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Synopsis

Wren received something for her eighteenth birthday
that she was fairly sure was one of a kind: sky-blue wings. But
along with those wings comes the knowledge that her father had a
surprisingly practical reason for abandoning her when she was
eight. In his letter to her, delivered via talking raven, she
learns that it’s up to her to save billions of humans and
Winged Blue from a threat that’s on the horizon and closing in
fast. She is to travel to the world of the Winged Blue thirteen
days after her birthday, and before she leaves, an attractive
winged young woman named Sia will be teaching her how to fly. Wren
has to hope that her world’s prophecy is right, and that she is up
for something even more challenging than growing up gay in a small
town: saving two entire worlds from the Winged Red.
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Part One


Chapter One

Wren was lost in the shapely arms of a beautiful
girl when the bright-blue raven landed on the sill of her open
window. The bird’s vibrant, rich blue color and that it was holding
what looked to be an envelope made her fantasy fade in an instant,
despite the fact that she’d just started kissing her imaginary
partner. But a blue, mail-carrying raven excited her much more than
a fantasy girl, no matter how good of a kisser she happened to be
(not that Wren had much experience in the matter, or, really, any
at all). She could always return to the kiss later, whereas this
raven might fly off at any moment, so Wren allowed herself to be
pulled back into reality…as strange as reality suddenly was. This
wasn’t even the strangest thing that had happened in the last few
weeks, though.

Or at least it wasn’t until the lapis-colored raven
dropped the letter and said, in an unfamiliar-yet-pleasant female
voice, “It’s from your father, Wrenny. Read it very soon.” Before
Wren could begin to accept the fact that a blue, talking bird had
just delivered a letter, one that was possibly from her long-gone
dad, the bird bobbed its head, turned, and flew off, zigging and
zagging until it ducked under some low tree branches and
disappeared from Wren’s sight.

“Well,” she said to herself, alone once again,
“that was weird.”

Weird things had already been happening to her,
though, things that were possibly just as weird as what had just
transpired. So, with her pulse beginning to quicken, which could
have been either from excitement or nerves, Wren picked up the
envelope and tore it open, beginning to read.

 


Dear Wrenny,

I must start by telling you—as it is, despite what I
am about to tell you, the most important fact—that I have missed
you terribly these past almost-ten years. I did not want to leave
your life, and I hope you believe my words. I had to, though,
because if I’d brought you back home with me, you might not even
have made it to your ninth birthday, much less your very important
eighteenth.

I’m guessing you’ve gotten your wings by now, and I
hope it wasn’t too hard keeping them concealed. I also hope you
weren’t too frightened when they showed up, because although you
are from another world, you surely did not know that until they
appeared. After all, how could you possibly guess that fact? I
couldn’t have if I were in your shoes!

I will be sending a girl to help you very, very
soon. She will make herself known to you, and then she will teach
you how to fly. It shouldn’t be too hard, as we Winged Blue always
learn quite quickly, and I doubt someone as important to us as you
will have a very hard time learning.

Yes, that’s right—not just to me, but to all of the
Winged Blue, you hold great importance. There is a prophecy, of
course, and it speaks of you and your future.

A future that will begin as soon as the thirteenth
day following your eighteenth birthday arrives. Which is only a
small number of days away, if this letter reached you when it was
supposed to.

I could not possibly be looking forward to seeing
you again more. I just wish that I hadn’t needed to leave your side
for all these years. I hope Denise has treated you well, and I can
barely believe I’ll be seeing you in mere days!

Much love,

Your dad, Torien

 


Wren didn’t know what to think once she reached the
end of the letter. First her wings had appeared, that one late
night in the woods just days ago, and now her missing father was
suddenly back in her life…if only slightly. And then there was this
prophecy, one in which she apparently held great importance. A
prophecy that seemed to state that she mattered, immensely, to
however many Winged Blue there happened to be.

Now so many thoughts were all rushing around in her
head that it took a while before one decided to dominate all the
others and push its way up to the very top of her
consciousness.

What the…what the hell is going on?


Chapter Two

The weather was far too nice to be trapped inside,
so Wren couldn’t have been happier to exit her high school that
afternoon and start walking toward the café where she worked after
school. The feel of the gentle breeze tossing about her long hair
and skirt was almost as delicious as what she would be drinking in
about ten minutes.

She’d been looking forward to her before-work treat
all day, an iced, blended mocha with extra whipped cream she was
planning to enjoy at one of the outdoor tables in front of the
café. She could enjoy the silky-warm June air and people-watch.

And perhaps she could reread the letter from her
father, which she had folded up and pushed to the very bottom of
her skirt’s front pocket shortly before leaving for school that
morning. There was no way she was going to leave it at home, where
her mother Denise might have a chance to stumble across it…as
unlikely as that was. Her mom almost never went into her room,
instead vegging out in front of the TV every single night until her
multiple nightcaps often knocked her out. And on those nights, Wren
would need to help guide her up to her bedroom and into bed, Wren’s
stepdad Tim usually nowhere to be seen. If she was unlucky enough
for it to be a night where he was actually at home, Wren just had
to hope that he would avoid the two of them and hide out in his
gross-smelling den, filling it with the scent of cheap cigars and,
Wren imagined, pent-up rage.

Rage that unfortunately wasn’t always “pent-up.” Not
when he got into an especially bad mood and took it out on Wren or
her mom. He was never violent physically, but words, Wren had come
to realize, could do a rather impressive amount of harm if they
were chosen just right.

But today it was lovely out, and Wren had just
arrived at the café, so she turned her thoughts to sunshine and
delicious coffee and away from whatever might be waiting for her at
home later that night.

Her boss Shawn stood behind the counter when she
entered the well-lit, yellow-and-orange–themed restaurant. Shawn
was wearing her usual uniform, a button-down, black work shirt and
loose jeans, her look finished off with her favorite baseball cap,
which sat on top of her close-cropped, sandy-blond curls. Wren had
been confused at first, when she’d started work there two years
ago, with how Shawn liked to dress. But she was also confused about
why she liked looking at her pretty female classmates more than her
supposedly hot male classmates, and so, once Shawn had mentioned a
girlfriend, it had all begun to make more sense. After copious
online research and sneaking some of Shawn’s lesbian magazines
home, Wren felt fully informed, or as informed as a young lesbian
like her could become without any equally thorough research in
certain other areas.

“Hey there, Wren. You want your usual? You have a
nice, long twenty minutes before it’s time to start behind the
counter. And I’m feeling generous today, so if your friend Nicole
comes at her usual time, her drink of choice is on me.” Shawn
grinned at Wren, her wide smile lighting up her tanned, handsome
face.

But as believable as Shawn’s smile was, and as happy
as Wren was to see her boss and friend, there was no way she could
tell her about the two supernatural events that had occurred in the
past couple of weeks. She wanted Shawn to continue to think of her
as sane. Even a woman as cool and kind to her as Shawn wouldn’t
want to be friends with a crazy person. Or at least a person who
sounded crazy, because as impossible as her new wings and
the blue raven still seemed, they also were definitely one hundred
percent real. And Wren figured that their realness was far
preferable to her falling off the narrow ledge of sanity, a ledge
upon which she’d felt quite precariously balanced ever since her
dad had left.

So she didn’t even consider telling Shawn, as much
as she liked the older woman. Instead, she took the icy glass from
her boss, sucked a small mouthful of whipped cream off the top, and
thanked her.

“No prob, hon. Enjoy your java, and I’ll see you
back in here soon, right?”

“Of course. Thanks, Shawn.” Wren grabbed a spoon and
went outside, sitting at one of the metal tables in a chair made
hot by the sun. She sighed as she relaxed into the chair. Then she
saw the girl.

She looked to be about Wren’s age, or she could have
been older. It was hard to say, precisely, because she was turned
slightly away from Wren. But even the half-view she had of the
other woman’s face told Wren enough about her features to know that
if the young woman ever looked at her head-on, she would be
gorgeous. The girl had dark-brown hair with strands of garnet red,
all of it pulled back into a loose bun with a few locks hanging
down around her perfectly curved cheekbones. Her lips were set into
a subtle smile, thinner than Wren usually liked but so nicely
shaped their lack of fullness didn’t matter. Her eyes could have
been either hazel or green—Wren couldn’t tell from this far
away.

Wren thought about her own looks, then: her hair,
black with slight red highlights, but nowhere near the exciting
color of the girl’s, and it had also never made up its mind between
being straight and curly; her coffee-and-cream skin, which, while
she didn’t have a problem with it, had still made her stand
out at her practically all-white school, most of the Caucasian kids
tending to either insult her or avoid her; and her shape, not
nearly as curvy or thin as she might have liked. But despite her
notably lesser attractiveness, she almost called out to the girl,
hoping to get a good look at her entire face before she left or
before Wren had to go back inside to work.

It turned out that Wren didn’t need to get the
girl’s attention, because said attention was headed in Wren’s
direction right that moment. Wren watched as the girl stood,
adjusted the gray T-shirt she was wearing over darker gray slacks,
and then she felt her stomach tighten as the girl began to stride
straight…toward…her.

“May I sit here?” the girl asked in a
sweet-yet-certain tone. She sounded like Wren wouldn’t possibly say
no, and, well, she was right.

“S-sure. Yes. Please.” Oh God, Wren thought, was she
blushing as much as she thought she was? Her face suddenly felt
much hotter than her sun-heated chair, but the girl either didn’t
manage to notice or didn’t care.

“You just looked…interesting,” she said as she moved
the chair to the left of Wren’s, dragging it until it was directly
across from where Wren sat. Once seated, the girl formed her
perfect lips into an equally perfect smile, and Wren realized then
that her eyes hadn’t left the girl’s face for a second, a fact that
she quickly remedied by looking at her company’s feet instead. The
sky-blue flip-flops the girl wore couldn’t compete with her looks,
but their color did manage to distract Wren momentarily, as she
found herself thinking of the raven from the day before.

“Do you like birds?” the girl asked.

Wren’s eyes shot back up to the girl’s face. But
this time, instead of checking her out, she searched her for signs
of hidden intent, signs of secrets or mysterious plans. “Yeah,” she
finally answered, failing to see any of those things in the girl’s
shockingly green eyes. “Yeah, I do. Especially…ravens.”

“Ravens, huh? Do you like Edgar Allan Poe’s
poem?”

“Never have I liked it more,” Wren said, then took a
big swallow of her mocha in hopes that a large, whipped-cream
mustache would at least slightly distract the girl from her stupid
joke.

Instead of giving her a weird look and then leaving,
as Wren had expected, the girl chuckled, her laughter managing to
make Wren feel like much less of an idiot. “Cute joke. So, would it
be okay if I told you a story my mom told me about Poe when I was
little?”

“I’d like that,” Wren said in reply. Had she sounded
as excited to hear the story as she felt?

The girl placed her elbow on the table and rested
her chin on her fist, looking slightly off into the distance as she
began to speak. “You see, when I was about thirteen or so, I began
to feel like I didn’t fit in, even when everyone my age was nice to
me. I was different, you see, in a way that I didn’t want anyone to
find out about, because it embarrassed me so much, how different I
was. So my mom, despite me being a little too old for stories, made
one up for me one night when I was crying to her about how hard it
was to feel like I didn’t fit in. And so, this is the story mom
told me.” She cleared her throat, glanced at Wren, and then looked
off into the distance once more.

“When Edgar Allan Poe was little, he found a raven
in a field. He didn’t have any friends, my mom said, so he decided
the raven would become his friend instead of the mean kids at
school, the ones who always called him ‘strange’ and even meaner
things.

“The raven was always affectionate toward Edgar,
nuzzling him and making soft clicking noises as it did so. So Edgar
decided to see if he could help the bird out, to show it he loved
it in return. He taught it how to hold a pen and how to write, and
by the time ten years had passed, it had begun to make up entire
stories, writing them in sloppy, loose capital letters. But they
were still legible, of course. One night, Edgar came up with the
idea to pass off the raven’s writing as his own, so he began to
sneak its pages out of his home while the raven was sleeping.

“After a number of years, the raven noticed Edgar
leaving their home with its writing, and it followed him to the
building where Poe had been dropping off the raven’s stories and
poems. Once Poe got home, the raven confronted him. It told him
that, although Poe had always felt different, the raven had felt
different too, having all of these stories trapped in its head and
with no way to let them out. It told Poe it was different in
another way, too—the raven told Poe that though he was a male
raven, he preferred the company of male ravens to female ones. Poe
burst into tears upon finding out that he and the raven shared the
horrible feeling of not fitting in within their species. He begged
the raven to forgive him, but that night, under the light of a full
moon, the raven left him, its feathers turning from black to a
rich, dark blue as it flew off into the bright moonlight, never to
be seen again. It was possible that the raven had come from another
world, Edgar thought. Mr. Poe decided that night to come clean
about the truth of ‘his’ writing, but he never got the chance, as
he died the very next week.

“My mom told me this story because she knew how
I was different, and she didn’t want my fear of not fitting
in to stop me from living the full life she said I deserved.”

While the girl told her story, Wren had been
completely transfixed. She’d always loved a good story, but she
wasn’t at all expecting a tale that seemed only the slightest bit
removed from her own newly changed reality, a reality that was
quickly replacing all that was ordinary with things that were truly
exceptional and magical. And did the mother’s story mean that this
girl was gay, like her? What about the raven in it, blue like the
one she’d met the morning before? Was the girl possibly hinting at
some involvement in the new, bizarre changes in Wren’s life?

“My name’s Sia, by the way,” the girl said, standing
and reaching behind her head. She pulled out the two chopsticks
that had been holding her hair up, and it began to fall down around
her in a rush of garnet and dark-amber waves. “I hope to see you
again really soon,” she told Wren.

Then Sia turned and walked off, and before Wren
could even come close to recovering her cool, much less call after
her like she wanted to, Sia had disappeared around the corner and
was gone.

Wren was still holding her mocha midair a while
after the girl was entirely out of view, and it was a struggle to
return to the world even once Sia had been gone for a few minutes.
Then she became aware of the time and that she’d have to finish her
drink quickly if she was going to make it back inside the café in
time to start work. She only had two minutes till her shift began,
so she gulped down the rest of the mocha. Wren wondered if the
beginnings of brain freeze might possibly manage to push all the
disruptive thoughts of Sia out of her head. There was no way she’d
be able to concentrate on work if those thoughts stayed this firmly
in her imagination. Wren’s last thought of her before she rose from
her chair was a question. Could Sia be the person her father had
told her about? But now all she was supposed to be thinking about
was coffee, customers, and making change.

Once she had reentered the café, Wren lifted up the
counter to the left of the dessert case and went into the back
room, where she put on a stiff, black apron and her best smile. It
might not have been as real as the one she’d give to Sia if she
ever saw her again, but it would have to do.

It likely was the effect of tourist season on Wren’s
town that caused the almost constant flow of customers that
afternoon, and Wren was pretty tired by the time 5:29 rolled
around. But right as she was heading to the café’s front door to
flip the Open sign over, her friend Nicole
burst through it, and the sight of her familiar, freckled face
brought back some of Wren’s energy.

“Hey, Wren. I hope I’m not too late?”

“No, your timing’s fine, Nicole. Please, come in!”
Her friend wrapped Wren in a sweet-smelling hug, her signature
perfume comforting and welcome as Wren took in its slightly strong
scent. “Do you want dinner?” Wren asked her. “I’ll have to fix mine
and my parents’ at home, but I could treat you to a sandwich or
something. And extra cornichons, of course.”

Nicole walked over to her usual table, sitting down
in one of the faux-velvet-cushioned chairs, and she winked over
Wren’s shoulder, where, Wren saw, Shawn was just coming out of the
back.

“Nicole! Hey there, gal pal. Can we get you
something?” Shawn took off her apron and laid it over the counter
next to the register. “How about a chai latte? I can add some
raspberry syrup. It sounds kinda gross when you hear about it, but
trust me, it’s absolutely wonderful.”

“That sounds great, Shawn. And how about a bagel
with lox and cream cheese, hold the onions?”

“Got a hot date?” Wren’s boss whisked the last bagel
out of the case and put it into the toaster behind the counter.

“Yeah, do you? With James?” Wren pulled a chair
closer to Nicole and sat down, getting ready for the usual
combination of jealousy and joy she experienced whenever her best
friend’s boyfriend came up. Yes, she didn’t want her own
boyfriend, though a female partner would have been more than
welcome. But between her school’s lack of racial diversity, its
lack of queer awareness, and its lack of acceptance of people who
even seemed gay, it had been clear to her that dating wasn’t a good
idea, or even an option. It would have to wait until after school
ended, she’d decided, and maybe once she was out of high school the
locals would be more forgiving of her orientation. Forgiving enough
for a first date and then, hopefully, a first kiss.

“James is…he’s taking me out tonight, and he told me
he had something important to tell me. We’re going to eat at Le
Nuit.”

“Hot damn, Nicole, that place is fancy,” Shawn
called out from behind the counter. “What do you think he’s going
to tell you?”

“You don’t think…you don’t think he’s going to ask
you to marry him, do you?” Wren asked. She knew there was no way
her college-bound friend would want anything to stand in the way of
her four heavily-planned-out years. “Would you say yes, if he did?
And if you did say yes, would you move to the school he’s going
to?”

“Whoa, Wren, slow down. First, no, I do not
think he’s going to propose. Second, I would definitely say no, but
I would let him down easy. And finally, ain’t nothing that would
keep me away from Stanford. I’ve wanted to be a doctor ever since
you or I can remember, and an offer of a ring and James’s hand in
marriage, no matter how much I love him, isn’t going to stop
me.”

“Good. High five?” Wren raised her palm in the
air.

“Sure, you geek, but don’t let anyone know I still
high-five you. It would ruin my reputation.”

Wren and Nicole’s palms met with a sharp slap, both
of them grinning and laughing. “So, Wren,” her friend asked,
“what’s new since I saw you three hours ago?”

“Lots, believe it or not.”

“I thought so.” Shawn was coming up to their table
with a steaming mug of pale-brown liquid and a plate holding the
food Nicole had ordered. She put them down in front of Nicole and
flipped a chair around, crossing her arms over its top as she sat
across from the two of them.

“What do you mean, ‘I thought so’?” Wren asked.

“I saw you with that girl, outside. You looked like
you were either in heaven or about to throw up when she walked over
to you.”

“That pretty much sums it up.” Wren laughed and
looked down, unable to meet either of her tablemates’ eyes.

“So, do you have a hot date for tonight, too?” When
Wren looked up at the end of Nicole’s sentence, Nicole wiggled her
eyebrows at her and nudged her in the ribs with her elbow a few
times.

“Not at all. She left before we could even have much
of a conversation. I don’t think I’ll see her ever again,” Wren
told them, although as she said those words, she realized she
didn’t truly believe them.

Nicole pressed her for information, and during the
next ten minutes, Wren had to lie to her friend about her entire
conversation with Sia. She couldn’t tell her about the story,
because even if she left out her own opinion of the girl’s tale,
she didn’t want to make her sound nuts. After all, even though she
didn’t know the first thing about Sia, she had a good feeling about
her, and she didn’t want her best friend or Shawn getting the
chance to talk her out of her new crush.

Right around six, once Wren finished doing her share
of that day’s cleanup, she got ready to say good-bye to Nicole and
Shawn. “I’m going to try a new recipe for meatballs tonight. It
calls for fennel seed, and I just picked up a bottle of it at
Nancy’s Fancies.”

“Your stepdad doesn’t deserve food that nice, you
know,” Nicole told her, her smile and squinted eyes replaced by a
much more serious look as she stared Wren down. “And you shouldn’t
be spending any of your income from here on expensive
ingredients.”

“I…I know that. I like doing it, though, and at
least I enjoy the added complexity of the food’s flavors. But I
have to go now,” Wren told her. Neither Nicole nor Shawn knew even
half of what she had to deal with at home, just that it wasn’t
always all that great. Despite her closeness to Nicole, she’d never
told her exactly how bad her stepdad got, or how much her mom
drank, instead keeping her friend as far away from her home and the
truth as she possibly could. “My stepdad’s going to be home at
eight, and he likes to have his dinner ready when he gets
there.”

“I don’t know why your mom can’t make it. Didn’t she
used to cook dinner for you and your dad every night?”

“Yeah,” Wren said as she reached the door, holding
in the sigh that was desperately trying to escape her lips. “She’s
the reason I’m such a good cook.”

As Wren started her walk home, she thought about her
dad’s letter, and Sia, and the fact that as close as she and Nicole
were, there were far too many things she could never, ever tell her
friend. But she’d kept things from Nicole for years, so she was
used to lying to her, despite the fact that all her secrets were
often fighting hard to come out.

At least with her wings, and her dad’s letter, and
Sia’s possible involvement in everything…at least with them, she
knew she was doing the right thing. Nicole couldn’t know about
these three things. No one on the entire planet could find out.
Because she’d either get locked up in the loony bin or locked away
in a government lab to be studied, and she wanted to find out if
the letter she’d received the day before held the truth. She wanted
to know if she was finally going to see her dad again.

And she wanted to know if, just like her, he had
wings.


Chapter Three

Her mom was in the living room watching TV when Wren
got home, her breath smelling strongly of vodka when she kissed
Wren hello on the cheek. It was no longer a surprise to come home
to her mom and have her be drunk. And her stepdad Tim’s insults,
both to her mom and to her, were also something Wren had gotten
used to. Not that they had ever stopped hurting, but at least she
wasn’t as surprised as she used to be when one came flying in her
direction.

So Wren expected tonight to be business as usual: a
delicious meal that Wren would make all by herself, a drunk mom,
and a stepfather who wouldn’t even care how much effort she’d put
into the food.

Denise did care, though, proving this by asking Wren
the question she made a point of asking every single night. The one
that let Wren know she was still deeply loved, her mom’s voice full
of that love, even if she always chose to be intoxicated when she
asked it. “What’s for dinner, sweetheart? I’m looking forward to it
already, whatever it happens to be.”

“I’m making spaghetti with meatballs, and garlic
bread. I’m trying a new recipe for the meatballs, too,” she told
Denise, a weak smile finding its way onto her face while she looked
down at her mom.

“That sounds great. I’m pretty hungry, too, Wren.
When will I get to eat your delicious meal?”

“I’m going to head upstairs for a bit. Then I’ll be
back down a little before six thirty, and if you want, you can come
into the kitchen and watch.” Wren always extended this offer to her
mom, but the answer was always a kindly worded “no.”

“Oh, hon, I’m so sorry, but I’m really, really
tired.” Her mom sighed and turned her eyes away from Wren and back
to the TV. “Rain check?”

Wren knew “tired” was code for “drunk.” She also
knew her mom would never join her in the kitchen the way she wanted
her to. She would never kick Tim to the curb, either, and so Wren
was in charge of making sure her mom had it as easy as she could
make it for her. It was why she wasn’t going away to college.
Someone had to make sure Tim never got worse. She thought of her
dad’s letter, then. Could she actually abandon her mom, even if an
entire world was depending on her?

It was a world where she’d never been and a father
who had abandoned her, even if both were desperate for her
help. But maybe it was time to place all of this torture firmly in
her past.

Instead of breathing any of these thoughts to
Denise, she squeezed her on the shoulder and started to leave the
room. “I love you, Mom. See you in short while.”

“I love you too, Wren. Have fun in your room.”

Wren went up the stairs and into her bedroom, where
she shut the door and turned on her stereo; her favorite oldies
station was in the middle of a song by a band her dad had gotten
her into while he was still around. His leaving made sense now, or
at least it seemed like it did. If he was telling the truth in his
letter to her, she would gladly forgive him. She’d been mad at him
for far too long, but her anger had never managed to overcome how
much she missed having him around.

After lying on her bed for a while, she pulled her
journal out from under her mattress and began to write.

 


Dear Me,

First the wings, and then a letter from dad. From
Torien, who I haven’t heard anything from, anything at all, since
he left me and Mom…abandoned us. I wonder if he would have done
that if he’d known what my stepdad would be like and how hard it
would be for Denise to scrape by and keep me fed and in clothes
until she met my jerk stepdad. I’d love to leave Tim behind, far
behind, but my mom? Could I really force her to stay here, without
me to help? All alone with HIM?

I guess I am mad at her for staying with Tim, I
think. But I still love her, very much. Just like Torien says he
loves me. But I don’t know. I just don’t know!

At first, I thought the wings were really cool,
but now they seem like a problem. Sure, maybe someday I’ll be able
to fly, which is pretty awesome.

But my mom can’t fly…she doesn’t have wings, and I
can’t leave her behind.

If I even end up going…and if this girl even shows
up, whenever that’s supposed to happen. God, was my dad’s letter
ever vague about everything that may happen to me! I mean, WHY am I
so important? Why do I suddenly matter so much?

And speaking of girls, I do wonder if Sia…if that’s
even her real name…is THE girl who’s supposed to show me the way
into this other world, or at least teach me how to fly. I’ve tried
every night in my secret spot, but although I have been able to
release my wings from my back on command every time now, I haven’t
had any luck at all with lifting off the ground. I’m probably just
doing it wrong…and this girl, whoever she is (please, please let
her be Sia!), may not even be able to teach me, maybe because I’m
not in the right world to learn. No wonder I never felt like I fit
in. I’m not even human!

 


Wren closed her journal and hid it back beneath her
mattress. Usually, no one came into her room, except for her mom on
rare occasions, telling her that a show or movie she liked was on
TV. Her mom did still love her, but not enough, not enough to leave
Tim or to stop drinking. So maybe it was time to let go of all of
her ties here and go to a place where she mattered, very much, to
everyone there.

But in this world, the way she mattered right then
was in her ability to get a meal onto the dinner table in the next
hour. She got up off her bed and steeled herself to go downstairs,
to fix dinner for a mom she loved and a stepdad she pretty much
hated. At least two out of the three of them would enjoy this
dinner, as long as her meatballs turned out well.

Wren walked down the stairs and past the living
room, into the house’s large kitchen. She had been excited about
the kitchen at first, looking forward to cooking with her mom on
the fancy stove, shiny silver and brand-new. She’d also been
excited at first about not being poor any longer, but although she
stayed excited about the kitchen, her mom only cooked in it with
her for about six months, before the bottle made her lose her
interest. And the money, that had never made up for Tim being such
an asshole. Not even close, not even when he had treated her to the
occasional front-row-seat concert tickets or a fancy coat. It was
almost as if he’d still wanted to earn her love, but that hadn’t
made any sense, because it had been clear for a long time that he
didn’t love her. No one spoke like that to someone if they cared
about them.

Wren got out a pan and sliced an onion, then crushed
a clove of garlic. She poured what she hoped was the ideal measure
of olive oil into the large pan, then added a bay leaf and a small
spoonful of oregano along with the onion and garlic. While they
browned, she turned on the kitchen stereo and tuned to her “cooking
station,” one that was always playing lively, danceable jazz. It
was music she’d always thought was perfect for both cooking and
kissing, although she’d never done the second to music. She’d never
kissed anyone without it, either. She continued to make the sauce,
humming a few notes here and there when slightly familiar songs
came on, and even belting out the lyrics to one of her favorite
songs from the forties. She might have been off-key, but that had
never stopped her before, at least while she was alone.

Once the sauce was ready to simmer for the required
hour, she started on the meatballs. She was really hoping the
recipe would turn out well—she always got a little nervous when she
tried a recipe for the first time. A little of that nervousness
came from not wanting to eat something gross. But most of her
apprehension was from her stepdad’s responses all the times she’d
either ruined a meal when she was much younger or when he’d said
the meal was inedible crap, despite the fact that she’d followed
the recipes perfectly. Her mom always seemed almost overly
appreciative, proud of her cooking and then some. However kind her
compliments happened to be, though, they had never quite made up
for Tim’s polar opposite and often furious responses.

The meatballs were almost ready after about forty
minutes, and during the brief break while they were baking, she
read the beginning chunk of a novel Shawn had given her, about a
young lesbian woman with magical powers. It was both surprising and
a bit thrilling to suddenly have something in common with a
character who could do magic, and a lesbian one at that. She fell
in love with the book only a few chapters in. Her comfortable
kinship with Lynne, the spunky protagonist, kept a smile on her
face the whole time she was reading.

Soon enough, the meatballs and sauce were done, and
so was the spaghetti she’d started cooking in the middle of a
painful break from her reading. She knew she’d have to hide the
book before Tim got home from his office: he’d made rude comments
about the occasional lesbian character on TV, insults that soon
branched out to include Wren and her assumed “dyke-y-ness.” He
might have been correct in his assumption, and she’d learned that
people of her orientation occasionally used the term “dyke” for
themselves, but Tim didn’t have the right to use it in the cruel
taunts he directed at her. She’d tried to tell him this, while
leaving out the fact that, however much he meant it as an insult,
she was a dyke. And thanks to Shawn and Nicole, she knew
there was nothing wrong with being gay. Even Tim hadn’t managed to
convince her otherwise.

Dinner was ready, now, and just in time, because she
heard the front door open and slam shut. The loud sound made Wren
jump slightly. It wasn’t the sound as much as it was the person who
was causing it, and the fact that whenever Tim slammed the front
door that loudly, he’d likely had a bad day at work. Next, she
heard him talking to her mom. Wren was unable to make out his words
through the kitchen door, but perfectly able to hear his pissed-off
tone of voice. This was not good. Hopefully he’d eat his dinner
quickly, and then Wren could go back upstairs and hide until it was
time to catch a few hours of sleep. The best part of her entire day
would come then—the part where she went to her spot in the woods,
and let out her wings, and was free from everything but the magic
her body now possessed.

It wasn’t midnight yet, though, not even close. So
she plated up the pasta and sauce, making sure her stepdad’s plate
had the most meatballs, and threw together a salad as quickly as
she could manage. Then she took everything into the dining room,
placing each plate of food and then the salad bowl on its polished,
dark surface. She felt like a maid, sometimes, instead of a
stepdaughter, one who was expected to cook, clean, and be quiet.
Tim had trained her to be as quiet as she could around him, because
the more she spoke, the more she drew his harsh attention.

Only a few minutes after the table was set, Tim came
in and sat down, placing his usual mug of whiskey and Coke next to
his spot. From what little Wren knew of alcohol, his particular
drink of choice seemed kind of inexpensive for someone as rich as
he was. But if it was a low-class drink, it fit him perfectly, she
joked to herself. As she was thinking this, she smirked a little,
which soon proved to be a mistake.

“What are you smiling about, smart-ass?”

Wren’s small smile turned into a slight frown.
“Nothing, Tim, nothing. Should I go and get Mom?”

“Aw, who gives a rat’s ass. I’m hungry, so I’m going
to start eating whether she gets her lazy ass out of that armchair
or not.” Tim speared a meatball and stuffed it into his mouth,
barely bothering to chew before he swallowed. “These are mediocre,
but much better than what you made last night,” he told her around
a following mouthful of spaghetti. That was the closest to any
praise she was going to get, so her tense shoulders relaxed a
little as she went to get her mom.

“Dinner’s ready,” Wren said when she reached the
living room.

“Thanks, sweetheart. I can smell it from here,
actually. Did you put anything into the spaghetti sauce?”

Wren told her mom about the unique ingredient in the
meatballs as Denise slowly got up, wobbling a little once she was
standing. During dinner, her mom complimented her cooking at least
five times, but Wren still couldn’t wait to get upstairs. And more
than that, she couldn’t wait to go out into the balmy night air;
she couldn’t wait to let out her wings and finally become more
herself than she’d been all day long.


Chapter Four

Everyone had eaten quickly, especially Tim.
Thankfully, he had only fumed silently for the better part of the
meal, his usual scowl showing that while he wasn’t ready to blow up
just yet, Wren would probably be hearing some yelling while she
tried to take a catnap.

And just as expected, his usual outburst had begun
shortly after she went upstairs, and she heard his loud, angry
voice on and off until ten thirty. It was then that she was finally
able to sleep, shutting off the light and setting her alarm for
midnight.

She woke to the Beatles, singing about strawberry
fields, which wouldn’t have sounded like a half-bad place to go if
she didn’t have an even better location in mind for that night. Her
spot might have not been all that special to anyone else, but she’d
gone there often during her years of living on the edge of the
woods in this giant and lonely house. She didn’t feel lonely in the
woods, even after her wings had appeared. She was used to secrets,
after all, and unlike the ones she’d already kept from Nicole and
Shawn about her home life, this one felt almost good to keep. No,
it felt wonderful.

After shutting off her alarm and resetting it for
seven a.m., she changed into what she’d started calling her “wing
shirts.” She’d torn right through the shirt she was wearing when
they first came out, and so she’d taken a few of her least-favorite
tops and cut out most of their backs, to make room for her new,
highly distinctive body parts.

The night air coming through her open window let her
know that the night would be cooler than the early evening heat on
her walk home had promised, so she added a light sweater to her
outfit. She put on some sneakers and grabbed her house key,
stuffing it into her pocket. Then she left her bedroom and headed
for the back door.

The one nice thing about living in such a large
house was that her mom and stepdad’s bedroom was conveniently
located far down the hall from hers. The stairs were well made and
new enough that there also weren’t any squeaky steps, but she kept
her footsteps light and soft all the same. She didn’t know if Tim
would care about her sneaking out, but he sure would be mad about
her waking him in the middle of the night!

So she shut the back door quietly, too. She never
bothered to lock it, even though she always brought her key—their
neighborhood was incredibly ritzy, and besides, she didn’t want to
risk forgetting her key one night and getting locked out. She had
no interest in spending the night in the woods, however much she
liked to go out into them for a few hours every night.

Wren went to the back gate and opened it, its slight
screech as it swung shut a welcome sound by now. It was far enough
away from Tim and her mom’s room that she knew neither of them
would ever hear it. Once she was free of the yard, she also felt
free of everything else. It was time to free her wings, too, and
she felt lighter than she’d felt all day as she started down the
narrow dirt path, the one that led to her wondrous midnight
freedom.

Tonight the moon was almost full, so she hadn’t
bothered to bring the flashlight she had hidden under her bed right
next to her clean “wing shirts.” She walked down her special,
secret path quickly, her excitement growing with each step toward
her equally special, equally secret spot. And about ten minutes
later, after reaching the very end of the dirt path, she was
there.

As summer nights went, it wasn’t an especially warm
one, so Wren shivered a little when she removed her sweater. There
was no way she was okay with wrecking it—it was one of her favorite
pieces of clothing, and as she’d learned the first time she’d let
her wings out, they weren’t stopping for anything, not even a jean
jacket. So far, they had seemed to be the most powerful part of her
body, but they still weren’t powerful enough to lift her off the
ground. At least, not yet.

She placed the
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