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There are always flowers for those who want to see them.

—HENRI MATISSE
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Part I

Not in Wonderland

These pains that you feel are messengers. Listen to them.

    —Rumi
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One

Pancakes From Hell

Once upon a time, in a girls’ boarding school in Texas—long before I needed to stop a murder—it was Pancake Day.

On Pancake Day, everyone lost their freaking minds.

At Thornton Academy, a pancake-like object existed on the regular menu, but it wasn’t actually a pancake. It tasted like glue sticks mixed with cinder blocks. Flo, our school chef, had to follow strict rules from our headmistress on what and how to cook; once a year, when the headmistress left for her Stars of Educational Leadership conference, Flo made whatever she liked.

RECIPE: Non-Pancakes

(Official version approved by headmistress)

Serves 150

8 pounds oat flour

2 pounds bulgur

5 cups egg substitute

Ineffectual amount of baking soda

75 squirts butter-flavored cooking spray

Heaping cup of despair

RECIPE: Once-a-Year-on-Pancake-Day-Real-Pancakes

(Courtesy of Flo’s mother)

Serves 150

10 pounds white flour

4 beautiful cups white sugar

1 cup baking powder

Shocking amount of real butter, eggs, salt, and buttermilk

Large sprinkle of hope

My kitchen duty job today was to deliver the pancakes to the inmates.

I dropped off a stack at the closest table, where the first years sat. They were known as the Ducklings; they were fuzzy and innocent and gobbled their pancakes with endless glasses of creamy milk. I was a grizzled fifth year, a junior—I’d been at Thornton long enough to have my soul crushed.

I delivered pancakes to the tables of other girls, and turned to face the seniors.

I know dropping off breakfast platters shouldn’t be a big deal. But dozens of eyeballs stared at me like I was a lonely tree and they were lumberjacks, their faces dancing with visions of firewood and newspaper and Tinkertoys.

Kitchen duty wasn’t so bad when my best friend, Dyna, did it with me—every student at Thornton had a job, and this was ours—but her father had pulled her out of school a month ago, after the Incident. Since she left, it felt like someone had opened my chest and scooped out my lungs and ribs. I pictured my insides like a hole dug in the ground, with feathery white roots hanging loose, with nothing to grip. I wasn’t myself anymore—I wanted to get back to being myself, but who was that? I wanted to be a person without a hole inside her.

I glanced at the back of the cafeteria, at the longest and widest table, where Thing One and Thing Two sat with their fellow seniors. I dropped the pancakes off at their table without breathing, and moved away as fast as I could. I kept walking.

Something hit me in the back of my neck. Moist, slimy, and warm against my hair.

I peeled it off. Pancake bits and syrup stuck to my hand.

“Excited about tomorrow?” Thing One shouted across the room. “Your special day?”

Tomorrow was April thirteenth. A month ago, I’d received a letter:

THE WILLA THORNTON ACADEMY FOR THE YOUNG WOMEN OF TOMORROW

Educating and Improving Every Girl’s Mind, Body, and Soul to Better the World

1400 Grackle Boulevard, Austin, TX

WARNING OF POSSIBLE SUSPENSION

This letter shall serve as official notice that Lucy Clark is under consideration for suspension from The Willa Thornton Academy for an extended period, due to the unfortunate incident on March 4 and her struggles to obey the school rules and meet the standards of this community. A final evaluation by the Headmistress will take place on April 13, and, if suspension is deemed appropriate, the terms will be given on that day.

Warmly,

Beverly Leery

Headmistress

Ms. Leery signed all her official letters “Warmly.” Dyna usually scribbled next to Ms. Leery’s “Warmly”:

Warmly, with toads

Warmly, with pure hatred

Warmly, wishing you death by fire or another demise that is especially painful

I wanted to leave the school—somewhere, anywhere would be better than this place—but when I thought of how my parents would react if I got suspended, my blood thickened, clogging my body, and I could barely breathe.

After the Incident, on our video chat, my parents’ shocked eyes had widened into full moons, as if they’d discovered that I was made of green putrefied alien flesh. “We didn’t think you were the kind of person who’d do that,” they’d said. “We’re just so disappointed.” The disappointment flowed out of their eyes as the love disappeared, and a distant sadness froze their features. A glacier of lost hope and faith in me, their eyes squinting as if they were trying to reconcile the daughter who screwed up with the daughter they hoped I would be.

I returned to the kitchen. Flo saw my face. “You don’t look so good. Here. Eat this.” She opened up the bin marked “Chia Seeds,” which held her secret stash of emergency chocolate, and gave me a Kit Kat bar from Japan. She collected chocolate from all over the world.

Outside the kitchen, in the dining hall, everything had begun to deteriorate. The Ducklings had overstuffed themselves till their stomachs hurt and were being herded to the nurse; the Things and their henchwomen had squashed their pancakes into balls and thrown them at the ceiling, the lamps, and the “Choose Kindness” posters on the wall.

The bell rang for first period. Time for art.

“Take more chocolate,” Flo said. She gave me an English Caramello and a Twirl. “Eat them today or keep them well hidden.”

Thornton had a strict policy on candy: if you were caught eating it anywhere on the premises, your body would be sliced into pieces and fed to wild boars.

I stuck the bars in my pockets and walked to art, my favorite class, down the hall and past the Things, who smiled and whispered, “Tomorrow will be the day that you die.”
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Two

Art From Hell

The art room floated above the school on the top floor of the main building, with huge windows and treetops swaying outside. It was a sanctuary. It was also a total mess.

The room was filled with jars of paint and giant purple yoga balls to sit on, and a teacher, Mrs. Fell, who was legally blind and hard of hearing. Every day, she set out a bowl of wax fruit from approximately 1920 covered with dust as thick as squirrel fur, and then we ignored the fruit and drew whatever we liked—one girl drew her little brother with boogers coming out of his nose, and some people drew flying hippopotamuses, and one girl even drew a porno with naked bodies twisted like fusilli—and Mrs. Fell would nod at all of it and say, “Lovely, dears.”

My drawings fell into the flying hippopotamus category. I’d been working on the same one every day for three weeks. Narwhal cats floating in the sky among thunderclouds, with Thing-like warthogs drowning in a lava sea. A blobfish, too, which resembled Ms. Leery. Today I added highlights to the blobfish’s pus-oozing sores. I’d been learning cross-hatching from books that Uriah, our school librarian—he was Mrs. Fell’s grandson—had gotten for me through interlibrary loan. It took hours to draw by making the tiny little lines in pencil, then black pen, but I loved it, while Mrs. Fell played oldies music and napped in her chair.

Ms. Leery never visited the art room—she viewed clutter and weirdness like a contagious disease. She thought mess was one of the worst things you could do, or make, or be. Mess was failure. At Thornton we pride ourselves on teaching our girls the importance of tidiness and immaculate self-care. The art room was the only cluttered place in our school.

As I drew tiny scabs on the blobfish’s sores, I thought of how, soon after I’d arrived at Thornton as a first year, Ms. Leery had started commenting on my appearance. “Our presentation to the world matters, Miss Clark. Hygiene. Outside a mess, inside a mess. When your parents next see you, we want there to be less of you to see.” She’d gazed at my stomach.

I finished drawing one scab and started another, and then a noise echoed down the hall. Everyone looked up from their work.

A heavy tap-clumping sound. Coming toward us.

Tap-clump. Tap-clump. It sounded like the clunk of Ms. Leery’s thick heels.

Coming closer.

The porno artist girl peeked out the door window and said, “Shit!”

Everyone froze on their yoga balls and then tried to hide their artwork as fast as they could. We grabbed blank sheets of paper and began to draw fuzzy apples. The door squeaked open and slapped against the opposite wall.

Ms. Leery loomed before us. She was a tall, thin woman with wide shoulders and a pale face that had the texture of an omelet. A mole grew on her left cheek like a lonely olive. Her beige pantsuit was the color of a tea stain.

She tap-clumped around the circle of desks and stared at the students’ art, working her way around the room. “What is this?” She reached under the paper on the booger artist’s desk and pulled out the picture of her brother. “Repulsive. Zero marks,” she said. She reached the girl who drew the naked fusilli. “Truly sick,” she said. “I’m sending you to the guidance counselor for psychological evaluation.”

“What a nice surprise to have you visit,” Mrs. Fell said, suddenly fully awake. “I don’t believe you’ve come to our room in years!”

“My flight to the conference was canceled,” Ms. Leery said. “Thunderstorms in Oklahoma City. Three hours on the tarmac for nothing. How, I ask you all, will I be voted president of the Stars of Educational Leadership Society when my students produce this filth? How will our school maintain its status as having some of the highest test scores and one of the best college acceptance rates in Texas?”

She glared at me now. I kept drawing apples as quickly as I could, hoping she wouldn’t see my narwhal cats, warthogs, and blobfish shoved beneath.

She approached my desk slowly.

A corner of a narwhal fin peeked out from under the apples. I tried to hide it, millimeter by millimeter, so she wouldn’t see.

Ms. Leery had simmering moods and explosive ones; you never knew what might set her off. It was rarely big things that made her explode, but tiny things—if she saw you chewing gum or you accidentally dropped a wrapper on the floor, the volcano erupted and ash rained down for hours.

She drew in her breath. Her hand approached my drawing. She still wore her old wedding ring from long-departed Mr. Leery, with a pointed yellow stone that could cut glass, or flesh, people said, and her fingers were long and pale with brownish nails. Cadaver fingers, Dyna used to call them.

She whisked my drawing out from underneath the fuzzy apples. “What is this?”

“Nothing.”

“If it’s nothing, then it belongs in the waste bin.”

I watched her hold it, the cross-hatching, hours and hours of it. She tore it in two and threw it in the garbage.

I flinched, and something broke inside me, but I tried not to show any reaction. I didn’t want to give her the satisfaction.

She moved to the front of the room and stood behind the desk, surveying us.

I picked up a pencil. My hand shook. Her eyes fixated on my yoga ball while I tried to start drawing again.

“Stop that bouncing on your ball, Miss Clark. Reasonable bouncing only.”

I kept drawing the apples, trying not to move. Being at Thornton froze you in time, sort of strangled you everywhere, this smashed feeling always, deep inside you. This fear. What were we so afraid of? Never measuring up to her standards. Those standards had been imprinted on us since we arrived and this slow and constant squashing began. I was sixteen now but short for my age, and I felt smaller at Thornton every day.

“The bouncing, Miss Clark. Enough. Come here. Bring me your ball.”

I stood up and carried it to the front of the room.

“Hand it to me.”

Twenty-five pairs of eyes watched me, sitting still.

It was only a ball. I didn’t even care about it. It was the drawings I cared about—but I had plenty more of them, years’ worth of artwork in my cubby. She couldn’t touch those.

“You have no self-control,” she said. “No restraint, no acknowledgment of how your bouncing affects others. Give it to me.”

It felt like handing her a planet. She dug her fingernail into the valve and popped it open. It collapsed slowly, hissing for what felt like ten years, until finally it turned into a thick crumpled bag, a deflated animal. Nobody could look.

Only a few students dared watch as I returned to my desk. “Draw!” she yelled at them. “Work!”

She turned to me. “Clean out your cubby and collect all of your artwork—every single drawing, painting, every scrap of paper you’ve touched—and bring it to my office. Our meeting scheduled for tomorrow will be held today. Now.”
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Three

We Meet Gertrude

I’d come to Thornton over four years ago, fuzzy and ducklingish myself, because my grandmother, Nana, died suddenly of a stroke.

She’d raised me. I hadn’t lived with my parents since I was a baby—I knew the reason why, and it wasn’t their fault, or anybody’s fault. I developed serious asthma as an infant, and I had to be in an oxygen tent in the children’s hospital in Austin. Nana, a retired nurse, helped take care of me. My parents struggled to pay my medical bills, and when they received a grant to teach abroad, they had to take it. Grants, teaching, and speaking gigs took them all over the world. They never stayed anywhere more than three months. Nana—she was my dad’s mother—and my parents agreed I was safest staying with her, instead of being far from hospitals, with no stability or permanent place to live.

“We did what was best for you,” my parents always said. “We had no choice.”

Now they lived in Hawai’i on a fellowship with a wellness center, where my father gave workshops and worked on his latest self-help book. Twice a year, they’d swoop in for a few days in Austin, and then leave again. They’d been saying for weeks that they were looking to buy their own house in Hawai’i. They’d been there over seven months. Longer than they’d ever lived in one place.

A lot of kids at Thornton had parents who lived far away. One girl’s mother was an actress filming a TV series in Iceland. Another had archaeologist parents researching in the Gobi Desert.

Dyna had arrived at Thornton a month after I did—she was sent there because her mother was undergoing treatment for cancer. Dyna had a Mallen streak in her black hair, a genetic stripe of gray that swiveled down from her temple like a silvery river; her mom called it her “unicorn streak.” Her parents thought Dyna would be better off not witnessing her mother’s treatments and suffering; they said Dyna would move back home after her mother improved. Our sophomore year, Dyna’s mother felt an ache in her back—she thought she’d pulled a muscle—but it turned out the cancer, which had started in her ovaries, had spread to her bones. Dyna flew home. Her mom died eight days later.

The night Dyna returned to school, I woke up in the dark in our dorm room and she was crying. Her shadow shook above her narrow bed, across the room from mine. I sat beside her and held her. I didn’t know what to say. I wanted to tell her, Everything will be okay and It will get better, but the moment Nana had died, I’d lost my whole life. I knew it sounded melodramatic. Don’t be a drama queen. No hysterics, my dad would say. But after Nana died, the person I used to be disappeared. And when Dyna left Thornton, it had unearthed the old grief again.

I wanted to go back in time, to find some portal where I could be the girl again who’d sat on our back porch after school reading Anne of Green Gables while eating warm biscuits on a green polka-dot plate. Back then, in my old life, I stacked stones to make a hospital for ladybugs with injured wings. I took my stuffed hedgehogs for walks in the doll stroller, making sure each got a fair turn. I hid in our old redbud tree and observed the world. The girl who’d done those things was gone now, and I wasn’t sure who’d taken her place.

Nobody had told me that it would feel so painful to think of Nana that I’d have to snap those feelings shut inside me like closing a book, or how my mind would focus instead on the things I’d lost that I hadn’t even realized were mine—every corner of our little purple house, its windows with their white wood panes and windowsills deep enough to hold stuffed animals, old crumbling hardcovers, and my hedgehog drawings that Nana had framed. I missed every inch of our overgrown yard—Nana loved weeds and said they never got the appreciation they deserved. She didn’t like to kill things, so she let everything grow. Our tiny backyard was a weed orphanage, a refuge for lost plant souls.

Why had I assumed, stupidly, that I’d always have that house and yard to go back to? I ached now for the purple cottage’s ceilings with their patterns of chipped paint, for the wavy lines in the wood floorboards, for every bump in the limestone path to the street. At night sometimes I ached especially for the redbud tree with its strange doughnut-shaped knots that I worshipped, and the pink clouds blooming on its trunk every spring—cauliflory, my grandmother called it. I loved that word. That word was gone now, too, as if I could no longer speak an entire language.

The house had been sold to someone who, I saw on Google Street View, had painted it gray and torn out the redbud tree and the weeds. They’d paved the yard with concrete and gravel and built a driveway.

When we lived in the purple cottage, I felt like myself, I never doubted who I was. Maybe we’re made up of the people and things we love—Nana, Dyna, the house, the redbud tree—and what’s left of us when they’re gone?

Most of all, her death felt like a landslide had come through and pulled my skin off. Except the skin grew back so I looked normal on the outside, completely untouched, but on the inside it had scrambled and roughed up all my organs, left rocks and sand and debris inside me. It hurt to move. It hurt to stay still. The weirdest thing was that after a while, I couldn’t cry. It was like the tears had gotten trapped inside the mud and debris, stuck there, and that’s what felt so heavy inside me all the time, the weight of all that water.

Then we found Gertrude, and for a while, everything began to change.

We’d been picking parsley in Flo’s herb patch outside the kitchen when we found her. We heard a high squeak.

“What is that?” I’d asked Dyna. It was spring of our sophomore year, six months after her mom died. The squeak changed to a guttural yowl, like a singer who’d swallowed a toad. It came from under the lavender bush.

A gray fuzzy puddle lay under the spiky leaves. Gigantic green eyes gazed out. The kitten had a white spot on its back shaped like a three-quarter moon. Its tail had been injured, with a bloody wound in the middle and fur missing; its back paws were caked in dried blood, too. “We need to get him to a doctor,” Dyna said, crouching beside me. “If Ms. Leery finds him, he’s dead.”

The kitten yowled again and started trembling. “Maybe Flo can help,” I said. Pets weren’t allowed at our school, of course. I picked him up and put him inside my jacket. He relaxed inside it; the trembling stopped. He felt lighter than a stuffed animal.

Dyna stared at my bulging jacket. “You look pregnant.” She smiled a little, one of the few smiles I’d seen from her in ages. “And your coat is meowing.”

In the kitchen, Flo said, “This isn’t a he, it’s a she. One tough, battle-worn lady. Sweet girl, though, I’ll tell you that. Knows good people when she meets them. Kittens like this, if you love them right up, they’ll be healthy in no time. I can’t take her myself, I got four cats already. Let’s see what I can do.” She called her brother-in-law, who was a veterinarian, and who met us in Flo’s office next to the kitchen. He put a bandage on the cat’s tail and gave her shots, and checked to see if she was microchipped—she wasn’t. He said he could bring her to the shelter for us.

“Shelters are overcrowded,” Flo said. “They’ll destroy this one.”

Destroy was worse than kill somehow.

“We’re keeping her,” I said.

“Can you keep a pet here?” Flo’s brother-in-law asked, and then stopped himself. “What am I thinking? If I know Flo, she’ll find a way. Good luck to you, ladies.”

We snuck the cat into our room, and she took turns sleeping on each of our beds. Flo gave us cat litter and an old baking pan that we used as a litter box. “There’s definitely no cat food in the bin marked ‘Cornmeal’ in the walk-in pantry,” Flo told us.

That night, we slept better than we had in ages. The kitten changed our days. She loved to be cuddled and never had enough of it, meowing until I picked her up and held her to my chest and kissed her. Between classes, we rushed back to our dorm room to see her. We named her Gertrude Badass. Gertrude was Dyna’s grandmother’s name and Nana’s middle name—one of the coincidences we shared, which we loved. Maybe they’d sent this kitten to us.

Gertrude seemed happy in her new life. She liked to gnaw on socks. She chewed books, too, but only English novelists. She shredded Pride and Prejudice into confetti. Sometimes she lunged at the curtains and swung like a pendulum, staring out at the dark woods. Sometimes she slept with her paws on my shoulders like a cat necklace.

Flo snuck toy mice for Gertrude into the cornmeal bin, too, and even little tubs of catnip and extra large socks. “Be careful,” she warned us. “Make sure nobody finds out.”

“How would they find out? That will never happen,” I said.
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Four

Bottomless Disappointment

I carried my portfolio from the art room, and I paused outside Ms. Leery’s door. The thick gold plaque read “Headmistress.” I knocked.

“Come in.”

Gold brocade drapes hung from the windows; a hulking black lacquered desk stood in the center of the room, and on the wall behind it were various paintings of birds with dotted bellies, striped heads, and beady, accusing eyes. A fake tree leaned against the wall in a perpetual state of non-growth. My neck felt hot.

Ms. Leery hunched over the desk and looked me over, up and down, like a judge in a reality show. Her face was like a topographical map, with blue veins as the interstates and the mole as a capital city. I braced myself and stared at the side wall, which was covered with ornate frames filled with photos of Ms. Leery posing with semi-famous people, and dozens of black-and-white photos of Willa Thornton. She was Ms. Leery’s mother, who’d died decades ago.

Ms. Leery saw me staring at the photos of her mother in various poses, like ancient selfies. Her mother in a 1950s dress with a cinched waist; wearing a cardigan with a tiger brooch; holding a pie. “Willa Thornton embodied perseverance, resilience, reinvention, and grit. Qualities that inspired me to start this school. Qualities that I’ve struggled to bestow on you.” She loved the word grit so much that she had a whole assembly every year focused on it, which always made me think of grout, and every year I’d nod and clap along in the auditorium, thinking of bathroom tiles.

She rubbed a speck of dust off a picture of herself with the mayor of Austin. “Do you think I was able to meet these luminaries without learning grit and resilience?” She’d once served on the Texas Ethics Commission, a government job; she droned on about the photos of herself with the governor of Texas, local TV anchors, and Longhorn football players; of herself holding her little sister when she was a baby; with Willa and Barclay Thornton, Willa’s well-to-do husband who she married late in life; and with Ms. Leery’s students from her first job teaching at a military academy, decades ago, when she was unrecognizable, except for the mole. She pointed to a boy in that photo—it was my father.

That’s how I came to Thornton after my grandmother died. Ms. Leery and my father had known each other since she was his teacher, before she started her own school. He always felt he owed her something because she was the first investor in his business when he was starting out.

She saw me glancing at the photo of my dad. “All your father and I want is to help you grow into a better person. To live up to the example your father and Willa Thornton and I have set.”

Whenever I complained about her to my father, he’d say, “I just don’t believe that Beverly would ever say that,” or “That’s not Beverly’s version of the story. She can’t show you a preference—wouldn’t be fair to the other girls.”

He hadn’t spent much time with her in recent years, but when I pointed out that she’d gone bananas since he knew her, he wouldn’t hear it. “That just doesn’t sound true,” he’d say. “We’re paying Thornton money to see you become your best self, to achieve the levels of success they’ve had with thousands of girls.”

During our biweekly video chats, my mother would nod beside him. “Listen to your father,” she’d say. “Your father is right.”

Now the blobfish’s mole twitched. She tapped her fingers on a book called Top of the Class. It was an advance copy of her own book, which was going to be published in the fall. “If your low grades continue, how would that affect your test scores and Thornton’s ranking? How would it affect everything my school has accomplished?”

She handed Top of the Class to me. It had an apple on the cover and a tagline: Your Child’s Success Guaranteed! The back read: Beverly Leery is a self-made business leader and award-winning educator who has held jobs ranging from teacher, member of the Texas Ethics Commission, field hockey coach, hospital administrator, coveted speaker, philanthropist, and writer. And agent of emotional torture.

She picked up my portfolio. “Now let’s review your work.” She took out all my drawings and paintings from art class and surveyed them side by side. Flying narwhal cats and unicorn hedgehogs and dancing elephants. A cornucopia of weirdness.

“What is this? Can’t you paint—normally?” She waved at the bird paintings behind her. “My sister, Bea, painted those when she was your age. You’ve taken art classes for years, and you’ve made this.” She frowned at my work.

I knew my pictures weren’t amazing or perfect and maybe not even art—who knew what they were—but I’d spent hours on them, letting the lines pour out of me while Mrs. Fell’s old music played and the pencils and pens took over.

Her face twisted as she surveyed all of it. “What did you think you could do with this? Who would want to buy it? What use could this possibly have for your future? You’ve been ignoring everything Mrs. Fell has taught you, all the lessons, all the . . .”

She squinted at the drawings, side by side.

I hadn’t realized until they were arranged together how the blobfish appeared in each drawing, and every one had a mole on the same spot on its face, exactly like her mole.

She pointed a long fingernail on each one. Her face turned red. She kept twisting her ring. I was afraid she was going to stab me with it. “This is inexcusable.” She swept up all my artwork. “There will be a consequence for this behavior.” She stood and disappeared through the door to the file room, in the far corner of her office.

My palms started to water—not sweat—this was a rogue wave of it, as if the tears that couldn’t come out of my eyes had found another route.

No students were allowed in the file room. She stored everything in her meticulously kept secret files—all our handwritten exams, confiscated notes to friends, printed-out emails with curse words, and anything that might explain to parents why we had a lower grade or had received a punishment or “consequence.” She saved all her Willa Thornton photos in there, and every month, she would pull out a new photo and tell us another boring anecdote about Willa’s grit.

And now my artwork would live in the file room, too.

I held my breath until she returned a minute later clutching a brown package, a stack of papers, and two files—one was labeled “Lucy Clark” and one was “Willa Thornton History,” as if her mother’s grit and resilience could rub off on me through the file. My artwork was gone. “As you know, you’ve been on probation since March fourth. You’re now receiving failing grades for art and citizenship, which brings your GPA down to a level that’s below Thornton’s minimum standard, and that requires long-term suspension, effective immediately.”

She smiled and added, “Let’s see what your parents have to say.” She picked up the phone.

I gripped the arms of my chair, which felt slick against my hands. She dialed and pressed the button for the speakerphone.

My parents picked up. “Hello, Beverly! Cricket, are you there?” my father’s voice boomed. He’d called me Cricket since I was a baby, when I made soft, chirpy sounds. “Your mother and I are both here.”

I nodded, though he couldn’t see me. Something pushed against my eyes, but I held it back.

Ms. Leery’s voice was polite and calm, since she always put on a different persona around parents. “Unfortunately, Todd, I’ve calculated Lucy’s grade point average, and under the circumstances of her probation, suspension is required. I know that you and I have previously discussed our options and our plan for what is best for Lucy now.”

I blinked. I tried not to show anything, not to feel anything.

She glanced at my squinting eyes and seemed to enjoy watching me. “Ms. Clark is unfortunately quite upset,” she told him.

“Let’s slow down. Let’s not get worked up,” my father said. “Let’s stay focused on the How here and the Future. How happiness and joy are right around the corner. We just have to walk through the Jagged Path to get there.” In his writing, capitals popped up in his sentences like lost gophers. I could hear them through the phone. Recently, he’d sent me his latest book, Your Authentic Path, with a chapter on “Moving On” highlighted. Focus on the Future, it said. Chart your Path. Don’t stop moving.

I did move—during the three weeks since Dyna had left, I’d pace the room every night, from bed to dresser to desk to window. I’d walk this miniature Olympic track, thinking of how I’d gotten in this situation and how to get out.

“Cricket, are you listening?” he asked.

“Yes.”

“Remember: Failure is essential on the path to Change. We expected this might happen since the Incident, so we’ve been talking to Beverly about next steps. We’re going to take advantage of Thornton’s renowned internship program—Beverly has generously allowed you to embark on an internship as a junior, instead of the typical senior-year adventure—and we have a life-changing Opportunity. We’re going to send you to New York for the suspension period.”

I clung to my chair. “What?”

“It’s only for three months. You’ll be living with your cousin Nanette,” he said. “Nanette’s secured a job for you taking care of an elderly woman who owns her building. I hear the elderly woman’s quite ill—mentally impaired, unfortunately—but we believe it’s a wonderful chance for Change, to show altruism and a selfless spirit.”

I’d met Nanette once, when she came to Austin to speak at one of my father’s workshops in January, as part of an Innovators Conference. She was a distant cousin on my mother’s side, and was only twenty-four and already famous. She’d risen, in just a few years, to be the editor in chief of a women’s magazine. She was tall and glamorous and had been named to several 30 Most Powerful Women Under 30 kinds of lists. She scared the crap out of me.

“Sometimes we all need to press the Restart button on our lives. Reinvent ourselves. New York will be a Transformative experience,” he said.

“Nanette lives in Greenwich Village, a beautiful neighborhood, in a gorgeous historic old building,” my mother said. “I know you’ll be happy there. I would’ve loved an opportunity like that at your age. Nanette is a role model for all of us. Remember to bring that book on manners that I sent you last year—that will come in handy, too.”

My insides twisted. I hadn’t even realized that before they said New York, I’d had a secret hope that they’d say I could live with them instead. My grandmother used to explain, when I pressed her, why they were always traveling, and she said their jobs—their calling—meant they could never settle down. “They wanted to,” she said. “Someday they will—I know they will.”

“I thought—what about—instead of New York, I could . . . Hawai’i?” I asked now.

“We’d love that, Cricket. I’ve been wanting to share our good news—we told you a while ago how Your Authentic Path had been optioned for a TV series,” my father said. “Well, it’s happening. Production has started!”

“This is a dream come true, Cricket,” my mother said. “The work hours are shocking—sixteen hours a day. But production wraps in just six weeks. We’re going to buy a house—we’ve been looking at beach houses—something big enough for the three of us. We’re about to move into a rental that we might be able to purchase, too—you’d love it.”

“Is it purple?”

My mother laughed. “Yellow. It’s perfect.”

“We’re almost there. We’ve spent all our lives building this—we just need to be patient a little longer,” my father said.

I tried to absorb it. I wanted to say the perfect thing—the words that would make them send me to Hawai’i instead—but they wouldn’t form in my head. “Shit,” I mouthed under my breath.

Ms. Leery’s eyes narrowed. “Don’t sass, Lucy Clark. Apologize to your parents immediately. Show them respect. You will do what is asked of you without whining and complaint. They’re only trying to find an opportunity that’s best for you.”

I hesitated.

“Now,” she said.

“I’m sorry.”

“Like you mean it. You shouldn’t feel resentment for people who are trying to help you.” She waited. She loved watching my pain. I think it fed her, literally; her muscles seemed to grow and multiply, and she seemed taller and stronger as she sat there.

I stared at the phone, the landline, its clunky old shape. “I am very sorry.” I felt so tired and empty. Exhausted. I didn’t know what else to say. I knew I’d think of the right thing two days later.

“Apology accepted,” Ms. Leery said.

“We just want you to try,” my father said. “To help someone. To help the poor woman you’ll be working for.”

“How do I help her?” I asked.

“Stick by her side. Assist her caregivers. Even if the woman is losing her faculties, the companionship of a young person can give her a new life. Sometimes what we need is to be pushed out of our comfort zone. I know you can help her,” he said. “This is your Path.”

At his workshops and online classes, fans of Your Authentic Path shared their struggles and success stories. People loved his motivational videos—one even had two million views. My mother edited all my father’s writing, and managed his schedule, website, and video channel.

“We know you can do it, Cricket.” My mother’s voice now. “And when your job helping this poor elderly woman is finished, then we’ll be together.” Her voice softened as she said it, and I felt something warm under my skin. She didn’t say “I love you” as often as my dad did—she usually let my father do most of the talking—but her voice slowed when she spoke to me, and the spaces between words felt tender, filled with longing. “She has a quiet way,” my dad often said. “Always know that she loves you very, very much.”

She loves you very, very much. I carried that inside me, a tiny jewel buried in coal.

“I sent a package to Beverly to give to you, overnight mail. I think this will help turn things right around. Did you get it?” my father asked.

“I have it here,” Ms. Leery said. She handed it to me—it was the package she’d brought from the file room. I ripped it open.

I took out a book—a blank book. A diary. It had a Your Authentic Path logo on the back, with a rising sun.

“If you look inside, there are prompts and exercises and at the top of each day, a space to write your daily goals and the food you’ve consumed—of course it’s not only food, it’s what keeps you nourished and energized to Change—and the habit of keeping it will help you stay on track. I think it will really turn things around. Maybe, down the road, you can share what you’ve written with us,” my father said.

“Great.” I’d never share it with him in a million years. He’d be too horrified to know what I really felt. My heart whirred every time I spoke to him—I wanted him to say I was actually not a bad daughter and everything was perfectly fine and it was wonderful that he’d been paying tuition to have pancakes thrown at my head.

“Your father needs to hear you agree to do your best on this internship,” Ms. Leery said. “A commitment.”

I felt a pressure in my forehead. “Yes. I will.”

“Hang in there, Cricket sweetheart, chirp chirp! Chin up, eyes to the sky! We love you!” my father said.

Ms. Leery touched the file with my name on it. She thanked my parents and told them we needed to return to the school day. We said goodbye.

I stared at the now-quiet phone, as if it were a land mine or a meteorite that had blown up my life.
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Five

You Can’t Even See It

The phone stayed unnervingly quiet. “Now here is your independent study work during your suspension,” Ms. Leery said, and handed me a gigantic stack of papers. “This will keep you busy and out of trouble in New York, on top of your work arrangements there.” There were packets for every subject. “I’ve instructed Uriah to give you some texts from the library, a reading list. You can spend today picking up those books and packing your things. We’re leaving for the airport first thing tomorrow.”

I walked toward the library.

I weighed my options: Be a teen runaway? With no money, no phone—my parents had taken it away after the Incident, which felt like they’d amputated my leg—and nowhere to go? That wouldn’t work.

On the way to the library, Thing One and Thing Two passed me in the hall, of course.

“We heard you’re getting kicked out and sent to live with a lunatic in New York,” Thing One said.

“I read about a girl from Dallas who went to New York and she was abducted by a taxi driver,” Thing Two said. “She was found two weeks later chopped up inside a suitcase.”

The night before, during the ten minutes I actually managed to sleep, I’d dreamed that Things One and Two ran an experiment in AP Biology and stripped my cell membranes away, and my cytoplasm and mitochondria and Golgi bodies spilled out all over the place while the teacher quizzed everyone on my cell parts. The Things were masters at sticking a knife in your soul (or your cell parts) while pretending it was a concerned pat on the shoulder. “You must . . . feel so terribly alone without your best friend?” they asked me after Dyna left, with a gleam in their eyes. Around teachers, they morphed into academic champions and field hockey stars, and a college sports recruiter even said once, “They’re just so darn nice.”

“People thought Mussolini was nice. Before he murdered them,” Dyna said.

The Things coedited the yearbook; last year on the “Most” page they’d named Dyna and me “Most Likely to Shop at Forever 71” and “Most Likely to Live with 50 Cats.” The Things labeled us the Two Spinsters and the Diversity Duo, because I was Jewish and Dyna’s mother was half-Jewish and half-Salvadoran, which meant the Things loved to ask her, “What are you?” And, “But where are you from?” They didn’t believe her when she answered truthfully, “Florida.” They loved calling us both “interesting looking.”

“Their words have no power,” Dyna would say, quoting her mom. Her mother used to tell her that the way to deal with them was to build a barrier with your mind. An army of kittens, her mother said. Picture a wall of sparkly kittens protecting you from them.

I tried to picture the kittens now. Orange, calico, gray tabby, and long-haired, extra furry. Sharp-clawed kittens.

“I read about that girl who was murdered also,” Thing One said now. “Parts of her had been pureed in a blender. To make her fit.”

My palms started to water again. “You’re wrong.” I stared at their shiny hair and plastic faces. How had they made it through seventeen years unscathed, with no big loss other than their favorite lipstick being discontinued?

“At least if she makes it out of the taxi, her job will be perfect. Taking care of a crazy old lady. Helping her go to the bathroom,” Thing Two said.

“Emptying bedpans.”

“Cleaning artificial teeth.”

The air in my chest swirled, making it hard to breathe. “You’re lying.”

“The truth is so painful, you can’t even see it,” Thing One said with a grin. They walked away.

I reached the library. Its paint was peeling, but seeing the books on the walls felt comforting. I was relieved to see Uriah. He was a quiet, gentle person Dyna and I called RBD (Raised By Deer).

When he saw me, his eyes brightened. He handed me a stack of the books on the list, and he gave me one other. Not a library book, but a paperback of his own. Jane Eyre.

He’d written a note on top of it.

You and Dyna are like Jane. You can survive anything. I hope you’ll both come back. I promise I’ll have lots of good things for you to read when you return.

“Thank you,” I said. “I don’t think
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