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The city looks best at night when the streetlights glow like fireflies in a forest and the windows of high-rises shimmer like watchful eyes. It is easier to believe in magic when it is dark around me. Easier to believe that I am Snow White reborn into this world of concrete and glass. The world calls me Winter, but that is not my real name. Wendy Darling insists I say it during our sessions, as if calling myself it will keep me tethered to the version of me, she prefers.

"Winter," Wendy says gently. She means well. She always does. That is why I keep coming to the sessions. But she does not understand that names are stories, and mine is a door to a cold world. I can see her face change as she seems to struggle with her thoughts. It isn't like Wendy to be so uneasy. Something is bothering her. 

"Winter, I need to tell you something about your cousin. Ella had a tragic accident." Wendy says to me. I take a moment to consider what Wendy wants to hear me say in response. I never can tell what story she is part of. I need to clear my thoughts, but here is not the place for it. 

"Ella's story has ended, but my story is just starting. Do not worry Wendy I will be fine." I say to her as I stand to exit the from her office. She knows I will be back. I always come back. 

"Winter, it's okay to express grief. Why don't you sit back down, and we can discuss this more." Wendy says as I shake my head and exit her office. 

Outside the city air tastes like frost and old secrets. I walk with my hands in my coat pockets, fingers brushing the tiny glass coffin charm. It is delicate and perfect, with a little silver hinge that opens. I had them custom-made by a jeweler who never asked questions. People rarely do when you smile the right way. I always smile the right way at men. 

I recognize the woman crossing the street before me. I can hear her heels click out a static rhythm. I cross the street and follow her. She is oblivious to me. She is not my stepmother, but she is one. I can read her story in the way she moves and her arrogance. They all have that same brittle sweetness, that same cruelty hidden behind false compliments like poisoned apples. 

She scolded a child in the grocery store last week. I watched from behind a display of fruit as she leaned down over the child. I heard her telling the little girl that crying made her ugly. That no one likes an ugly child. Stories beg to be written, and tonight my story has given me an opportunity. I can feel the old heat rise in my chest. The heat that means the story is beginning again. 

Wendy told me once that I project unresolved trauma onto strangers. She also told me that I can write my own story with my ending being whatever I make it. Wendy is very smart. She is also very wrong. I do not project anything. I recognize the story as it happens. Stepmothers are everywhere wearing fresh faces, new clothes, new excuses. And I am the only one who sees them clearly.

The woman turns the corner toward the parking garage. I follow, quiet as snowfall. My pulse is steady and my breath is calm. I am not nervous. I am ready for the next chapter. When I reach the shadowed entrance, I pause and take out the glass coffin charm. It glints in the dim light as I open the tiny lid with my thumb. It is empty and waiting for the story.

I watch the stepmother as she appears again from the building entrance dragging garbage bags behind her. Her voice grates on my nerves as she screams out obscenities and accusations of her stepdaughter being lazy and worthless. She pauses to disconnect her call and put her earbuds back in her coat pocket. 

The story has chosen, and no one is going to save her. I can feel my pulse beating out a rhythm as I follow the stepmother to the dumpsters in the alleyway beside the parking garage. She huffs as though the world is causing her a personal imposition. I have killed before. Ella took the blame for the slashing of my stepmother's face. I had lashed out trying to protect her. She was beating Ella for disrespecting one of her customers. The memory returns, sharp as broken glass. I remember the knife, the blood, the way Ella's hands shook as she wiped the blade clean. She took the blame trying to protect me. I wonder if she knew, even then, that our stories would always be tangled together.

I had been washing the dishes, and a knife was in the sink. All Ella was guilty of was pulling the knife out and wiping it off on her pants. Of course, her stepmother walked in and saw her holding the weapon and assumed she had done it. Funny how stories repeat. I came prepared to do more than just sink the knife in tonight. No one heard the stepmother scream. One more down and many more to go. I tucked the coffin charm into her pants pocket. I walk slowly back to the bus stop. I am wearing black tonight, and it helps hide the dirty work I have done. Strange how a person can be covered in blood but still travel unseen through the world. I take the back seat and let my mind drift as the bus moves along. At last, the bus stops near my apartment. I carefully exit the bus and make my way home. 

Inside, I check my mailbox out of habit. An envelope waits for me. I can feel my hands shaking as I retrieve it. Hook must have left it. Ella has me as the one to receive payment from her life insurance policy. I feel sick as I move inside my apartment and close the door. I toss the envelope on the counter in my kitchen. The schedule falls out and I can see the new dates on it. I walk into the shower with my clothes still on and turn on the water letting it flow over me. My sobs are drowned out by the shower. The water runs off me and is tinted red. 

I lost track of the time as the water flowed over me. As the water turned cold, I stripped away my black outfit and left it in the shower. Black is the color of grief, and it is the color of my life. Ella is gone and I am now alone with my pain. I don't want to tell Wendy about Hook or the truth about what sent me into the school for troubled teens. My entire life has been secrets. Things you cannot tell because nobody will believe you. I hold my coffin charm close to me. Unlike Ella, I wear one charm and keep the smaller ones in my pockets. Ella always lost all of her shoe charms. I never lose my coffin charm necklace. It is my comfort in the world I live in. The smaller charms I fill with stepmother's hair and tuck it into their clothes. I strip my bed and toss the filthy sheets into the laundry basket. I spray the bed with disinfectant spray and then remake it with my special bedding. 

I fall asleep thinking about Hunter and Ella's Prince Charming. We know Roy from the school, and I always thought he was Wendy's favorite. Tomorrow will come soon, and I will have to face reality. Wendy has left me messages about planning to bury Ella. Of course she will help me with that. Wendy always helps us in her own way. 

It was a week before they notified me to claim Ella's body. I found myself walking from Wendy's office once again. 

"Winter." The voice behind me is soft, familiar, and entirely out of place. I turn.

Wendy Darling stands at the mouth of the alley, her coat buttoned to ward off the chill, her hair slightly windblown. She walked straight out of my last therapy session. She shouldn't be here. She really shouldn't be here.

"Let's go back to my office," she says, her voice steady and filled with empathy. "We can talk about Ella some more."

I close the coffin charm with a click. "Wendy," I say, smiling the way Snow White smiles before the forest animals scatter. "You followed me."

Wendy takes one careful step toward me, her heels clicking softly on the concrete. She always moves with measured, deliberate poise as if she's counting beats in a song that only she can hear. "I was worried about you," she says. That is her favorite line
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