

			“Usually that can be seen in an ultrasound at around sixteen to twenty weeks. So, not quite yet,” Michael says with dad-nurse authority. I wonder if he ever worked in a maternity ward.

			“Oh.” Simon looks disappointed.

			Ryan reaches for the breadbasket. “Destiny thinks it’s a girl, but I’m hoping for a boy who’ll play football.”

			Lizzie huffs. “Girls can’t play football?”

			He leans back. “Sure they can. And plenty of boys don’t want to.”

			“Like me!” Simon raises his hand.

			“Case in point.” Ryan gestures with the butter knife.

			Lizzie rolls her eyes, hard. “Gender is bullshit.” She stabs an asparagus with her fork.

			“Lizzie!” her mother scolds.

			“What? It is.”

			“I take issue with your language, not your sentiment,” Lisa says calmly. “Find a more couth way to express it at the dinner table, please.”

			“Fine.” Lizzie glares at me through long, thick lashes, as if I had anything to do with it. “Gender is fake and ridiculous. And expecting a baby to like certain things or behave a certain way because of their genitals is ridiculous too. Better?”

			I lift my glass to hide my grin. Ryan’s right: Lizzie will either grow up to be president or be burning it all down by sixteen.

			“Much better.” Lisa turns to me. “If you want company on any of those doctor appointments, I’ll be happy to take you. Spring and summer are the busy times for real estate, so my schedule is more flexible now. I can usually arrange to be somewhere if I know well enough in advance.”

			“Thanks.” I eye Ryan’s radishes. There are three of them now, thin white slivers outlined in red. Stolen petals from a witch’s roses. “I’m sure my mom will want to go with me, so…”

			“Right, of course. We’d like to meet her soon. And your stepfather too.”

			I don’t correct her.

			Lizzie pushes back her chair. “May I be excused? I don’t want dessert.” Willow dances at her feet. She was lying under the table this whole time, in the middle of everything, belonging to all of them. Unaware of her own incredible luck.

			Michael looks at his wife. A dart of communication passes between them. “You may,” he says. “After you clear and rinse the dishes.”

			Lizzie groans and picks up the asparagus tray.

			I stand. “I’ll help clear.”

			I stack my empty plate with Simon’s before anyone can protest, but Lisa says only, “Thank you.” Ryan gets up to help too.

			In the kitchen, when their backs are turned, I sneak the radishes off Ryan’s plate and secret them into my mouth.

			I bite down on their sharpness, chew slowly, and swallow.

			I don’t want to be a guest in this family.

			What I had before is no longer enough.
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			27.

			After frozen yogurt with salted peanuts (Simon squeezes chocolate syrup on his; the rest of us do not), I accept the bag of vitamins and a Post-it with Lisa’s and Michael’s phone numbers, and follow Ryan out to his mom’s old car. He turns the key, and the engine rouses with a brief complaint.

			I’ve been in this car a few times before, back when the weather called for air-conditioning and my status with Ryan was clear. The last time, at the county fair, we walked back after dark to where we’d parked in a dusty field—some guy’s yard turned into a parking lot for extra cash—and Ryan lowered the windows and kissed me like he had on the Ferris wheel: sweetly, then more intense, until a million carnival lights swirled inside me. We were grimy, sweaty, and sticky from the fair, but a breeze floated in and tickled my neck, soft as a promise. A crackle of fireworks startled us both, and we jumped apart and laughed, then moved to the hood for better viewing. We leaned against the windshield, holding hands as the sky exploded above us.

			That was three weeks after the party at Liam’s, and only sixteen days before he dumped me. I got eaten alive by mosquitoes, and the edge of the hood dug into my butt, but I was happy and in love and with him.

			I glance at him now. I still feel it.

			“Your family’s really nice.”

			He nods and keeps his eyes on the road. He’s a safe, careful driver—on the way back from the fair, he asked me not to rest my hand on his thigh because he didn’t want to drive distracted. He really will make a good father.

			I imagine a car seat in back, our daughter kicking her feet while he drives. The Subaru will be his if he chooses a school where he’ll need it, and if the transmission holds up that long. I glance behind us, half expecting to see her, though of course I know that I won’t. But meeting his parents tonight, the way they welcomed and accepted me…It makes the future we planned seem possible. I have to remind myself we aren’t speeding toward it.

			“Yeah, they’re great.” He uses the blinker and makes a left turn. “Sorry about my sister. She’ll get over it, I hope.”

			“She’s not wrong.”

			He adjusts his grip on the wheel, shakes his head. “She just— She really likes Jenica and has this idea that we’re, like, destined to get back together. It’s stupid. I’ve told her a thousand times we’re better as friends, but she won’t let it go. Even Jenica told her, and she won’t believe it. It’s like her fairy-tale dream that one day Jenica will be her big sister or whatever. So she’s taking it as kind of a blow. I didn’t know she would act that way in front of you though. I’m sorry.”

			“Oh.”

			Jenica at their dinner table, laughing with Lisa, feeding Lizzie a bite off her fork. Slipping a treat to an adoring, tail-wagging Willow.

			My mouth grows increasingly sour.

			When we reach Huck’s building, Ryan puts the car in park and keeps it running. I undo my seat belt. “Tell your mom and Michael I said thanks again for dinner.”

			“Okay.” He stares at the dash, or through it.

			I touch the door handle. “Destiny.”

			I pause, drop my hand to my lap.

			He brushes his fingers against my cheek, runs his thumb along my jawline. “Good night,” he says, and lets go.

			I fumble out of the car and walk to the door before turning to see if he’s watching. I lift my hand. He waves back and waits till I’m safely inside.

			Good night.

		

	
		
			
			When the girl awoke, something was different.

			She sat up in the clearing and glanced around, but aside from the

			suns rising into the treetops, nothing seemed changed

			since nighttime.

			Nothing outside her, at least.

			The suns slid higher and warmed her skin. She placed a hand

			to her chest and sensed the change:

			The hole where her heart once lived

			was smaller. The rock she had swallowed was

			growing inside her, expanding

			to replace what was missing.

			It was part of her now.

			It intended to stay.

			She no longer felt

			so empty.
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			28.

			Tuesday morning, I tore the best of my symbolic self-portraits out of my sketchbook and tacked it to the art room wall. There were a couple other pieces already up, though the first bell hadn’t rung yet.

			I dumped my stuff at my usual seat and ripped a thin strip of paper from my notebook. West required us to title our pieces, and they’d been pushing me to branch out from Untitled I, Untitled II, Untitled III, etc. “Words contain power, and to name something gives it power—or takes power away,” they said last week, which led to a conversation about movements like Me Too and Black Lives Matter, the dangers and benefits of calling something what it is, and how art can challenge and call attention to societal and cultural gaslighting and who controls the narrative.

			I loved that West allowed and even encouraged those kinds of tangents in class. I still wasn’t any good at titles.

			But West was always saying we should experiment and take risks, and that failing big is a huge part of making art. “If you aren’t failing, you aren’t daring and pushing yourself hard enough.” I liked that.

			I grabbed a pen and scribbled the first thing that popped to mind: Girl Reflected in Knife. It was more literal than inspired, but at least it wasn’t Untitled VII. I secured it beneath my drawing with a thumbtack.

			“Hey.” Naila appeared and pinned her self-portrait next to mine. At least, I assumed it was a self-portrait, since that was the assignment, but what I saw on the page was not a person but an intricate pattern of tree branches lit by the streetlamp glowing behind them. It was mesmerizing. Chaotic yet precise. I leaned in and read the title: Circles.

			“Wow,” I said. “That’s incredible.”

			She stood back to assess. “Thanks. It’s based off some photos I took in March when the trees were bare and the rain had just stopped and the circles were extra spectacular.”

			“The circles?”

			“You’ve never noticed tree circles before?” she asked. I shook my head. “Oh, man. I’m obsessed. Next time you walk down the street at night, look up. A streetlamp behind branches lights this magical pattern you can’t otherwise see. It’s best when the leaves are gone, but even with them you might catch it.”

			“That’s the weirdest thing I’ve ever heard anyone geek out about,” I said.

			She grinned. “It’s like you’re hallucinating or it’s illuminating a secret portal to another dimension. I love how it shows you something obvious you’d never know was there. And it’s gorgeous.”

			I motioned toward her drawing. “So you’re the light? Or the branches?”

			We looked at the page. “I don’t know. I guess the streetlamp represents what I want to be as an artist—how it makes you view the world in a different way and notice what’s been there all along. But mostly it’s just what I felt like drawing last night.”

			The bell rang, and we moved to our seats. “Thanks again for Saturday. That was really nice of you,” I said.

			“You’re welcome. I’m glad you liked it.” She took a case of colored pencils from her bag and opened her sketchbook to a fresh page. I expected her to ask about Ryan and me, but she didn’t.

			“How long have you worked there?”

			“Since I was, like, three,” she said, and laughed at my reaction. “My dads own the place. Papa’s the chef. I don’t work there all the time, but I help out when it’s needed.”

			“When you’re not painting the bathroom walls.” To my surprise, she looked self-conscious. “Which are amazing, by the way,” I rushed to add. “I should have said. You’re really, really talented.”

			“Thank you,” she said. “I think you’re talented too.”

			I looked down at the table. The paper in her sketchbook looked smooth and expensive. I curled my fingers to stop them from running across it. “It’s weird making art other people see. I feel like I’m inviting you all to poke around in my brain every time I share an assignment,” I said.

			Naila twirled the pen in her left hand. “I’m the exact opposite. The whole reason I make art is to invite people inside my brain. I want everyone sucked into my weird perspective, to change what they see and how they see it. I’m mad with power!” She threw back her head and did a supervillain laugh, just as West walked in.

			They set their coffee mug on the table. “Well, good morning to you too,” they said. The final bell rang, and the room quieted down. West loaded the slideshow.

			I glanced at my drawing on the wall behind us and felt a shot of pride, then one of horror as I noticed a detail I’d missed before. The girl in the knife—me—had a determined look on her face, as intended. It was the same focused expression I had while drawing it. But there was something else about her I didn’t remember drawing: a slight swell of her abdomen, barely visible at the knife’s edge. It was the same subtle roundness I had in my dream last night, a swelling I gaped at, but that Tosh treated with nonchalance.

			“What did you expect? Fetuses grow,” he said as I pushed at the lump with my fingers.

			“Not this fast. And not inside someone not pregnant.” But the bulge felt solid and real.

			Tosh glimmered amethyst. “We’ve been over this, I believe.” He gave me a sidelong glance, drew a playing card from his hand, and placed it face up on the table. The queen of hearts.

			I looked at my cards and considered the choices. I wished I remembered the rules.

			“Time moves differently in Arantha. You know that,” he said. “The seasons, the clock. The heart.” I put a two of spades over the queen, and he nodded like this was a wise move, though of course he could have been bluffing.

			“We’re not in Arantha. We’re in my dream. The dream isn’t even in Arantha.” We explored every inch of the queendom as kids, searching for mischief—and for the lost key only the true heir could turn, to unlock the curse and repair the broken crown. I had never seen this room before.

			“Fair enough. I stand corrected.” He motioned toward my bump. “I’m sure it’s just gas.”

			I puffed out my cheeks, and he let out a high-pitched laugh. I loved that Tosh still giggled while teasing me. Making each other crack up had always been my favorite game.

			His face straightened. “Try farting,” he advised. “Perhaps that will fulfill the prophecy.”

			I snorted and shoved his arm. “Don’t make me kick you out of this dream.”

			“Okay, okay.” He laid down a joker and swept up the pile of cards. “It’s a draw. You want to play again?”

			I knew better, of course. “No way.”
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			29.

			I got home from the library at dusk and found Huck standing around, zoned out, like he was waiting in a slow-moving checkout line, already bored by the tabloids. I shut the door and, when that didn’t cause a reaction, cleared my throat with an audible “ahem.”

			Huck joined me in the current dimension. “Nice shirt,” I said in lieu of hello.

			He smoothed the front of the purple-and-pink-checked button-down tucked into his usual khakis. “Oh. Thanks. You think?” he asked.

			“Sure.” He still looked like a lumpy rectangle with flat brown hair, but now he was a lumpy rectangle with flat brown hair and a new shirt. It was an improvement. And I was in a generous mood.

			“Your mom chose it,” he said, as if I might think he selected those colors himself. The wildest shade I’d seen him in previously was white.

			Their bedroom door opened, and April waltzed out. “Are you two talking about me again?” she teased, her tone as flirtatious as her steps. She did a little spin before she reached Huck, and the short hem of her dress flared out. He caught her.

			“You look…wow,” he said. “I’m the luckiest man in the world.”

			She cooed into his lips, and I cursed myself for not staying out longer. At this rate, I’d be stuck by the door all evening. “Isn’t he wonderful?” April said. The lumpy rectangle nuzzled his nose against hers.

			“You guys going somewhere?” I asked, to encourage them on their way.

			Huck pulled back reluctantly. “New Thai place downtown. Trying it out for our four-and-a-half-month anniversary.”

			They were blocking the escape route to my bedroom, so I sidestepped into the kitchen. This brought me closer to the cuddling, but put a countertop between us and cleared their path to the exit. “Congrats,” I said, and opened a cabinet.

			“You want to come?” he asked.

			I closed the cabinet and turned.

			In the four months I’d lived here, we’d never shared a meal. We hadn’t spent longer than ten minutes together since the two-hour drive to get here. But Huck seemed willing to try.

			“Yes, come!” April said. “I mean, assuming you finished your homework. I know how worried you’ve been about French. And isn’t this the week that big essay is due?”

			“Right,” I said. “I’d better not.”

			April’s smile lost its stiffness. She tugged Huck toward the door, and suddenly I was a kid again, watching her leave.

			“Hey, that’s four and a half months sober too, right? That’s great. I’m really proud of you,” I said.

			April paused in the doorway and gave me a look of genuine surprise. I remembered how beautiful she seemed when I was little. She was beautiful right now, still.

			She blew me a kiss, and Huck grabbed his keys. A lifetime ago, I caught her kisses and pressed them to my cheeks. Now I shoved my hands in my pockets. “We’ll bring you a spring roll for breakfast,” she said. “Don’t wait up.”

			The door thudded shut. Silence echoed through me. My own heartbeat pushed it away.

			I pulled a long, thin blade from the knife block on the counter, and held it in front of my face. My reflection was a blur. Red shirt, light flesh, dark hair, tight grip. There was no shape to me, only a smudge. If one didn’t know I was there in the bounds of that blade, I would be easy to miss. Purely abstract.

			I ran my thumb against the edge to test its sharpness, feel its bite. My image shifted as if I were in motion.

			My pocket buzzed. I kept one hand on the knife and pulled out my phone.

			Thirty minutes ago, walking home, I’d texted Ryan: FYI, my phone works again

			The screen glows with his reply.

			Hey

			It vibrates again.

			Cool

			Talk soon

			He sends a selfie: his grin plus one eye, with Willow’s snout and eager tongue blocking the rest.

			The girl in the knife shifts. She’s a blur, yet she is infinite. The blade’s edges cannot contain her.

			The point glinted in the light, and I returned the knife to its sheath. I had no reason to bleed.
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			30.

			“Do you believe in fate?” I asked Naila the next day as we walked out of the art room after lunch.

			She tipped her head and narrowed her eyes. “Maybe. I do think believing in fate can lead to an outcome that seems fated.”

			“So, by believing in something, we make it come true?” I swerved around a kissing couple.

			“Sort of. Not exactly. But our personal truths are subjective, right? And even if there is a larger objective truth out there, what you believe to be true is therefore true to you. And that can be as powerful or real as the truth itself.”

			“Huh.” I nodded, following that logic in a circle.

			“I don’t know. Maybe I don’t even believe that,” she said, and splayed her ink-stained fingers. “I mean, I definitely believe in free will, not predestination. But I also think believing something is fated can cause a person to make choices that lead to the outcome they thought was coming. So what they thought would happen, happens, but only because they believed it would. If that makes sense.”

			“It does.” As much sense as anything made these days.

			“Like, think about Macbeth,” she said.

			“Shakespeare?”

			“Yeah. It’s a play about power, ambition, and madness, but it’s also about fate and ego and superstition. Predestination, too.” Her words accelerated with excitement. “It opens with the witches’ prophecy that Macbeth will become king, but after his death, his friend Banquo’s heirs will rule instead of his own. After he hears that, Macbeth kills the current king and has Banquo killed too. He probably wouldn’t have murdered either of them if the witches hadn’t told him what it would lead to. So would the prophecy have come true if it didn’t exist as prophecy? And does it still count as fate if the prophecy is self-fulfilling?”

			“Hmm.” I only followed half of that—I’d never read or seen Macbeth—but I wanted her to keep talking. Not that she needed encouragement. Her theater-nerd heart was on fire.

			“And then later, if the witches hadn’t warned him to ‘beware Macduff,’ Macbeth wouldn’t have killed off Macduff’s whole family, and Macduff wouldn’t have sought revenge and killed Macbeth before he created any heirs to pass the kingdom to,” she said. “Right?”

			“Sure,” I said, though all I could picture was Scrooge McDuck, who probably wasn’t related.

			“Because he believed what the witches said, he made their predictions come true,” she said. “Embracing the prophecy meant it controlled him. He made his own fate, which caused his descent into madness, then death. It affected all his decisions, until his truth became the truth. But there was a point where he could have changed his fate by rejecting it. I think I believe in that.” She punctuated it with her chin.

			I turned that over in my brain like a Magic 8 Ball. “So bad things happen to people because they don’t believe in something better?”

			“Of course not.” She looked offended. “Bad things happen because the world sucks.”

			“Oh.” Was it coincidence that she brought up prophecies? It didn’t feel like one. It felt like a sign.

			“Why?” she said.

			“Why what?” I asked. I glanced behind me. Maybe I needed to read the play.

			“Why did you ask if I believe in fate? Destiny.”

			Because I’m pregnant in another world, and my imaginary friend thinks my baby will fulfill an old prophecy. Because Ryan seemed like my fate from the start, and somehow this weird thing is bringing him back to me—maybe. Because I love how your brain works. Because I don’t know what to believe.

			“I don’t know. Maybe I was fated to.”

			She gave an appreciative smile. “I just think if our fate is predetermined, what is the point of living?” she said.

			“The journey, despite the destination?” I tried.

			Naila wrinkled her nose. “Maybe. But that’s still just going through the motions, and kind of boring for whoever’s in charge. I don’t believe in a god who would want that much control over us. If everything’s predestined, what’s the fun in it for Her?”

			“Maybe She enjoys watching us flail to avoid our terrible fates as we walk inevitably toward them,” I said.

			“Sadistic.” She slowed her step. “I prefer to believe I’m flailing toward greatness, but whatever. First I must flail into Pre-Calc, where my attendance is preordained. Catch you later?” she asked.

			“Later,” I confirmed.

			She disappeared.
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			31.

			Naila’s theories of fate and free will bounced around in my brain the next few days, though I was trying to not overthink things. Overthinking sets me on edge. But if I look straight ahead and focus on what’s in front of me, I can ignore the unease that tickles the edge of my vision. Especially when right in front of me is Ryan.

			We haven’t seen each other outside of school since Monday, but he makes a point of finding me in the hallways each day, sometimes twice, just to say hey. Wednesday he texts Sweet dreams, and I barely sleep, I’m so buzzy from the high of it. On Friday before I wake up, he texts Good morning, which makes it one. These small doses of him are an elixir, and I soak up every drop.

			Cinnamon, real or not, is a talisman. The same luck that put Ryan back in my life makes the rest of it brighter too.

			Twice I passed Colby heading the opposite way between classes, and each time we high-fived without breaking stride.

			During our second art class of the week, West considered the drawing I tacked to the wall, gave me their full attention, and said, “You’re onto something here. Does this feel like the start of a breakthrough? Follow it.” Devonte and Ashley both nodded.

			When I mentioned maybe going to Friday night’s game, Naila said we should meet up and gave me her number.

			Even April was being nicer.

			I didn’t dwell on what might happen if my luck ran dry. I would deal with it if and when I got there. In the meantime, why not accept this twist of fate and believe in the future I wished for?

			Only the witches know what’s next.
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			32.

			Friday after school, I went home to drop off my stuff and grab a sweatshirt to wear to the game. The old-fashioned radiators in the stairwell clanged as I walked past, syncopating a lullaby the downstairs mother was singing. I opened the door. April was mid-tornado.

			She tossed a cushion off the couch, nearly hitting the lamp beside it, and overturned the next one to paw behind and beneath it. I backed up slowly, preparing to flee, but she looked at me, eyes pleading, and I paused. I set down my bag and stepped closer.

			“What’s wrong?” I asked, keeping my distance, calm to her panic. I took in her state and ran the checklist. She clearly wasn’t okay, but she seemed sober and unharmed. The apartment was a wild mess, but April was the more immediate problem.

			“I can’t find it,” she said. She lifted a sweater off the coffee table and dropped it. Her shoulders slumped.

			“Find what?” I asked, and she shot me a look that said I should know. For a hot, irrational instant, I thought she meant Cinnamon.

			I glanced at my bedroom door. It hung wide open.

			Dread blew in.

			The money.

			April wilted onto the messed-up couch. “My barrette,” she said in a baby voice. “It’s missing.”

			I nodded, gentle. Relieved. “Which barrette?”

			“The silver one from Huck. The one that looks like my mother’s.”

			I didn’t know anything about any of that, but she often left hair clips around. This crisis was solvable. I would solve it. “Okay,” I soothed. “Okay, we’ll find it.”

			“I’ll find it myself,” she said, but didn’t move from the couch. She crossed her arms, and her bottom lip trembled. I started hunting.

			“Where’s the last place you saw it?” Knowing her, it could be right out on the counter. It wasn’t.

			“If I knew that, I’d just go get it.”

			I smartened up and stopped asking questions.

			Three minutes later, I returned to the couch, victorious. “Is this it?”

			“Yes!” She sat up and snatched the barrette from my hand, the tantrum gone, her movements buoyant. I felt heroic.

			“Where was it?” she asked.

			“In the bathroom.” On the edge of the tub, to be exact.

			Her eyes narrowed. “I looked in the bathroom.”

			I shrugged. “Guess it was playing peekaboo.”

			Her nostrils twitched, and I realized my mistake. She thought I was mocking her. I wasn’t, but it was too late.

			She needed me, and instead of just helping, I rubbed it in her face. I wasn’t a hero—I was an asshole. And April did not take well to embarrassment.

			She rose, and I stepped backward, shrinking as she expanded.

			“You think I can’t see what a liar you’ve become.” She spoke coolly, slowly. “Sneaking around. Hiding things. You are nowhere near as slick as you think.”

			“I’m sorry,” I mumbled, automatic. Small.

			She stared me down a few seconds, then snorted. “Teenagers. God. If I start drinking again, this is why. No one would blame me.” She clipped back her hair. Sidestepped a cushion. “I have to go. Can you clean up this mess?”

			I nodded.

			She left.
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			33.

			It was dark out at game time and getting chilly with no sun, but the lights over the football field shone brightly. I stretched the sleeves of my navy hoodie down over my palms as I ventured toward the stands, and trained my focus on the feel of my feet on the ground. She was only upset about the hair clip. By now she’d be over it. I should be too.

			I scanned the crowd. It seemed impossible to find anyone in this sea of blue and gray, but when I looked in the section where Naila said she’d be, I spotted her immediately, even before she lifted her arms to wave. I climbed the steps. Arranged my face in a smile.

			“Destiny!” Naila said. “This is Aaron.” She motioned to the long-haired, brown-skinned guy on her right. He had a wide face and round glasses, over which he gave a two-finger salute. She pointed past him. “And that’s also Erin. With an E.”

			An olive-skinned girl with a buzz cut and impressive eye makeup lifted her chin. “Don’t worry, you’ll learn how to tell us apart,” she said.

			I managed a normal-sounding “ha.” Naila moved her jacket off the bench, and Aaron and Erin scooted over to make room. “Do you do drama stuff too?” I asked.

			Erin shook her head. “We were in middle school together. And Aaron and I are neighbors.”

			“Same building, different floors,” Aaron added. They seemed, as Naila had promised, chill and friendly.

			“Cool,” I said, and wondered what she told them about me.

			The crowd erupted in a roar and rose to its feet—Aaron, Erin, and Naila included. I stood too. The Dexler Bulldogs ran onto the field in blue jerseys and silver-gray pants.

			Despite the helmet and padded shoulders, the way he moves is unmistakable. I wish I had binoculars.

			“Was your old school like this about sports?” Erin shouts over the cheering.

			I have no idea. “Is anyplace like this about sports?” I shout back. The cheers swell and break in an “oh!” as something happens, then doesn’t, on the field. We laugh. The crowd settles.

			This is fun—a giant party. Just being here feels like being part of something. And the game is surprisingly beautiful: the arc of the ball as it sails through the air; the obvious teamwork involved in each play; Ryan’s graceful, controlled movements within all the roughness and chaos. I didn’t know football would seem elegant. The way he plays, it is.

			Admiring him from this distance, one in a crowd of thousands, I’m glad to have a secret tethering us together.

			I glance at Naila. She’s still never asked about Ryan and me. Maybe she’s waiting for me to bring it up. But what is there to tell, exactly?

			April’s accusations hiss through my brain. I stomp my feet in time with a chant going up in the stands, and whoop to drown out her words. Liar. Sneak. They slink off. I unfurl.

			“Oh god, there’s Max Everly.” Aaron clutches Naila’s arm. “Are they looking over here?”

			Naila squints in the direction Aaron’s avoiding. Erin and I turn too, though I don’t know who Max is. “Don’t look!” Aaron says, and faux-hyperventilates.

			“How am I supposed to see them without looking?” Naila asks.

			He groans and hides his face in her shoulder. “Okay, okay.”

			She pats his head. “You’re making me glad I’ve never been kissed.” She widens her eyes at me, and I tense.

			Aaron sits up. “I haven’t kissed them yet!”

			“Yet,” Naila pokes.

			It didn’t mean anything.

			Erin leans across him. “Yes, he is always like this with crushes,” she informs me. “Especially the hopeless ones.”

			I grin. Normal, normal.

			“Hey!” Aaron says.

			Erin smirks and returns to surveillance. “All clear,” she reports. “They kept walking. They did kind of glance over here for a second, but if they saw you, they’re playing it cool. Don’t worry, you look great.”

			“Thank you.” Aaron flings the ends of his scarf over his shoulder.

			The Bulldogs went on defense, which meant Ryan wasn’t in sight, so I switched to watching the crowd. In a clump of rowdy adults, I spotted my homeroom teacher, Ms. Ramirez, with a glittery blue star on her cheek. The guy beside her ate a huge pretzel and cheered with his mouth full. I wondered if they were together.

			I found Ryan’s family a few sections away, ten rows back from the fifty-yard line and dressed in gray and blue. Michael stood with his hands on his hips, surveying the field. Simon sat beside him, playing a game on his phone. A homemade sign—Go Ryan 17—lay at his feet. Lizzie cupped both hands around her mouth and shouted—at the refs or the other team, I couldn’t tell, but from her body language and expression, I knew it was heckling—and her mother swatted her arm.

			You are nowhere near as slick as you think, April taunted, and Lisa grimaced, the fans groaned, and I felt hot, like this whole stadium of people had seen me—seen through me—and started booing.

			I looked away and my heart, my breathing, the world stopped as I caught sight of something impossible: Tosh, standing a few rows behind them, casually watching the game. My mouth fell open, and my tongue went dry. I couldn’t talk or scream or move. I just stared. Nothing made sense.

			A fan walked down the steps behind Erin and, for a second, blocked my view. When he’d passed, I blinked, and my blood flow restarted. Tosh was gone.

			No, I reminded myself. He was never there in the first place.

			“Destiny?” Naila’s hand on my arm jolted me back to reality. She lifted her eyebrows.

			“Sorry, what?” I said, and she smiled.

			“I said, I’m going to get nachos. Do you want anything? Soda? Hot dog? Noisemaker?”

			I shot up, and she drew back from the sudden movement. I reminded myself to act cool. “I’ll go with you. I could use a stretch and maybe a water fountain.” I shoved my hands in my pouch pocket to stop the shaking.

			She stood too. “All right. This way.”

			I followed her down the bleachers and away from the direction where Tosh absolutely, for sure, was not.
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			34.

			The concession stand line was short when we reached it, but by the time Naila’s nachos and the popcorn and Cokes for Aaron and Erin were ready, everyone else in the stadium seemed to have had the same idea. The return trip took twice as long because we were moving against the current, dodging rowdy fans in search of snacks, and trying not to spill anything.

			“The key is to get there solidly before halftime,” Naila said as we climbed back to our seats. “That’s when everyone else goes to waste their lives in line, while we enjoy the show.”

			She plopped down on the bench with a self-satisfied sigh. I handed Aaron the drinks, sat too, and accepted a gooey chip with day-glo cheese. It was as gross and addictive as it looked. I took another.

			Neither Ryan nor Tosh was anywhere in sight.

			The marching band lifted their horns and took the field with a blast. Naila put down her nachos and yanked me to my feet. Aaron and Erin stomped and hooted, and Naila stuck her fingers in her mouth and whistled. We clapped and swayed to the music.

			I glanced at the spot where the Tosh illusion had been. Nothing. I cheered a little louder for the dance team and beamed back at Naila’s grin.

			Ryan appears, and the third quarter begins. The second half moves quickly, which is merciful since the bleachers aren’t getting any comfier. I envy the people who brought seat cushions and warm jackets. Aaron has a fleece blanket we all cuddle under for the last quarter, but it isn’t truly large enough for four, so I only take a corner. I don’t want Erin to be cold on the other end.

			The final buzzer sounds, and Dexler fans pour onto the field to celebrate. Ryan and his teammates roar in a huddle, then line up to high-five the other team. “Look,” Naila says. She points toward the senior section. It explodes with blue glitter.

			Erin moans. “They are never going to get that stuff out of their hair. It sticks to everything you own, forever.”

			The seniors dance in the stands, and Aaron sneaks a smile in my direction. “You see why we call her the Prophet of Doom.” She elbows him in the ribs, and he squawks. “Seriously, who gets grumpy about glitter?”

			She huffs. “I’m a realist.”

			“Whatever you say, Your Doomness.” Naila picks up her bag and turns to me. The stands are emptying quickly, though the celebration on the field continues. “We’re meeting up with some friends in the band. Do you want to come with?”

			“Oh. Thanks. I think I’m gonna…” I gesture toward the field. Out of the corner of my eye, I see Ryan hug his mom and give Simon a fist bump. My skin tingles with wanting him to look up.

			“Gotcha,” Naila says. We start down the stairs.

			“Thanks for letting me sit with you guys. I had a good time.”

			“It was an honor to help pop your football cherry,” Aaron declares. He shudders and shakes his limbs like he’s trying to rid them of ants. “Ew, I disgust me. That was so gross. Sorry I said it.”

			Erin hooks her arm through his. “We can’t take you anywhere. Seriously.”

			“Forgive him,” Naila tells me. “He’s still working on how to think the words before he says them. He’ll do better next time.”

			I laugh. “Forgiven.” They break off in the other direction, and I almost change my mind and follow. But my heart pulls me elsewhere.

			When I reach Ryan, his family is gone and he’s engaged in a complicated handshake with a guy who looks a few years older. I hang back. This isn’t like in summer, when my place was by his side.

			“You’re killing it,” the guy says. “Absolute fire. Scouts will be here next home game, right?”

			Ryan nods. His hair is matted from the helmet and spiked with sweat, and he wears a thick line of eye black on each cheekbone. He’s beautiful. “Yeah, three weeks. I’m ready for ’em.”

			“That you are, man. That you are. Good luck.”

			“Thanks.” The guy walks away, and Ryan finally sees me. “Destiny! You made it.”

			“Yeah.”

			He steps closer, but not too close. He hasn’t touched me since that night in the car. “Thanks for coming.”

			“You were great,” I say, and silence descends. My heart flops like a fish out of water. Is that glitter on his jaw? I’m not sure how a normal human positions their arms.

			“Seventeen!” Colby bellows behind him. He tackles Ryan in a hug and hoots. “Fuck yeah.”

			Ryan hugs him back. “You were unstoppable.”

			“The night is young. I’m just getting started.” Colby shimmies over to me in full goofball mode. “You coming out with us?”

			I look at Ryan. “If you want me to.”

			“Oh. Yeah, of course,” he says. “You mind sticking around while we shower and change? I’ll be out in fifteen minutes.”

			Colby bumps his shoulder. “Doesn’t matter when you’re out since I’m everyone’s ride.”

			Ryan gives him a playful shove, and Colby heads for the locker room. I expect Ryan to follow, but he stays. “Hey,” he says softly. “I told Coach. About Cinnamon.”

			The space between us closes. “How did it go?” I ask.

			He shrugs. “He’s pissed. Disappointed. But I showed him I can play with as much focus and drive as ever. I have that much more to prove now, you know? Someone else to win for.” He lifts his chin. “I’m going to make our kid proud.”

			He jogs off without waiting for a real response, which was fine because I didn’t have one. I shoved my hands in my pockets and wished a million things about this moment were different.
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			35.

			When we get to the party, it’s already jumping and so full we have to park on the next block. A cheer goes up as Colby and Ryan walk in the door. Colby lifts his arms, and the noise strengthens to a roar. Miguel catches my eye and gives a small shrug—he’s used to this, apparently. Tonight is about the team. We’re here to support them.

			But when the party winds down, Miguel will have Colby to himself. Ryan’s already moving into the sea of celebration.

			I broke off, determined not to trail him like a desperate groupie.

			I found my way to the kitchen, nodded at two girls ladling mystery punch, and poured myself an orange Crush. I felt better with a cup in my hand—something to hold on to—and I sipped the soda slowly, feeling it sparkle and fizz on my tongue. Artificial sweetness rushed to my brain. The bright flavor awakened my taste buds. I took my cup into the hallway and leaned against a wall.

			From here I have a partial view of the living room, where Ryan is, and which opens onto another large room with the furniture moved aside and a nice sound system. Whoever’s house this is, they definitely never worry about lunch money. I shift to the side, and a few more inches of Ryan’s head come into view. He’s facing away, and the party’s loud, but I hear his laugh as clearly as if it were miked.

			Maybe I should go in there and let myself be near him.

			Maybe if I wait a little longer, he’ll look for me.

			A hand touches my forearm. I jerk away and slosh my drink.

			“Sorry! So sorry.” Jenica’s slender fingers covered her mouth. “I didn’t mean to sneak up on you. I just wanted to say hi.”

			“Hi.” I held the dripping Solo cup away from my body and watched the spill get absorbed by maroon carpet.

			“Ugh, are you all wet?” Jenica asked. “I’ll go find paper towels.”

			“No, it’s fine. I just—” The bathroom door opened, and someone stepped out. I lunged for it. “I’ll clean up in here. Don’t worry, it’s all good.”

			I slipped inside and pulled the door shut behind me. Looked in the mirror and searched for myself.

			When I emerged minutes later, Jenica was gone, but a few other people I recognized from the summer were hanging out in my spot. I squeezed past and glanced down at my near-empty cup. The music changed to a familiar tune. You say you want to treat me right but / Baby, you’re doing it wrong.

			This song was everywhere last summer—at the pool, in passing cars, at parties, restaurants, and the county fair. Hearing it for the first time since August brings me instantly back to chlorine and sunscreen. Falling swiftly, inevitably toward something called love.

			Someone turned up the music. I walked toward it.

			The living room was packed, and Erin had been right: Flecks of glitter speckled the seniors—in their hair, on their clothing, and stuck to their skin in random places. It looked a little trashy and a little magical, both. I didn’t see Ryan, but Colby’s moves were hard to miss. He sashayed toward me, swirling an imaginary lasso over his head. He tossed it around me and pulled.

			We danced. Colby swung me around and dipped me low, politely ignoring my gracelessness. A teammate whooped, and my cheeks flushed. I lifted the hand that held his, and Colby twirled beneath it, then let go and spun off in another direction. The song ended.

			I turn toward a shriek on the other side of the room and see Ryan sling Jenica over his shoulder. She shrieks again and kicks her legs, and he whirls as she hangs upside down, yelling, “I take it back! I take it back!” He drops her onto a couch, collapses beside her. They laugh, and I’m nauseated, as if I were the one tossed upside down.

			They’re friends, I tell myself. I’ve no right to be jealous.

			Hearts aren’t for stealing. They can only be given away.

			My mouth floods.

			I stumbled onto the wide back porch and down the stairs to the empty yard, where my eyes adjusted to darkness. Someone cleared their throat behind me, and I whipped around. There was Tosh. Every nerve in my body felt it.

			I steadied myself against a porch beam. He didn’t disappear.

			He seemed stubbornly committed to being real. Who was I to stop him?
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			36.

			I skipped how and why and asked the simpler question. “What are you doing here?”

			He stood in shadow, but I sensed his grin. Like my question was silly. Like all this was fine. Like he’d ever shown up in this world before. “You’re feeling sick,” he said. “I’m here to help.”

			A gust of wind ruffled his fur. I barely felt its chill. “Right. You brought saltines and ginger ale? Plan to hold back my hair while I puke?”

			“Sure,” he said. “Whatever you need.”

			I shook my head. He was unbelievable, in every sense of the word.

			“Funny how they call it morning sickness when it often comes at night. That stage should be almost over though. At most another week,” he said.

			I glared. “You’re an expert now?”

			Tosh shrugged. “I’ve looked up a thing or two.”

			This was heartsickness, not morning sickness, but it would do no good to correct him. Regardless, the nausea had subsided.

			“You have to stop showing up,” I said. Finding him here was less jarring than it should have been, but still. This wasn’t good.

			“I will never stop showing up for you,” he said, his voice solemn.

			He was inches from my space, so close I could have touched him. Close enough it seemed he might feel the heat amping through me. “Tosh…,” I said, to keep him away. To invite him closer. I wasn’t sure, had never been sure, what I should want.

			The sounds of the party erupted in a blare and dampened again, as the back door slid open and shut. Tosh and I held still, keeping the bubble around us unpunctured, the distance between us unbreached. The people on the porch seemed oblivious to our presence. We might as well have been in a different world.

			Tosh lifted his hand slowly and tucked it beneath my chin. He smelled like woodsmoke, pine, and moss, plus something immediate and primal.

			“Come with me,” he said. His tone was as soft as his touch. I felt woozy with desire and confusion. “Come back to Arantha. Come back to where you are loved and believed in. Leave this place behind.”

			The possibility of it poured over me, inviting and sweet. “Why are you here?” I pushed.

			His hand dropped. “For you. For her.” He gestured at my stomach. “To protect my prize.”

			I blazed to my senses. “She’s not your prize.”

			I felt him smirk. “Fine. But she belongs in Arantha, as do you. Come with me.”

			“And what? Live in a fantasy world forever?” I said.

			“What makes you so sure this world is real?”

			My mouth clamped shut. The harder I stormed, the calmer Tosh would become. I refused to give him the satisfaction.

			From inside his jacket pocket, he produced a familiar sprig: a stem aglow with the delicate flowers that lit up Goldenberry Field. I loved those flowers. I never found anything like them outside Arantha.

			The tiny, ethereal blossoms were slightly crushed but still lovely. At the scent of them—honey and twilight—I felt bruised too. Pressed by sudden missing and longing.

			“We’ll raise her together,” Tosh said. “The one true heir. Sula and Darla will cede their thrones, and we’ll rule the queendom—you will rule it; I will serve you—until our child is old enough to fulfill her fate. She’ll take the crown and heal what’s broken. Mend the crack between worlds. Close the gates. Don’t you want that?”

			“No.” I worked to keep my breaths steady and even. “She’s not your pawn. She’s not our baby. She’s mine. And we don’t need you to protect us.”

			He tilted his head. “What do you think happens if you stay here?”

			“I want you to go,” I said. “Now.”

			Tosh paused. “As you wish.” He placed the flowers in my hand, stepped backward, bowed low, and disappeared.

			“Destiny?” Ryan’s voice on the porch cuts through the noise in my head. I run up the stairs and touch his arm to check that he’s real. His shirtsleeve rubs warm beneath my cold fingers. “There you are. I thought I lost you,” he says.

			“Never.” I slip the flowers from Arantha into my hair and press my mouth to his.

			He stiffens with surprise, then kisses me back. “Hey,” he murmurs, his lips brushing mine.

			“Hey.” He slides his hands around my waist and kisses me again. His lips are slightly salty. He tastes like potato chips. Be with me, I think.

			I missed this so much. Why did we ever stop kissing? I want us to never stop again.

			He pulls back and takes my hand. “Are you cold? Let’s go inside.” I step over the threshold with my fingers laced through his.

			The music is low and the party’s thinned out. Colby waves to us from the couch, where he’s squeezed in next to some people I don’t know. His face is still bright from dancing. Miguel perches on the armrest above him, talking with a girl whose animated hand gestures punctuate the story she’s telling. We head toward them.

			“I’m gonna get more punch,” Gesticulation Girl says. She swings her empty cup through the air. “Who else wants some?”

			She points the cup at Miguel, who lifts his own half-full one. “I’m good,” he says. She motions toward Ryan and Colby. They shake their heads. All Dexler athletes sign a no-drinking pledge for the season, and Ryan takes his promises seriously.

			“You.” The girl directs the cup at me. “I’m getting you some punch.”

			“No, thanks,” I say.

			“Aw, come on. Don’t make me drink alone.” She pouts.

			“You’re not alone. Miguel’s drinking,” I say, though it’s pointless to argue with a drunk.

			She swats that away. “Miguel doesn’t count. You have no excuse, admit it.”

			Miguel opens his palm. “Yeah, Destiny. How could you not want to get wasted? Everyone’s doing it.” His tone is sarcastic, but the girl cheers.

			“Yeah!”

			Ryan tucks his arm around me. “Actually, she can’t. She’s pregnant,” he says.

			The girl throws back her head and laughs uproariously. “I’ll get her two, then. An extra for the fetus!” She stumbles off.

			Everyone else stares at us.

			I have no idea what to do with my face. Ryan gives my side a squeeze, and I lean into it. Lean into us.

			He’s making it real.

			Colby sits up. “I’m sorry, what?”

			“Destiny’s pregnant. We’re having a baby. Due before graduation.” Ryan’s arm stays steady and sure.

			Colby’s eyes narrow, while Miguel’s widen. I understand. I felt that way too, before Tosh convinced me.

			“Whoa whoa whoa whoa whoa.” A guy dripping with glitter claps Ryan on the back, interrupting the others’ stunned silence. He lifts his cup. “A toast. To Daddy!”

			“To Papa Ryan!” someone else calls out, and the seal is broken. All around us, people clink their plastic cups and shout things like, “To Seventeen! And Seventeen Junior!” Colby and Miguel do not join in.

			Ryan grins, sheepish, happy. When someone shoves a cup of soda in his hand, he raises it in my direction and takes a swig.

			The drunk girl bends toward me and reaches for my head. “You’ve got junk in your hair. A stick.”

			I lean away. “It’s a flower.”

			“I’m a flower,” she says, and reaches for the sprig again. “It’s cold out!” She tugs. “Cold for flowers! See?” She waves the bare stem in my face, and places it in her own hair. I let her.

			She can have her sloppy triumph.

			I still feel the blooms.

		

	
		
			
			If someone—

			a sprite, perhaps, or a goblin or troll—

			told the girl mere days ago, “You should

			swallow a lucky rock,” she would have dismissed it as nonsense

			or, at best, bad advice.

			But the rock was the finest thing to have happened

			to her, the most felicitous choice she had made.

			It was solid, certain, and comforting. It made her

			full and complete.

			She no longer needed lucky objects.

			She carried her luck inside her.
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			37.

			There’s this idea we talked about in West’s class—the class where everything comes up—that I couldn’t stop thinking about Saturday morning, lying in bed. It’s about multiverses. The “many-worlds theory of quantum mechanics,” Devonte called it, and he, Naila, and West geeked out over it for a full ten or fifteen minutes early on in the semester.

			The idea is about the existence of infinite parallel universes. Not worlds that are exact mirrors of ours, but ones where every possible variation on this world—and every possible variation on those worlds—exists, so you’ve got world upon world upon world upon world, and everything that could happen does or has. Infinite variations on everything, all existing, all at once, with past, present, and future all mushed together.

			So, in theory, there were worlds where I wasn’t pregnant right now, and worlds where I was. There were versions of the universe where I was keeping the baby, giving her up, miscarrying, undecided, still unaware I was pregnant, going through with the abortion. There was a world out there like this one, but in which my second pregnancy test was positive, and another in which I told Ryan it was negative. There were worlds where Ryan never broke up with me, and ones where we never met in the first place.

			There were worlds in which Tosh didn’t show up last night, worlds where Ryan and I hadn’t kissed, worlds where all we did was kiss, worlds where we were kissing right now. Worlds in which April and I hadn’t moved here, worlds in which I was never born. Worlds where she never started drinking, and ones where she never stops.

			If all these worlds exist at once, who’s to say which one is real? And if infinite versions of this world are out there, shouldn’t infinite other, completely different worlds exist as well?

			If there are infinite variations on infinite worlds, full of infinite possibilities and outcomes, couldn’t one variation be people who can slip between them?

			I rolled onto my side, pulled Ryan’s varsity-letter jacket closer, and curled myself around it. The dark blue wool and gray leather aren’t cuddly, exactly, but the jacket has a nice bulk, and the fabric smelled subtly of him. I closed my eyes and inhaled.

			Last night. The walk back to Colby’s car.

			Ryan drapes the jacket over my shoulders to keep me warm. It’s large on me, but cozy, and I like the weight of it. It makes up for any sidelong glances. Miguel watching me closely, while Colby watches Ryan.

			On the drive home, no one really talks, though with the music turned up, conversation isn’t possible. Ryan holds my hand in the back seat, and when I glance at him, he squeezes my fingers and smiles gently.

			Colby drops me off first, pulling up in front of Huck’s building after midnight. I shrug off Ryan’s jacket, but he presses it toward me. “Hold on to it tonight.”

			I open the car door. “Thanks for the ride.” Colby nods and drives off as soon as I step to the curb.

			I watched them pull away and wondered if now they were talking.

			Colby was a good friend to look out for him. Trust was Ryan’s default—and the fact of the baby was hard to believe. But it was making more and more sense.

			First, there was the physical evidence. I hadn’t gotten my period. I felt nauseated, though less often now, as Lisa had said should happen. I’d regained my appetite and was putting on weight, and when I pressed my belly, which had always been soft, I felt a new hardness and less squish—proof something was different inside. I wasn’t anywhere near as pregnant as I was in my dreams, not visibly so, but time moves differently in Arantha, and it certainly moves differently in dreamworlds.

			If Tosh could travel between worlds, as I’d done as a kid, why couldn’t Cinnamon? There was a world in which I’d gotten pregnant, and this world in which I had not, and those worlds blended, collided, when the baby slipped from her world into this one. For whatever unknowable reason, here she was.

			I heard Tosh’s voice in my head. “So you believe in her now? About time.”

			I dismissed him. It wasn’t a matter of believing. I could feel she was here. If I returned to Arantha like Tosh wanted, she would go with me there too.

			Suddenly I understood Tosh’s game. In order for me to be pregnant in Arantha, I needed to be in Arantha. There’s no me there when I’m here. He can’t just take the baby—he needs me to bring her there. She might have come here from her own parallel world, but she can’t get to Arantha without me. I’m the one for whom the gates open.

			The prophecy is still about me after all. Or at least, it’s impossible to fulfill without my participation. Only I can calm the fury of fate and provide the key to unite the divided queendom. Only I can give Arantha the one true heir for whom they’ve been searching.

			Except I can’t. I need her here. The fate of Arantha depends on her, but my fate does too.

			A simpler explanation: The pregnancy test was wrong. The doctor called it extremely reliable, but that didn’t mean no mistakes. Maybe the first test I took was right, and our baby had been here all along.

			It didn’t matter how it happened. What mattered was the straw became gold.
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			38.

			“Holy shit.” Ashley halted a few feet into the art room, her jaw hanging slightly open.

			I glanced at Naila, who shrugged and went back to the stained-glass spiderwebs she was drawing with colored pencil. I put my stuff down and sat.

			Ashley moved closer. “Where did you get that?”

			“Get what?” I asked, though it was obvious what she meant.

			“Ryan Donovan’s jacket.”

			“From Ryan?” I said, and Naila snorted. Ashley glared at the number on the sleeve. With all the curious looks I’d been getting, she was the first to appear pissed.

			“Whoa, back up. Since when do you know Ryan?” She crossed her arms and leaned against the table. Devonte moved his charcoals away from her butt. The look on his face said he planned to stay out of it.

			“Since June,” I said.

			“And he’s letting you wear his jacket?”

			I wasn’t actually wearing it—I’d just set it down, in fact, and I brought it to school to return it—but the assumption did follow. I wondered how to end the interrogation.

			Naila switched from orange pencil to red. “Calm down, Ash. They’re friends. It’s not unheard of.”

			Ashley’s laser focus turned on Naila. “His letting someone wear the jacket is unheard of. Where have you been?”

			“Right here, minding my own business,” Naila answered without looking up from her sketch.

			West cleared their throat and the final bell rang. They turned out the lights and started the slideshow, and I felt the relief of partial darkness.

			Around the fifth or sixth slide, a note landed in front of me. I unfolded it slowly. Does Jenica know???

			I set the note down and didn’t look in Ashley’s direction. Maybe she and Lizzie could start a Jenica-and-Ryan fan club: post news and updates on TikTok; write shipfic; get tattoos of them kissing with OTP inked underneath.

			I imagined the note bursting into flames right there on the table, and how that would shut Ashley up. Despite the fire in my brain, the note did not ignite.

			Naila reached for it. “May I?” she murmured. I assented. In one smooth motion, she crumpled the paper and tossed it over Ashley’s head, into the recycling bin behind her. Ashley scowled. Naila ignored her. West’s lecture went on.

			“Thanks,” I whispered.

			She gave a single nod and kept her focus on the screen.

			I wanted to tell her. I wanted Naila to know. If we were friends—we seemed to be friends—this was something we would talk about, right? Not the Tosh part. Not the infinite parallel universes and the prophecy and the crack between worlds. But I could tell her about the baby. Cinnamon no longer had to stay secret.

			The truth vibrated inside me, increasingly eager to get out, until we walked out of class, into the hallway, where the racket provided a cloak of privacy.

			“I’m pregnant,” I said without preamble, shifting Ryan’s jacket in my arms. The word felt strange on my tongue, but each time I said it out loud—each time anyone said it—it became a little more real.

			West was right: Words have power.

			“I heard,” Naila said, and noticed my surprise. “It was basically broadcasted on the morning announcements. I don’t know how Ashley missed it.”

			“Oh.” Of course. “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you sooner.”

			She looked at me carefully. “I imagine it’s been complicated.”

			“Yeah,” I said. “Pretty much.”

			“When’s it due?”

			“End of April.” I wondered, if I stayed in this world, if that was true. Tosh didn’t seem to think so. But Tosh isn’t always to be believed. “Ryan wants me to take the GED and follow him to college, but I don’t know. It’s a long way off.”

			“Wow,” Naila said. “Are you scared?”

			“Sometimes. I was really scared at first. It took a while to believe it was happening. But the more I get used to the idea of her, the more I want her to exist.” Naila’s face stayed even. I kept talking. “I mean, it’s a weird thing to be doing, if you think about it, growing another person inside your body. But I guess I like that she’ll always be mine. I’ve never had someone like that.”

			Naila shifted her backpack. “I don’t really know what to say, but if you need anything—someone to talk to or whatever—I’m around.”

			“Thanks. That means a lot.” I waved as she turned toward the D wing, and hoped I hadn’t freaked her out.

			“Destiny.”

			In a moment, he’s by my side.

			“Hey, you.” I hold out his jacket. “Special delivery. Thanks for the loan.”

			“Yeah, no problem.” He takes it, and my arms feel the absence of its weight. “You going this way? I’ll walk you,” he says.

			We fall into step, my stride matching his. “How was the rest of your weekend?” I ask. We texted a few times on Saturday, but his phone time on Sundays is sparse. House rules.

			“All right. Mostly chores and family stuff. Film session was good, aside from the four dozen people getting all up in our business. That was kind of annoying.”

			I stand a little straighter. Sense people watching. A girl we pass looks me up and down, evaluating my outfit or searching for signs of a bump.

			“What did you tell them?” I wonder if Colby has come around yet. And does Jenica know? She’d already left the party when Ryan made his announcement.

			“The truth,” he says. “That they don’t need to worry because it won’t affect my game, and I hope they’ll just be happy for me.”

			We stop in front of my classroom. “Are you happy?”

			He doesn’t answer.

			I picture a square and trace its edges. Inhaling, exhaling.

			Once more.

			“I’m terrified. But…hopeful.”

			My pulse steadies. “Me too.”

			“Listen, I’m sorry it can’t be like it was in summer,” he says. “Us hanging out all the time and stuff. Things will calm down once football is done, but until then—”

			“I know,” I say. “No distractions. You have to keep your focus.”

			He touches my cheek softly, quickly, before letting his hand drop. “You could still distract me a little though. Thursday after practice? Come for dinner again?”

			“We’ll run drills,” I say. “Passes and tackles. End zone dances?”

			“Definitely end zone dances.” His dimples show.

			The warning bell rings.

		

	
		
			
			It was hard to remember the rock hadn’t always been

			there, that its presence once felt strange.

			She couldn’t imagine ever doubting, regretting, or second-guessing

			the choice to swallow it.

			Yet once upon a time, she knew

			she had.

			The rock forgave her. Rocks don’t keep grudges for long.

			It told her stories late at night—

			tales of girls who turn their fates into fortune,

			come to their own rescue,

			forge new paths.

			“At what cost?” she asked it.

			“At what cost,” it replied.
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			39.

			All week it happened: Curious looks in the hallway. Conversation stopping when I entered a room. Covered whispers, straight-up stares, nosy questions, and random comments.

			But never with him.

			Not even when I was with Naila. Only when I walked alone.

			“Are people being any different toward you?” I ask in the car Thursday night. He’s driving me home after dinner, and we’ve parked to kiss and talk. It’s our first time truly alone since we got back together, and I want these stolen minutes to stretch forever.

			His blank expression answers the question. “Who? Different how?”

			“Never mind.”

			He kisses my ear.

			Not everyone was being awful, not by a long shot. There were more smiles and greetings now too. Jenica was as sweet as ever when she ran into us between classes, and when that drunk girl from the party saw me in the media center after school, she acted like we were best friends. But the rotten apples made a stench, and they wanted me to smell it.

			Tuesday morning on my way to Spanish, Colby walked straight past me without even a nod. I thought maybe he was off in his head and didn’t see me, but when it happened again the next day, the message was clear.

			I wasn’t surprised when I got in his gold SUV this afternoon and he ignored me the whole way to Ryan’s. He dropped us off with a “See you tomorrow, Ry,” and didn’t look my way once.

			Miguel at least acknowledged my presence, but only with a “hey” that held none of his usual warmth. When I brought up a bit of theater gossip Naila had shared, he nodded and changed the subject.

			It was a subtle chill, and I wouldn’t say anything. I’ve never had a real best friend, but I know better than to step in the way of one.

			“Is this okay?” Ryan asks, moving his hand beneath my shirt. I shift to give him better access, and confirm with my lips on his. His fingertips graze my skin so lightly, the skip of them tickles.

			The baby isn’t kicking or moving around much yet, but soon, Lisa warned over spaghetti an hour ago, it will feel like I’m being tackled by a full-size linebacker, from the inside, without padding. Lizzie looked disgusted at this news, and Simon seemed impressed. Yet Ryan is gentle with me, careful, as if my condition makes me fragile.

			One hand cups my breast, over the bra, and the other runs up and down my bare arm, skimming the long, dark scar I said came from a cookie sheet I dropped when I was nine, because gingerbread men are more palatable than witches with ovens. I lean into the caress and hum a subtle encouragement. The tip of his tongue responds.

			It was harder tonight, lying to them. All those logistics to dodge.

			April is taking me. To her doctor. In a few weeks. No, Ryan shouldn’t miss practice to go with us. I’m excited to hear the heartbeat. I’m excited to learn the sex.

			The lies form gnarled, ugly knots, but they’re necessary. I have to mislead them, to protect her.

			I can’t explain how she slips between worlds. I know how it sounds. I know what they would say. What if I went to the doctor again and she stayed away? No one would believe me, and the exam might scare her off for good. They might give me drugs to keep her gone.

			Lying is the only real option.

			And this lie—this story—I’m good at telling it. The key is believing the truth at its core.

			Ryan’s fingers comb my hair, making my scalp tingle with pleasure. “You are so damn sexy,” he says.

			If we weren’t in a car, I would straddle him.

			We’re parked near the pool where the two of us met, where all of this began. The heat of summer is past and the pool’s shut down for the season, but next year and years after, we might bring Cinnamon here. It’s part of her story too, our beginning. Once upon a time, I followed my heart and it led to my fate. Him and you.

			Ryan kisses a slow line from my neck to my jaw, lingering, teasing. Finally reaching my mouth when I’m about to beg. I kiss back, and my right hand drifts across his chest, down his abs. Lower.

			He sucks in a breath and holds still against my lips. I stop, uncertain. “If you don’t want…” I lift my hand. He grabs it.

			“I do want to,” he says. “I just— I know it’s silly, but he’s right there, you know? It’s kind of weird, if you think about it. For us to…Isn’t it?”

			Shame rushes in hot. “It’s okay. I can wait.”

			In my head, Tosh laughs.

			I focus on Ryan’s warm, sweet kiss and shove the rest away.
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			40.

			She was only a swell in my abdomen here, but in my dreams she was already huge.

			We wandered most nights on the fringes of Arantha, at the edge of the old-growth forest. When I knelt to drink from a cold, vocal brook, she giggled and burbled inside me. When I rested my legs in a field lush with clover, my enormous belly rested too. I picked mint leaves and honeysuckle and inhaled their scents for her to learn. There was so much to teach her. There was so much she already knew.

			We never crossed the boundary into the queendom, though I understood she was drawn there. I felt the same tug. But even in dreams, I was wary.

			This was never how I entered Arantha in the past. Those paths no longer seemed open. If they existed, I didn’t know how to find them.

			It was no longer a world I could slip in and out of. Someplace else had become home.

			It seemed safer to stay on the outside, away from prophecies, away from Tosh, away from Darla’s push and Sula’s pull. Away from the temptation to let the place enfold me.

			We kept out of Arantha, but we held the tops of its silver birches in sight.

			It was just her and me in the dreams now, no Tosh, though I sensed he was near. He didn’t show up in my waking life either. I had a few moments of thinking I saw him at school—walking past the open door to my World History class, getting a scoop of chana masala in the lunch line, chilling in the senior parking lot a few cars down from Colby’s Jeep. Each time it turned out to be someone else, my panic mixed with relief and a few small drops of something confusingly close to disappointment.

			I’d asked him to go, but he was still in my head. I knew better than to trust he would stay there.

			The only time I truly saw him was while lying in bed Friday night. The team was at an away game. April and Huck were gone. Naila and I had been texting, but she left to take her sister to a friend’s house. The room grew dark, and my bed felt cozy. I was too lazy to switch on the light.

			I touched myself and thought of Ryan. Conjured his face, his body, his lips on my skin, the ways we fused when we parked the night before. I imagined his hands in places they’d still rarely been—roaming, teasing, exploring. I sighed into it, feeling the ache, and the picture in my brain switched to Tosh. Before I could stop it, he winked and I was coming. I opened my eyes and could have sworn he was there.

			Luckily my fantasies were not reality.
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			41.

			Late October turned the town majestic. Golden leaves collected sunlight and scattered it, brighter, better, like paper kaleidoscopes dispersing ever-changing patterns in the sky. They whirled through the air and carpeted lawns and sidewalks with amber and bronze. In neighborhoods like Ryan’s, landscapers piled the leaves at the edge of the road, a resplendent embankment for Colby’s tall, gleaming carriage to sweep past.

			Family dinner at Ryan’s is a regular thing. I’ve almost stopped being nervous.

			We pass a house with a twelve-foot skeleton guarding the mailbox. Behind it, four ghosts haunt a tree.

			Miguel spins around in the passenger seat. “You going out with us on Halloween?” he asks. The question doesn’t include me, of course.

			“Nah, man,” Ryan says. “It’s the night before a game. And I always take my siblings trick-or-treating.”

			Colby’s eyes flick to Ryan in the rearview. “Remember the year we went as farmers, with Simon as our cow and Lizzie as our chicken?”

			“Aw.” Miguel squeezes Colby’s leg. “Did you wear overalls?”

			“Of course,” Colby says. “And plaid shirts. Straw hats. We basically looked like scarecrows.”

			Ryan grins. “Remember the year we went as a pair of sneakers, and you cried when you realized we were both left shoes?”

			“No, you cried because you kept getting tangled in the giant shoelaces, and when you tripped, all your candy went flying.”

			“That I did,” Ryan says. “You’re right. Worst costume ever.”

			“Miguel, what was your best costume?” I ask.

			“Oooooh.” He lights up and forgets to ignore me. “Definitely the year I went as fire. It was all red and orange tissue paper, and when I moved, the fire crackled. Yours?”

			“When I was seven I went as a milk carton. That was fun.” It wasn’t the costume that made it my best Halloween though. It was April. We spent an entire day making our costumes: painting a big cardboard box with armholes and a pitched top for me, shaping wire and purple netting into fairy wings for her. We embellished the wings with tiny lights, and when she put them on, they glowed.

			April was magic that night: all glitter and pouf with bright tights and sparkles. She twirled as we skipped from house to house, hitting every block, staying out way past other kids’ bedtimes, until my pillowcase bulged with candy. Each time she tapped her wand to my cardboard-tented head, I shimmered.

			Colby glances at me in the mirror, the first time he’s looked my way since the party. He smiles like he hasn’t been shutting me out this whole time. I smile back.

			“What are you going as this year? A witch?” The air curdles. “Or, I know, a virgin whore. The Madonna, but unholy. Kind of a slutty demonic-opportunist kind of thing, am I right?”

			“Colby,” Ryan says quietly.

			Colby turns onto Ryan’s street. Miguel gives him a concerned look. I hold statue-still.

			We pull smoothly to the curb in front of Ryan’s house, and I scramble out of the car before it stops. Ryan doesn’t follow.

			I watch from the front lawn as Ryan leans toward the driver’s seat, puts a hand on Colby’s shoulder, and speaks. Colby stares straight ahead and nods. Ryan pauses, speaks again.

			Each breath of air frizzles my lungs, a slow degradation. I exhale a swirl of dust. My inner destruction is oddly beautiful.

			Ryan pats Colby’s shoulder twice, and Colby puts his hand on top of Ryan’s. Ryan climbs out of the Jeep. It speeds off.

			“I should go,” I say, before he can ask me to. “I’m sorry.”

			He closes his eyes for longer than a blink, and opens them like the lids are heavy. “Stay. Don’t let him get to you. He’s just— I’m sorry you had to hear all that, but it’s between him and me.”

			I burn with the realization Ryan isn’t surprised. That he’s been dealing with this for a week and a half. That he’s protected me from similar words before.

			“Colby’s under a lot of stress right now,” he says. “He’s been caught up in my shit and with pressure from the team and the season and some things going on with Miguel and applying early action to Stanford, plus stupid freaking midterms coming up, and it’s been a lot. He shouldn’t have said that.” He gestures and sighs, looks away. “This has all been kind of intense.”

			I see it. This is how I will lose him.

			“I’ll talk to him. He’ll come around,” he tells the ground.

			“You don’t have to do that,” I say. “Not for me. Just…focus on what you need to be ready for the next game, and we’ll deal with everything else when the season’s over. When the postseason’s over. After you’ve won.”

			“Really?” he asks, and searches my face.

			“Yes.” I will twist myself into a shape that fits, if that’s what it takes to stay here. “We don’t have to make a big deal of it. I know that’s the last thing you need.”

			He kisses me, a peck so quick it’s gone before it started, but that’s more than he’s ever done within view of his house.

			Already his movements are lighter. He takes my hand. “What I need is dinner. Are you hungry? Will you stay?”

			Whatever he asks, I’ll do it.
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			42.

			I wasn’t the only one losing my cool.

			The approaching end of regular-season football plus the close of the first academic quarter meant energy levels at Dexler were cranked. Halloween entering the mix did not help. Plus, according to Aaron, Mercury was in retrograde, where it would stay for the next few weeks, and we basically were all screwed.

			“Do not make any big decisions until after November twentieth,” he warned us with his mouth full, pointing and making wide eyes at me. Someone died onscreen behind him as he chewed and swallowed. I focused on Aaron’s hand instead of the red-stained knife. His black nail polish glittered.

			It was Friday, November first—football night—but the penultimate game was being played in another town, so Naila, Erin, and I went to Aaron’s place to sprawl across his living room floor and talk over a movie they’d all seen before. His apartment was spacious but cozy, with bright rugs and well-worn furniture. The popcorn was herbed and delicious.

			Naila nudged him with her foot. One toe peeked through a hole in her polka-dot socks. “Someday I’ll introduce you to my good buddy Science, and you will be blown away.”

			Aaron yelped like she’d stepped on his tail. “Astrology is a science! It’s planets!”

			“Um, no,” she corrected.

			Erin leaned toward the popcorn bowl, and I slid it so she could reach. “It’s real though,” she said, and settled back against a huge beanbag. “Last time Mercury was in retrograde, my period lasted two whole weeks, and I was bleeding so heavily my tampon fell out of my vagina and dropped on the ground while I was running. Plop. Right out the leg of my shorts.”

			My face squinched up of its own accord. Aaron motioned wildly. “See?”

			“Wow,” Naila said. “Thanks for that vivid, scientific example.”

			Erin batted her eyelashes. “You’re welcome.”

			Naila shot me an amused look. Aaron caught it. “Mercury doesn’t care what you think,” he said. “She’ll fuck you either way.”

			My phone buzzed, and I glanced at the screen.

			“Ryan?” Erin says.

			I nod. “They won. Sixteen-thirteen.”

			“Tight game,” Naila says.

			I text back a string of emojis.

			Aaron scooped up a handful of popcorn and propped one elbow on the couch. “What do you guys talk about?” he asked.

			“Ryan and me? Lots of things.”

			“Like what?” Erin pushed.

			“Um, well, football, obviously. And the future. What the baby will be like.” They waited, but over the past few weeks—since we got back together—those topics were basically it. Our conversations from summer seemed like another lifetime. Another relationship.

			“I get it. Who stops to talk when they can make out with Ryan Donovan?” Aaron teased. Naila tossed a pillow at him, and he ducked.

			“No, it’s true,” I admitted. “It’s a lot about the kissing.” Aaron smirked. “To be honest, we can’t spend as much time together as we’d like these days. He’ll be less busy once the season is over.”

			Erin tucked her arms around her knees and focused on me. The smudged wings of her purple eyeliner gave the scrutiny a dramatic flair. “Did you know from the start you would keep it?” she asked. “I mean—I don’t want to be rude. Is that rude? You don’t have to answer if you don’t want to. I’m just curious.”

			Aaron and Naila seemed to be holding their breath.

			“No,” I said. “I mean, no, it’s not rude. I don’t mind. And also, no, I didn’t think I would keep her. Not at first.” They resumed breathing, but barely. I looked at Naila. “That day when you gave us lunch at the V-Spot, Ryan kind of talked me into it.” She blinked.

			“Keeping it was Ryan’s idea? Wow,” Aaron said. “Is he anti-choice? Wait…are you?”

			“Definitely not. I—” I felt the sudden, heavy loneliness of telling a partial truth. Of having to hide everything about Arantha and the prophecy and the decisions I’d made. About what it was like to belong in two worlds and therefore in neither. Of hiding myself from my only friends.

			“See? You need me,” Tosh whispered behind me, soft but clear.

			“No,” I half shouted, twisting around, but where I expected to find Tosh, there was no one.

			“Phew,” Erin said. “If you’re having a baby because you want to, I fully support it. If you were doing it for Ryan…well, we’d need to talk.” Aaron nodded and pushed his hair behind his ears. Neither of them looked like they’d seen a half boy, half fox materialize, then disappear from the room. Neither did Naila, though she watched me intently.

			I shifted the weight off my tailbone and tried to look normal. I didn’t have to keep the real story to myself. I would share it with Cinnamon, once she was old enough. There would be no secrets between us.

			“Do you want to do a reading?” Aaron asked, and jumped up. “I’ll get my deck.” He left the room.

			“Tarot,” Erin explained. “I got him a deck for his birthday last month. He’s a Libra. According to science.”

			I glanced at Naila, who lifted her shoulders.

			“It’s fun,” she said. “Even for nonbelievers.”

			“You don’t have to believe anything.” Erin swatted the air. “It’s not like the cards determine your future. It’s a way to think things through and find connections you may not have noticed before. A window into the subconscious. It picks up on your vibes.” She wiggled her fingers. “But Aaron is totally a witch.”

			Aaron returned with a velvet bundle, unwrapped it to reveal the cards, and plopped down in front of me.

			I drew back. “Read someone else. I’ll watch.”

			Naila unfolded herself from the couch and sat beside me on the rug. “I’ll go,” she said.

			“Cool.” Aaron moved aside the popcorn bowl and spread out the cloth on the carpet. Erin paused the movie and scootched closer. He held the deck in both hands, closed his eyes, breathed in and out, and looked at us with serious calm. “Do you have a question in mind?” he asked. Naila nodded. “Okay. You can share it out loud or not.”

			“She never shares,” Erin said.

			“Well, just to surprise you, I will.”

			I stared at the deck. It was fatter and bigger than a deck of regular playing cards—almost twice as thick and made from nice paper. The backs of the cards held a checkerboard of flowers, with one slightly larger bloom in the square at the center. The green-red-cream-black pattern made my vision blur.

			“My question is, how do I know if I’m on the right path? Creatively. Artistically. Whatever.”

			Aaron rotated the deck and held it sagely. “Okay. For that, we’ll do a three-card spread, with the cards representing past, present, and future. Please hold the question in your mind while I shuffle.”

			Naila focused on the cards, and Aaron riffled them in a bridge with hypnotic perfection: once, twice, thrice. He placed the deck on the cloth, cut it, and neatened the stack. I held the question alongside her: How do I know if I’m on the right path? It warmed and grew inside me.

			“We’re forbidden from touching the cards,” Erin whispered. She skimmed a palm across her buzz cut, which looked entrancingly soft.

			Aaron drew three cards, one at a time from the top of the deck, and placed them face up in a line before us. “Interesting,” he said. “Nine of Pentacles, Temperance, and the Tower. One Minor Arcana and two Major.”

			We gazed at the cards. I felt a bit odd. Floaty. Off-balance.

			“What do you see?” he asked Naila, and she spoke but I couldn’t hear the answer. I heard only the voice of the bird on the first card—a redheaded majestic warbler perched on the hand of a woman who stood stately, serene, in the lush foliage of her beloved garden: a source of magic, but not enough of it. The same garden where the same woman once gifted me with a chant to ward off things that scared me. The bird turned its head and trilled my name. “Destiny.”

			“To me this card has a sense of calm,” Aaron said, as though he hadn’t heard it. “It says, ‘Take your time. There’s no rush.’ The pentacles represent growth and the senses. They’re grounded in the physical, in the earth itself, or perhaps, in this case, the artistic core you will always return to. The solid ground of your artistic past. Nine of Pentacles is at the end of the cycle. It’s a nod to abundance—to all you’ve accomplished before this.”

			Naila bobbed her head. I shivered and looked at the second card.

			Darla stood in its center, one foot in a shallow stream the same blue as the Waterfall of Hope. In each hand, she grasped a golden cup, and she poured water from one to the other, the liquid flowing at an impossible angle. Only one of those cups was rightfully hers. Only force kept her power flowing. A sun above the jagged mountains far behind her sank, and she looked up to meet my eye. A drop of water spilled to the stream and disappeared forever. A second sun behind her head momentarily blinded me.

			“It’s about balance and change,” Aaron said, tapping the card with his index finger. When he touched it, Darla held still. “The complexity of new ideas, some in opposition, some in harmony. Finding ways to pool them together. Repetition and skill.”

			“That makes so much sense for where I am right now,” Naila said. “The push and pull of what’s outward and what’s inward.”

			“Mm,” Erin murmured.

			The third card was chaos. A tower in flames. Darkness and fear. A bolt of lightning, smoke, and turmoil. A crown with no jewels, tossed aside, askew, and in peril. I looked away from the figures who fell through the air. I didn’t want to know who they were. Couldn’t bear to witness their landing.

			“This one’s intriguing,” Aaron said, “because it can symbolize massive destruction or sudden upheaval.”

			“Oh, lovely,” Naila said in a deadpan.

			“But keep in mind, there’s no growth without risk,” Aaron continued. “Flashes of brilliance are often disruptive—to the artist and the status quo. You’re bound to experience discomfort along the way. That doesn’t mean the path is wrong. In fact, it might be a sign you’re really onto something.”

			“You’re giving me tingles,” Erin said. She wriggled her torso. “See? I told you he’s good.”

			I couldn’t smile.

			“Seeing it here in a spread with the Nine of Pentacles, which is an overwhelmingly positive card—” Aaron touched Sula’s hand. “I think in this context it’s a challenge, not a warning.”

			He was wrong.

			Although I had watched with my own eyes as Aaron shuffled the deck, I knew who placed these cards on top. I knew they weren’t for Naila. Knew they weren’t about art.

			Tosh was sending a message. Trying to guilt me. Trying to use the cards to manipulate my path, warp my choices, twist my fate. Trying to lure me to Arantha and keep me there. Trap me.

			Only I could see it.

			That didn’t make the threat any less real.
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			43.

			Monday morning, Ryan’s more amped than I’ve ever seen him. He gives high fives to every person we pass on the way to second period, shouting “Let’s gooooooo,” and “Yes! Up high! Down low,” like a total goof. Even teachers are pulled into the act.

			“What did you feed him?” Jenica asks as she swerves around us, and I shrug, smile, try not to get trampled. He doesn’t seem to notice when I escape into the Family and Consumer Sciences classroom. He’s performing a jig for a group of sophomore girls, who film the spectacle with their phones.

			After school, before practice, he walks right past me outside the gym, and I call his name twice before he whirls around, gives a repentant grin, and seems to remember we agreed I’d be waiting. I put away my World History folder, and he slides onto the bench, sitting close, but not PDA close. “¿Estudiando español?” he asks.

			“Nope. That was this morning.”

			“Oh.” His leg jiggles. “How’d it go?”

			“Okay.” I launch into a description of what I nailed and maybe missed on the midterm, and his knee bounces harder. I trail off. He’s watching the gym doors.

			“Uh-huh,” he says. Cinnamon flips.

			This week is intense. Pressure to impress the scouts and uphold the team’s perfect record in the last game of the regular season—not to mention do well on five midterms—is bearing down on him. Yet he makes time for me. That’s proof enough Colby’s poison isn’t sinking in.

			I stand. “You should go.”

			“Yeah.” He jumps up. Sees a teammate. Calls over his shoulder, “Later!” and jogs off.

			I touched my stomach. Cinnamon settled.

			I only had one other midterm, but when Naila suggested we use the study tables in the media center instead of hanging in the art room Tuesday at lunch, I agreed. We parked outside in the hallway to eat first.

			Naila tucked her legs crisscross applesauce and pulled a veggie wrap from her bag. I chewed my pizza, and she caught me up on the latest with Aaron’s crush, Max Everly. They apparently were aware of Aaron’s existence, since they borrowed a pen from him and didn’t give it back, which Aaron hoped meant Max wanted a keepsake of their exchange, but Naila assumed meant they needed it to write. Her eyes narrowed. “Are you okay?”

			I startled. “What? Yes. Why?” I leaned against the wall behind me. It stayed solid.

			She lowered her wrap. “You seem kind of off. Like, jumpy. Distracted. Not entirely yourself.”

			I forced a smile. “You mean I seem like Mercury is in retrograde?”

			She didn’t break eye contact. “More like you’re super stressed out and maybe having a nervous breakdown.”

			“Ha,” I said. Neither of us laughed.

			“Sorry, I don’t mean to be nosy. I just wanted to check in.”

			“Thanks.” I exhaled. “You’re not wrong, I do feel weird. Pregnancy hormones are wild.”

			The intensity in Naila’s gaze softened, and she nodded and reached for a celery stick. I smoothed my abdomen to assure Cinnamon I wasn’t blaming her. She understood.

			“Plus midterms and suddenly caring about football,” I added. “It’s possible Ryan’s stress is rubbing off on me.”

			Naila crunched. “If you want, I could ask my therapist to recommend someone for you to talk to.”

			“You see a therapist?”

			“Yup.” She sipped from her fuchsia-and-burgundy water bottle. “On and off since I was a kid. A psychiatrist, too, now that I’m on meds.”

			I pictured Dr. Sun handing Naila a small white paper cup of pills. Pictured Naila and Tosh laughing together, toasting with their pill cups, and downing them. “Do you like them?” I asked. “The meds?”

			She chomped another vegetable stick and held out the bag. I shook my head. “I love them,” she said. “Took a while to find the right combo, but once we did, they saved my life. They help me feel like myself again. Like the version of me that can actually handle shit and, like, function.”

			I sat on my hands to steady them. I wasn’t in danger here. Dr. Sun couldn’t come get me. No one would take Cinnamon away. Naila didn’t want to feed me her pills or change how I function. She was just sharing. Being a friend.

			I sensed movement toward the fringe of my vision, but it wasn’t Tosh, only a bearded teacher. He passed.

			“I’m glad,” I said.

			“Thanks. Me too.” She wiped her hands on her jeans and eyed the half-eaten slice on my paper plate. “You need more time?”

			I pushed up off the floor. “No, I’m good.”

			We tossed our trash in a bin near the media center doors and went inside. Naila pulled out her folder for Pre-Calc. I opened my sketchbook.

			I needed to draw.
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			44.

			I don’t blame Ryan for seeming distant. I don’t blame him for being abrupt.

			I don’t blame him for not texting back Tuesday evening, or for saying, on Wednesday before the last class, when I ask if we’re still on for dinner, “Sorry, I forgot. I’m actually meeting up with Jenica. She’s helping me study for US History.”

			“Okay, cool.” I keep my voice light. “No problem.” That midterm’s the one he’s most worried about, in part because it’s the same day as the game. The teacher’s infamous for choosing hard, arbitrary questions and nitpicking the answers to pieces. Of course he should cancel to study. “Maybe I’ll catch you before practice,” I add.

			He checks his phone. “I gotta go. Colby’s waiting.” He walks off without asking how my midterm went. But that was fine. We were fine. It would be fine.

			“What do you guys talk about?” Tosh-in-my-head said, with none of Aaron’s genuine curiosity. I made my way down the hall and shushed it.

			“You know where you’re never irrelevant? In Arantha,” he said, over Ms. Chari’s lesson on transitive verbs in Basic Composition.

			I clicked my pen at the speed of my pulse, and the guy in the desk beside mine shot me a dirty look. Sorry, I mouthed, and set it down. My thumb twitched.

			I found and focused on seven real things. This chair is made of plastic and metal. There are twenty-one students in the room. That guy is wearing mismatched socks, one striped and one plain. The clock says it’s 1:53. There are posters of fourteen famous authors on the walls—Toni Morrison, Margaret Atwood, James Baldwin, and eleven white men. The teacher has a pencil in her hair. Six students are wearing jeans.

			I folded myself up as small as I could and thought of what West said the day before, in a critique of one of my tiny, detailed pieces. “What’s stopping you from experimenting with this on a larger scale? I’d love to see what happens if you challenge yourself to go bigger.”

			It’s a risk to take up space one hasn’t been granted—but I needed to reclaim what I’d lost.

			When the final bell rang, I skipped meeting Ryan and went to the public library.

			It was calling me. I could feel it.

			I scanned shelf after shelf for its dark green spine, but it was not so easily found.

			I approached the reference desk. “Excuse me.” The librarian looked up from her typing. “I’m looking for a book of fairy tales. An old collection, not for kids. It has these kind of intense illustrations, and the cover is green.”

			She smiled. “Do you remember the author or title?”

			“No.” I could conjure the book in my mind, feel its weight in my hands. But the title refused to be summoned.

			“That’s fine.” She moved out from behind the desk and adjusted her cardigan. “Believe it or not, fairy tales are in nonfiction. The three-ninety-eights. Come, I’ll show you.”

			She led me to the section and I thanked her, stood before it. Even before I checked each title, I knew it wasn’t there.

			Time wobbled.

			I breathed in the books. Ran my fingers along the bindings of fat reference tomes. Let my heart guide the way toward fiction.

			I skimmed the shelves in search of old friends and touched their spines to feel grounded. The familiar covers were like markers of my history—breadcrumbs along the path to who I’d become.

			“Choose one where the hero gets what she wants and it’s nothing like she imagined,” Tosh suggested. I left.

			Maybe this path was the wrong one.

			But on Thursday, Ryan intercepts me on my way to Environmental Science, and looks genuinely glad to see me. “Hey,” he says.

			“Hey.” We step out of the flow of traffic, and the gaze of a dozen randos follows. “You cramming for the last midterm?” I ask. He has study hall next, and his backpack bulges.

			“Nope. Already took it.” He leans a shoulder against the locker bank and grins. “Mr. Hicken knew it would be a lot for me to have the test on game day, so he said I could do an oral exam during lunch today instead.”

			“Oral exam?”

			“Yeah.” His relief is golden. “I was so nervous because I haven’t done all the reading and this test is a huge part of our grade, but it was chill. He asked a bunch of questions about how I like the class, which parts interest me most, what I thought about the American Revolution and stuff. The rest of the time we just talked about football. Turns out he played JV back in the day, before he got injured and had to switch to golf.”

			“Oh.” I search his face for a sign he knows this is special treatment, but he seems oblivious. “That’s great,” I offer. “Congrats.”

			He slides an arm around my waist and delivers a soft kiss, not seeming to care who might see it. He pulls back and brushes my hair from my face.

			“Now my only distraction from this game is you.”
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			45.

			Friday night, the stadium was packed—not only on our side of the bleachers but on the visitors’ side too, where the fans were decked out in orange. The Buxton Tigers, I’d been told, were our biggest rivals, and they’d lost only one game this season. The energy of the crowd was crackling.

			I didn’t have to find Naila in the stands, since this time we arrived together. I asked to see the sets she was working on for the fall play, and we ended up painting banisters for the moving staircase in act 3 all afternoon. It was fun. Maybe I would join her on stage crew for winter musical next month, if things weren’t too weird with Miguel.

			Naila led the way up the steps toward Aaron and Erin, who wore twin knit caps and saved us seats using the blue mini pom-poms they brought for cheering on the band during halftime. Erin shook one in our direction as we approached.

			“Feeling good?” she asked, as she had every time I saw her this week. She read an article over the weekend on best practices for business email etiquette and decided she needed a “signature greeting.” Which made zero sense, but whatever.

			“Feeling good,” I confirmed. We settled in.

			There’s Ryan.

			The game starts off pretty similar to the last one, except tonight I’m better prepared—I dressed warmer, wore blue on purpose, and know more of the cheers and chants. In the other game, Dexler took the lead early and kept it, but these teams are more evenly matched. The score stays close throughout the first half, and the fans stay loud and on their feet. I have to stand up to see Ryan when we’re on offense. He’s tightly coiled but seems in control.

			Much more in control than Aaron appears when Max Everly sees him and waves.

			The Bulldogs are down three when Naila and I make our way to the concession stand before halftime. The mood is tense, but I’m not worried. Ryan and the team will pull through. He’s been working so hard and so long for this, and he’s the type to always have a happy ending.

			We headed back toward the bleachers with Naila’s cheesy nachos and the hot dog Cinnamon was craving, and I scanned the crowd for Tosh, but could sense he wasn’t here. This was a good night after a hard week—and I wasn’t going to give him what he wanted.

			I felt a hand on my shoulder and turned to see Ryan’s mom. “Destiny! Hi. I was hoping I’d run into you.”

			“Hey, Lisa.” Naila stopped a few feet ahead of me. I motioned for her to go on. “Are you enjoying the game?” I asked.

			“Not at all,” Lisa said. “I’m far too nervous. I wish I could get in there and help him loosen up, but of course that wouldn’t help one bit, having his mom out on the field. Anyway. How are you? Tell me the news.”

			I shrugged. “No real news.”

			She looked at me strangely. “Wasn’t the ultrasound this afternoon?”

			“Oh! That news. Yeah. It was great. Really great. So exciting.” My anxiety cartwheeled. “It’s a girl. She’s a girl. Or, at least, there’s no penis, so we think it’s a girl, most likely. I guess she’ll let us know for sure once she’s older.” I sipped Erin’s drink, to force the words to stop tumbling out. Bubbles whizzed up my nose. It was cold and too sweet.

			“So did you bring them? Can I see?”

			I hesitated.

			“They did give you photos, right?”

			Embarrassment stapled me to the ground.

			I should have known they give out photos at ultrasounds. I should have learned as much as I could, to protect Cinnamon. She needed me, and I failed her. Now Lisa would take her away.

			“Yeah, of course,” I said. “But April—my mother has them. To show people. I’m sorry, I should have known you’d want to see them tonight. I’ll bring them next time. They’re really cool.” I swallowed and hoped I could pass for intensely awkward.

			Uncertainty flickered across her face, and a Mack truck of fear whooshed through my brain, blowing everything else aside. She knows.

			“Well. As long as you’re healthy and the baby’s healthy, that’s what matters most.” She knows she knows she knows she knows. “Will you bring them and your mom to dinner this weekend? Sunday, perhaps? We’d really love to meet her.”

			The truck slowed.

			Maybe she didn’t know. Maybe I sounded convincing. Where was the lie, really? Everything about Cinnamon was true.

			“It’s fine.” Tosh-in-my-head was practically purring. The back of my neck went clammy-hot, as though he were breathing right on it. “Just smile. You’re fine.”

			I smiled. “We can’t. She works on weekends.” Only a few hours on Saturdays, but technically true. I felt Tosh’s approval.

			Lisa cocked her head. “Remind me again where she works?” I told her. “Right. Another time, then. Give her my number and ask her to call me?”

			“Sure,” I said. “Will do.”

			She squeezed my arm and released. “Thanks. Enjoy the second half. Don’t let that hot dog get cold.” She continued past, but it was too late. Her touch had turned me to stone.
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			46.

			The Buxton Tigers come out for the second half pumped up and ready to go. The Dexler Bulldogs do not.

			I’ve seen only one other game of football in my life, so I’m not the best judge, but as the score—and the ball—slip out of the team’s grasp, even I can tell things are getting sloppy. Fans hunch in their seats instead of leaping to their feet, and when they do erupt, cheers mix with grumbles. A grimy frustration blankets the crowd as play after play simply fails to take off, and Ryan’s fluid grace turns rigid before our eyes. It hurts to watch.

			Toward the end of the third quarter, he throws a wild pass, and the obnoxious thirtysomething guys behind us let out a collective groan. “Oh, come on!” one of them shouts. Naila shoots them a nasty look. Colby leaps for the ball and fumbles.

			“Okay, Bulldogs, let’s go! You can do this! Pick it up!” Aaron calls. The cheerleaders, too, try to keep up the pep, but the dread all around us thickens. Even fans who shout encouragements sound resigned.

			“What a mess. I’ve never seen Donovan so off his game. Scouts got under his skin,” one of the men behind us says. The paper bag around his forbidden beer can crinkles, and I catch a sour whiff.

			“Cracking under the pressure,” another agrees. “Did you hear his girlfriend’s knocked up?”

			“Ex-girlfriend is what I heard.”

			“Oh, Jesus. Even better. Poor guy. No wonder he’s thrown off.”

			The words prick like thorns.

			Naila tucks an arm around me and squeezes. “Fuck those jerks,” she mutters. “Ignore them. They’re talking out of their asses.”

			“Yeah,” Erin says, and Aaron echoes, “Fuck ’em.” They form a protective wall around me, but the vines creep in.

			“Pity after a season like that to end on a game like this,” the jerks continue.

			“At least there’s the playoffs.”

			“Yeah, but better to go into that with momentum, not with your tail between your legs and the shit still in your eye, you know what I’m saying?”

			One of them belches. “Word.” The group laughs.

			I hate them.

			We’ve lost. There’s no glitter in the stands. Only Buxton fans rush the field. Over in the senior section, friends hug and cry, like their futures are the ones that were riding on this. Like Ryan didn’t give them a near-perfect season and might not still deliver the championship.

			I look away. These people don’t deserve him.

			Ryan congratulates the other team’s captain, accepts a pat on the back from Coach Matthews and long hugs from Lisa and Michael, and turns to walk off the field. “Excuse me,” I say to Naila, Aaron, and Erin, and rush down the steps before they respond. I catch up to him. “Ryan. Hey.”

			He pauses at the sound of my voice. “Hey.”

			I thought we would hug, but I stop short of touching him. Everything in his body language growls keep off.

			“Hey,” I say again. “You gave a good—”

			“Don’t.” He puts a hand up. “Just…don’t.”

			My chest empties. His face contorts.

			“I’m sorry, I can’t right now. I didn’t ‘give a good fight’ or whatever; I blew it. I blew it for the team and blew it with the scouts, and my whole future is screwed even worse than it was before. I don’t need you or anyone else telling me otherwise.”

			His shoulders tremble beneath the pads. “I can’t. I can’t deal with you and this and the—” He stops, mid-sentence and mid-gesture, and shakes his head with disgust.

			The accusation freezes me like one of April’s rages. Like the foster mom’s footsteps approaching. The nail and embers I’ve no hope of fighting. I am silent and small, and Texas closes around me.

			He lets out a heavy breath, and the anger leaves him. “Sorry. It’s just…this is a lot.”

			I nod. “It’s a lot for me too.”

			He runs a hand through his sweaty hair. “I know. But it changes my whole future, you know?”

			The baby shifts inside me. The burning I feel is half mine, half hers. “It changes my whole everything,” I say, as calmly as I can.

			“Sure, but…” But his future is brighter. His future matters. He never thought to expect anything else from mine.

			Maybe I didn’t expect enough from it either. But that’s changing. It’s changed.

			He grunts. “Look, I can’t do this. I’m not trying to be a jerk, I’m just telling you how I feel. I can’t think about you or anything else right now. Coach was right, it’s too much. I screwed up. I can’t—”

			I stand in the shock waves. Ryan walks away.

		

	
		
			
			No one had ever loved her

			the way it did.
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			When I got to Huck’s apartment, Tosh was there, waiting.

			I set down my bag. “I asked you to stay away.”

			He tipped an imaginary hat and leaned back on the couch. “Au contraire, mademoiselle. You summoned me.”

			“Like a demon?” I said, though I was too drained for banter.

			He shrugged. “Or like a friend. Call it what you like. Your labels don’t concern me.” He swung his feet off the coffee table, set them on the floor, and leaned forward. “You concern me. That’s what’s real.”

			I filled a glass from the tap and drank deeply, finishing it off and refilling it before turning to deal with him. “Actually, none of this is real.” My skin tingled in defiance. It remembered the heat of his touch.

			“Then what is it?” he asked.

			I gestured. The water sloshed. “An illusion. A game of make-believe. Possibly a metaphor of some kind. Who knows. But you’re a figment of my imagination. A character in a fucked-up fairy tale. Sorry.”

			He grinned with clear delight. “Who’s to say I didn’t invent you?”

			I sighed and sank onto the opposite end of the couch. He was so impossibly frustrating, so infuriatingly Tosh. But I felt better, less empty, having him here.

			I trusted him once and it turned out okay. What if I trusted again?

			No. This time was different. I wasn’t desperate now like I’d been then. And I wasn’t alone. Not completely.

			“What do you want?” I said. “I know you’re not here to console me.”

			His face got serious. “I want you to get ready. It’s almost pop time in Arantha. The baby’s getting close, and you have a big decision to make.”

			He misread my huff. “How long can this last? You know, deep down, it’s inevitable,” he said.

			A thousand tiny warning bells chimed. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

			“Destiny,” he said, his voice gentle. My internal sirens wailed, and my traitorous heart pumped faster. “It’s not a choice. You know what’s coming.”

			I shook my head to clear it of him. His expression turned soft, almost loving.

			“Look,” Tosh said. “The baby is mine. I’m taking her in exchange for the favor I did. You can’t alter the terms, but my other offer still stands. Come with me. Live in Arantha with us.” He swept a hand around Huck’s living room. “Remind me what’s keeping you here?”

			“Ryan.” His name fell from my mouth like pebbles from a torn pocket, breadcrumbs through frozen fingers. A wish tossed into a well.

			We watched each other for a long moment before he spoke. “Do you remember how good it used to be? You and me?”

			I stood and left the room. I would not let Tosh change the story.
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			Tosh didn’t follow me out of the living room, and for that, at least, I was grateful. For a while I heard him on the other side of the door—calling out words I rejected, opening and closing cabinets, flushing the toilet, tapping his fingers, humming—but eventually he quieted.

			I lay stiff on the bed. He wouldn’t smoke me out so easily.

			The standoff rolled on for minutes, hours, until a key scraped the lock and the spell was broken. April and Huck entered the apartment, but she did not scream. My muscles relaxed. Tosh was gone.

			My mother laughed. I stared at the wall.

			What kept me here, other than my delusions?

			I could raise the baby there. Let her grow up skipping rocks in Frog-Hop Pond, hunting mischief in the Silver Forest, chasing echoes through the Hall of Nevergone. Let her learn every twist of the castles’ spiraling passageways and discover each nook in the undercrofts. Watch her be cuddled and coddled by Sula, pushed and protected by Darla, and empowered to live up to the prophecy.

			I could let it be my destiny too, and release Ryan from us.

			A single tear escaped my eye and slid to the pillow. Its trail turned my cheek cold.

			Tosh was right: This couldn’t continue forever. I knew, deep down, I’d reached the end.

			I closed my eyes, and more tears leaked out: hot, messy, unwelcome. I inhaled a shuddering breath. Beside me, the phone buzzed. A reminder that Naila, at least, might miss me. I tilted the screen.

			My vision’s blurred, but the words are clear: I’m sorry

			I sit up quickly, and the phone buzzes again. I know you were trying to help

			I’ve been really stressed out

			More than I realized I guess

			And tonight I let it get to me

			I let everyone down, including myself

			Especially the team

			I don’t know what’s going to happen

			I blew it

			I blew it the one time it mattered

			I feel pulled in so many directions

			You, Colby, my family, teachers, Coach

			Everyone wants something different from me

			I can’t give it all

			I just can’t

			But it’s not your fault

			I shouldn’t have taken it out on you

			Anyway

			I’m sorry

			Please forgive me

			I wait for more, but the texts stop coming. They’re there, though. This is real.

			My thumbs jerk, so eager and clumsy I can barely hold the phone. I type back It’s okay and I love you, delete both, and send a heart.

			The screen lights up with his response.

			♥
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			Saturday morning at the public library, I found a comfortable chair in a quiet corner, opened a novel I’d already read twice, and sank into its soothing familiarity. I blocked out everything else and reread it cover to cover.

			A voice came over the PA. “May I have your attention, please. The time is six forty-five. The library will be closing in fifteen minutes. Please log off all public computers and bring any materials you wish to check out to the front desk or the self-checkout kiosks. Thank you for your cooperation.”

			I blinked my way back to reality and lifted my arms to stretch. My right foot tingled, half asleep from being tucked beneath me.

			I peed and washed my hands, grabbed the next book in the series, and wondered if I really had to leave. Maybe by crouching on a toilet or hiding deep in nonfiction— But the line moved forward, the librarian checked out my book, and my stomach grumbled a reminder. If I wanted to get locked in the library, I should have brought food.

			I stepped into the night, braced for cold, but the air felt warm and humid, like a thunderstorm was approaching. I crossed the street to avoid the gaze of a man outside Super Suds and ducked into a 7-Eleven. The baby chose a cheese stick and a packet of nuts for our dinner.

			We sat on a bench near the park and ate slowly, a trick I learned young to make a meal seem more filling. I licked the salt from my fingers and looked up. The tree across from us had lost most of its leaves, and for the first time, I saw them: Naila’s circles.

			A streetlight shone through the tree, and each twig, stick, and branch seemed to curve around its glow. The concentric circles formed a shimmering tunnel, fleeting yet infinite. I leaned toward it.

			What else did the world contain that I never thought to see? What other seemingly tangible truths were tricks of the light?

			I shifted and the circles followed, as though this portal was just for me. I didn’t take it. I walked from streetlight to streetlight with my head tilted back and my neck craned for magic, until I passed into an area with too few trees and realized how off path I’d gotten.

			I pressed onward. This far gone, I might as well continue what I started.

			I walked until I was lost. Kept walking until my feet were sore and my brain was tired, so tired I almost didn’t trust it when I realized I wasn’t lost any longer.

			The streets we wandered after the clinic looked different at night. Felt different, too. So much had changed since that day when I failed to see the truth about Cinnamon. When I was too scared and confused to accept her.

			Yet I must have sensed she existed. Must have wanted, even then, to protect her. Because it wasn’t a complete surprise when she made herself known—when I finally, fully saw what was there all along. The circles in the trees. The connections between worlds. The truths too many refuse because they never look up.

			I walked deliberately now, understanding where the path led.

			I had seen her circles and followed their tunnels, and would end up at her fathers’ restaurant. If I was lucky, she’d be working the dinner shift.

			I would tell her my truth. The whole thing. She would see it.

			I sped up. Maybe she was expecting me, the way Sula and Darla knew I would come the first time I went to Arantha. The way Ryan saw me that day at the pool when no one else could, and our present and future felt fated. The way some part of me understood Cinnamon would join us, even though I hadn’t known.

			My footsteps rang with clarity and purpose. I rounded the corner, went up to the restaurant, and found it dark. Closed.

			Naila wasn’t here. I was wrong.

			I pulled out my phone to text, but it was the middle of the night. I’d been walking for hours, much longer than I thought. My internal clock was off, so wrong I had to wonder if I knew the day, month, year, millennium. But no, that was silly. I lost track of time, not reality.

			I retraced my steps to the last lit-up windows I’d passed: a twenty-four-hour diner with padded orange booths and a bright, clean display case with cakes and pies. The bell on the door jingled, and the person behind the counter said, “Have a seat wherever you like, hon. I’ll be right with you.”

			She carried a plate of cheesecake in one hand and a coffeepot in the other, to a booth in the back where the only other customer sat. The cop lowered her mug and accepted the refill without comment. I tensed as her gaze flickered my way, but she didn’t seem interested in my existence. She sank a fork into the dessert.

			I sat with my back to the cop and surveyed the restaurant in the window’s reflection. The server delivered a menu and a cup of ice water, and bustled off.

			I studied the menu line by line, reading each word deliberately. My mouth watered at the thought of eggs with home fries and bacon, a chocolate milkshake, grilled cheese, a pastrami sandwich. But when the server returned, clicked her pen against her pad, and said, “Find anything you like?” I ordered the cheapest thing: a side of toast. “White, wheat, or pumpernickel?” she asked.

			“Wheat, please.”

			“Anything to drink?”

			“No, thanks. I’m good with water.” She let me be.

			When the toast came, I buttered the triangles, loaded a bite with jelly from the little container, and counted a hundred chews before I swallowed. It was sticky and cloying—grape jelly always is—but it felt good to have a multistep task to keep myself awake. I loaded another corner. With each second that ticked backward on the neon clock in the window reflection, my booth sank lower. I squeezed my eyes shut, forced them open, and saw that time was in fact reversing.

			I blinked rapidly. Time tripped and burst forward.

			Did it always move in both directions, so quickly and slowly? Fatigue was either warping my perception or sharpening it. There was no one I could ask to find out which.

			The bell chimed to announce another customer. I watched the person’s reflection, noted the dark blue uniform before I took in the face. The new cop lifted his cap at his own mirror image. Time screeched as I recognized Tosh’s grin.

			I whipped around to face him, but he passed, walking straight toward his partner in the back. He slid into the booth, and it wasn’t Tosh at all. Or if it was, he’d taken up shape-shifting.

			I set down the toast and opened the library book. Words danced and jumped on the page, ducked out of sight, reappeared, and rearranged themselves into messages that shouted, whispered, changed again. The harder I tried to concentrate, the less sense it made. With time no longer linear, the meaning of everything’s scrambled.

			I touch the foil on the spine and feel a title my fingertips remember.

			The book—my book! It found me again at last. But in the pages, I read only myself. It holds none of the stories that saved me.

			The server slid a plate of bacon in front of me. “On the house,” she said. “You ready to close out? Breakfast crowd’s about to come in.”

			I sat up. “Thanks. Yes.” She dropped my check next to the bacon and walked away.

			I wiped a crust of drool from the corner of my mouth and checked the neon clock. It moved only forward now. Six fifty-eight a.m. The sun was up, and the cops were gone. I ate the bacon quickly.

			I splashed water on my face in the small, strangely lit bathroom, paid the bill, and stepped outside, so tired, yet wide awake. I looked at the trees.

			No circles. No tunnels. Only daylight.

		

	
		
			
			There was a problem with the rock, and the problem was getting

			bigger.

			The rock filled the cavern inside the girl; it expanded and

			pushed out her loneliness, pain. She was grateful.

			It kept growing.

			The rock nudged aside parts of the girl to make space for itself.

			It grew heavier, less manageable. She shifted

			around it. It kept growing.

			The boundaries between

			rock and girl smudged and blurred.

			The girl did not know what to think. The rock didn’t think.

			It kept growing.
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			I climbed the stairs, every piece of me sore, and trudged past the downstairs mom with the baby strapped to her chest, on their way out. The mom nodded. The baby hid its face. I went up the last flight to Huck’s apartment and inserted my key.

			April sat at the kitchen table, facing the door. Her hair hung flat, her makeup was smudged, and it looked like she too had been up all night. She appeared stone sober and pissed.

			She set down her coffee mug. The table wobbled. She lifted both eyebrows and gestured toward the seat across from her. Curiosity slipped around me, tightened fast, and pulled me to the chair with a smooth yank.

			I watched and waited while she tapped her cigarettes against the table, pulled one out of the pack, lit the end, inhaled deeply, and blew the smoke to one side, meeting my eyes as if daring me to object. A strange, tentative hope stirred inside me.

			April never waited up. She barely bothered to notice if I was around. I’d experienced her anger, hot and cold, plenty of times, but this was different. I had earned this.

			She cleared her throat. “I had an interesting visitor at work yesterday. Someone called ‘Ryan’s mom.’ ”

			My breath stopped.

			She knocked her ash into the coffee mug. “It was quite the conversation.” She drew another long hit off the cigarette, exhaled, and waited for my reaction.

			I didn’t give one.

			“She seemed to think I should know who she is. Who her son is.” She tilted her head.

			An egg sac erupted at the base of my neck. Millions of tiny spiders crawled on my skin. I would not move or show fear.

			Her stare went so cold the spiders froze. “What the fuck is going on, Destiny?”

			I broke. “What did you tell her?”

			“What should I have told her? Are you pregnant?” The kitchen spun.

			“I don’t know,” I whispered.

			“Well, you sure as shit better find out. And if you are, and you’re keeping it, you better find another place to go. Huck never wanted babies. Neither did I, for that matter.”

			She stood, and the chair legs screeched against the floor. She pointed her cigarette at my face. “I can’t believe I’m saying this, but my father was right. You’ll never appreciate all I’ve sacrificed for you. Huck is the best thing that’s happened to me, and I won’t let you mess that up too. You’re on your own with this one. Get it together, or get out. That’s tough love, and you can hate me for it now, but you’ll thank me in the future.”

			She ground the cigarette out in the mug, left it on the table, and shut the door hard behind her.

			I held still. A spark floated up in my chest. It burst into flame.

			Fuck April. Fuck her accusations. Fuck her hypocrisy and self-righteousness. Her never-ending selfishness. This charade of her acting like a parent for once. Fuck all of it.

			If she wanted me to leave, I would go. I didn’t have to take her abuse any longer. I had money. I had Ryan, the baby, our dreams, and our plans. A future waiting and every reason to jump toward it.

			Unless.

			The full horror of what April might have done, might have said—the allegations Lisa may have told him—swelled and threatened to wash me away.

			My heart floated in it, suspended.

			But.

			I’d seen April lie her way through lesser situations. Countless times—especially with other women. Pretending she knew what she didn’t. Thinking it gave her the upper hand.

			Lying and hiding things were her defaults. I couldn’t let panic be mine.

			How long can this last? You know what’s coming.

			I shook Tosh’s words from my head, and they buzzed around. Darting, teasing, attacking, biting.

			I fumbled for my phone and pulled up Ryan’s texts. Stared at the heart he sent on Friday. Stared at the nothing he sent since.

			Hey, I wrote. My thumb hovered over the button for a full fifty heartbeats. I hit send. Waited.

			But it was Sunday. Sunday is family time.

			Lisa could be listing her suspicions right now. Polluting his heart and clouding his sight. Or he might just be hanging with his sibs.

			I stood. I could make this easier. For Ryan, for April, for Lisa. For me. For my baby, who would never doubt who loved her.

			I went to my room, pulled clothes from drawers, and stuffed them into my bag with my sketchbook, hairbrush, toiletries, knife. I stared at the pillow. It would make a long bus ride more comfortable. But I would not take what didn’t belong to me. I’d ball up a sweatshirt instead.

			I knelt to retrieve my shoebox and, for a terrifying second, didn’t see it. But no, here it was, tucked farther back than expected. I slid it out and set it on the bed. Lifted the top, pushed aside the mementos.

			The money, all of it, was gone.

			I overturned the box and pawed through it, frantic to reveal another compartment. Searching for a magic place the cash was hiding. Maybe it was here but I was too delirious to see it. Maybe wanting it badly enough would make it reappear.

			No.

			The glass slipper shattered.

			No.

			The goose would never lay gold.

			No.

			It’s impossible to solve the troll’s riddle.

			No.

			There’s no lock for the key that you hold.

			I shoved the mementos aside and collapsed on the bed. I needed sleep. I needed oblivion. Instead, I saw the note.

			You don’t need an escape plan. You have me.

			That dirty stinking thief.

			I crumpled the note and threw it across the room. I did not watch where it landed.

			He could steal my money, but he couldn’t have me. I would not let the prophecy rule me. I would not let my life be his game.

			I curled on my side, placed a hand on the baby. My abdomen squeezed with sharp pains.

			Don’t be scared, I assured her.

			Consciousness gave way to darkness.
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			I slept a hundred years but awoke to no kiss, only the same old curse, unlifted.

			Huck’s morning coffee burbled and dripped, and the burnt, acidic smell of it wafted under the door and sped my corrosion.

			I lay motionless and stared at the scraps of my summer, some scattered on the bed, others littered across the floor alongside the useless box and my overpacked bag. I made a list of mementos I didn’t collect: The pregnancy test buried deep in school trash. The cup I peed in at the clinic. The wrappers from food I couldn’t keep down. The tears I swam in or swallowed. All the parts of myself I sliced off, offered up. I had no way to reclaim them.

			Huck washed the dishes, brushed his teeth, and left for work on schedule. I gave in and checked my phone. Ryan’s silence screamed.

			I got up, got dressed, and took one last look at this shitty apartment, the nicest place I ever lived. I folded a sweater April left on the couch. Placed an errant fork in the sink. Touched the door behind which she snored, and memorized how complete her life was without me. Hefted my bag on both shoulders and walked out.

			I had a few bills in my pocket, less than forty bucks, but it was a start. Maybe there was a bus with a cheap ticket, a shelter I could stay in, a stranger who’d give me a lift.

			But I didn’t go to the bus station. I didn’t walk out of town.

			I knew we were done, yet I had to hear him say it.

			I cradled the hope I was wrong.
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			The hallways were packed with pre–first bell chaos, but I didn’t weave or push my way through it. No one looked directly at me; they just shifted out of the way in the subtlest game of Don’t Touch.

			I spun the combination, ignoring the obscenity scrawled across my locker, and shoved my backpack partway inside. It was too stuffed to fit, so I changed course.

			I dropped my bag on the floor of homeroom and slid into my usual seat. Extremely pale Kayleigh looked up from examining her hair for split ends. “Hey,” she said. I nodded, took out my notebook, and busied myself with doodles. Apparently she’d missed the memo. “You all right?”

			I drew a jagged cactus. She hitched closer. “Don’t listen to what anyone says. A person can’t be a bad luck charm, and you weren’t out on the field.”

			Tears threatened my eyes and I blinked, as much from surprise as to keep them back. “Thanks,” I said.

			She straightened. “You’re welcome. They’ll forget they were mad if we win the championship. I think he’ll pull it off, don’t you?”

			My stomach cramped. All morning, the pain had come in waves, sometimes lapping, sometimes crashing. I pressed a hand to my abdomen to soothe it.

			Ms. Ramirez made an announcement about first-quarter report cards, but Kayleigh talked under her. “It’s shitty for Colby to be saying that stuff, too. Why would anyone pretend to be pregnant? It makes no sense.”

			I hunched over. Kayleigh needed to be quiet. It wasn’t good for the baby to hear this.

			Back and forth, back and forth, I rubbed my hand over my belly and rocked in my seat. You are real, I thought. You are wanted.

			The pain lessened, and I sucked in as much air as I could before breathing became difficult again. I was sweating but also cold, and I wondered if it was a bad idea to guzzle water from one of the lab sinks or splash it on my face. Would lab water hurt the baby?

			The bell rang, and I escaped out the door and hurried to the nearest fountain. Slurped the lukewarm, metallic liquid until I felt revived.

			I picked up my bag. Made my way toward the art room. Entered and walked straight into Ashley’s glare. She pointedly turned away.

			I put my stuff down. The only people in this room I cared about were Naila and West.

			Except Naila’s seat was empty.

			My skin prickled. I pulled out my phone and texted under the table. Where are you?

			She wrote back quickly. Dentist. Ugh. Getting tortured by waiting room music

			I saw the pattern. The restaurant closed. This absent betrayal. All that talk of fate and revenge. She chose the path and walked it on purpose. All this time, I thought we were friends.

			West flicked off the lights and started the slides. Who else was in on it? My vision swarmed. Nothing made sense.

			I opened my notebook and drew.

			The room was dim and it was hard to see details, but ink poured out of me, onto the page, forming scene after scene of Arantha. The faces I missed. The places I loved. Frog-Hop Pond, the Silver Forest, my queens’ spired castles. Sula’s tea set, Darla’s chessboard. The bramble patches, the Pink Mountains, the lightning strip near Thunder Bay. Goldenberry Field. The Waterfall of Hope. The Cliff of Doom. The Forest of Despair.

			I sketched and sketched and missed and wondered. If I allowed myself to return, would that be giving in to fate or living up to it? Abandoning my life or reclaiming it? I stared at Sula’s kind face and Darla’s sharp gaze. Tosh’s sly grin.

			Returning meant forever.

			The lights went on. My pen flew across the page, loud and fast, the ink roaring. I couldn’t hear anything else.

			The room was hot—hot and thick, thick and heavy, heavy good, good wood should. I sucked in a breath, blew it out, and drew more brambles. They snaked and snarled, sharp with thorns, wild and scratchy.

			The page darkened with layer upon layer of impenetrable growth, until the vines stretched and grew off the page. They shot up all around me, quick and eager, spreading fast, claiming turf. I wished Naila were here to see it. My first mural. Only instead of painting walls I drew on air.

			Finally I was pushing my work to a bigger scale, getting looser, letting it out. Finally I was done keeping the brambles inside me.

		

	
		
			
			Wasn’t this what she wanted?

			For the rock to replace her heart? Replace her grief? Replace her?

			What right had she to wish things

			different when she was the one who swallowed it?

			There were so few ways to fight back.

			There was so little time left to try.

			If she destroyed the rock, would she destroy herself?

			There was no girl without it.
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			The brambles grew without me now, but I kept going. Kept drawing. I would get lost in this forest and find myself within it. Perhaps the baby would be born at its center—her first cries echoed by birds who built nests in its tangles.

			Birds. We needed birds. And color. This pen wasn’t enough.

			I looked up. The vines receded and changed formation. Already they understood my intent.

			“Destiny.” West appeared in front of my table. “May I speak to you out in the hallway for a moment?”

			I stood, and the thorns extended. Across the room, Ashley was watching. Devonte stared too. I forced my legs not to wobble. I was fine. I just needed to catch my balance.

			Now that I was standing, I needed to pee. All that water from the fountain. Plus being pregnant. Didn’t pregnant people always have to pee? I read that. And now it was true.

			I followed West out of the classroom. It was cooler in the hallway. My vision sharpened. I would apologize for filling the art room with brambles and not paying attention in class. I would ask to go use the bathroom.

			“Are you feeling all right?” West asked gently. “You seem a little out of it.”

			I nodded. I felt hot and confused—plus worried and in pain from endless cramps and stabbing bladder—but I was fine. Totally fine.

			“Good,” they said, and one of the vines crept out the doorway and wrapped around my ankle. I stomped on the shoots until it retreated. West’s forehead creased.

			“There isn’t space for them on the page,” I explained. “I need to find the right shade for the birds.”

			They exhaled. “I see. Destiny, I’d like you to go see the nurse. I think we should—”

			“No,” I said. “No.” I waved my hands to make the point. “The nurse, the tests, they don’t work for her. She slips away. But don’t worry, she’s real. She’s here. They’re just rumors.”

			They didn’t look convinced. They looked like they might suggest the nurse again, but I couldn’t do that. I blurted, “Excuse me,” and took off. “I need to run to the bathroom now,” I said over my shoulder. My sneakers squeaked as I rounded the corner. I didn’t slow until I reached the third stall.

			I turned the lock and leaned my forehead on the cool metal door. I gave my breath a moment to catch up, and listened. West didn’t follow.

			I lined the seat with toilet paper, sat, and hunched, trying to find a position to lessen the cramps as I peed. Emptying my bladder helped. But when I finished, I saw it and screamed.

			The scream did not escape through my mouth. It traveled from my lungs to my brain, and hurtled against my skull. Scream echoed off bone, growing louder with each crash. I covered my ears to stop it.

			Silence.

			Silence and blood.

			So much blood.

			Too much blood.

			My underwear soaked with it. Dark and thick and clotted and red and—

			No.

			No no no no no no no.

			No.

			No.

			Cinnamon.
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			No.

			I would not miscarry. I couldn’t let her out.

			She was too small in this world. It was too soon for her to be born here.

			This wasn’t happening. She wouldn’t survive.

			Stay.

			But the cramping. And the blood. Its animal scent and—

			Stay, I ordered.

			Stay, I pleaded.

			I will figure this out, but stay. Please. The cramps receded.

			I grabbed the end of the toilet paper and whipped off several yards to sop up the blood and stop more from flowing. I wadded up the paper and shoved it inside. I had to stop the baby from coming.

			I lined my bloody underwear, yanked up my pants, and ran from the stall without flushing. There was no time. No time for anything. I had to save her, get help, whatever help was. I had to find it.

			Not the nurse. Not doctors. Doctors misunderstand. Doctors do not go well. They cut open a goose that lays golden eggs and there’s nothing golden inside.

			I rushed into the hallway. The bell must have rung, because it filled with students. Class was over. Everything is over.

			I ran and they stared and I didn’t care, I just had to get there. Get to where she’s safe.

			Arantha. In Arantha, it is time. In Arantha, she could be born now. If I get us there, I could save her.

			I have to return. I had to go now. But I no longer knew how to do that.

			I clutched the stitch in my side and kept moving. I could barely see where I was going. I’ve never tried to find Arantha. It was always just there.

			“Tosh!” I called. Shouted it, whispered it. “Tosh, you win. Tosh, I need you. Come and get us. We’ll go with you.” None of the heads that whirled to gape at us were his.

			First April, then Ryan, then Naila, now him. He finally, fully abandoned me.

			Naila. Naila’s circles. Those almost-portals. Maybe now, when I needed one, it would open for me. But it isn’t nighttime. There are no streetlights. I couldn’t wait all those hours for dark. My baby was bleeding out of me, and I had to stop her now.

			I stumbled, caught myself, and saw what I’d tripped on: my brambles. The vines coiled out of the art room and slid up lockers, twisted through banners, looped around students. My brambles were growing wild.

			I wasn’t holding back, holding in, any longer. Did West see it? Were they proud?

			But that answered it: the art room. Of course. If I had any hope of bending worlds and changing fates, it would happen there.

			I spun in a circle, trying to figure out where I stood. Nothing looked familiar and everything looked wrong and I kept spinning and now I was dizzy and the world was all off, but someone gripped my shoulders, said my name, and it was Ryan. Ryan! My Ryan. He’s come to save me.

			I lunge for him. He grips harder and holds me at arm’s length. “Destiny,” he says again. “Stop.”

			I look in his face and I’ve lost him, I know I’ve lost him, and I won’t lose our baby too.

			“You’re— Is that blood? Oh my god. You’re covered in—”

			“Cinnamon,” I say. “She’s coming. I can’t stop it. I need to get her to Arantha.”

			Ryan huffs smoke and breathes fire. “There’s no baby. I know there’s no baby. We didn’t even—”

			“No no no, there is, I will save her,” I say.

			“Enough.” He shakes me. My vision goes red.

			“Cinnamon!” I scream it.

			“Destiny?” Naila’s voice. Naila’s teeth. What big eyes she has. No.

			“No time for wolves. She’s coming now. The blood. We have to go. I don’t care what it looks like. I can save her if I get there, I will get there and make the sacrifice.” My balance gives way, but Ryan’s grip keeps me upright. Naila comes closer. My brambles surge and hold her back.

			“Listen to me. This has to stop. I think you need serious help.” The vines are getting him too now—snaring his legs, his chest. He lets them.

			I twist out of his grasp. I should have known he would never understand me.

			I turn to run, but the path is gone. I trip, I fall, and keep falling falling falling.

			There are noises there are lights or is that backward, which came first? So many words not enough blood no too much blood, blood in wrong places, all the places—get there save me? I will save me I will find her no stop moving please stop talking, words all nonsense nod to stop them no don’t take we have to get there who can help me in the circles out of circles never circles circles shircles smircles standing lying floor stop over over finished tired blood it’s done so done we’re done no fun he’s done I’m done it’s done all done not done can’t run Tosh help me please not over no, Tosh please—

		

	
		
			
			Once there was a girl who had a knife

			and wondered how best to use it.

			She tested the blade on her fingertip. It was tarnished yet sharp.

			Sharp enough to do damage.

			Sharp enough to do what it had to.

			But the herbs did not need cutting.

			When she pulled them from her satchel, they crumbled against her

			palm and disintegrated into dust.

			She cupped the dust to keep it safe, and walked to the restless stream.

			The girl knelt by the water and trickled a few cool drops into her

			hand.

			She used her knife to stir the paste.

			The rock grew larger inside her.

			Perhaps she needed the blade after all.

			She turned the knife toward her chest and,

			in one clean motion, sliced

			her garment away.

			With her flesh exposed, she slathered the paste

			on the spot where her heart once lived.

			The mixture seeped into her skin and fixed nothing.

			Nothing.

			Until—

			The rock softened, just a little.

			Not a lot.

			Only enough to let a small piece of the girl

			back inside.

			And with it, a murmur of possibility.

			She stared at the path.

			It was a long journey back to reclaim her heart. She would need

			more herbs. She would need

			more faith.

			She could not get there without

			beginning.
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			Instead of falling apart, I fell into Arantha.

			Finally.

			I curled my bare toes in the cool, dewy grass and saw the queendom before me.

			Arantha. My Arantha. It was ready to welcome me home.

			I stepped toward the gates with the baby in my arms, wrapped in a warm, soft blanket. The weight of her gave me comfort. The fact of her gave me strength. She cooed, and I listened but did not look at my daughter’s face. I kept my eyes on Arantha, the place where she belonged. The place that saved us both.

			Tosh watched us approach, and his smile twitched at the corners. I slowed.

			The bundle in my arms was a gift, a promise, a wish, a burden. Mine. The fate I was given.

			If I walked through these gates, I could hold her forever. I only had to let everything else go.

			Everything.

			What was there for me in the world I came from?

			I stopped in front of Tosh. His pupils glinted.

			“Hey, kid. I thought I might see you here,” he said.

			I didn’t smile back. Once I smiled, it would be decided, and I still hadn’t chosen my fate. Or had I?

			I thought of a story I read in the book I stole when I was young. It was the shortest tale in the very long book and, in some ways, the most gruesome.

			Once there was a girl whose heart broke to pieces, and she never, ever recovered. The end.

			Was that my story? Was that my ending? It might be, if I let it. It would be, if I stayed. All I had to do was embrace it.

			But what if there was another story in me?

			The swathe in my arms grew heavier. Too heavy. As if the blanket were filled with rocks. I moved the baby to a new position, and she wailed. Red songbirds joined her. They chirped the refrain of a song we’d already sung. She would not accept their tale.

			Tosh looked pained, but I understood. Her cry was sharp—it aimed to sever. To unbind us was an act of love.

			Listen.

			I handed Tosh the baby that completed our agreement and released me from his debt. My arms felt empty without her, but free. He cradled her gently. The baby went quiet. I took a step back from them both.

			He frowned. “You’re not staying.”

			I looked at the bundle and saw for the first time this treasure I created. No—this person. Her tiny, scrunched-up face. Her eyes, deep and dark. Her thick, reddish hair even softer than Tosh’s.

			I saw none of Ryan in her, and only a hint of me. She was a lot more like herself. As she should be. That would serve her well, here and wherever she chose to go. In whatever future she created.

			“No,” I answered.

			He closed the distance between us. “Destiny. Stay with me. Stay and be part of this story. Stay and let it be easy. Stay and let it be good.”

			I shook my head. “Promise you will always take care of her. And teach her to take care of herself,” I said. “Show her no prophecy controls her. Tell her she decides her own fate.”

			He paused as if to argue, then nodded. “And what do I tell her about you?”

			I considered the answer. I considered my truth. “Tell her I needed a twice upon a time, and I found a way to tell it.”

			Tosh spoke, and the baby cried over other sounds, other voices. I heard the nurse. The bell. West. Ryan. Huck? Naila. The EMTs. A siren.

			Sounds from a world, my world, where the mess of truth awaited me.

			Tosh quieted the baby and reached out his hand.

			I’d already left them both behind.
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			I blink against the bright, startling lights of a hospital room, close my eyes, and fight to reopen them. My head sinks, heavy on the pillow. My chest aches with each heartbeat.

			I look around.

			Ryan is gone. Tosh is gone. Cinnamon is gone. Arantha is gone.

			But I am here.

			A stark white canvas blinks back at me.

		

	
		
			
			Once there was a girl who no longer believed

			in fairy tales. She believed in herself instead.
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			[The printed version of this book ends with a new Chapter One and page one, which is blank to show Destiny beginning again.]
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