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Dedication

For the ones who spend their days

with their heads in the clouds:

I hope you get to stitch all your dreams into reality
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Chapter

One

The main character? Not me, not in real life. That’s what my daydreams were for.

At some point, the disappointment of crashing back to earth might teach me to stop engaging in said daydreams. But—

“Sonia!”

That day wasn’t today.

I jerked my mind away from my current preoccupation and glanced over my shoulder to find my boss’s daughter scowling at me, frown lines disrupting her otherwise smooth face. Paris wasn’t really good at anything except immediately noticing when one of us wasn’t on task. “Hi, sorry. Yes?”

“Is that sandwich done yet?” She enunciated the words slowly, which meant she’d probably asked the question a couple of times already.

The bagel dropped out of the bottom of the toaster right then, saving me. I grabbed it. “Yup. One minute.”

She gave an annoyed shake of her head but placed the customer’s drink on the bar. “Hurry, please.”

We had no backlog of orders at the moment, but I was quick. I assembled the BLT, wrapped it in the café’s signature paper, dotted with little Eiffel Towers—Café Paris, of course—stripped my gloves off, and brought it to the pickup counter, snagging the drink along the way. “Harry?” I called.

A woman standing there glanced up from her phone. “Um, Marie?”

It wasn’t unusual for Paris to screw up a name. “Large strawberry shortcake tea with a bagel BLT?”

“Yup.”

I handed it over and eyed the customer as she walked away. Her purple-and-yellow spandex leotard and tights fit her like a glove, the cape spilling off her shoulders in a cascade of silk.

The entire block was filled with flammable fabrics today, since the bookstore next door was holding its annual comic book day. Costumes were encouraged.

I loved cosplay, both creating it and seeing it. I may actually love cosplay more than the comics that inspired it, though that was something I’d never admit to a real comic book nerd. I’d be crushed under the weight of their ridicule for being able to list the inseams of Superman’s tights but not his parents’ names.

“Veggie sub on everything bagel, toasted,” Paris called out.

“On it,” I replied, scurrying back to my station. I didn’t mind working on food. The view from in front of the toaster couldn’t be beat.

Through the massive window on the side of our small building, I could see right into the bookstore. And the register. And the guy who was working it.

James Cooper, my oblivious soul mate. He was too far away for me to make out the details of his costume, except that it was black, and he wore no mask. It didn’t matter; I was sure it looked good on him, because everything looked amazing on him.

He was a fellow junior at my school, he ordered a large drip coffee at 4:30 p.m. on his way to work, and he smiled a lot. My crush had bloomed when we’d wound up in the same AP Calculus class at the beginning of the semester. Twelve nonconsecutive hours of his sweet smile and kind eyes was all it had taken for my heart to get hopelessly entangled with his.

When he’d turned around in class last week and told me he hoped to see me at the event, I’d spun a fantasy. I floated invisibly through high school, not a main part of any social strata, so I wasn’t in his circle of friends. But that circle had changed since he’d broken up with his popular/terrible girlfriend. Why couldn’t I swoop in while he was on the outs of his clique?

On my mom’s old sewing machine, I’d create the most magnificent costume and wear it during my shift. He’d see me through the window, abandon his job, and rush over to tell me how talented and amazing I was. Our capes would float behind us as we spun around in a tornado of passion and coffee cups and muffins—

Okay, so like most of my imaginary musings, this dream was a bit far-fetched, but I’d taken confidence in my neatly placed stitches.

If only my costume wasn’t packed away in my backpack. Though the neighboring businesses had all gotten in on the fun, Paris had declared costumes cringey when I’d shown up for work this morning and banned them for the employees. So here I was in the baggy jeans and long-sleeved shirt I’d thrown on right after I’d hopped out of bed. Garb that was unlikely to get me into any kind of tornado of passion.

Perhaps I could change and go over to the bookstore after work, though. Casually peruse the shelves. Bring the tornado of passion to his workplace.

“Hey, Sonia. Can you come over here for a second?”

I handed the sandwich to the waiting customer and walked over to Paris. “I’m about to put a fresh batch of muffins into the oven.”

“Don’t worry about that. We’re all out of mix anyway.” Paris gave me a sweet smile, and it was such a contrast to her previous testiness, I put my mental guard up.

Hana, my newest coworker, rounded the counter. I waved at her, and she responded with a nod, then turned to the register to clock in. I had no idea what her full name was. She was Hana, one word in my head, like Gaga or Beyoncé. She was new this year, had moved from somewhere in California. Though I’d seen her around school, we were usually on different shifts.

“I’m so glad Hana’s here. I need to head out soon, and I’m sure the two of you could cover the place until closing, right?”

I’d opened; I didn’t want to close as well. Plus, I wouldn’t get to go over to the bookstore at all, then! It closed an hour before we did.

Hana didn’t look up from the computer. “Saturday afternoons are busy. There’s usually three of us on.”

“And the bookstore event will make us busier,” I added.

Paris waved a hand. “Oh, now, I’m sure you’ll both be fine.”

Token protest lodged, Hana walked away, leaving me alone with our boss’s daughter. I drifted closer. “Um, I actually, um, I have plans.” The plan was simply changing my outfit, but Paris didn’t need to know that.

A customer walked up and opened his mouth. “Excuse me—”

Without looking at him, Paris held up a hand, and the man subsided, which wasn’t a huge surprise. Paris’s fragile-girl-next-door vibe tended to get most men twisted around her tiny fingers.

Her wide blue eyes turned pleading. They were usually pleading when she asked me to cover for her, which happened a lot. “Please? I have a party to go to tonight, and I need to get my hair and nails done.”

I bit my tongue to keep from asking if it was another high school party. Paris had an odd affinity for showing up at those, though she’d graduated a few years ago.

She clasped her hands in front of her. “You have to help me, girl. It’s going to be the party of the year, I can’t not be there.”

I held my joke about double negatives. “I can’t.”

Paris spoke rapidly over me. “I’ll make sure you get paid for my full shift as well as your own.”

I stopped, and my conscience piped up. Your sister would do it, why can’t you? Funnily enough, my conscience often sounded like my mom.

I thought of Kareena at home. When I’d left for work, she’d been busy ignoring me, stretched out on the tired floral sleeper sofa in our living room in her garish pink work uniform, playing a video game on the console she’d gotten for her eighteenth birthday. Lately most of her spare time and cash seemed to go into video games, the more violent the better. One of the self-help books I’d gotten from the library said that grief often took the form of aggression. I was fine with that, so long as she took her aggression out on animated characters and not me.

Since she’d graduated last May, she’d taken every odd job she could find. In addition to the diner, she also worked at a movie theater. And at a gas station.

For you. There was only so much I could earn when I had to go to school, too. It was Kareena’s jobs that paid our rent.

Damn it. Mentally, I kissed my latest fantasy goodbye. “Okay,” I said quietly, interrupting Paris’s hard sell.

Paris whooped and undid her apron. “Perfect. Hana, Sonia’s in charge.”

Hana, the personified embodiment of a shrug, didn’t respond, as uncaring about my temporary promotion as she was about everything else.

“Oh, you’re leaving now . . . cool,” I said to Paris’s back as she sashayed away.

“Can someone help me?”

I mentally sighed and stepped up to the register. “About time,” the waiting customer groused.

“Sorry.” I picked up a paper cup and the pen. “What can I get for you?”

“A large iced chai latte with oat milk. And don’t put dairy in it by accident. I swear last time, one of you tried to kill me.”

“Yes, sir.” I kept my strained smile on my face as I rang him up, and he retreated.

“If I wanted to kill him, he’d be dead.”

I jumped at the low, flat murmur right behind me, then checked to make sure the customer had shuffled out of earshot. I handed Hana his empty cup. “Here you go,” I said cheerfully, choosing to ignore her vaguely sinister words.

Hana placed the cup on the counter. Her sleeveless red top was in defiance of the season, but I couldn’t blame her. If I had that cool brightly colored floral tattoo on one arm, I’d ban sleeves forever too.

If you had tattoos at sixteen, you’d be dead by the hands of your ancestors.

Hana cocked her head. Her hair was almost blue-black and ruthlessly straight, the blunt cut just brushing her shoulders. “How long have you worked here?”

I straightened, oddly proud of my tenure at this, my first real job. “Almost six months.”

“I’ve worked here for less than a month, and I can tell you that Paris will forget to make sure you get paid for taking her shift.”

That was an accurate assessment of Paris’s priorities. “I’ll remind her.”

“Hmm. Seems like it would be better to not be a mouse and let her walk all over you.” Hana’s tone did not modulate at all. “If you have plans next time, might want to keep them. I like money too, but the minimum wage they pay us isn’t worth bowing down to the princess.”

I tried to hide my flinch. “Thanks for the advice,” I said, instead of what I really wanted to say, which was, You don’t know me, fuck off.

Or more specifically, my sister works three jobs so I can stay in school, and that minimum wage helps me feel less guilty. Fuck off.

But I kept my lips zipped, because some things were better muttered in my own head.

“Nice perfume, by the way.”

That was a kind thing to say, and usually I’d be happy that someone had complimented my mother’s perfume, but I could only give her a tight smile. Hana went off to fulfill the lactose-intolerant customer’s order. So I wouldn’t dwell on disappointment, I grabbed fresh pastries from the warmer and methodically moved the older ones to the back of the window display.

Without Paris here, maybe I could take the risk and go put my costume on. With the courage of my mask, I could sneak away for a minute to the bookstore on my break and say something sexy to James, like . . . like . . .

“Excuse me, miss, where is the bathroom located?”

No, I could come up with something better than that. The teenager who had asked the question peered at me from behind thick glasses. I straightened and placed the pastry tongs back in their spot. “Around the corner; the code’s 4563.”

“Thanks.”

He left, and I froze. Because behind him was my dream, standing within reach.

With a calm I didn’t feel, I approached the counter, wiping my hands on my apron. James smiled down at me. “Hey, Sonia,” he said, in the deep voice I knew well. I’d spent enough time in class hoping he’d raise his hand to answer a question so I could hear that voice.

Tall and lean, he was dressed in tight black leather and rubber. Did I mention his damn costume was tight?

So tight. Holy crap, that bodysuit was tight. That body was tight.

I tore my gaze away from his stomach. His mother was Indian, his father Black. His skin was a deep, rich dark brown, and it gleamed, the dying sun reflecting off his shaved head and high cheekbones. He had a strikingly perfect face, all interesting hollows and sharp angles. It wouldn’t be a problem to stare at that face for hours, to trace his nose and his firm jaw.

Or his lips.

Nope. Forget his lips.

He smelled so good, like peppermint. Not that I smelled him. It was more like the smell had found me.

Forget the peppermint too. “You’re Batman,” I managed, then I mentally kicked myself.

“That’s right,” he said, and tapped his naked temple. “The mask smelled weird, though. Couldn’t keep it on. Don’t know how Bruce Wayne does it.”

“The real Batman’s costume is probably made of something better than cheap plastic.” Why was I talking about Batman. Why hadn’t I just said hi.

A dimple popped into his cheek. “The real Batman, huh?”

“Obviously not the real one. Batman’s not real.” A child dressed like a bat at the table closest to the register turned toward us, eyes wide. I tucked a strand of hair behind my ear and wished I wasn’t wearing it in a limp ponytail. “Hey. James. You look great.”

“Thanks.” He looked me up and down, and I felt every inch of my baggy comfort clothes and lack of makeup. “Guess you’re too cool to dress up?”

I nearly laughed at the idea that I was too cool for anything but caught myself. “Not at all. I love cosplay.”

He brightened. “Yeah?”

“Yeah, I used to go to comic cons all the time when I lived in Cleveland.” All the time was probably an exaggeration, but my mom had occasionally gotten tickets from one of her favorite customers. I’d gone mostly to gawk at the cosplayers and learn what I could about crafting. Unfortunately, the opportunities had been more limited since we moved to this much smaller western New York town a few years ago.

“So where’s your mask?”

I tried to look casual and lean on the counter, but I accidentally jostled the stack of cups next to the register. I righted them as unobtrusively as possible. “My boss is anti-costumes.”

“That sucks. It’s been fun seeing people from school. It’s like Halloween came early.”

My shoulders lowered. Had he invited everyone at school? “I bet. Um, what can I get you today? A drip coffee?”

“Hey, you remembered my order.”

Another kick. Why couldn’t I be unbothered like him? Oh, right, because I was an awkward mess who loved him, and he was a track star usually surrounded by equally graceful people. “I’m, yeah, I’m really good at remembering orders, and yours is so easy.” One of those things was true. My crush on him wasn’t entirely due to the fact that he ordered a simple drink, and not a complicated viral hack someone put on the internet, but it wasn’t hindered by it either. “Do you wanna try something else?”

“Nah, that’ll do.”

“Cool.” I turned around and quickly poured the coffee.

“To be honest, I’m glad to see you today. I hoped I would.”

I nearly dropped the hot coffee, but caught it in time. I carefully put the carafe down and picked up the cup and brought it over to him. Thank God Hana was busy on her phone, so her too-observant eyes couldn’t see my internal meltdown over James thinking of me at all.

He pulled out his credit card. “You tutor, right?”

I met his eyes, though it was hard. Like looking at the sun, if the sun was two warm brown pools of chocolate. “I do.” I’d only ever had one paying student, so tutor was probably a stretch. I had decent grades and a fairly good affinity for math, so I periodically posted messages in our class group in the hopes of some nibbles. I hadn’t expected James to nibble, though. Not on anything of mine.

“I’m not doing so hot in calc, and my dad gets on my case if I get anything lower than a B.” There was a slight strain around his eyes, like he had a headache, and I wondered if his dad was tough on him. “I’m sure you’re busy, but do you have room for any students right now?”

The card reader beeped and I pressed the button for a receipt, on autopilot. Meanwhile, my mind short-circuited. “Um. Sure.”

“Cool. It would be convenient, since we work so close to each other.” He tucked his change into the tip jar, because he was a perfect man who tipped service workers. “Want to meet up on Monday around four?”

That was two whole days away. Today. Tomorrow. Monday. Yes, that was how days worked, last time I’d checked. “S-s-sure,” I managed. “Where do you want to meet up? Here?”

“I was thinking my family’s restaurant. It’s a couple blocks over. Gulab?”

I knew of the Indian restaurant, but I’d never been to it. In Cleveland, we’d known a lot of South Asian families, but the community was smaller in Rockville. Since we’d moved here, my mom had been too busy working to socialize anyway. “Yeah, I know it.”

“My mom’s short-staffed, so I have to help with a catering gig later in the evening. We can work in the back office until I’m needed, though?”

“Sounds good.”

“Give me your phone, I’ll put my number in.”

My fingers tingled when they brushed his. Probably because his hands were unexpectedly cold, but I’d chalk it up to pure chemistry.

James handed the phone back to me. “Gotta get back to work. Thanks. See you soon, Sonia.” He gave me a sunny smile.

“Hmmn,” I gurgled. I stared at his back as he walked away.

Hmmn.

Thank you for thinking of me. Thank you for knowing my name. Your brain is in good hands with me. Are you in the market for a girlfriend? To be honest, I have basically zero parental supervision now, so we can make out if you like.

I rubbed my temples. Any of those words would have worked. But no. All I’d had was Hmmn.

My face was all hot, my limbs tingling. And here I’d hoped the best thing that could realistically happen today was him noticing me. Oh no, the tornado of passion had come true, in the form of consensually sharing a table with him soon!

“Ma’am, the toilet’s clogged.”

Crash.

I refocused on the teen who’d asked for the bathroom code. “Um, thanks for letting me know.” I looked around for Hana, and found her half-heartedly cleaning the espresso machine. Either she hadn’t seen James come in or hadn’t cared or didn’t know him, all of which were fine with me. I had no desire to engage her in any conversation after she’d been so snotty about me taking over for Paris, but here we were. “Hana . . . ?” I motioned her over. “The toilet’s—”

“Nuh-uh.” Hana shook her head. “Not in my job description.”

I set my teeth in frustration. “Watch the register,” I called out to her, and grimly made my way to the bathroom. Going from a tornado of passion to the vortex of a toilet. Yup. That sounded like my life.





Chapter

Two

As much as I’d resented both opening and closing the place on this particular day, there was something nice about having the café to myself after the last customer left. The dying sun slanted across the empty bakery displays and the almost eerie quiet played its own song, different from the clash of voices that filled the space during the day.

The traffic had slowed once the bookstore closed, so I was already ahead of the game when it came to cleaning up. I went through the ritual of closing out the register and turning off the lights, made sure all the food was stored in the kitchen, then hauled the trash to the back room. I hated the garbage part of closing more than anything, and today the bag felt extra heavy, filled with all the fun other people had enjoyed while I was being a dutiful contributing member of my household.

You had fun, too. You talked to James! Literally you said more to him than you ever have before. Don’t be greedy because it didn’t play out like your grand nerd fantasy. Life rarely does.

I dropped the trash on the floor and pulled my bag out of the locker. I unzipped it and pulled the top of my cute costume out.

Work is over. You can wear it now.

Ha ha, for who?

It’s for you. Make yourself happy. You spent so long on it. There’s no one here, no one who will barge in on you and tell you to take it off.

I could wear it home. Plenty of people had left the bookstore and gone home dressed in their costumes. It was, as James had said, kind of like Halloween. Nobody would recognize me.

I laid the outfit on the tired table taking up most of our break room, then stripped off my jeans and shirt and tossed them aside.

The costumes I’d made and worn to cons in the past had all been copying off existing comic book characters. They’d been nicer than store-bought, but nothing that had gotten me stopped for photo ops in the hallways. Since my budget and time had been limited this week, I’d scoured my closet for inspiration and decided to be an original character.

The black faux-leather leggings were a thrift store find I hadn’t had to alter. The top was another story, a bodice I’d cut out of a hideous old Regency dress I’d found in the Halloween clearance section at Target last year. I’d dyed it black and replaced the ugly sleeves with tight lace down to my wrists, ending in points over the backs of my hand. In a moment of whimsy, over my left breast, I’d embroidered a small S in block print.

I’d found clunky old black leather boots at Goodwill, too, and I pulled those on. They were too big, but it wasn’t like I was running a marathon in them.

I stopped and stared at myself for a moment in the mirror mounted on the wall. This was the first time I’d seen the complete look.

Forget tutoring. If James had caught me in this, he would have gotten down on his knees, grasped my fingers, and begged me to go out with him.

I twisted. I’d attached the narrow, short cape to the shoulders of the shirt. I’d struggled with getting the fabric to lay flat, but I liked the way it had turned out.

I smoothed my hand over my round stomach. I’d gained weight in the past year, and between flashes of insecurity over my new appearance, I was mostly puzzled as to how to display it. I tended to treat it like I treated anything I wanted to procrastinate confronting: I hid it.

That might have been an error, though. Maybe instead I should only be dressing in clothes tailor made to fit me by my own hands. The top nipped in at my waist, hugging my breasts, accentuating my curves.

I swiped at my eyes, surprised to find some leakage there. Partially because this was the first time in a while I’d looked in the mirror and felt right in my own skin, but mostly because this was the first clothing I’d made on my own since my mom was deported.

Trying to distract myself, I dug out my makeup pouch. I wasn’t a cosmetics expert, but my hands were steady enough. I studied my eyes and the cheap liner and gold eye shadow I’d applied. The thick wings weren’t perfectly matched, but I resisted the urge to redo them and make them equal. “They can be sisters, not twins,” I whispered. That piece of advice had come from one of my favorite beauty influencers, and I thought about it whenever I picked up eyeliner. To be honest, my eyes looked more like second cousins twice removed, but surely the final costume touch would distract from that.

I let my hair loose and finger-combed it, grimacing. I’d been so happy this morning when I’d woken up to smooth curls courtesy of a bathrobe tie and a heatless curls tutorial, but hours up at work had knocked the cute ringlets right out, leaving frizzy waves. Into a messy bun it went.

I’d opted for a mask covering the bottom half of my face instead of the top half, solely because I could do eye makeup better than lips. I put on the gaiter and pulled it up, leaving only my eyes and forehead visible.

Ahhhh. I blinked, the eyeliner heavy. I looked . . . different. I looked good. Winter Soldier meets Wanda Maximoff.

My phone buzzed on the table, and I checked it. Kareena.

Do the dishes before I get home

I didn’t reply. It had been so long since my sister had texted me something other than a command to do something. What I wouldn’t give, sometimes, for a where are you because I’m worried about you text.

I threw my phone and my street clothes into my bag. I’d probably be cold, but I didn’t want to cover up my outfit before it was necessary.

I grabbed the trash bag and left through the back door, making sure it locked behind me. My mask was a blessing in the cool October air. My cape caught the wind, and the fabric lifted away from my back, my spirits lifting with it.

I flew unnoticed, tucked under the radar. But some days, I got to wear a cape.

And take out the trash.

I wrestled the Hefty bag over to the dumpster and hoisted it in, then took a second to sanitize my hands.

I wasn’t sure what prompted me to look up right then—some noise that didn’t belong in the evening air. The back of the shops in this plaza faced a path, and a steep embankment to a canal. The other side of the canal was dotted with lights and the backyards of small tidy homes. Bicyclists often rode there during the day, and it was a handy way to cut through the city.

There was James, sitting on the ground, gazing down at the water, his face in profile to me. The sun was mostly gone now, and the streetlight above him touched on his proud nose and chin and lit his dark hair with fire. He wore black jeans and a sweater. They weren’t nearly as tight as his costume had been, but just as flattering.

God, he was so perfect. True, he wasn’t good at math, but he was beautiful and uncomplicated, while I . . . well. I was wearing a cape I’d sewn myself.

Horror filled me. I was wearing a cape in close proximity to my crush.

Are you there, God? It’s me, wearing a cape in front of the man I love.

Isn’t that what you wanted? To get attention for your skills?

Yes, but he’d seen me wearing street clothes before! He’d know that I changed into this after work, after the bookstore closed, like a total nerd, while he’d done the normal thing and changed out of his costume.

I spun around and flattened myself against the dumpster, my usual fear of germs temporarily suspended. It was fine. This was fine. I’d simply . . . I don’t know.

I felt in my shoulder bag and groped for my sweatshirt, my thoughts only on covering up. While I tugged at the stubborn fabric, I dared to peek around the corner.

James straightened and rubbed his hand over his face. I stopped. Even from far away, there was something odd and sluggish about his movements. Was he okay?

He made his way to his feet with some difficulty, like he was groggy. He staggered back a step, shook his head, and then took another step, this time forward toward the water. His foot found nothing but air, and he dropped out of sight. A loud splash followed.

The seconds ticked by as I waited for him to jump right out, shaking the water off. Only he didn’t reappear. I looked around, but there was no one here. Except you.

I opened my mouth, but nothing came out. As icy cold as my vocal cords felt, I knew my limbs weren’t frozen, because I launched myself in his direction, scrambling down the unpaved path, my footsteps louder than my heart.

Time slowed. Every second beat for half a second longer.

Even as I sprinted, I scanned the dark water in the canal. Where was James’s head? Surely he could swim; the canal wasn’t that deep. I’d learned to swim at the Y when I was a toddler, and I wasn’t the athlete he was.

I skidded to a stop at the spot where he’d fallen in and fumbled with my phone to turn on the flashlight. I played it over the water, but the surface was still.

Oh shit, oh shit, oh shit.

I jammed my phone into the hard dirt of the bank for an extra light source, threw my bag on the ground, and dove in.

I immediately regretted two things, and one of them was the fact that I’d attached this cape. That damn thing tangled right up around my arms.

The other thing was not having great night vision. The water was darker than I’d anticipated. I surfaced, shoved my hair out of my eyes, and blinked, treading and scanning the water again. There. Was that movement? I dove again and kicked off, my hand making contact with . . .

Oh, thank God. It was an arm.

I held on tight and kicked upward, and sent up a brief prayer this arm belonged to James and not . . . well, any other idea was horrifying.

I nearly cried when I saw James’s beautiful face as we surfaced, but his eyes were closed, his head lolling on his shoulders. I grunted and moved my grip to his middle before awkwardly swimming to the bank.

“My God—are you okay? Is he okay? We saw you jump in—” Hands grabbed my burden and lifted him away from me and up the bank before someone else hoisted me out of the water. Something sharp lanced my arm, but I was concentrating too hard on inhaling air to pay attention.

“Help him,” I gasped, but I didn’t have to prompt her, because with brisk motions, the lady next to James was already tilting his head back to start CPR.

“It’s okay, you’re okay now,” said the older woman next to me. She patted my shoulder, then cursed. “You’re bleeding.”

I followed her gaze to my arm. My new shirt was ripped. Blood oozed out, staining the lace.

Air rushed through my open lips, halted by the wet fabric of my mask covering my mouth, my head growing light. I didn’t do well with blood. I shook my head, but then couldn’t stop. All of me was shaking. That blood was so thick and red. Like Kareena’s blood whenever we’d had to go to the hospital. Having a sister who had had leukemia meant I was intimately acquainted with blood.

The woman with me pulled off her scarf and wrapped it around my arm tight. “It doesn’t look too deep, but it’s bleeding fast. It’s okay, sweetheart. It must have been some debris, something sharp. You’re both okay.”

“Is he . . . ?”

“Yeah, my friend used to be an EMT. And we called 911. An ambulance is coming. They’ll take you to the hospital to get checked out too. What happened? Did he jump? Or fall? We saw you dive in, we had no idea what you were—”

An ambulance is coming.

I inhaled so hard my nostrils burned, and in that inhale, I smelled astringent and alcohol and sickness.

We called 911.

An ambulance meant sirens and sirens meant authorities, and authorities were to be avoided at all costs.

I began to shake harder, horror at the ramifications of this situation slamming into me. “No,” I whispered, my voice small and broken, like me. “I, um, I can’t afford a hospital.” That wasn’t entirely true. One of the reasons we’d moved to New York was so Kareena and I could get health insurance through the state.

The bystander patted my shoulder. Her eyes were kind. “Honey, if money’s the issue, I’ll pay any bills. Why don’t you lie down?”

“Sal, he’s breathing, but give me a hand over here,” the woman sitting next to James said with a level of calm I did not feel.

Okay. He was fine. He was breathing.

Which meant I had to go. Now. Now, now, now.

I patted my sopping-wet mask. It wasn’t comfortable, but I could remove it once I got away from here. In a daze, I grabbed my phone and walked over to my bag, where I’d tossed it on the ground.

Pain shafted through me again. It wasn’t pain from my wound, which was weird. I should feel something if blood was seeping out of my arm, right?

“Sit down, sweetheart,” one of the Good Samaritan ladies said. “You’re injured and in shock.”

I was in shock, but not so shocked I couldn’t hear the whine of sirens in the distance. The ambulance, but police too?

I pivoted on my toes and started to walk away, my feet squelching. My cape slapped against my back. Ugh, I’d have wind drag slowing me down. Why had I just thought of that? Someone who needed to swim or run shouldn’t have a cape.

Well, I’d get rid of the cape as quickly as I could.

God, I was cold, but I couldn’t take the time to put on my sweatshirt, not that it would help much. A stealthy escape might have worked if I were dressed as plain old forgettable me, but I wasn’t. “Hey, where are you going?” one of the women shouted. I didn’t turn around.

Those sirens were getting closer.

I grasped my bag tighter and flew. More shouts came from behind me, but I ran in the only direction I could.

I crossed Elmwood, then Franklin, then Delaware. The street names blurred, and so did the stores and houses and any people I passed. It was full-on dark, and I was drenched with sweat by the time I started recognizing some of the houses I was passing.

Whatever lizard part of my brain had been guiding me had directed me away from my house, away from Kareena. Instead, I’d gone to the neighborhood I knew second best.

The houses here weren’t like mine. They were spaced farther apart and had lavish front yards, with well-cared-for gardens.

A faint siren echoed, and my adrenaline spiked. They were chasing me. Of course they were. I was a witness to an accident. How hard would it be to follow reports of a wet, bleeding girl in a cape?

I had to change. Maybe even hide out for a while. Luckily, I knew where I could do that.

I jogged down the street, though my abused feet protested with every step, and darted across a lawn, sticking to the shadows of the side of the house. I knew this house well. I’d been to birthday parties and slumber parties and study sessions here since I was in eighth grade and we’d moved to this town. Until they’d stopped.

I slunk around the stained fence. It took me a second to stretch over the fence behind the house and undo the latch there. The gate swung open, and I crept inside, closing it behind me.

I paused. It was the first second I’d rested since I’d started running, and I pressed my hands to the tops of my thighs, drawing in deep breaths. It was okay. I wasn’t dying.

James. Was he okay? What had made him fall in? It hadn’t looked at all like a deliberate jump into the water, but like he’d passed out and tumbled in. He’d been breathing, though, so he’d be fine, right?

My knees turned to water, and I fell into the grass, tumbling onto my butt. My neckline cut into my skin. My cape was caught in the gate. Stupid cape! Never again. I jerked, and the fabric I’d so painstakingly sewn on ripped, the seams popping.

I shoved my mask down and drew in great gulps of air. If I’d died when I’d jumped in, what would have happened to Kareena when she’d come forward to claim my body? Would she have even claimed it? Or would I have been buried somewhere by the state, alone and abandoned and—

Stop. Breathe. You can’t spiral right now.

I rested my head against the fence and stared up at the sky. My teeth were chattering, an involuntary physical reaction to how freezing and wet and miserable my body was. What time was it?

I checked my phone, surprised to learn it wasn’t even nine. Barely any time had passed since I had thrown that trash bag away.

I had hours, but it was essential I beat Kareena home from her night shift. It wasn’t like she checked in on me, but if the dishes weren’t done she’d come stomping to find me, and if I wasn’t there she’d be so mad when I did get home. She’d look at me in that resentful way she had and maybe she’d say something terrible. Something like . . . mocking me for the weight I’d gained since Mama had left.

I kept waiting for her to cross that line. I don’t know what I would do if she did, or why I thought that was the worst thing she could say to me. I maintained all sorts of imaginary goalposts in my head, the product of endlessly imagining worst-case scenarios for everything. It was like a million ifs without thens.

I’d go. In a second. After I caught my breath. After the sky stopped spinning. After I took care of my injury. I peered at the scarf, stained red. It was just a graze, right? Some nail or glass bottle.

I tugged at the knot and peeled the makeshift dressing off. Nausea roiled in my belly. Those words, just a graze, always sounded so nonthreatening in movies and television. This didn’t look nonthreatening.

A sharp gash ran along my upper arm, though the blood had slowed. The edges were gross and ragged.

You could die from this. Infection.

Carefully, I pulled my phone from my bag and opened my video call app.

I pressed Mama’s photo. “Pick up, pick up. Please, Mama.” Mama had worked whatever job she could find here, but once upon a time in India, she’d gone to nursing school. Combined with having one sick daughter, she was pretty well versed in medicine. She’d know what to do. She’d freak out and cry that I was hurt, and try to make me go to the hospital, but she’d know why I was too scared to do that.

Also, I just wanted my mama. I was sixteen, but I felt like I was six. I wanted to see her thin face and dark eyes, even if she couldn’t hold me and tell me I would be okay and rub Tiger Balm on me to make me all better.

The phone stopped ringing. I licked the salty tears from my lips and stuck my phone back into my bag. The time difference. She was probably fast asleep, an ocean away from me.

My brain was probably exaggerating it, but the pain was growing worse, radiating out from the wound, all the way up to my shoulder and down through my fingers. I kinda wished the shock would come back.

I scanned the yard. The little garden shed was right where it had always been. Candice’s parents were doctors. So long as they hadn’t changed anything, there would be a first aid kit neatly tucked away on a shelf. I could fix myself up and change and go home.

Maybe you need stitches.

Yeah, maybe I did, but there wasn’t anything I could do about that. If I was lucky, the kit might have some of that liquid bandage stuff in it. If not, I could at least clean the cut and put pressure on it. I knew enough from TV to do that.

I tried to get to my feet, but fell back onto my butt. I tried again, but only made it to my knees.

What was wrong with me?

Just a graze.

Grazes hurt.

A light went on upstairs in the house, and I froze. I had to get in that shed now. I was way too exposed out in the open like this. I wrestled my torn cape away from the gate and made my way to the shed, grimly focused on my quest.

I quietly closed the door behind me and used my phone’s flashlight in place of the overhead light. Nothing had changed since I’d been here over a year ago. The steel shelves were neatly stocked with extra nonperishable goods and household things like toilet paper and dish soap. When I’d first met Candice, I’d been awed by the mini store in her backyard. Her mom was an extreme couponer, she’d told me, and rolled her eyes. I’d thought it funny then that someone who didn’t really need to be thrifty saved money like a hobby. Stockpiling goods was a luxury when you lived paycheck to paycheck.

The first aid kit was exactly where I’d remembered it. I stripped my mask and my shirt off. The bleeding had slowed almost to a stop, but I hissed when I cleaned it with alcohol. The liquid bandage, and then gauze, wrapped tight. I had to hold my breath when I was finished in order to hear above my heartbeat, but no one was rushing the door.

My head was spinning, and it was from adrenaline now, not necessarily pain. Thoughts of multiple people drifted across my consciousness, each one bringing a new set of worries and fear.

Unable to resist a moment of respite, I toed off my wet boots and stripped off my soaking leggings. Naked except for my underwear and the bandage, I slumped against the wall of the shed and slid to the floor.

Two seconds of rest. I turned off the flashlight. Two seconds, and I’d leave.

I was so cold. I wanted my mama.

My head tilted back. And my world faded to the vast emptiness of nothing.





Chapter

Three

Waking up Sonia is like waking up a bear.

I swatted at the memory of my mother’s exasperated tone. Yeah, waking up was hard. Nothing good happened early in the morning.

Mama’s laugh echoed in my ears as the layers of sleep peeled off me like an onion. I blinked up at the wooden ceiling above me for a second, confused. This wasn’t the bunk bed I usually woke up to.

The strangely musky odor snapped my brain into focus, and I jackknifed into a seated position. I put my palm on the floor to steady myself, and the pain that shot through me knocked away whatever traces of sleep clung to my subconscious.

I cradled my arm to my chest and took stock of my surroundings. Moonlight seeped through the small gaps in the wood doors, and fall air along with it. I shivered and looked down at myself. No wonder I was freezing, almost naked on cold concrete.

My phone vibrated on the floor where I’d dropped it and I shifted a little to read the screen. Two missed calls from my mom, and one from Kareena. It was half past ten. Aw, crap.

This was not an ideal situation. At any moment, my former best friend or her parents could come barging in here to get toilet paper, and I was too woozy to try to BS my way through this one. Oh, hi, Dr. and Dr. Carter. No, I’m totally fine. Don’t worry about me. Just naked and stealing your medical supplies. Why haven’t I been by lately? Ask your daughter.

The gauze on my wound was still white, so that was good. Despite the pain and stiffness in my arm, I pulled my jeans, sweatshirt and tennis shoes out of my bag, and replaced them with my damp costume. Thank God I hadn’t left my street clothes at the café.

I carefully replaced the first aid kit I’d used. I yanked my sweatshirt hood up over my head. A disguise it wasn’t, but it was definitely less eye-catching than my costume.

I peeked out of the shed. The backyard was quiet. The light in Candice’s room was off, but the kitchen and living room were all lit up. Her parents worked long hours, but they were probably home by now.

I snuck out of the shed, sticking to whatever shadows I could find. On the street, I tempered my desire to sprint and casually strolled down the sidewalk, trying to look like I belonged. Once I was out of view of Candice’s home, I called a rideshare. It always felt like a luxury to call one, but though I had my license, Kareena needed our car more than me.

Prices were surging right now, because of course they were. Story of my life, paying 1.5 times the fare right after I saved a life.

The car came quickly, which wasn’t always the case here, and it was a good thing it did, because my phone died as soon as I checked the plate and got inside.

Which meant I couldn’t call my mom or Kareena back. I plugged the phone into the driver-provided cord and tried not to rip my nails off in agitation on the ride home. My thoughts were all jumbled, not helped by the physical discomfort I was in. My arm was aching and I was cold. I touched my hair and grimaced at the rat’s nest. Also, my curls from the morning were definitely gone now.

The driver pulled up in front of our town house just as my phone powered on, and I got out with a mumbled thanks. I locked the door to my house and collapsed back against it. The place was quiet and still, and for a second, I allowed my brain’s spiraling hamster wheel a moment of peace as well. It was shattered when my phone vibrated with a text.

Is everything okay?

Mama.

No, everything was not okay. I jumped into the canal to save a boy I love and I think he’s okay but then I had to run away because the authorities were coming and I hurt my arm and you know I don’t like blood and I had to go to Candice’s house and that sucked because of my feelings. Oh, I didn’t tell you, but Candice hasn’t spoken to me since I told her you were deported. My feet hurt. I miss you. Come back.

I took a deep breath and texted back. Yup, everything’s fine.

The phone immediately rang with a video call from Mama. I hesitated a second, then hit the audio. She’d get more worried if I didn’t answer, but there was no way she could see me like this. “Hello?”

“Are you sure everything’s okay?” No fooling Mama. Her lightly accented English was heavy with worry, but that wasn’t new. Mama hadn’t been dealt an easy hand in life: she’d become estranged from her family when she married my dad against their wishes; had a daughter diagnosed with a rare form of infant leukemia; had come to America from India with said daughter on a medical visa for medical trials and treatment; prematurely gave birth to another child (me) all alone here in America because my father went and died in India and the shock sent her into labor; gotten financially and emotionally cut off from her in-laws once her doting mother-in-law died in the same year because they irrationally blamed her for their family’s bad luck . . . her life was about as well written as an Indian soap opera, and that didn’t include her getting deported. No wonder she always sounded like she was braced for yet another catastrophe.

And you think you have problems. “Yes. Why?”

“I can’t see you.”

“Bad connection,” I lied, and thumped up the stairs. Though it was peeling and rickety, I liked this two-bedroom house. Mama had gotten an amazing deal on the place, the owner a friend of one of our aunties—no blood relation—in Ohio. She was one of the few people who knew about our situation, and she’d immediately halved our rent.

“You called me. It’s not like you to call so early in the morning like that.”

Her early morning, my evening. “I’m sorry, I wasn’t thinking.” I went into my bedroom and kicked a pile of clothes out of the way. Kareena had snagged the master once it was empty last spring. It had been weird that first night, to sleep alone. For as long as I could remember, I’d always been able to time my breaths to my sister or my mom.

I pushed aside another pile of clothes. The one upside of having my own bedroom was letting my inner slob out.

I plugged the phone in on my nightstand and put it on speaker while I pulled off my shirt. The pain in my arm throbbed again. I looked in the mirror. The white bandage was stark on my brown skin. “I was actually calling because my . . . friend, her arm got injured. Like cut by something sharp. And I wanted to see if you knew how to fix it.”

“What did she get cut by?” Mama’s voice turned brisk, the same way it had whenever Kareena had been sick as a kid.

“I don’t know. Glass, maybe. It was dark, she didn’t see it. Just like scraped up on it.”

“If it was glass, she should make sure there are no tiny pieces left in her wound.”

I recoiled. Ew. Gross. Surely I’d be able to feel that, right?

“Or if it was something rusty, she should make sure that she has her tetanus shot up to date.”

Did I? “Is that something most people have?”

“You got yours when you started high school, so it depends on if she regularly sees a doctor.”

I breathed a sigh of relief. One less worry. I would pray it hadn’t been glass, and roll the dice.

“The most important thing is that the bleeding stops and it’s cleaned and wrapped and then kept clean. Infection can always pop up later. Honestly, she should just go to urgent care and get it looked at to make sure there’s no issues and she doesn’t need stitches. Is this Candice? Should I call her parents?”

“No,” I said quickly. I didn’t know if Candice’s parents knew the truth about my family, but I’d rather they didn’t, given how Candice had iced me out after she learned it. “Okay, thanks. I gotta go do the dishes before Kareena gets home.”

“Are you two doing well? Are you getting along and not fighting?”

“Define fighting. Is it when she yells at me and I take it?”

My mom clucked her tongue. “Sonia. She has a great deal on her shoulders. She loves you very much.”

I knew what love was. My mother loved me, and when we were young, Kareena had loved me. She’d heated up food for me, and done my hair, and read me stories, and invited me to play games with her.

Love wasn’t the mean way she treated me now. “I’m nice to her. I’ll try to be nicer.”

“Hmm.” She didn’t sound like she believed me, but she let it pass. “Divya Auntie is going to be coming through town soon. She said she would stop in and check on you.”

“Great,” I said, barely paying attention. The more time I spent on the phone, the less time I had to hide my evidence. “Gotta go. I love you.”

“I love you, beta.”

I hit the end button and finished stripping off my clothes. There was an empty plastic bag on the back of my door and I stuffed the pieces of my costume into it, along with the boots. The lack of care I took was a marked difference from when I’d left this room with every piece packed in my bag this morning.

My hands faltered on the black top I’d so painstakingly put together. There was a ragged row of torn stitches on the back.

The cape.

I frantically retraced my steps in my head. It had ripped off in the gate. I would have seen it on my way out if I’d dropped it in Candice’s yard, but it was entirely possible I’d left it in her shed.

My hands shook as I knotted the bag. There was nothing I could do about it now. I couldn’t exactly go back to Candice’s neighborhood and skulk around at midnight. How many of her neighbors had one of those doorbell cameras? It was a scrap of red material. It didn’t prove anything.

I shoved the costume into the back of my closet. It would be nice to throw it out, but any rookie knows that’s exactly how things get found. I’d hide it for now. Hopefully everything was dry enough so it wouldn’t start to smell.

I kept my arm out of the way of the water while I showered and pulled on sweatpants and a long-sleeved shirt after. They were nice and loose, not an inch of my body visible, and that was a relief. Maybe if I hadn’t felt so confident in my custom clothes, I wouldn’t have gone off and done something so foolish as risking my and my family’s life. Back to hiding for now.

I checked my socials. I was a lurker more than a poster, but no one was writing any tributes or well wishes to James yet. His stories were blank, though I didn’t entirely expect him to have regained consciousness and posted an immediate photo of the ambulance.

I grabbed my laptop and went downstairs to the living room. I turned on the lamp and sat on the couch. It took a couple of minutes to find a story about the canal on our local news station’s site.

It made my stomach lurch, though I’d expected this. Ours was a sleepy town. Any accident or violence made the news. I hit play on the video. “Breaking news tonight, a tragic incident and a local high school student’s dramatic rescue—”

I choked, as hard as when I’d been gulping water. Tragic? Did tragic mean dead?

The man’s eyebrows drew together in scripted concern. “The unnamed student is in stable condition, but there’s been no further official news on the minor’s condition or what exactly caused him to fall into the canal. Witnesses claim a young woman rescued the boy from the water.”

One of the women who had helped James came on the screen, her breath short, ambulance lights painting her face red and blue, a giant mic thrust in her face. This must have been filmed at the scene. “We just saw her dive in, no hesitation, and grab the young man, swim him to shore. I’m worried for her. She was bleeding.”

Oh crap. Me. She was talking about me.

“Do you have any information about this hero? Did she give you a name?” the reporter asked.

“No. All she said was that she couldn’t afford a hospital, and she booked it.” The woman’s face was creased with concern. “She was about my height, dark hair, there was an S on her shirt.”

The stupid S I’d embroidered on my costume. Because it had looked too blank. I’d thought I was so clever, using my first initial.

Oh no no no no no no.

I dropped my head into my hands, my ears buzzing too much to listen any longer as the anchor in the studio took over.

Now you’ve done it. You’re going to be the reason the police show up at the door and Kareena gets caught.

I was an American citizen literally by accident. Kareena was not. My status hadn’t stopped my mom from getting arrested at the dry-cleaning shop she’d worked at, and it wouldn’t stop Kareena from being deported if anyone probed a little too deeply into my family.

Keys jangled at the door. I slammed the laptop closed as Kareena entered, then stopped in the entryway. Her sharp gaze ran over me. “What’s wrong?”

Not even the purple circles under her eyes could detract from Kareena’s beauty. She was eighteen, barely a year and a half older than me, and an ocean away in looks. She was tall and slim, her long black hair spilling almost to her butt. She literally woke up like that, along with flushed cheeks and goop-free eyes.

No wonder my grandma—my dad’s mom—had seen Kareena, their perfect first grandchild, as the source of all their family’s wealth. She’d moved heaven and earth to get her into a trial in the US when her first two rounds of chemo in India hadn’t worked.

I’d come into the world premature and red-faced and screaming, and split my family. I was the bad luck charm. No one had told me that, but it made sense in my head.

I couldn’t let Kareena scent any blood in the water, or she’d take relentless enjoyment in cutting me down. We’d been friends once. Since our mom had left, every interaction between us had ended in a fight. “Nothing.”

She placed her purse on the desk in the corner of the living room. It was ruthlessly organized, with a stack of paid bills on one side and mail still to be opened on the other. “Why are you sitting here in the dark, like a weirdo?”

“It’s not dark.” I am being a weirdo.

Kareena had never been a weirdo. Two years ahead of me in school, she hadn’t exactly been a social butterfly, but that was only because we were conditioned to fly under the radar. After her cancer had gone into remission at twelve and she’d been able to regularly attend school, she’d been popular and maintained a solid group of friends. Her sunny and kind personality had drawn everyone in close. It was only in the last year that her attitude had grown so snappish, and then mostly just with me.

She hit the switch for the overhead light, which was much harsher than the lamp. I winced, and cradled my hand protectively over the laptop.

She didn’t miss the gesture. She took her coat off and placed it on the coatrack. “What were you looking at?”

“Nothing.” Ah, damn. Could I sound any more guilty?

“I don’t believe you.” Kareena took a step toward me. “Let me see.”

I clutched the computer to my chest. “I don’t think you want to do that.”

“Oh yeah?” She took another step.

I tried to think fast. “It’s an ingrown toenail.”

“Excuse me?”

“I like to watch this channel where they remove impacted nails. It’s relaxing. So if you want to see, fine, but I know you don’t like graphic stuff.” I made like I was going to open the laptop, but she lifted her hand.

She stared at me for a long moment, and I started to sweat. “Are you actually okay?”

I couldn’t blame her for asking me that. I did occasionally watch dermatologists popping pimples, but the toenail thing was gross, even for me. “For the millionth time, yes.”

“So freakin’ weird,” she muttered as she stomped away.

I breathed a sigh of relief. Better she think I loved foot health than the truth.

That I could
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