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            Dedication

         
         
            To teachers everywhere

            and especially those in the NYC public school system—

            thank you.
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            Prologue

         
         They’re coming for me.

         
         The dragons—with their heavy, flapping wings and smoky breath and scales as sharp as knives—are coming for me, the way they
            always come for princesses.
         

         
         “They can take me instead,” Lady Genevive says. “Sorrowfeld doesn’t need me. I’m not anyone, I’m not a princess.” She is the
            scared kind of brave—her arms across her chest, her cheeks so pink they look like flowers in bloom, her legs shaking without
            buckling.
         

         
         We are in the Northern Tower, my favorite one, up the twistiest stairs with the biggest windows looking out at the kingdom, but now all I can see is smoke and swoops of green-gold dragon tails. There are cries from the townspeople—some of them beg the dragons to let me be. Some loudly declare they’d be better off without me. 

         
         “Take her!” they scream. “Spare us!”

         
         I’m shaking now too. My stomach spiraling, my back waterfall-wet, the whole of me wishing I were somewhere else, somewhere
            simpler. Home.
         

         
         “I’m not a princess either,” I tell Lady Genevive, who is my best friend here. The shape of her is the same as my real best
            friend—tall and dark-haired and moony-eyed and dimpled. She doesn’t hear me over the roars of dragons desperate to capture
            the very last princess of Sorrowfeld, the one who has remained, the one they didn’t take before. Me. Or the me they think
            I am.
         

         
         “I’m not a princess,” I try again, and she hears this time. She almost ignores it—a wave starting in her hand, a dismissive
            of course you are beginning on her lips. But something stops her. Maybe she sees me at last. Maybe she sees what she’s been missing all this
            time.
         

         
         I look like her and sound like her and stand in this tower like her and am threatened by dragons like her. But I am not her.

         
         I am not Princess Auden of Sorrowfeld.

         
         I’m just Denny.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            The Tale of Dragons True

         
         
            Denny and Runa, age 7

            
               
                  Sorrowfeld is the best best kingdom ever!!!! There are three princesses in Sorrowfeld. They are so beautiful.

                  
                  Princesses wear pink.

                  
                  And tiaras!

                  
                  They live in towers. They have soft blankets. They have fuzzy pillows.

                  
                  They dance on pointe. They play the flute. They have braids and buns and makeup.

                  
                  Princesses have birthstone necklaces. Rubies. Amethysts. Opals. They’re really pretty. They are gifts from fairies!

                  
                  [image: ]
                  
                  
               

            
         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            The Tale of Dragons True

         
         
            Denny, age 11

            
               
                  In Sorrowfeld, there are secrets. Of course there are.

                  
                  But they won’t stay secret forever. If you look, if you really look, you’ll see what’s been hidden.

                  
                  Sorrowfeld has dragons and curses and witches living on enchanted lakes. But it is safe. Because its secrets all, eventually,
                     come out.
                  

                  
               

            
         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 1
Denny Greene

         
         
            Twenty-Seven Days Before the Swap

            In the garden shed, there is one semibroken lawn chair; one sleeping bag that Mom used when she was in college; an abandoned
               collection in the corner of tiaras, fairy wings, and cardboard castles; two curtains made out of gold-and-silver-striped fabric;
               and a dozen dragons made of clay, painted in blues and teals and oranges and pale pinks.
            

            
            The collection of dragons stays the same. The stories we tell about them change depending on our moods. Like everything else,
               the stories get more complicated every year.
            

            
            My best friend, Runa, holds one of the dragons in her hand. She strokes its head. “This one wanted to be a sailor,” she says.
               “Before she got turned into a dragon.”
            

            
            “Now she ravages the seas,” I add. “Burns the shores. Grabs ships right from the waves and tosses them away.”

            
            “Yeah.”

            
            Usually, the story continues, the two of us building a history so complicated and dramatic that afternoons turn to evenings,
               and we grow hungry and tired and forgetful of what else is outside the garden shed. But Runa’s yeah sounds final, like another way of saying the end.
            

            
            “That’s it?” I ask.

            
            “That’s it,” Runa replies. Lately Runa has been stopping the story before it really begins.

            
            Lately, the world outside the garden shed seems louder—a world of friends with short, swingy haircuts and flared jeans and
               jokes about teachers I thought we liked, music I thought we hated. A world of science experiments in itchy lab coats in the
               too-hot science room and field trips to places where wars were fought. Shirts that don’t fit right and smudged glasses and
               makeup I don’t know how to wear because Mom fell apart at the exact moment I got curious about how to wear makeup, so she
               can’t teach me how to use it.
            

            
            I keep waiting to care about the face cream and the haircuts and the jeans and the girls who Runa says are our friends now.

            
            But I still mostly only care about Runa and Broadway musicals and The Tale of Dragons True, a collection of writings and drawings in a leather-bound journal that Dad gave me when I turned seven. The journal is almost
               full now.
            

            
            Runa and I invented a kingdom called Sorrowfeld and filled the book with everything we know about it.

            
            It started as a story of princesses, when all we cared about were princesses and castles and sparkly tiaras that we would
               draw in great detail because Runa’s parents said one dress-up tiara was more than enough and my parents always seem to forget
               everything they might know about me when they go shopping for my birthday. I love books, but they get me ones about regular
               kids when I want to read about fantastical adventures. They confuse dragons with dinosaurs and get me paleontology kits and
               brontosaurus stuffies. Sometimes they forget who I am altogether, and I open up a board game or a craft kit, the sort of thing
               that already has the rules written, that tells you how to play.
            

            
            But they always knew how to throw a great birthday party.

            
            After Runa and I had written everything we could about the princesses of Sorrowfeld, we got interested in neighboring kingdoms and the sorts of battles that might happen between them. We wrote about fairies that live in the trees and mermaids in the rivers. We even tried writing anthems for Sorrowfeld, imagining what the townspeople might sing when celebrating their royalty. But the songs are never actually very good, and usually we end up turning on a Broadway soundtrack instead—“One Day More” from Les Mis or “Ring of Keys” from Fun Home or, lately, “Over the Rainbow” from The Wizard of Oz, since that is officially the spring musical this year.
            

            
            This past year, we’ve been writing mostly about the dragons. They’d always been in the background—Sorrowfeld is a kingdom
               forever living under the threat of dragons. Their fiery breath even created the holes in the trees where the fairies live.
               But in our stories, they used to just be smoke and fire, flapping wings, loud growls that made the royals scream. The villains.
            

            
            This year, though, Runa and I decided that the dragons are actually cursed human beings, sentenced to live life as feared
               beasts. Having to grieve their former human lives is what made them so mad, so fiery and destructive.
            

            
            I guess it feels good to know what it is that’s making someone so upset. Even if that someone is a dragon.

            
            Runa’s holding The Tale of Dragons True and I’m adjusting a curtain when she says, in this voice I’ve never really heard her use, “I sort of want to be a dragon
               sometimes.”
            

            
            “No one wants to be a dragon,” I say with a laugh. Runa and I want to be princesses. We want to be knights and kings and mermaids and unicorns. We understand the dragons now, but we don’t want to be them. We wrote it all out very, very clearly.
            

            
            
               
                  Everyone thought dragons were monsters.

                  
                  And this is true, if you think humans are monsters.

                  
                  They are heartbroken to have this curse placed upon them. Horrified to be dragons. They can’t stand to remember what used
                     to be. It is simply too painful. So they destroy kingdoms, threaten humans, kill kings and queens and villagers, all to forget
                     about their formerly human hearts, their human pasts, their unlived human futures.
                  

                  
               

            
            The Tale of Dragons True is written back and forth, half in my handwriting, half in Runa’s. There are drawings. Maps. Images that remind us of our
               kingdom that we’ve pasted in after finding them online or on book covers or postcards.
            

            
            We disagree, sometimes, on what is true about Sorrowfeld. About princesses and dragons and witches and fairies. So the book
               is complicated and wild, a little like Sorrowfeld.
            

            
            A little like us, lately.

            
            “I guess I mean—dragons get it. You know?” Runa smooths out her hair, even though it looks perfectly smooth to me already.
               “Sometimes it’s better to destroy everything in the past so that you can just be who you are. Like, in third grade I still
               brought my stuffed unicorn to school. I don’t want to remember that.”
            

            
            “Isabelle,” I say. Runa still sleeps with her.

            
            “Or, like, our doll dinner party birthday. I wish everyone could forget about that.” Runa twirls her new star stud earring.
               I’m too scared to pierce my ears, but she finally did it, and the blue-silver stars are her favorite pair. She doesn’t wear
               the ones I got her very often—tiny gold crowns that I was sure were the perfect You Got Your Ears Pierced gift.
            

            
            “But it was so fun.” I don’t want to forget that party. Mom planned it, making miniature burgers and tiny fries and these little salads served in dishes smaller than the palm of my hand. She tore the spinach leaves up into dime-sized pieces and used an eyedropper to put salad dressing on. We dressed our dolls up in their fanciest clothes, and Mom let us use all her prettiest dresses and jewelry for ourselves, and I can’t think of a single reason why Runa would want to forget it. We have a photo of it in a frame right here in the shed, on the windowsill next to Mom’s gardening gloves. In it, Runa is smiling a gap-toothed smile and Mom’s wedding gown is falling off me, the heart-shaped birthmark on my shoulder just peeking out. 

            
            “Yeah. For little kids. But we aren’t little kids. Like, wouldn’t you want everyone to forget about the talent show last year?”

            
            Runa and I never talk about the talent show. My heart pounds.

            
            “That’s different,” I say.

            
            “Sorry. Yeah. I just meant it would be nice for you to get to audition this year without anyone remembering that whole thing.”

            
            That whole thing was me choosing to sing “Popular” at the fifth-grade talent show and then completely losing my nerve before ever beginning. I stood up on the stage and the
               notes played and I tried to sing the first few words, but they came out a whisper, all cracked and throaty and low, and I
               heard someone laugh. It was Sadie, who was a new girl at the beginning of fifth grade. I remember she looked scared on the
               first day of fifth grade, but she got unscared really fast, and soon everyone wanted to be like her with her star stud earrings
               and special silvery bronzer.
            

            
            Everyone, including Runa. Who didn’t like that Sadie laughed, but somehow became her friend anyway.

            
            I ran off the stage that day, looking for Mom, but Mom was still in her car. She’d never joined the audience. She’d missed the whole thing. 

            
            “It’s too hard,” she’d said. “I need to go home. This is too much.”

            
            A lot of things started being too much over the last year or so. Lately, whenever I’m looking for her at a soccer game or
               a parent night or even at her own office, she’s in her car instead, gripping the steering wheel, staring at nothing. Or, more
               likely, upstairs in bed. Sometimes she’s crying. Sometimes she’s yelling.
            

            
            Every once in a while, she’s Mom again, flickering into being, watching a movie with me, braiding my hair, asking me who I
               ate lunch with, just like she used to.
            

            
            Then she vanishes again.

            
            Sadie won the talent show with her rendition of “Tomorrow” from Annie.
            

            
            I didn’t bother telling Mom what had happened with me.

            
            Later, when I sang my song for Runa, pretending the big rock in our backyard was a stage, and she and the birds and squirrels
               and trees and our collection of dragons were a whole audience, Runa told me, “You would have won, Denny.”
            

            
            So, yes, I’d like to forget the talent show, and it’s true that Runa started wearing star stud earrings not long after. But I still wouldn’t want to forget that moment when Runa was the whole world, when it was good enough to be spectacular just right there. Just for her. 

            
            “Forget I said anything,” Runa says now. She opens The Tale of Dragons True back up and starts drawing a new dragon, one with pink dragon skin and long, scaly ears. No one has ever been better at drawing
               dragons than Runa Rossi.
            

            
            “That one used to be a little girl,” I say. “She grew up in Paris. She loved croissants. She was a ballerina.”

            
            “Then she fell into the Lake of Leer, outside the witch’s castle, and was cursed to be a dragon forever.”

            
            I’m relieved we are back in our groove, doing what we do best. “Destroying croissants and ballet shoes and princesses everywhere
               she goes.”
            

            
            “Desperate to forget the little girl she once was.”

            
            “Now a dangerous dragon. Taking down entire kingdoms. Until she truly forgets she was ever a human at all.”

            
            “Like all dragons eventually do,” Runa concludes.

            
            

            When it is time to leave the shed, we make sure to close the book. Put the dragon figurines in the toolbox, where tools no
               longer live. We lock the shed door. Sorrowfeld is our secret. We don’t want anyone to come in and see it.
            

            
            But also—and maybe it sounds silly and Runa would say it’s babyish—we don’t want Sorrowfeld and the dragons to escape. Just in case. 

            
            Because when the sun is setting and the light in the shed is sort of golden pink and it gets chilly and drafty and shadowy,
               it feels possible that the things we’ve been imagining all these years could almost—almost—be real. If we aren’t careful.
            

            
         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            The Tale of Dragons True

         
         
            Runa and Denny, age 8

            
               
                  Sometimes dragons capture royals from their castles.

                  
                  No one knows where dragons take them.

                  
                  It is one of the great mysteries of Sorrowfeld.

                  
                  Beware, there are many, many mysteries of the kingdom of Sorrowfeld.

                  
                  [image: ]
                  
                  
               

            
         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 2
Denny Greene

         
         
            Eleven Days Before the Swap

            The trouble starts while we’re hanging out in Runa’s bedroom. Runa says she wants the cake to be black and white, when we’ve
               always said that at our twelfth birthday, our cake would be purple. We’ve been making our way through the rainbow since our
               seventh birthday, when we had a red velvet cake covered in red frosting roses. We’ve finally arrived at purple, which is obviously
               one of the best colors, and is definitely, without a doubt, better than plain old black and white.
            

            
            “And I don’t think we should do a dragon,” Runa says, without even leaving room for me to argue for the merits of purple frosting.
               “Let’s keep it simple. Happy Birthday Runa and Auden on top. That could maybe be in purple. If you’re, like, desperate for purple or whatever.”
            

            
            “I’m not desperate for purple,” I say, “It’s just we did all the other colors in the rainbow. So it’s time for purple. And
               why would it say Auden?”
            

            
            “That’s your name.”

            
            That’s when I realize Runa is writing our plans down in The Tale of Dragons True, not in the spiral-bound notebook I took out for birthday planning. I get an uncomfortable jolt, seeing real-life words where
               there should only be Sorrowfeld stories.
            

            
            “That’s the wrong notebook,” I say. “Here.” I push the yellow spiral one toward her.

            
            “You don’t care, right?” she replies, even though I’m pretty sure she knows I do care, and she’s always cared too, but now we are on different sides of the caring divide, and it will feel even worse if
               I say anything else. Lately, there’s a tone in her voice that makes me go quiet, that makes me uncertain about things I thought
               we’d decided together.
            

            
            We never explicitly said that we would only write about Sorrowfeld in The Tale of Dragons True journal, just like we never said we would always have matching green sparkly sunglasses or that we wouldn’t ever wear lipstick
               or that it would always just be the two of us against the world. We didn’t say those things because they were so obvious.
            

            
            But now she’s wearing glossy pink lipstick and contact lenses and her thick dark hair is straighter than it used to be and she’s making a list of boring decorations in our beloved book that shouldn’t even be here. We’ve never taken it out of the shed before, but Runa said I should bring it over, so I did, and now she’s maybe sort of ruining it. 

            
            We aren’t supposed to mix real life with Sorrowfeld. It feels wrong. And sort of dangerous, which I don’t say to Runa, because
               I think this new version of Runa would laugh at me.
            

            
            Plus she’s calling me Auden.

            
            “No one calls me Auden.” It feels weird to explain my name to my best friend, who knows I have only ever been Denny.

            
            “Maybe they should.” Runa shrugs.

            
            “Well, maybe they should call you Queen Elsablue of Isindoralora,” I say, but Runa doesn’t laugh, doesn’t add on to my idea
               the way she’s always done, doesn’t call me Queen Nezzledrummer of Agleberry, or demand I draw a picture of her royal bedroom
               or start writing a story about the dragon that Queen Elsablue defeated in order to remain in her beloved kingdom.
            

            
            “I just think Auden is pretty. Sort of more mature, you know? Emily didn’t even know that was your real name, and she said
               if you went by Auden, you’d be, like, a whole different person.”
            

            
            “I don’t want to be a whole different person,” I say, but suddenly I’m not so sure. I scratch my shoulder where my heart-shaped birthmark is. I tuck my hair behind my ears and wonder if that looks mature, too. I wiggle my toes. 

            
            “In Sorrowfeld, everything changes when the princesses turn twelve, right? And we’re turning twelve. So.”

            
            “But not their names,” I say, not mentioning that it’s Runa, not me, who keeps writing in all these rules about everything changing on a princess’s
               twelfth birthday. I sort of want to write about how everything stays the same. Or maybe goes back to how it used to be. I
               want Sorrowfeld to be better than here.
            

            
            “Okay. Happy Birthday Runa and Denny, then,” Runa says, like calling me by my actual name is some huge compromise she’s making. “In lavender. The rest of the
               cake just white with black details.”
            

            
            She doesn’t say what the details will be. Not dragons, I guess. Not crowns or castles either, I bet. I look around Runa’s bedroom, which used to look an awful lot like mine, and still does, in certain corners. But her bedspread is black-and-white-striped now. There’s a mirror hanging over her dresser that replaced one of our illustrations of a princess in the process of transforming into a dragon, a tail growing out of her poufy pink dress. And in a little glass dish on top of that dresser, there are dozens of shiny hair clips, exactly like the ones Emily and Sadie use. 

            
            “What does Emily think of the name Runa?” I ask.

            
            “That it’s sort of weird but sort of cool, but maybe I should go by my middle name someday.”

            
            “Oh.”

            
            Runa’s middle name is Hope, which is a nice word and a nice name too, I guess, but it isn’t her name.
            

            
            I move from the bed to the floor, and Runa shifts to make room for me next to her. We like a particular patch of rug in Runa’s
               room: the corner by the bed so we can lean against it and be close to each other and not be seen when Runa’s parents open
               the door to check in on us. It’s like a hiding place that isn’t a hiding place, and I’m relieved that, at least, hasn’t changed.
               We still fit perfectly right here.
            

            
         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            The Tale of Dragons True

         
         
            Denny, age 7

            
               
                  A queen’s job is to teach the princess how to be.

                  
                  They travel to faraway kingdoms.

                  
                  She teaches her to braid her hair.

                  
                  They throw parties together, with delicate crystal plates and twenty-two-layer cakes and pony rides in the royal yard.

                  
                  The queen teaches the princess to punish mean creatures. Witches with bad curses. Fairies causing mischief. Dragons in bad
                     moods.
                  

                  
                  There is one witch in Sorrowfeld. She lives on the Lake of Leer.

                  
                  [image: ]
                  
                  
               

            
         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 3
Denny Greene

         
         
            Seven Days Before the Swap

            Mom’s got a slice of toast with peanut butter and the same tired look on her face she’s had for months. In the mornings, her
               eyes are glassy and she’s distracted and antsy, like she’s waiting for me to leave her alone. But when I talk to her, she
               responds, at least. She’ll sign off on a field trip or remind me to wear rain boots. At night she mostly shuts herself in
               her room, and we can’t see her, but we can feel the force of her from behind the door—heavy and sad and scary.
            

            
            And then there are the other days. They don’t come often, but enough. Something makes her angry, and her voice is scratchy
               and mean. She tells me I hate her on those days, and maybe I do, but not the way she thinks.
            

            
            I hate the closed door and shaking hands and this sickly-sweet smell that comes off her. I hate the space between the mom I used to have and the one she’s turned into over the last year. 

            
            On Saturday mornings, we used to make surprise toast for each other. I’d make her mashed banana and honey. She’d give me cream
               cheese with sprinkles. I’d melt cheese on hers. She’d melt chocolate on mine.
            

            
            Mom’s toast today looks wrong. The peanut butter is unevenly spread, the crust is burnt, and she’s not even eating it.

            
            I don’t have toast. I poured myself a bowl of cereal. Honestly, I don’t really eat toast for breakfast anymore. I don’t like
               how it makes me feel.
            

            
            “So, my party is in a week,” I say. “I guess, um, Runa and I mostly planned it. Unless you had something you wanted to do?
               Or any ideas?”
            

            
            Mom always has ideas. Decorations or cool games that I’d never think of or ridiculous themed food that is somehow funny and
               beautiful and delicious all at once. For a moment, I let myself hope that she’ll have an idea for this birthday too, my twelfth.
               I’d sort of like to stay eleven, but the old version of Mom could make me excited to celebrate twelve. She’d think of something
               spectacular and strange to make it special.
            

            
            Maybe old Mom is somewhere under this new one, with her uneaten toast and gruff voice and uneven way of walking.

            
            Maybe old Mom is hiding out with old Runa, and maybe, maybe I can find them both, and then I can stay old Denny.

            
            “It’s too early in the morning to talk about this kind of thing,” Mom says. Her voice is flat, tense. “Ask your dad, okay?”
               She sounds the way I do when my feelings get hurt by something Sadie has said to me and someone notices and asks if I’m okay,
               and I’m not okay but if I say that I’ll cry, so I say something else instead. Her shaking hands pick up the toast, then put
               it back down.
            

            
            Those same hands used to sew outfits for my stuffed animals, paint landscapes from our back porch, grip bike handles on long
               rides to the beach. Now they mostly grip heavy thermoses filled with not-coffee and pull the covers over her head and shut
               the door.
            

            
            And shake and shake and shake.

            
            “Maybe we could talk about it tomorrow or something?” I ask. I try to make my voice sound nice, so nice that she can’t get
               mad at it, so nice that she feels better and lifts her head and looks right at me and smiles. I can picture Mom holding a
               blue birthday cake with eleven candles on it, grinning from ear to ear, singing the silly version of “Happy Birthday,” about smelling like a monkey, which always cracked her up. I remember the banner she made and decorated in glitter for my tenth birthday, and the way she looked on roller skates at my ninth, like she was some kind of Olympic roller skater. 

            
            It feels like I should be able to connect the dots from that person to this one and bring them together again. Like if Mom
               could just remember the way it used to be, she’d of course want to be that way again.
            

            
            But she can’t remember.

            
            Over the years, Mom and Dad have tried to explain alcoholism to me a lot, and I get it—it has to do with drinking and not
               knowing how to stop and being addicted and it’s a disease just like any other disease. That all makes sense, sort of, but
               what doesn’t make sense is that for a long, long time—most of my life—Mom wasn’t sick like this. For a long time, before I
               was born, Mom had been sick, then she got pregnant with me and she got better, like magic. Sober. And she was magically sober almost my whole
               life.
            

            
            It’s a part of the story that used to make me feel shiny and proud—that Mom and I have such a special thing going that she
               stopped being sick, that my arrival made everyone happy and new. Now that part of the story makes me feel something else,
               something cramped and hot. Whatever special thing Mom and I had, it wasn’t enough.
            

            
            I wasn’t enough.

            
            Because a little over a year ago, she got sick again. Right around the time she lost her job teaching art at the college in
               town. She got sad. Then mad. Then so tired she didn’t get out of bed. Then she started drinking, even though my whole life
               she’d said she was so glad she’d stopped.
            

            
            It took a while to figure out that she’d started drinking again. At first everything just felt . . . tilted. Tilted and a
               little bit scary in a way I couldn’t put my finger on. I asked and asked and asked why Mom seemed tired, why Mom didn’t want
               to talk to me, why Mom was mad at me, why why why why why why.
            

            
            They didn’t like me asking why.

            
            But it’s a good thing I did, because I asked so many times one night that even though Dad mostly likes to just tell me not
               to worry instead of actually doing anything, this night he couldn’t take all my questions anymore, so he marched downstairs
               to tell Mom to explain to me because he was tired of trying to explain what she was feeling, and instead of Mom sleeping,
               she was sitting in their window seat, pouring a glass of wine into her thermos.
            

            
            I used to love that window seat.

            
            It’s stained now, though, from when she threw the thermos on the ground because she was so mad we’d come in. It’s stained, and I don’t want to sit in it again, anyway. I hate that window seat now. 

            
            Meanwhile, Dad keeps saying she got better before so she will again, and I guess that must be true, but I don’t know why it’s
               taking so long or what I can do to speed it up. But I keep trying to lead her there, like if I bring her enough memories of
               the person she used to be, she’ll remember how to be that person again.
            

            
            “I just thought, you usually like birthday parties, so maybe you’d want—” I start, saying it as softly as I can, even though
               underneath the softness is all the wanting and worry in the world.
            

            
            “I’m doing my best,” Mom interrupts. Her face is pinched, her hair flat. She doesn’t wear her favorite jeans anymore, doesn’t
               use her collection of headbands she’s known for. The shape of her face seems different even. Rounder. Redder. Sadder.
            

            
            “I wasn’t trying to make you—”

            
            “I can’t start the day this way, Denny. I just can’t.”

            
            I want to ask which way—talking to me? Eating toast? Thinking about birthdays? But I think one of the ways she means is me
               asking her questions, so I hold it back.
            

            
            Maybe being quiet will help.

            
            Maybe answering my own questions will help.

            
            Maybe tiptoeing to my room to worry about my birthday party alone will help.

            
            I just know Dad keeps saying we can help her, so I have to figure out what that means.

            
            I did it before, just by being born. So surely I can do it again.

            
         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 4
Denny Greene

         
         
            Three Days Before the Swap

            Runa hands me a yellow hair clip before lunch. It feels important.

            
            We used to bring each other little treasures all the time, but not lately. I have a list in my head of what has changed and
               what has not changed, because I want to make sure I can see it clearly. Not bringing each other sea glass or comic books or
               perfect pine cones is one of the things that has definitely changed.
            

            
            Other things haven’t. I still know Runa’s mom’s middle name, I was invited to her family’s Fourth of July party, and she’s
               told me all about what she really thinks of the boy everyone thinks is cute.
            

            
            And we still have Sorrowfeld. And how she knows when I do and do not want to talk about my mom. And that list I made for her once, of everything special about her, when she was feeling upset that Sadie didn’t invite her to her birthday party. 

            
            Then Runa did something new to her hair and scored a couple of big goals at her soccer games and her mom did a really cool
               presentation at school on being a jewelry designer, and suddenly Sadie started inviting Runa everywhere.
            

            
            And making her wear hair clips and a certain brand of jeans and a billion friendship bracelets around her wrists.

            
            The list of what has stayed the same is always colliding with the list of what has changed.

            
            “What’s this for?” I ask. I have not been instructed, yet, to wear special jeans and clips in my hair. I’m not sure I want
               to be asked. But I hold the clip like it’s fragile—special—anyway.
            

            
            “For luck,” she whispers.

            
            At first, I think she means luck for lunch. It would make sense. Lately lunch is the sort of place I need luck. Runa wants to sit with Emily and Sadie, and they let me sit there too, but it feels different than the corner table Runa and I used to sit at. Sometimes we’d be alone there, sometimes a friend would join us—kids from other grades or from after-school theater, or who we’ve known forever in the neighborhood. I miss the table—the way it wobbled, how it was underneath a window that was always cracked open the tiniest bit, how you could see the whole cafeteria from there, see everyone eating and chatting and just being. I always liked watching. 

            
            Then I think maybe the lucky clip is for our birthday party this weekend. It’s starting to feel like something I need luck
               for—twenty kids I’m not really friends with coming over to our house, to have a party I don’t even really understand.
            

            
            “Luck?” I ask.

            
            “They announced auditions,” Runa says. “End of next week.” She points at a poster on the cafeteria door.

            
            
               The Wizard of Oz

               Follow the Yellow Brick Road to the auditorium Monday, February 23. Bring your brain, heart, courage, and a short song. Sides
                  will be provided.
               

            

            “Yellow Brick Road, yellow clip,” Runa says. “You’ll look great.”

            
            I don’t really like wearing accessories. I have short honey-colored hair and thick bangs, and I don’t normally do much of anything but brush it out and let it be. Still, it’s nice of Runa to want to include me, and even nicer that she knows how much I want to be in the show. I put the clip in my hair. Runa scrunches up her mouth like it doesn’t look the way she imagined it would, but she doesn’t try to fix it before we walk over to our new, bustling table. 

            
            “Cute clip.” Emily greets me, but it could be sarcastic. It’s always hard to tell with Emily, who says almost everything with
               a little bit of a bite.
            

            
            “You guys see the poster?” Sadie asks instead of saying hello. Everyone knows Sadie is the best singer in the grade. She almost
               always gets a solo at the holiday concert, and when we sing “Happy Birthday” to anyone in class, she does a fancy harmony.
               “I’ve been practicing ‘Over the Rainbow.’ It’s not an easy song, you know? But Dorothy is my dream role.”
            

            
            “It’s Denny’s dream role, too,” Runa says. For a moment I’m just relieved she called me Denny, and she’s not seriously expecting
               me to go by Auden. Then the relief passes, and I turn the color of one of the tomatoes Mom used to pick from the garden, back
               when she was still gardening.
            

            
            “Denny doesn’t sing,” Sadie says, as if she can tell just by looking at me.

            
            For a moment, Runa looks uncertain, but I see her shake her head the tiniest bit before she puts back her shoulders the way she does when she’s telling her mom why it’s only fair that we get to have two sleepovers on the weekend instead of just one. 

            
            “She actually has a really pretty voice,” Runa says. “She’s just shy.”

            
            “I might not even audition,” I say, partly because it’s true and partly because I want Runa to stop talking about me like
               I’m not right here. Everything she knows about me seems to just be slipping out, and some of it is nice—like that she thinks
               my voice is pretty—but all of it is stuff that I thought was only between us.
            

            
            “Of course you’re auditioning,” Runa says, barely even looking at me and the way my face won’t stop being red and my armpits
               won’t stop being damp and my whole body is trying to turn in on itself, the way certain blooms close up at night—crocuses
               and tulips and poppies. All the flowers Mom most loved to grow. Now the garden out back is messy, covered in weeds. I’m starting
               to forget the way
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