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A Fae Tale

When Dovana was a child in Lithuania, Roze saved her
life. Roze is a Laume, a type of Lithuanian fae. The two became
fast friends, staying in touch by leaving a letter and a present
for the other every year.

Now, Dovana is in college in Toronto, and while those
letters still mean the world to her, she wants to see Roze again.
She investigates everything she can think of to learn more about
the fae and stumbles upon a hidden society of fiends.

Meanwhile, Roze has been focusing on her duties of
saving children in danger, while trying to prevent the fate that
she knows Dovana is destined for, but nothing she does seems to
change it. When she has to come to Toronto to save Dovana from her
own investigation, she finds that she can’t avoid destiny…or love
any longer.
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Prologue

It happened fifteen years ago, back in the old
country, when I was six. Mama had told me not to wander off, but I
got bored when she was hanging the clothes out to dry. The woods by
our house were neither large nor dangerous, and I thought if I
found a mushroom or two, then she’d never stay mad.

So I embarked on my quest. I don’t recall if I was a
princess or a witch, only that I had to go into the woods. It was
all a game. I’d fight some monster, find the mushrooms or save my
kingdom—maybe it was both—and then I’d be home before she even had
time to worry.

Then I got lost.

Then I found monsters.

I’d expected to slay a dragon or maybe vanquish a
troll. I’d picked up a stick along the path, and when I wasn’t
walking with it, it was my weapon. I found those mushrooms and not
in any circle. This isn’t some Scottish fable, and the only rings
we have are in the grass. But when I turned around, I didn’t know
where I was.

The woods were small, and the sun was still up, but
I was even smaller and had taken a few too many turns. I called for
help, and someone answered.

It wasn’t Mama, and Papa wasn’t due home for hours.
I heard a woman’s voice, and it was beautiful. I ran for it,
skirting around a towering oak, and I heard it again. It seemed
someone had come to my rescue.

Except when I found them, they weren’t human. My
college guidance counselor—my old roommate ratted me out—insisted
that I wasn’t remembering correctly. Or that I was making it up.
It’s why I don’t tend to tell people about it. Canadians never
understand.

My grandma had told me stories about laumes. How
they would look after babies or eat them and how they could see the
future. It seemed each telling changed their appearance. Sometimes
they were beautiful women. In others, they had the bodies of dogs
or mares. My favorite version was when they had the talons of a
bird and the body of a goat, as she always used that interpretation
of them for when they ate the baby. It must’ve been her Catholic
upbringing.

What I saw was all of that. One woman had talons and
the legs of a goat; another had the body of mare. They were all
wearing simple white linen dresses, so I can’t say what else looked
inhuman. The third, however, looked nearly like a normal girl. She
was almost my size and had hair and skin even fairer than mine,
though she only had a single eye.

The child stared at me, and I stared back.
Sometimes, I wonder why I didn’t try to raise my walking stick. It
was meant for battling monsters, after all.

Rather than eating me, the two grownup laumes
beckoned me forth, and in a singsong voice, with breath that
smelled of an early morning rain—I always remember that part—one
called out, “Come here, child.” Though, of course, in
Lithuanian.

Now from what I’ve heard, you all had “stranger
danger” and the like. We were taught to actually be polite, so I
went toward her, staring at the imposing being, her goat legs
making her look shorter than her body seemed to demand. Despite
this, she was still an imposing presence, but her serene face
provided comfort rather than fear. “What is your name, child?”

I swallowed. “Dovana, ma’am.”

“And I’m sure you are.” I’d been hearing the same
joke all my life. It was almost reassuring in this context. I am my
parent’s “Gift.” “My name is Matina, and this is Julija.” She
gestured to the laume with the mare’s body.

The young one ran up to me, extending her hand. “And
I’m Roze. I’ve never met anyone who looked weird. What are
you?”

“Child,” Matina said.

“But she’s weird!”

“I don’t look that different from you,” I protested.
How could she be the one saying I looked weird? They were
monsters!

“Yeah, you do.” Her eye widened, then narrowed, and
she peered closer, leaning in to study me. “Weird.”

I looked to make sure she didn’t have bird feet or
anything.

“What are you?” she repeated.

Matina answered for me. “She’s a human, dear.”

Roze stared, her jaw dropping. Then, to my great
surprise, rather than trying to eat me, she hid behind a tree.

The older monster chuckled, waving off the excitable
little girl-creature. “Don’t worry about her. She means no
offense.”

I studied the tree, her hand barely poking past it
as she cowered. I couldn’t imagine why she’d be scared of me. I was
only a human, a child. I’d barely even seen past the outer reaches
of Babtai, except for a few trips to Vilnius with my papa. How
could I have posed the slightest threat to a laume? “Why is she
scared of me?”

That laugh will stick with me, I think, until the
day I die. There was the sound of thunder in it, but only the
comforting elements, not the worry of being struck by lightning or
even the frightening bang. “She’s never seen any of your kind
before, child, and there are many tales of the horrors you
wreak.”

“Yeah, well, I could say the same.” Let’s pretend I
didn’t stick my tongue out at a child-eating monster.

A strangely human hand rested on my head. Here it
was; she was going to eat me. I closed my eyes, ready to face my
doom. “What has brought you here, child? This is no place for
you.”

“I live here,” I insisted. At the time, it seemed if
I confessed that I was lost, she’d see all the more reason to eat
me.

Her smile was perfect. Serene. Lovely. Teeth
flashed, and they weren’t the wicked fangs I’d expected but instead
a pleasant warm grin with the slightest overbite. “You must be the
newest addition to that family. We’ve seen them before, out
harvesting…well…” She gestured at the pocket I’d stuffed the
mushrooms in. “Why don’t you run home? I’m sure they’re very
worried.”

I stared at her, barely willing to blink. I had no
choice. “I…” It didn’t want to come out.

“Do you not know the way? Oh, sweet child.” Sweet? I
took a step back. “We can guide you back.” Her goat legs took a
step back, her talons digging into the soft dirt as she pivoted,
looking to the tree Roze had hidden behind. “Perhaps my daughter
could guide you. She needs to overcome her fear.”

At least she’d have more trouble eating me. And I
still had my stick. “Okay,” I squeaked, the fear taking my
voice.

“Roze,” she called.

“No!”

“Roze,” she repeated.

Several seconds passed. When it seemed that she was
intent on ignoring her mother, Roze finally stomped out from around
the tree, looking anywhere but me. “I don’t wanna. What if she…”
Her gaze fell on me for the barest instant, but she never finished
the thought.

“Child. Take her home.”

“But…” Another stomp and she peeked around her
mother to me, doing her best to keep her distance. “You live at
that house on the western edge of the woods?”

I nodded.

“Fine.” With a leap to the side, as if to keep well
out of my reach, she gestured for me to follow her and led me away
from the safety or danger of the older laumes. It was a relief. I
think. At least I was headed home.

We walked in silence for what felt like hours, but
given that I was a child and brushing my teeth felt like hours, I
assume it was less. The sun was still well above the horizon when I
glimpsed it through the trees.

“Why do you hate humans?” I asked when I could hold
it in no longer. “What have we ever done?”

She glared at me and rolled her eye, turning her
gaze back to the forest floor and the roots jutting out before us.
“Like you don’t know. Mother read me the stories. I know what
humans do. Your kind lives to kill us. You hunt monsters. You slay
dragons. You butcher trolls. Why would I ever trust you? I don’t
know why they want me to help you, but if they didn’t…” She huffed
and stomped her foot. “Well, I’d do something awful.”

Even at the time, the irony wasn’t lost on me. I’d
set out that very day with dreams of fighting dragons and trolls.
But not real ones. I wasn’t actually a murderer. I wasn’t the
monster she made me out to be, no human was. “That’s not true,” I
insisted, ignoring my cognitive dissonance. “You’re the ones who
hurt people. Mama has told me the tales. She told me about how you
eat babies and toss their bodies at their mother’s feet. You’re
bad.” The words sounded more certain than I felt. After all, they
hadn’t eaten me, had they?

She wheeled on me, coming the closest she’d ever
been, staring right into my eyes. Well, one of them. “We would
never. I would never. You’re the bad guys.”

“Nuh-uh!”

“Yuh-huh!”

It went on like that for a while.

She groaned. “Well, then, what were you doing
here?”

“I was looking for mushrooms.” I could have told her
that I was playing, but then she’d have asked what I was playing,
and that would take us back into the argument.

“Prove it.”

I pulled a mushroom from my pocket.

She studied it for a moment, and her features
relaxed, her glare diminished, and she granted me a smile, one like
her mother’s but with a missing tooth. “Oh, why didn’t you say
so?”

“Do you want one?”

She shook her head. “I don’t like mushrooms. I like
bread.”

I hadn’t picked any bread in the woods, so I offered
an, “I’m sorry.”

“It’s okay.” She shrugged, looking at the mushroom
and then the trail ahead. “It’s a long walk still.” The woods were
maybe a square kilometer, and we must’ve already walked at least
that distance in a straight line. “Want to play?”

Of course I did. So we played. She picked up her own
stick and fought me, and then we fought evil humans coming to kill
the monsters. It was her idea. When we finally made it home, the
sun was touching the western horizon, and we were both
exhausted.

“That was fun,” Roze said.

“Yeah!”

We ran up to the door, and Mama opened it, looking
terrified. “Vana! I’ve been worried sick.” She pulled me into her
arms, squeezing the air out of my lungs. “Where did you run off to?
We’ve looked everywhere. Your papa is still out with the neighbors
looking for you, but I thought you might…did you smell dinner
cooking and come home?”

I shook my head, but I’m not sure that she
noticed.

“What happened? I told you to stay right there.
Where did you…Vana, you can’t run off like this.”

“I know, Mama. I’m sorry. I was out playing with my
new friend.” I gestured back, and she finally released me. “Can she
stay for dinner?”

“What friend?”

I turned around, looking every which way, but Roze
was simply gone. The stick she’d been playing with lay in the dirt
as the only sign that she was even real. “She was right there.” I
pointed hard enough that it seemed it would will her back.

“Well, perhaps she’ll come back later,” Mama
said.

With another glance into the woods, I nodded. Maybe
she wasn’t hungry. “I found some mushrooms.”

“That’s great, dear. Go inside and set the table.
I’m going to try to let your father know to come home.”

She found him quickly, I explained what happened,
and we had a normal family meal, though I was not allowed dessert.
Since I couldn’t have it, I asked Mama to leave it out for Roze in
case she came back after I went to bed. It had been a long day, and
I was very tired.

In the morning, the cookies were gone, replaced with
two gold bars. That convinced my parents that the story was true.
They celebrated and started making plans to move. They considered
Vilnius, then America, but only years later did we ever end up in
Toronto.

I haven’t seen Roze since. I do get letters,
though.


Chapter One

Dovana

It’s 2009, in Toronto, Canada, and a loud blaring
sound keeps erupting from the other side of the room. It grows
muffled and finally stops. Not wanting to let any light in, I keep
my eyes shut and turn onto my side, facing the wall and trying to
will myself back to sleep.

Just when I start to drift back into my dreams, the
blaring starts up again, screaming like a klaxon. The noise stops
and is followed by the sound of something hitting the wall and feet
hitting the ground. “Gah!” my roommate roars. Caroline normally
snoozes her alarm at least three times. If she keeps doing like
today and only snoozing it once, I’ll be grateful. Now I can
finally sleep.

“Do you know where I put my Foundations of
Econometrics textbook?” she asks. “It’s not in my bag, and I
can’t find it.”

My silence doesn’t seem to satisfy her, as she
doesn’t start moving again. I can hear her breathing behind me.
“I’m asleep.”

“But have you seen it?”

Groaning, I roll over, swinging my feet off the bed.
“I think it was on the microwave.”

Her wide lips split into a grin, and if I wasn’t
exhausted, I’d find it hard to be mad at her. Brown eyes crinkle,
and her ponytail sways as she sprints the few feet to our
microwave. The kitchen is in the bedroom, as is every other room
save the bathroom. “Yep. It’s here. Thank you.”

I mutter a response in Lithuanian and lay my head
back on my pillow. I don’t have to be up for two more hours, as I
was not mad enough to sign up for a seven a.m. class.

The door opens, and I think I’m finally going to be
allowed to go back to my dreams when she calls, “Hey, could you
grab some toilet paper? I’m gonna be in class all day.”

“I’m going to my parent’s tonight.”

“Steal some from them?” I can hear the awkward smile
in her voice.

I sigh. “If you’ll let me sleep, then fine.”

“You’re the best.” The door slams behind her, and
I’m back in Babtai.

✥ ✥ ✥

I tap my pen on the table, propping my head up on my
other arm. My stomach growls. I’d only had a bagel and coffee for
lunch in between classes. Maybe I’ll be lucky and Mama will already
have dinner ready when class gets out.

“So unlike Aristotle, the existentialists like
Simone de Beauvoir and her husband—”

“Jean-Paul Sartre,” a student says.

“Yes, I know.” Professor Marion rolls her eyes. It
isn’t even the first time a student has called her out on this
habit. She’d explained that it was to challenge norms and give de
Beauvoir the credit she deserved. To me, it always comes off as
excessive, but I didn’t have to go through decades in the field, or
maybe de Beauvoir’s treatment would’ve grated on me too. Professor
Marion breaks into an explanation on the reading that we should
have done, explaining de Beauvoir’s theories on sexuality and how
Jean-Paul Sartre had ridden her coattails.

As I did the reading and paid attention the last
time she went into this rant, I take the time to start the chapter
for Friday.

“So they were really okay with dating other people?”
a voice asks. Normally, I wouldn’t care, but the timid tones of the
only other lesbian in the class—we went around to volunteer that
information—draws my attention. She’s so pitiful, it’s hard not to
worry about her. She seems to shrink as the entire class looks at
her.

“That’s not really relevant, Ms. Lester, but from
what I’ve read, more than you’d think, less than they acted like.
Now, can we please move to the topic.”

“Right, sorry,” Abigail Lester squeaks. If she
wasn’t a freshman, I’d call her cute.

Professor Marion resumes her lecture, speeding
through the slides, and doesn’t even finish the presentation by the
time the bell rings.

It’s 4:30, and my father doesn’t get off work until
five, so I decide to go bother an old friend of mine.

Taya Vasilev started school here the same time as I
did—we actually met at orientation—and she was the only student
there who wasn’t born within a hundred miles of Toronto. At least,
judging by accents, I suppose a few could’ve assimilated
better.

We formed a fast friendship, and it turned to more.
My parents couldn’t have been happier when I broke up with her.
They’d always hated the Russian girl, and they had a list of
reasons why, ending with a particular TV station. “Hey, bitch,” I
greet her, pulling Taya’s attention away from the classmate she’d
been talking to.

With a hearty chuckle, she pulls me into a hug.
“Haven’t seen you in a couple days, Vana. Where have you been?”

“Busy with school.” I wish I had some fanciful tale
to weave. At least that I’d had a hot date more recently than a
year ago. But I was never one to embellish. “Waiting for Papa to
pick me up. You’re more than welcome to join us.”

She snickers. “Yes, I’m sure they would love
that.”

“Oh, come on. They haven’t been nearly as bad about
you since we split up.”

“Your mother told me to get in line if I wanted any
bread.”

I do my best not to laugh. Really, I do. Perhaps I’m
too used to my mother’s sense of humor, or maybe it really was a
good joke. “It wasn’t even good bread.”

“No. No it wasn’t.” She rolls her eyes, slinging her
backpack from her shoulder and gesturing toward a bench. There’s
light foot traffic around campus and a few people smoking in a
gazebo, so there’s not much to observe from our new seat. A
squirrel scurries over to investigate a piece of an apple on the
ground, looks at us, and runs away.

I sigh, slumping and stretching my legs out. “Do you
have much homework?”

She rolls her eyes. “Same as ever. Are you trying to
avoid something?”

I shrug.

“Today’s the day, isn’t it? Your weird superstitious
thing.”

I nod.

“That why you’re seeing your parents?”

“What? No.” I stare at her. “I see them every
Wednesday.”

Her hand darts up to brush an errant strand of dark
brown hair from her eyes. “I forgot about that.”

“Have you heard from yours recently?”

Taya shakes her head, studying the bit of apple.
“Not in a few weeks. Time difference and all that.”

“Of course.”

She shrugs. “I met a new girl.”

Righting myself, I gape at her. It’s not that I’m
jealous—at least any more than a nostalgic twinge—I’ve never seen
her show any interest in anyone else. “Congrats,” I offer
nonchalantly.

“Don’t worry. It’s no one you know.”

“Why would I worry about that?”

“I thought you wouldn’t want me stealing your meager
options. I know how long it can take you to work up the nerve to
make a move on a girl. Wouldn’t want to interrupt that
process.”

“It was a week!”

“A week of me practically throwing myself at
you.”

“Still only a week. And I didn’t even see you for
half of it.”

“I’m pretty sure we saw each other every day that
week. Class hadn’t started yet.”

“Well…” Damn, she’s right. “You could’ve asked
me.”

“I did. You misunderstood.”

I grumble. “Clearly, your accent was too thick.”

With a snort, she spits back, “I’m sure that’s all
it was.”

“Wasn’t sure if you were asking me for some vodka or
a date.”

“I don’t think any accent would do that.”

“It was the first Russian stereotype I could think
of.”

She leans in, and her hand settles on my shoulder as
she meets my eyes, a deadly serious expression on her face. “You
need to ask your mother for help making better Russian jokes.”

To avoid acknowledging her, I take out my flip
phone. A text from my father says that he’s on his way, and the
clock reads 5:05. So I can’t yet make my escape. “Well, you’ll have
to introduce me to your new girl.” At least it moves the topic
safely away from my own terrible dating skills.

“If things get serious, I’m sure I’ll have to
introduce you eventually.” Her broad grin belies her nonchalance.
She really does like this girl. Despite the twinge of
jealousy—though I’m not sure if it’s of her or the mysterious
woman—I really am happy for her.

“What’s her name?”

“Stephanie.”

“Wow, she’s not even Slavic.”

“You’ll live.”

“I don’t know if that’s true.”

Taya sighs. “That’s how you know you’re Russian. All
those depressed remarks. If you had a bit more vodka, you’d sound
exactly like any of our poets.”

If there’s one thing that my parents taught me…
“Call me Russian again, and I’ll show you what I learned in that
kickboxing class last year.”

“Saturday?”

“For meeting the Canadian girl or for our
fight?”

“Both, probably.”

I wish I had to check my schedule. “Yeah, I’m free.”
My phone buzzes with a new text. I’m here. He’s early. “And
with that, I’d best be off.”

“Give your parents a proper red hello from their old
nemesis.”

“Sure, I’ll tell them you called them comrades.”

“That should work.”

I give her a quick peck on the cheek, scoop my bag
off the ground, and run a couple blocks toward my dorm.


Chapter Two

Roze

A lonesome baby cries in the woods. It calls to me.
Our other duties have begun to fall by the wayside as society has
moved on, but children will always grow lost. And we’ll always be
there.

This one was lost through no fault of its mother’s.
She desires not gold nor power, only her child returned. I know
this as surely as I know my woods.

I arrive on my own, swept along by its need for
protection. I travel without my mother today. I have for many years
now. It’s a strange change, though I’ve had time to grow accustomed
to it, but as a child, I always expected to arrive as one of three.
Remaining a trio is not unheard of, I’ve even done so, but it’s not
so common as I’d once thought.

The pitiful thing wails as I approach. “Don’t fear,
child. I’m here. All will be all right.” I scoop him into my arms,
brushing a finger along the apple-round cheek. “I could just eat
you up.”

He squeaks and babbles back at me, drooling on my
hand.

“Your mother will be along soon. She’s worried sick
about you.” And looking for him. She’s near, stepping into my
woods. In a moment, I’ll have to return him.

Despite what the mothers always fear—what I know
people say—I’ve never felt the slightest urge to steal one of the
children in my care. We don’t replace them with brooms or whatever
that story claimed. That was all paranoid women trying to look a
gift horse in the mouth. Humans who would stop at nothing to
distrust us.

Children are our calling. We know their futures,
care for the lost, and save those from parents who care not for
them.

Her foot falls in my woods, and I feel it. I knew
the mother wouldn’t be long. The baby babbles over my shoulder as I
weave between the trees, knowing every twist and turn of the path
to reach her.

There she is. A slight thing, with dark hair and a
feeble body. I’m surprised she was able to give birth. “Paulinus,”
she calls, holding a light as her gaze rakes over my woods.

“I have him.” My voice is soft and cool; there’s no
reason to alarm her. Her intentions are pure. The little
child—Paulinus—crawled off while she smoked meat. Its scent wafts
over. Meat, hardly my preference. I hope she doesn’t expect me to
take some in thanks.

She turns, her light shining right in my eye.
Squinting, I see her jaw drop as she stammers something
unintelligible.

“Your child is fine.” I hold him out and receive an
annoyed gurgle for my trouble.

The woman stares at the baby. “It’s…but you’re…”
Fortunately, she thinks enough to shine the light somewhere other
than my face, illuminating the dirt and rocks at our feet.

I nod.

Her foot digs into the ground. She’ll twist her
ankle if she tries to run. I can see it, hear the snap, feel the
pain.

“Lift your foot up, there’s a root right there.
You’ll trip.”

In her confusion, she does trip but catches herself.
There’s no snap. “But…why would you—”

“I’m merely here to return your child.”

“How do I know it’s my child?” She looks like she
wants to scream it but is simply too scared. Normally, my visage is
more comforting than that of my sisters. I glance down and see my
hands and feet are still those of humans. It’s only the tales that
frighten her. “You’re a laume. I know what you do.”

I lean forward, extending the child and risking my
balance should she attempt to attack me. Others have before. But
it’s a sign of trust, and I hope she’ll see it as that rather than
as an opening. “Please. You know your boy. This is your
Paulinus.”

Darting forward, she snatches the infant from my
hands before retreating again, her eyes wide as she stares at
me.

Gold appears in my hand, sifting through my fingers,
falling to my feet, embedding itself in the dirt. There’s powder,
bars, coins, jewelry, it’s all the same to us. “You’re a sick and
overworked mother, raising the child on your own. Take this, and
may it ease your burdens.”

She continues to stare, no words leaving her
mouth.

“You have nothing to fear from me. You are a good
mother who simply needs a helping hand. You didn’t seek in greed or
wile. Take the gold. It is a gift, and you owe me nothing in
return. Simply care for your child as he deserves.”

Her gaze falls to the cooing baby before darting
back to me, scared and expecting me to lunge. What stories has she
heard? The changeling rumor I understand, but is she scared that
I’ll pinch and tweak her to death? “Thank you,” she stammers.

“You owe me no thanks.” The last of the gold falls
at her feet, and I walk away, letting my woods take me in. The
child will grow to be a politician; a scandal will nearly unseat
him, but he’ll devote himself anew and turn Klaipeda into the most
prosperous town it’s been since Germans first took an interest in
it. While I have somewhere I must be.


Chapter Three

Dovana

The garage door closes, leaving us in an overly
packed two-car garage with barely enough room for the single car.
“I can smell your mother’s cooking already,” my father says.

It isn’t true. The kitchen is halfway across the
house, with a good three walls in the way, and the car doors are
still closed. Despite this, I’m almost hungry enough to agree. I
should’ve had more than that bagel this morning.

He opens the door to the house, letting me in first,
and now I really can smell it. The scents of spiced meat, frying
oil, and crisping potatoes perfume the air. My favorite. “You
didn’t tell me we were having potato pancakes.”

“He wanted to save it as a surprise,” my mother
calls from the other room. “I trust it’s a pleasant one.”

“It is!”

My little brother’s footsteps sound down the hall
toward the bedrooms. “Oh, you’re here.” Matis stares at me, bright
blue eyes shining up from messy blond hair.

“Is that how we say hello now?” Papa asks.

“Hi, Vana,” he mutters, heading toward the
kitchen.

I muss his hair as I follow. “Nice to see you too,
Matis,” The brat.

“There’s some gira in the fridge,” Mama says.

My ears perk up. She hasn’t made my favorite drink
in years. Am I in trouble? Am I being rewarded? It’s the middle of
the semester, so grades couldn’t have been sent out…what happened?
“With strawberries?” I ask.

“Make sure before you pour it. There’s one with
raisins in it too.”

Blegh. Raisins. I tentatively sniff one of
the sealed carafes on the top shelf, as the opening is too small to
tell what’s floating in it, and I am not willing to risk exposure
to the foul food. Mostly, it smells like beer but breadier. There’s
the faintest hint of strawberry, however, so I take a risk and pour
it in a large glass.

“Want any?” I ask no one in particular.

“Yeah,” Matis calls from his seat at the table.

“Then at least set the table, and I’ll pour you
one.”

Grumbling, he pulls himself back to his feet and to
the cupboards.

Oil bubbles as another pancake splashes into the
pan. “How many are you going to want?” my mother asks.

Ten. “Like, three.”

She studies the nearly empty bowl of mashed
potatoes. “There should be just enough for you to have four.”

Score. “Thanks, Mama.” I set the drinks on the table
before thinking better of it and heading back to get the gross kind
for my parents. I know raisins barely affect the flavor, but I
don’t know how they can stomach it. It’s like having dead bugs in
your drink. Though any time I have voiced that concern, she says
that they called that an extra treat when she was a kid.

My brother finishes setting the table and sits
across from me while my father sits to my right, sipping idly at
his drink. “You need any help, honey?”

“No, we’re all done.” She sets a plate piled high
with potato pancakes and a heaping helping of cabbage at the center
of the table and sits across from my papa. “Dig in, everyone. Good
potato.”

Matis snickers. He loves how much he has corrupted
our perfectly innocent language. Just because he had to learn
English first and couldn’t manage to pronounce it on his first try,
now we always have to say it. I glare at him as menacingly as I can
manage while I fork my dinner onto my plate. They’re as crisp and
perfect as ever, the golden skin like a mouthwatering french fry,
barely containing the pork and onion mixture. Before anyone can say
anything more, I help myself. Maybe I’m simply starving, but I
swear she’s never made them better. I wish I really could have
ten.

“How was school?” Mama asks, spreading butter on
hers.

“It was fine,” Matis and I both reply.

I gesture for him to go first so I can focus on my
food and maybe even snatch up an extra pancake. “The teacher
started reading a new book—it’s really good—something about a milk
carton, and we had to start doing math where the answer doesn’t go
at the end after the equal mark. It’s really weird.”

“You’re doing algebra?” our father asks.

He shrugs.

“How’re you picking it up?”

He shrugs again. “It’s all right. Just weird.”

“What about you, Dovana?” Mama asks.

“We went over de Beauvoir’s ideas of female
empowerment and discussed the reading from a chapter of The
Second Sex. And in my morning class, I got to learn about how
everything is fire. Which I’m sure made cooking the food a lot
easier.”

“What?”

“It’s part of what led up to the idea of the four
elements,” I explain, wiping food from my lips with a cloth napkin.
“One of the early ideas was that there was only fire. It was
basically a metaphor for change.” I’d actually really enjoyed the
lesson, but it’s quickly dawning on me that I should not be a
teacher. I have no idea how to convey it in such a way that it will
make sense to anyone who doesn’t already love the ideas of Greek
philosophy. They had about the same reaction when I tried
explaining the allegory of the cave.

“Well, I’m glad you’re enjoying it,” Papa says.

“It’s really interesting.”

“Have you thought any more about what you’re going
to do with your degree?” My mother sounds worried. It’s not like I
need to worry about the money. Not that she has ever been able to
relax enough to really enjoy that.

I chew on my lip, the last pancake on my plate
looking
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