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Dedication

To anyone who needs a reminder

that pain is temporary
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Sanctuary

February 15

I’m late to homeroom. Not because my bus was running behind schedule, or because my knee was flaring up again, or because of any other reasonable explanation. I walk into homeroom six minutes after the bell, because I couldn’t force myself to come straight here. I couldn’t walk in this direction. Couldn’t follow the same path I go down every day.

My classmates are journaling at their desks. Several heads snap up as the heavy door latches shut behind me, as I hurry to my seat in the middle of the room. Curious gazes cut back and forth between me and the clock. Ms. Porter looks up from her own journal entry to beam at me and say, “Welcome, Maisie.”

I drop into the cramped desk. Slender metal bars attach from the tabletop to the chair to the shiny tiled floor. Rooting the desk to this particular place. I fumble with my book bag. Pencil tips whisper against paper all around me, a gentle contrast to the coarse rip of my book bag’s zipper, the obnoxious clacking of its buckles.

Seven minutes after the bell, I finally slap my composition notebook down on my desk and read the prompt on the whiteboard. Ms. Porter changes it every day. She shares quotes from famous novels, random facts about nature, or sometimes even song lyrics. Today, she has shared this word and its definitions:

Sanctuary

A place of refuge or safety; a place of protection from danger or a difficult situation.

A nature reserve; a refuge for wildlife.

A holy or sacred place; a building or room for religious worship.

Synonyms: haven, harbor, retreat, shelter, immunity, asylum.

I stare at the words. Flip to the next open space in my notebook. Pause, with my pencil hovering above the blank page.

I never really know how to begin these entries. Ms. Porter always tells us to be creative and open and free, to write or draw or spill whatever we’re feeling, as we feel it. She never reads what we write; there are no grades in homeroom, just attendance and participation points. It’s also our only fifteen-minute period, which means that I have about eight minutes left to do this.

Sanctuary. I write the word across the top of the page. Underline it twice.

Hesitate.

And then, in a messier scrawl, I write: My ballet school has always been my sanctuary. I stare at this sentence. Tap my eraser against my chin. Suck in a deep breath and continue on: In the studio, I don’t have to worry about anything else that’s happening in my life, or in the world around me.

From there, the words flow through me. I describe the bright, airy space in my favorite studio. The mirror-lined wall, the tall ceiling, the wide windows. The aluminum barres, the grand piano in the corner, the squeaky pearl-gray floors. The openness of it. The peacefulness of it.

I describe what it’s like to dance in a room like that. To move through the sweeping gestures of a grand port de bras, the aching lift of an arabesque. To spin and step and reach as the piano notes pinwheel all around you.

From the front of the room, Ms. Porter claps and says, “Okay, students. Can I have your attention up here, please?”

I stop writing. Lean back as much as this rigid chair will let me.

Ms. Porter smiles. “It’s Friday,” she says. “And next week is midwinter break, so I won’t see you all for a while. I hope you stay warm, happy, and healthy during your time off. Take care and have fun.”

The shrill bell rings, and the classroom breaks into a flurry. I look down at the words I’ve written, feeling the yearning pull of them, like a fishhook in my stomach.

Then I close the notebook. Shove it inside my book bag. Stand up to join the stampede toward the door.

“Maisie!” Ms. Porter waves me down. “Maisie, can I have a word with you?”

I swallow. Extract myself from the chaotic rush out the door. Meet her gaze.

She offers me a small smile and asks, “Did your bus driver give you a late pass?”

I shake my head. In an instant, the other students are gone, swept away in the roaring tide of voices and slamming lockers and sneaker squeaks down the hallway outside. And it’s just me and Ms. Porter, standing in the awkward, muffled quiet of her empty classroom.

“Is your knee okay?”

“It’s fine,” I say automatically.

“Okay. Good.” She gives an apologetic wince and says, “I have to report your unexcused tardiness.”

I nod. Fidget slightly under her gaze.

“Try to get here a little earlier, okay? If it happens again this semester, I’ll be required to give you an after-school detention. It’s school policy.”

I nod again. “I know, ma’am.”

“All right. Have a good midwinter break.”

She moves toward her desk, and I turn to leave the classroom. But before I step through the doorway, she says:

“And, Maisie? If you ever want to talk—if something else is bothering you, or if you need extra help with anything—I’m here. The school counselors are here. We all just want to see you succeed. You know that, right?”

I tell her, “I know.” Even though I don’t plan on talking to her. Or to anyone at this school, really.

She grins, oblivious. “I’m so glad. I’m always rooting for you.”
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Carry the X

February 15

By the end of the day, I’m frazzled and exhausted.

I wedge my way through the sea of students, between the locker-lined buildings and concrete pillars. The walls around us are cluttered with construction paper posters, marker-drawn announcements for spring sports tryouts, and Black History Month events. Blinds are shuttered over the classroom windows. We shuffle past the small and quiet library, which is where I used to spend most of my free time, until that day in November when I heard rodents scurrying around in the ceiling above me. I was still on my crutches then, but it didn’t matter. I managed to sprint out of there.

The crowd pushes me out and away from the campus, and down the row of idling yellow buses. Their exhaust pipes rattle as they wait for us. The smell of bus fumes fills the clear air. My book bag is heavy, the diagonal strap digging awkwardly against my shoulder. I’m surrounded by bulging backpacks and loud voices and people who laugh as they shove one another. I keep my head down, keep inching my way forward. An eighth grader in a football jersey lurches against my side, and I mumble an apology a split second after he’s gone. I tug at the fingers of my fuzzy pink mittens. I keep moving, careful not to make eye contact with anyone. Careful not to do much of anything.

I find bus 185. As I climb aboard, the thrum of the engine tickles the soles of my feet. The back of the bus is already packed with people. A boy in the last row is dribbling a soccer ball on his knees. He bounces it in a repetitive rhythm, a quick swooping arc as he pitches the ball into the air. I move past a girl seated with her head down, thick-padded headphones on, her music turned loud enough for me to hear the shrieking lyrics.

I reach my own empty seat and slide across the mud-colored vinyl. My book bag hits the floor with a thud. I unbuckle its pouch, reaching for my cell phone. As I pick through the mess of loose papers, snack bar wrappers, and composition notebooks, I glimpse my graded math test. The one I just received in my last class period.

I barely looked at it when Ms. Finch placed it on my desk. But now, in the privacy of my bus seat, I can’t help but stare.

Red dashes are scribbled all over the top sheet. The number 70 is circled beside my name with a C–. Arrows point between numbers. Answers have been crossed out. Beside the third question, Ms. Finch wrote: Carry the x. Beside the fifth: You forgot to balance the equation.

Shame prickles along my skin like goose bumps. I stuff the stapled sheets deeper inside my book bag, wincing as the papers crumple.

I grab my phone. Let the book bag drop. Take a deep breath.

There are three unread messages. Two are from Eva. The other is from Mom. I remove the mitten on my right hand to swipe my thumb across the touch screen, unlocking texts.

Mom: Hi, sweetie! Don’t forget you have a PT appt this afternoon. I’ve prepped some snacks for you and Connor, so check the fridge if you’re hungry. Veggies and turkey sandwiches. Mrs. Baransky will be over soon to watch him until Jack comes home (he’s running late today, we both are, so much to do before our big trip!). Hope you had a great day at school. See you soon! Be safe walking home! Love you!

Eva: Just got here for the Jillana School audition. Wish me luck!

Eva: Also, Taylor says hi. ☺

I respond to Eva first by typing, Good luck at the audition. You’re going to be great. Give Taylor a hug from me.

    And then I tell Mom, See you soon. Love you too.

The bus doors flap shut, and we start to rumble forward. We jostle over speed bumps. We sway through sharp turns. The inside of this bus is humid, and the windows are foggy, so I open mine about an inch, relishing the cold snap of fresh air. The sky is covered in gray cotton clouds. The pavement outside is stained with wet spots that look like inkblots. It’s starting to rain again. Tiny droplets splatter across the windows. The water streaks are short and thin as paper cuts.

I turn my phone over. Light up the screen, to see if Eva has said anything else about the audition. She hasn’t. She might be in the studio right now with a number pinned to her leotard, grinning through the barre warm-ups to impress the Jillana School representatives.

I should be there, too.

We bump over ridges and uneven slabs in the road. The engine roars as we accelerate around a bend.
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Puddles

February 15

I rise and exit the bus.

I thank the bus driver on my way out, as I always do. When my feet hit the sidewalk, I feel a tingle in my right knee, but I ignore it and move faster. Raindrops pitter-patter along the sidewalk. Parked cars crowd the narrow street. A pink balloon is tied to someone’s mailbox, bobbing and tugging through the air.

I pull the edges of my beanie more firmly onto my forehead. Everything is gleaming and shivering from the drizzle. Dewdrops cling to the ends of bare skinny branches. Little waterfalls trickle through the sewer grates down the street.

When I first began taking ballet classes, we used to dance with colorful scarves. We’d spin around the studio with them clutched in our fists. We’d float them above our heads in port de bras. And at the end of each class, our teacher would gather them up and pile them in the center of the floor. She told us to pretend they were puddles. We had to jump over them, to avoid getting our ballet slippers wet. Then the piano music would start to play, and she’d clap to the beat for us as we would each skip, skip, skip, and leap across the imaginary puddle.

I wish I could go back in time. I miss how dancing made me feel. So creative and expressive. So quick and light on my feet.

I always had fun at my ballet school. There were never any bad days.

Until that final day, of course.

I trudge across the street. Cross our short front yard. Our neighbors might call our place Mr. and Mrs. Leith’s house, which would be both right and wrong. Mom and Jack are married, and Jack’s last name is Leith. But Mom kept her maiden name—Beaumont—through her two marriages. Each person in my family has a different surname: Angie Beaumont, Jack Leith, Maisie Cannon, and Connor Beaumont-Leith.

Our grass is overgrown and wet. Political lawn signs are anchored throughout the yard. Some of them are for candidates in local elections. Others are for causes: No human is illegal. Water is life. Protect Mother Earth. All of them are boldfaced, bold-colored. Streaked with raindrops.

I slog past them with my head bowed, the grass squishing beneath my feet.
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The Richest Six-Year-Old Alive

February 15

The moment I open our front door, Connor jumps up and yells, “Maisie! Look! Guess what I’m doing.”

He is standing on the couch cushions with his hands locked behind his back. He’s home before me, because he’s had early dismissals all week for parent-teacher conferences. It isn’t even 4:00 p.m. yet, but he’s already in his Captain America pajama bottoms, and his short black hair is sticking up in all directions. His grin is full of mischief.

When Mom and Jack met with his teacher for their conference, she proudly reported that Connor is a confident and popular boy, with excellent skills in spelling and math. He’s at the top of his class. But then again, so was I, when all I had to do was add and subtract for numbers less than ten.

“What am I doing?”

“I have no idea, Con.”

“You’re supposed to guess.”

I remove my wet shoes by the door. Take off my mittens and matching pink hat. “You’re hiding something.”

Connor rolls his eyes. “Well, that much is obvious.” He flaps his elbows for emphasis.

“I don’t know. A toy?”

“No!”

I sigh and try to move past him, toward the dining room and kitchen. But he vaults from the couch to block my path, disturbing the cushions and sending throw pillows to the floor.

“You have to guess again.”

“I already did. I give up.”

“Just try, Maisie. One more time.”

“Candy.”

His brown eyes gleam. “Okay. But what kind?”

“Something you got for Valentine’s Day.”

“But what did I get for—?”

“Skittles? Butterfingers? M&M’s?”

“Almost. It’s a type of chocolate.”

“Hershey’s Kisses? Milky Way? Snickers?”

He can’t take the suspense anymore. He lunges for me and lifts his palms in one quick movement, cackling triumphantly as he crashes into me. His small hands are stuffed with chocolate coins wrapped in golden foil. I wonder how long he’s been waiting for this big reveal, how melted and sticky they must be right now.

“I’m rich!” he cries. “Look at all this money. I’m the richest six-year-old alive.”

I give him a courteous smile. “That’s great, Con. Now let me go. Please.”

He moves aside, then follows me into the kitchen. There’s a vase filled with camellia branches on the dining room table. They were Jack’s Valentine’s Day gift to our mother. He gathered them from the tree in our backyard. He claimed they were better than red roses from the grocery store, because those greenhouse-born flowers couldn’t survive in the winter. This camellia tree blooms every November and every February, he told me. That’s the type of flower your mother deserves.

Connor hovers behind me as I browse the pantry.

“Imagine how rich I’ll be after I find my treasure at the beach,” he says. He unwraps a coin and pops it into his mouth. “I can’t wait.”

“Yep,” I murmur.

We’re going on a road trip around the Olympic Peninsula. During this trip, we will dig for razor clams (or treasure, according to Connor) on the Strait of Juan de Fuca. We will hike the Cape Alava Trail (with permission from my doctor and physical therapist). We will visit Cape Flattery. And we’ll visit the Elwha River.

I reach for a granola bar. Connor rushes to my side. “I want one! Can I have one? Can I please, Maisie?”

I grab a second bar, toss it to him.

“Thank you!”

I walk over to the dining room table, and he follows me, happily ripping his wrapper apart. I open mine too and start to chew. It tastes like chocolate chips and gooey oats mixed with peanut butter.

“Do you want to play with me?” Connor asks. The words come out muffled, because he’s speaking with his mouth full. Which is something he knows he’s not supposed to do.

“Stop that,” I tell him. “How many times do I have to remind you?”

He ducks his head. “Oops. Sorry.”

“Don’t say sorry. Just stop talking until you’re done chewing.”

“Okay.”

“Connor.”

“What?” he asks, his mouth popping open wide enough for me to see the mushed-up granola.

“Gross. Cut it out. I’m serious.”

“Hey, Maisie,” Mom says as she comes breezing into the room. She’s dressed in a worn flannel shirt and dark blue jeans. She kneads her long, wet hair with a towel from the bathroom. Her smile is soft and warm. “How was your last day of school?”

“Mom, Connor keeps talking with his mouth full, even though I’ve told him not to multiple times.”

Connor’s entire face scrunches. “It’s not fair!” he wails. “I only asked if Maisie would play with me.”

The corners of her smile droop a little. “Okay, okay. Maisie, you’re not the boss of your little brother. But, Connor, you need to be more mindful of your manners. We had this discussion at dinner last night too, remember?”

“But—”

“No buts.”

“But can’t Maisie at least play with me?”

“Maybe later,” Mom says diplomatically. “Mrs. Baransky is on her way over. Maisie and I are about to go see Mr. Lawson.”

His small shoulders slump forward. “Mrs. Baransky? But where’s Daddy?”

“Daddy is on his way. He had to do some maintenance work on the boat, and it took longer than expected. But don’t worry, he’ll be here soon.”

Connor perks up. Takes another huge bite of his granola bar. He keeps his lips sealed as he chews, his jaw working in an exaggerated motion.

Mom nods her approval. “That’s better, Connor, thank you.” She bends at the waist, twisting her hair inside the towel, before straightening back up again. She walks into the kitchen, lowers the dishwasher’s stout door, and yanks the top tray open, its contents rattling.

“You didn’t answer my question, Maisie,” she says as she tucks the colorful coffee mugs back into the cupboards. “How was school? Are you hungry? Did you grab a sandwich from the fridge?”

“It was fine. And I’m okay; I ate a granola bar.”

“Just fine? And are you sure?”

I shrug. “Yeah.”

I finish my granola bar, toss the wrapper into the garbage, and turn to go down the hall.

“We’re leaving in five minutes,” Mom calls out after me. “Be quick, okay?”

“Okay.”

I step inside my bedroom and snap the door shut before Connor can follow.
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The Shape of a Triangle

February 15

I change into a pair of shorts and swap my red winter jacket for a freshly laundered sweatshirt. I sit on the edge of my bed, slump back against the mattress.

Stare up at the ceiling.

My room is small and sparsely decorated. I have theater-sized posters from the Pacific Northwest Ballet’s productions of Romeo and Juliet and The Sleeping Beauty. I have a bookcase filled with all kinds of stories: mysteries, fantasy adventures, sci-fi. I have a homework desk with a gooseneck lamp; a collection of cute, pastel-colored pens from Japan; and a tiny potted cactus. Fairy lights are strung across the wall below my window, clipped with photos from important moments in my life: being the flower girl in Mom and Jack’s wedding, meeting Connor for the first time in the hospital, hugging Hattie and Eva after our final performance in The Nutcracker. We were still in our Polichinelle costumes and stage makeup. The thick eyeliner made us look like raccoons; the bright circles of rouge on our cheeks made us look like dolls. The overall look was pretty creepy, but you can tell we were happy.

Above my bed, there is a shelf with two objects balanced on it. An autographed pointe shoe from Noelani Pantastico, my favorite principal dancer. And a baseball mitt, signed by someone who played for the Orioles in 1997.

I inherited the mitt from my dad. It was one of his most prized possessions.

My parents had a short and tragic romance. The type of story that everyone loves to see in ballets or books or movies but hates to hear about in real life.

They were both Native, but they grew up in different coastal communities, on opposite sides of the continent. Mom is Makah; she grew up in Neah Bay, in the northwestern edge of Washington State. My father was Piscataway; he grew up in Baltimore, on the Chesapeake Bay. Mom spent her childhood playing outdoors, riding her red bicycle around the reservation, and eating fresh seafood. My father spent his childhood going on field trips to the historic sites of Maryland, playing video games with his friends, and eating fresh seafood.

They both went through big changes in their teen years.

When Mom was fourteen years old, the Makah Nation hunted a gray whale. It was their first whaling voyage in seventy years. They agreed to stop hunting them when whales were listed as an endangered species. They waited until the Pacific populations were stable before legally asking for permission to resume this ancient tradition.

They received permission. But it was a controversial situation.

News helicopters buzzed above the choppy waters as the men set out in their canoe. The hunt was broadcast live on television. Protestors pulled their boats into Neah Bay. And in the days and weeks that followed, hundreds of angry and threatening phone calls were made to the tribe. Picketers carried signs and created bumper stickers that said: Save a whale, kill a
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