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    For every teen who's ever hidden behind a mask—may you find the courage to show your true reflection, and the strength to love what you see.
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Chapter 1 — Hairline Crack (Ordinary World)
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The day the mirror found her, Ivy was supposed to be buying a casserole dish.

Mom had texted from the hospital at 6:42 a.m.—a photo of a Post-it stuck to her badge: Casserole dish? Borrowed neighbor’s last week. Returning today. Love you & Theo. Underneath was a heart that looked like a deflated balloon. Ivy stared at the message while brushing her teeth, propping the phone against the faucet until the vibration alert almost knocked it into the sink. She tilted the screen back, caught a warped version of her mouth in the chrome. For a second the distortion looked like a grin she didn’t recognize, the kind you wear when you don’t care what anyone thinks. She snapped a picture of the faucet because the stretched reflection felt truer than the real one. Two minutes later, she deleted it. Cataloging faucet emotions was not normal. Also, if anyone ever scrolled her camera roll—say, the photo editor at school who already thought she hoarded images—it would be impossible to explain.

Cedar Ridge in mid-September wasn’t trying very hard. The maples along Ridgeview Drive had only begun to flirt with orange. The sky was an ordinary blue, not cinematic. The strip mall’s parking lot sat as always—a bright grid of pickups, sedans, and one motorcycle leaning like a question mark. The thrift store—Second Chance Finds—pressed itself between a nail salon and a party shop that bragged about helium tanks like they were luxury cars. Someone had hand-painted the name across the thrift store window in off-kilter letters. Ivy liked the imperfections. They felt honest.

A bell over the door chimed two notes when she pushed it open. Dust, dish soap, and something sweet drifted out to meet her, like perfume that had forgotten what it wanted to be. The aisles were a cheerful chaos: rainbow stacks of plates, a basket overflowing with mismatched cutlery, lampshades balanced on each other like hats at a costume party.

“Kitchenware’s back left,” the man at the counter called without looking up from his pricing gun. He wore a sweater the exact gray of cloudy dishwater. “Casseroles and such on the bottom shelf.”

“Thanks,” Ivy said. She said it softly, the way she always did in unfamiliar places. Softer meant fewer chances of someone saying, Huh? Speak up. Softer meant fewer eyes.

Her shoes made no sound on the linoleum as she threaded past a rack of denim jackets and a bin of faded plushies. She could hear someone in the next aisle humming “Take On Me” a beat too slow. On the back wall, kitchenware gleamed under fluorescent lights: towers of Pyrex, rows of corningware, a small army of chipped mugs that announced things like World’s Okayest Dad and But First, Coffee. Ivy crouched to the bottom shelf and slid out an oval dish with blue flowers along the rim. It felt dependable in her hands: heavy enough to matter, light enough to carry home on the bus.

“Bingo,” she whispered to the dish. “Heroic lasagna, incoming.”

A flash of glass caught her eye. Nestled behind an ugly gravy boat was a hand mirror. Not the plastic kind from drugstores but something older, heavier. Its handle had the suggestion of leaves winding up its length, and the back was etched with a pattern that reminded her of the vines that climbed the chain-link fence at the town’s middle school. The metal frame wasn’t silver or gold exactly—more like the color of a wedding ring after three decades.

Ivy wasn’t a mirror person. She knew how to angle herself in a bathroom mirror to catch only hair and one eye and pretend that counted as “getting ready.” She’d learned how to crop her face from group photos without making it obvious. She had also learned to appear, at will, as if she had simply wandered out of frame, a ghost with perfect timing. But the hand mirror pulled her gaze the way flooded sidewalks did—dangerous and irresistible.

She lifted it out and held it at shoulder height. Her reflection looked mostly normal at first glance: brown eyes, the left one slightly larger than the right if you knew to look; nose she’d once loved before the Internet taught her there were better noses to love; lips chapped, because she always forgot the ChapStick at the bottom of her backpack. But at the edges of the glass—there—the lines wavered. The room bent. Her face floated in the middle like a coin in water, and the perimeter swelled and thinned, as if the mirror were breathing around her.

“Creepy,” she said, which was Ivy-speak for interesting.

She kept the casserole dish tucked against her hip and turned the mirror slowly, tilting it up to catch the thrift store bulbs, down to catch the scuffed floor, sideways to catch a strip of posters detailing fire exits and donation guidelines. The warping stayed. It didn’t whiten her teeth or slim her jaw or do any of the mercies she’d seen in selfie filters. It only echoed what she already feared: that she was in focus in the middle and messy at the edges, the kind of person who could be misread with a small crop.

“Find everything okay?”

The voice belonged to a woman in a volunteer apron. Her name tag read SANDRA in polite block letters. She was the kind of person you trusted to find the good towels before anyone else.

“Yeah,” Ivy said, and held up the dish. “Casserole perfection.”

“And that?” Sandra nodded toward the mirror.

“Not sure,” Ivy said. She almost put it back. She almost said, I don’t do mirrors. She almost explained that she was purely a behind-the-camera creature now, that the last time her face had gone public—courtesy of an unguarded moment and Noor’s impeccable timing—her stomach had crawled into her throat and stayed there for days.

But she didn’t say any of it. She carried the mirror and the dish to the counter like they were friends.

The pricing guy turned them over, tapping the mirror’s backing with a fingernail. “Old,” he said. “Not antique-antique. But pre-Instagram, for sure.”

“Is that an official time period?” Ivy asked before her mouth could check with her brain. The guy surprised her with a laugh.

“For what it’s worth, some people think old glass is better glass,” Sandra said. “More character. Little bubbles and waves that know how to forgive.”

Forgive. The word hooked onto something in Ivy’s chest. She slid a twenty across the counter, got back coins warm from the drawer, and slipped both purchases into her tote while carefully avoiding the mirror’s surface. She could handle reflections in doorknobs and faucet handles. Voluntary eye contact with her own face, on purpose, felt like stepping onto a stage by accident.

Outside, the air felt like clean laundry. She stood on the sidewalk and texted Mom a picture of the dish (cropped above her elbow, so no chance of catching her face in the window). Got it. Also mirror. Don’t ask. Love you. Three bubbles appeared instantly, then vanished as if Mom had almost texted and then remembered she was in a hallway full of actual emergencies.

Ivy tucked the phone away and began the short walk to the bus stop. The tote thumped against her hip in a reassuring rhythm. She passed the party store, paused at the window where a display of foil balloons bobbed, and used their curved surfaces to steal a glance at herself. The sight made her think of a question she hated: How do you see yourself? Not a test question exactly, but teachers and counselors loved it for essays and career days. The answer she never gave was through other people’s eyes, mostly. She wore their opinions like frames and let them decide what fit inside.

The bus took its time. Cedar Ridge buses considered schedules a polite suggestion. Ivy waited with two eighth graders rehashing a cross-country meet, a man in paint-splattered jeans asleep upright, and an old woman in a visor who knitted with yarn the color of highlighter fluid. She took the mirror out—not to look—just to feel the weight. The handle fit her palm more exactly than seemed fair. She turned it over and traced the etched vines with a thumb. The pattern made her think of Noor’s henna at last year’s spring festival, the delicate lines on Noor’s fingers that had made Ivy’s camera hand shake.

Thinking about Noor felt like pressing on a bruise. No one had been cruel during the fallout. Not exactly. No big screaming fight, no dramatic unfollow-then-refollow. Just a slow cooling and then the bucket-drop moment when a photo Noor took of Ivy—at exactly the wrong moment from exactly the wrong angle—ended up on the school meme account. Ivy hadn’t known someone could look both terrified and furious in the same frame. She had been speaking with her hands, mouth open mid-word, eyes up and aware, but Noor’s caption had been something like When your friend says “be natural” with five cry-laughing emojis. Everyone had Liked and kept scrolling, but Ivy’s stomach had done that new thing where it turned to static.

The bus groaned into view. Ivy boarded and slid into a seat near the back, the unwritten refuge of people who didn’t want to be asked where they were headed. The mirror rested beside her bag like a quiet passenger. She pictured hiding it under her bed, taking it out only when the house was asleep, letting herself practice seeing herself without flinching. She also pictured making Theo hold it while she took a silly picture of their socks to send Mom. Both seemed impossible and exactly like her.

At home, the house smelled faintly of popcorn and laundry detergent. Theo was draped upside down on the couch watching a video of a blender pulverizing various objects. “You were gone forever,” he said without turning his head. “I started writing your obituary. It’s mostly about how you left your family too soon because you went to find crockery.”

“Say crockery again like a British grandmother,” Ivy said. She set the dish on the counter and held the mirror behind her back.

“Crockery,” Theo said, more posh this time, then paused. “Whatcha hiding?”

“Absolutely nothing cursed,” Ivy said, which made Theo spring upright like a meerkat and try to peek around her.

“Is it a haunted doll? Because I’ve been praying for one.”

“It’s a mirror.”

Theo deflated a little. “Like a mirror-mirror? We have those, Ivy.”

“Not like this.” She revealed it with the kind of flourish a magician saves for card tricks. Theo leaned in until his nose almost smudged the glass.

“Whoa,” he said. “It’s like... a pond. The sides are wiggly.”

“Technical term,” she said, but quietly, because it was exactly how it felt. Not wrong, not broken. Like water finding its shape around what it held.

Theo made faces into it: fish lips, vampire teeth, eyebrows arched so high they disappeared under his bangs. “Ooooh. It makes my eyes look like an anime villain.”

“Please don’t say anime and villain in the same sentence on the Internet,” she said automatically. “You’ll get mail.”

He turned the mirror toward her before she could prepare. Ivy met her own eyes. The rest of the room melted to a buttery smear she could almost taste, and the center—not the nose she wanted to exchange, not the mouth she wished were fuller, not the slightly larger left eye—held. For two seconds she didn’t hate any of it. Then the old firewall kicked in and she looked down at the handle.

“It’s weird,” she said, aiming for casual and landing somewhere in the neighborhood of hoarse. “I like it.”

Theo set the mirror carefully on the coffee table. “Like it like it? Or like it like it’s about to start whispering in the night, ‘Show me your soul’?”

“Your soul is safe,” she said. “Mom’s casserole dish, however, is doomed.”

They cooked the lasagna on a delay because Mom texted at seven that her shift would stretch to nine—two extra admissions, one nurse down with a migraine. Theo grated mozzarella like it was a sport. Ivy layered noodles and sauce and tried not to think of the mirror sitting in the next room like a quiet witness.

When dinner was in the oven, she opened her laptop at the dining table and pulled up the school paper’s layout program. The latest upload—football preview with dead-eyed stock photos—needed captions that were both earnest and not laughable, a tricky overlap. She typed Defense Looks to Gel and backspaced the word Gel because it made her think of hair. She replaced it with Click and backspaced again because she’d been avoiding camera metaphors all year out of superstition and pettiness. The cursor blinked at her like a dare.

Her phone buzzed: a notification from a group chat she had muted months ago. RidgeView Memes. She’s not sure why she never left it. Maybe because leaving felt like the kind of announcement that prompted questions she didn’t want to answer. Today’s meme: a blurry photo of the cafeteria salad bar with the caption When the lettuce has seen things. She almost smiled. Then she saw Noor’s heart on it, blue for “care.” Something in Ivy’s chest carried out a complicated choreography of ache and anger and nostalgia.

“Earth to Rivers.” Theo snapped his fingers near her temple. “Your lasagna therapy is ready in T minus eight.”

“Copy,” she said. She closed the laptop and followed him to the kitchen. They ate at the counter, elbows practically touching, while Theo narrated his robot club’s plan for a catapult that wouldn’t destroy the gym ceiling. Ivy nodded in the right places and added comments (“Have you considered not aiming at the ceiling?” “Do not stand under the catapult.”) She let the normalness of it be a kind of medicine.

At eight forty-five, with the pan rinsed and covered in foil for Mom, Ivy drifted back to the living room. The mirror waited on the coffee table. The TV screen was gray, her laptop dark, Theo in the hallway narrating his toothbrushing process like a sports announcer. The house held still in that way houses do after a long day, as if catching its breath.

She sat on the rug and pulled the mirror into her lap. The etched vines on the back were even more careful than she’d realized, tiny grooves catching lamplight like secrets. In the seam where the backing met the frame, a corner had lifted barely a
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