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Dedication

For my mother and all librarians everywhere—this is for you, Book Dragons.

Keep on breathing flame.
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Prologue

Have you ever wanted to live inside a book?

I saw that written on a library wall once, in curly purple script over the doors to the children’s section. Complete with a mural of an annoyingly adorable little girl crawling between the covers of an oversize book, pulling the pages up like clean sheets over her annoyingly adorable ringlets. She looked so smug, I wanted to slam the book on her head . . . but the curly scripted question lingered.

Have you ever wanted to live inside a book?

I began seriously contemplating this particular life choice eighteen years ago, on the day eight-year-old me was ushered through the front door of my third foster home in six months. I peered through my ragged bangs as I stood clutching a plastic trash bag full of all my clothes and a battered paperback copy of The Voyage of the Dawn Treader, and my new foster mother barely shifted her attention from her iPhone, on which she was thumb-tapping away at some candy-colored game. Better than my last one, who’d been so hungover when I arrived that she could barely grunt a greeting when the social worker ushered me through the door. “You’ll sleep in the back with the other kids,” the new one grunted, not looking up. “Dinner’s over, but there’s Cheerios if you’re hungry.”

I lugged my trash bag to the back room, curled up on the cot in the corner, which was clearly meant for me, and inhaled stale cigarette smoke and even staler microwave popcorn as I peeled open my book. A book where a girl not much older than me was falling into another world, a world filled with dragon-crested ships and warrior kings and sapphire-blue seas dotted with golden islands like gems.

Have you ever wanted to live inside a book?

For God’s sake.

Why would someone like me ever want to live anywhere else?
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I was doing poverty math the day my life fell apart. To be fair, my life had already been falling apart for most of the twenty-six years I’d been alive, but that particular Tuesday was the day it fell spectacularly, conclusively to pieces, and it really all started in the checkout lane at the grocery store.

Maybe you’ve never done poverty math. If so, lucky you. It’s the Olympic sport of the working poor, the mental gymnastics performed by a woman with $36.82 in her checking account and an empty fridge at home, desperately trying to calculate just what shopping-basket Jenga will stave off both bankruptcy and malnutrition in the ten days to go before payday. I stood there rubbing my chronically aching jaw and surreptitiously ditching items from my basket before the cashier could ring them up: nix the fresh strawberries ($5.99 saved); sub two apples for the tub of salad greens ($2.99 saved); add in the Massachusetts sales tax—better put back the skin cream I’d been hoping to afford this week because that giant red spot on my chin would have to go away without it. You get giant red spots on your chin because you can barely afford fresh fruit much less skin care, and you get jaw pain because doing poverty math in every checkout lane gives you a lifetime habit of grinding your teeth in your sleep. And forget the dentist, because you’re too fucking broke.

“Giving a party, dear?” the motherly looking clerk asked, ringing up all my eighty-nine-cent cans of tomato sauce and corresponding $1.29 packets of spaghetti.

“No.” Make a huge vat of cheap spaghetti and eat out of it for the next week of dinners—that was my go-to when it was a real death march till payday.

“Hmm.” She gave me a certain look, ringing up all that pasta. A look I was used to. “You know, I used to eat spaghetti like there was no tomorrow, and goodness, but my hips showed it!” A flick of her eyes at my lower half. “Then I went Paleo and those pesky pounds just fell off.”

I gave her a thin smile, swiping my debit card. Paleo, right. See how much fresh meat and fresh veggies thirty-six bucks will buy you, lady. Maybe starches stuck to these hips but at least they were cheap—or sometimes, if I got lucky at the coffee shop where I worked, free. If I could take home a few stale bagels and muffins at the end of my shift today, maybe I could avoid another shop until Friday. The sheer waste of what got thrown away every day at the shop still astounded me after a childhood spent fighting six or seven foster siblings for every piece of toast at breakfast.

“Just a few lifestyle changes is all it takes,” the cashier kept yammering. “Maybe you should think about it, dear.”

“Think about what? Not being fat?” I popped my eyes open wide, all overdone Disney-lashed innocence. “You know, I never thought about it until now. Not once. My God, what have I been doing? Praise the Lord, my eyes have been opened!” I gave her my widest, sweetest smile, preparing to pick up my sack of groceries and sashay out swinging my ample ass like a bell. A perfect exit.

“Your card has been declined,” she said frigidly.

And that’s how it all started.

The sky was spitting icy flecks of early April sleet, and I had a feeling I was going to be late to my shift at the coffee shop, but I’d had a text last night about the possibility of some data entry work, so I cut down the lower end of Newbury Street and shifted into a jog until I found myself staring up at the display window of Brummell’s. It was a place I liked to cruise for the eye candy: a little jewel box of a shop specializing in exquisite hand-stitched custom costumes featured by an increasing number of fashion blogs and YouTube influencers. You never knew if the mannequin in the big bay window would be sporting a Belle Epoque ball gown embroidered with blue-green beetle wings, a silvery replica of Cate Blanchett’s Galadriel outfit from Lord of the Rings, or a Bomkai saree starred with tiny mirrors, but it was always going to be jaw-dropping.

Today it was a frothy white gown with drooping shoulders and enough tulle to tent a big top. The shop owner was putting the last touches on the mannequin, adjusting a towering brown wig decked in crystal stars, and as he straightened to give me a wave through the glass, I felt my stomach flutter.

(I don’t cruise Brummell’s just to ogle the clothes.)

“Hey there, Alix,” Beau called, opening the shop door and aiming one of his easy cheek-creasing grins down at me. He was decked out like a Jane Austen hero today, wine-red frock coat and brocade waistcoat and tall riding boots, everything fitting like a glove. The owner of Brummell’s, and the hands behind every stitch on that gown in the window as well as that coat on his back. “You got my text. Come on in—”

“Can’t, I’m late for work.” I bounced up the stairs to at least come in under the blue-striped awning and out of the sleet. “But I can do data entry for you whenever you need me. How many hours?”

“Four or five, sometime next week? I haven’t entered in any of my receipts for months.”

“Beau, do not tell me you got my beautiful, organized QuickBooks account into a mess. I left it absolutely pristine.”

He looked shifty. “It’s been two years . . .”

“That long already?” I had to think back. He’d been just getting the shop off the ground and had hired me to get his accounts set up online. For a week I’d had the pleasure of working out of Beau’s back room, tabulating receipts and trying not to stare too obviously. It was tough not to stare at Beau Sato-Jones, and not just because he dressed like an extra from Bridgerton. He had a face forged somewhere among Japan, Pakistan, and South Africa, and I guarantee you’ve seen it on Instagram: Beau’s shop handle, @beaubrummellsofboston, had north of half a million followers, all panting to see Beau lounging in supple Victorian pinstripes, Beau strutting in Sun King silver coat and embroidered stockings, Beau lotus-positioned in a yukata of hand-painted cotton with flying cranes . . . I cleared my throat, getting rid of the delectable mental image. “How about next Monday? I’m off from the coffee shop on Mondays.”

“Deal.” He leaned against the doorjamb, smiling as though I were an old friend and not just an acquaintance to say hello to whenever he caught me window-shopping his mannequin displays. “You still flogging away at that place on Boylston?”

I mimed throttling myself. “Unless I got lucky and it burned down in the night. How’s the girlfriend—Isabelle?”

“Ysabel, with a Y. Broke up with me, went off to LA to be a model.”

“She doesn’t know what she’s missing. Maybe you can get back together with your ex, what was his name? The one with the cheekbones, dropped by twice when I was getting you set up on QuickBooks?”

“Deryk, also with a y. Went to LA with Ysabel.”

“Next time date somebody who can spell,” I advised.

“Okay there, Alix-with-an-i.” He laughed, not looking too heartbroken. He was probably consoling himself with one of the endless beautiful clotheshorses that paraded in and out of his Instagram reels: doe-eyed girls with endless legs, handsome boys with even more endless lashes. “When are you going to let me make you a dress?”

“When I win the lottery, Beau.” Everything in that store would have been out of my reach even if the $36 in my bank account had been sporting a couple more zeros. Everyone knows that if you need a Marie Antoinette costume for the Versailles Masked Ball or an Outlander wedding gown for a high-end Halloween party, you shop the racks of Brummell’s on Newbury Street or mail-order off its sleek blue and silver website . . . but only if you have a few thousand to spend. Definitely out of reach for someone whose brain was stutter-stepping sickly with the words card declined, card declined. I shoved those stomach-churning words away, gesturing at the window mannequin in the huge white gown. “Queen Victoria?”

“Empress Sisi. A replica of the gown she wore in the 1865 Winterhalter portrait, and let me tell you, appliquéing all those silver foil stars by hand was a bitch,” Beau said candidly.

“Worth the effort. It positively scintillates.”

“You and your vocabulary. You’d make a killing at Scrabble, czarina.” His nickname for me since I’d originally introduced myself two years ago as Alix-with-an-i. Very Romanov empress of you, he approved. I like it, czarina.

“Hey now, ordinary life does not offer enough opportunities to use words like scintillates.” I had whole lists of words I’d picked up from books that I was just waiting for a chance to use—always with a little feeling of triumph whenever I checked one off. “What scrumptious sumptuous splendiferous thing are you whipping up on that sewing machine next?”

“Got a special commission to finish. After that, I was thinking a replica of the emerald-green dress in Atonement—”

“Please tell me you will at least read the Ian McEwan book and not just copy the dress from the movie!”

“What do you take me for, a himbo? I do have a library card, as you know.”

I did know. The only reason Beau had hired me two years ago was because we’d bumped into each other quite literally at the Boston Public Library—he’d been very nice when I tripped and spilled half my water bottle over his stack of historical fashion books. One spirited argument later about the best costumes in movies versus the best clothes described in books, and I’d been hired to do his data entry. “Haven’t seen you at the BPL lately,” I continued.

“I’ll be there later this week. Some YouTube influencer rented the garden and the Abbey Room out for her twenty-fifth-birthday bash. I doubt anyone there will pick up a book, but it’ll be swank. You should come—there’ll be a whole group of us, we can squeeze you in under the velvet rope. We’re heading out to Vox II afterwards for cocktails—”

“Maybe some other time.” I wasn’t going to go on one of those self-deprecating, Oh, I’m not worthy of him inner monologues that the heroines in bad books always seem to do when a beautiful man looks their way, but I was a realist: I didn’t have the legs, the time, or the budget to hit the town with Beau Sato-Jones and his flock of swanlike friends at $24 per artisanal cocktail. Maybe in another life.

“Don’t you dare tell me you don’t have anything to wear, because you’ve still got my IOU. At least I hope you do.”

“In my wallet.” He’d paid me for my last week of data entry with a chagrined look, an admission that he was more cash-strapped than he would have liked (which I knew, having just gotten his bank account in order), and a scribbled note on the back of a brand-new business card: IOU—Beau Sato-Jones owes Alix Watson the unconditional loan of one (1) fabulous outfit for the event of her choosing. Redeemable whenever, wherever. Signed with a dash, and jammed in between my ID and my grocery store discount card, now all creased around the edges. In my more cynical moments I wanted to toss it in the trash, because when would I ever go somewhere glam enough to need an outfit from Brummell’s? But I never did, because if your life is Cinderella pre-ball, it’s nice to think your engraved invitation and your monogrammed pumpkin are out there somewhere.

“C’mon, I’ve got a robe à la française with your name on it,” Beau tempted me. “A nice long back like yours was made for Watteau pleats. Or if you want something more on the fantasy side, and I know you do because I saw the latest George R. R. Martin in your bag when you went by last week, I can kit you out as the Mother of Dragons. Dragon-scale smocking, attached cape, knee boots—what do you say, gorgeous?”

“I’d say I’m already late for work, and my boss is definitely going to look at me funny if I show up to make espressos in a robe à la française,” I said, shoving down the pinch of regret that I’d never been called gorgeous in my life by a man who wasn’t trying to sell me something, and slogged off to my shift at the coffee shop on Boylston.

Whoever thought to name a coffee shop The Bump ’n’ Grind should have been gagged, bound, and thrown in the Charles River, because it meant that three quarters of the male clerks thought it was hilarious to grind up on the women clerks while saying Bump and grind, geddit? but it was the least crappy of my three crappy jobs, and let’s face it, a woman with $36.82 in her bank account (card declined, card declined) can’t afford to be picky.

“Late again,” my boss Cody said sorrowfully. He never got pissy with his staff, he just sounded sorrowful. “I’ll have to dock you.” He sighed, laying a moist hand on my shoulder. He probably thought that made him less of a prick for cutting a full half hour of my pay when I was thirty seconds late. “You know that chronic tardiness is not in line with the company mission statement here at The Bump ’n’ Grind, Alix.”

I wanted to ask Cody if the company mission statement had anything to say about that man bun stuck on his head like the back half of a wasp, but I didn’t. I just smiled tightly, putting on my apron with Alex embroidered on the tit. I’d tried pointing out that wasn’t how I spelled my name, but he very kindly explained that my name was Alexandria, and therefore the correct nickname was Alex. I’d never liked Alex with an e; it sounded like the hard-boiled chick detective in every half-baked Law & Order spin-off, the one who runs around cleaning up the mean streets of Los Angeles by going undercover as a stripper. But Cody Man Bun had decided it was irrelevant how I actually wanted to spell my own name, so my left tit perpetually said Alex.

“Why Alexandria and not Alexandra?” My last foster mother asked me that, ten days, nine hours, and forty-two minutes before my eighteenth birthday, when I could finally exit her basement bedroom and the entire foster care system, not that I had an app on my phone counting it down or anything. “Alexandria. Wasn’t that like one of the Real Housewives?”

“Sure,” I said. “The Real Housewives of Alexandria. Drink chardonnay and bitch about the invasion of Rome.”

She’d given me a look that said I wasn’t the only one counting the minutes till my exit from her house, and I didn’t bother explaining I’d been named after a library in Egypt, not a Real Housewife. My mother loved books, almost as much as she loved shitty boyfriends, and when I was three years old she worked as a page in the local branch library. She used to push me around sitting on her book cart, which she’d decorated with a flamboyant bumper sticker—tacked down, since they wouldn’t let her stick it on permanently: They Got the Library of Alexandria—They’re Not Getting Mine.

She’d untacked it and taken it with her when we left town to follow Mom’s latest boyfriend, the drummer of an indie rock band thisclose to a recording deal, and that bumper sticker was still around (tacked over my bedroom door) when I turned eight and my birthday present was the news that Mom was headed to LA with a tech bro who swore his start-up was the next TikTok. “He’s not so big on the whole kid thing,” she’d told me, wrinkling her nose affectionately as if to say, Isn’t that just the cutest. “I’ll be back for you the minute I bring him around, mmkay?”

I guess she never brought him around on the whole kid thing, because I ended up going into the foster system with nothing but that frayed, curling bumper sticker, a few tattered paperbacks, and a name no one spelled right.

I pushed Mom out of my head, but I didn’t have any better thoughts today to replace her. I made a batch of cold brew and began taking drink orders, and all the time my brain kept blinking: card declined. And underneath that, the bills.

“Caramel macchiato for Lauren.”

The bill for my phone with the cracked screen. The rent I owed my roommates. The dentist appointment I’d been putting off for four years—

“Flat white for Shawn.”

The crappy $22 pleather boots with the disintegrating soles, which wouldn’t survive another spring rainstorm—

“Pumpkin spice latte for Kayla.”

Because I couldn’t afford hundred-dollar boots that would actually last, which meant that two months from now I’d have flapping soles again and be looking at twenty-two more bucks for another pair of crappy pleather boots, and by the end of the year I’d have spent $132 plus Massachusetts sales tax on boots that didn’t do shit to keep the rain out, all because I never had $100 in my bank account to spare at any point in time for a decent pair. I’d end up spending more money to have wet, aching feet, and that’s another facet of poverty math: how expensive it is, how frustratingly, ruinously expensive, to be broke.

“Four quad-shot Red-Eyes for Allyson, Bonnie, Ashleigh, and Jazmin.” A gaggle of college girls in Boston University sweatshirts and expensive Uggs (Uggs? I could imagine Beau side-eyeing. Oh, honey, no, but at least those glossy bitches had dry feet) took their espresso concoctions without thank-yous. They’d be up till three in the morning in their dorms, jittering and giggling as they crammed for their chem lab or their art history midterm, and I envied them with a bitterness that verged on despair. When I was eighteen and fresh out of that final foster home, getting my first grimy studio apartment and my first job at Dunkin’ Donuts, I still thought college was a possibility—I’d be that inspirational story that racks up views on social media, the girl who waited tables or worked a stripper pole to put herself through night school (#FemaleEmpowerment! #ByTheBootstraps! #YasQween!)—but eighteen turned to nineteen turned to twenty without my managing to save even a third of what I’d need for college courses, even at the cheapest college in a city full of them. And here I was at twenty-six, and it probably shouldn’t have taken me so long, looking at Allyson/Bonnie/Ashleigh/Jazmin with their sleek ponytails and Coach totes full of $900 textbooks, to realize that the dream was done: Alix Watson wasn’t going to college, ever. She’d be lucky if she got to her thirties with a full fridge and dry fucking feet.

Card declined. Card declined.

“No-foam cappuccino for Charlotte.” I pushed the drink across the counter, and the brunette with the PTA bob frowned after one sip.

“This wasn’t made with skim milk.”

“Yes, it was, ma’am.”

“I can taste the dairy fat in there. And did you use the sugar-free vanilla flavoring?”

“Yes, I—”

“You weren’t paying attention. Head in the clouds the whole time you were making my drink.”

I looked at her diamond stud earrings, her salon-frosted highlights. Card declined.

“What if I was lactose intolerant? I could have a reaction from full-fat milk, you know. You don’t know someone else’s life. You just looked at me and assumed I was a basic bitch on a diet, didn’t you?” Her French-manicured nails drilled the counter. She wore Lululemon yoga pants that had probably cost $120, and her butter-yellow shirt said Life isn’t about waiting for the storm to pass, it’s about learning to dance in the rain! Of course it did.

I exhaled slowly. “Are you lactose intolerant, ma’am?”

“No. But you didn’t know that.”

“Ma’am, I’m not quite sure what you want me to—”

“Make it again, please.”

I could feel Cody Man Bun watching me, so I made it again. Skim milk. Sugar-free vanilla flavoring. Shake of cinnamon.

“I said two shakes of cinnamon.”

I added another shake, wishing it were arsenic. “Thank you for coming to The Bump ’n’ Grind.”

She motored off with a warning I-still-might-speak-to-your-manager sniff. “Your shirt has a comma splice,” I muttered under my breath, and moved on to the next drink. Card declined. “Large Americano for Brent.”

“Thanks, babe.” Brent was young, slim, Hugo Boss suit. He took his cup and held a single dollar bill over the tip jar, dropping me a wink. “Only if you give me a smile!”

I stared at him. The words just fell out of my mouth, quiet, completely unplanned. “Fuck you.”

Not quiet enough.

Just like that, I was fired.

“I’m afraid we don’t have any more hours for you this week, Alix.” Elizabeth’s voice through my phone was apologetic; I could hear her tapping on her keyboard as she looked through the library schedule. “Sorry about that.”

I sighed, hovering at the T-stop stairs just outside The Bump ’n’ Grind. Shelving book returns at the Boston Public Library was the nicest of my jobs, but it paid the worst and gave me the fewest hours. “Anything next week?”

“Afraid not.” Elizabeth was one of those rare bureaucrats who sounded honestly sorry rather than robotically bland if she had to tell you no, and I tried to muster a smile in my voice for my boss at the BPL as I gave her my well-thank-you-for-checking. Definitely the coolest of my bosses: thirty-five-ish with funky purple-framed glasses and a full sleeve of flower-vine tattoos, looking about as far as you could get from the stereotypical gray-bunned, cardigan-wearing librarian who shushed people, thank God. “I can give you four hours the following Tuesday, though,” she added with some more clicking. “One of the other pages has a baby shower to host and needs to go shopping—I was going to sub in Vicky but if you want the hours I can swap you two around. Will that help?”

My mind computed four hours at $17.19 an hour. That plus the cash from Beau’s data entry might be enough to get my roommates off my back about my share of the rent. “I’ll take the four hours,” I told my boss, wondering in the back of my mind if I was ever going to get to the stage in life where a) my friends were having baby showers, and b) I could afford to buy presents for my friends who were having baby showers. Hell, if I was ever going to get to a stage in my life where I had friends. If my life were a book—some gritty award-winning lit-fic about former foster-care kids who make good—I’d have an inseparable pack who had my back through thick and thin, but real life wasn’t like that. Ordinary kids I’d gone to school with wrinkled their noses at the ones who were in homes, and I’d moved around too much to bond with anyone else in the system alongside me. I had work friends now, sure, but with the kind of crap jobs that were all I could get, coworkers were always coming and going—and it’s hard to keep up the closer kind of friendship when you’re always working flat out to make ends meet.

Besides, friends are just more people who let you down. Who needs that?

“If any more pages drop out on me, I’ll put you in for the extra hours,” Elizabeth said, sounding encouraging. “You know we always have last-minute cancellations. Things will work out, you’ll see.”

Easy to say when you have a degree, a job, and more than forty bucks in the bank, I managed not to reply. Because she was practically vibrating encouragement down the phone at me, I muttered a quick “Thanks” and hung up, massaging my jaw again before I could resume grinding my teeth. I really, really needed that dentist appointment.

Thumping down the stairs to the T station, I hopped on the next car, knowing I should head home, wishing I could head to the library instead even though I didn’t have any hours scheduled. It was just about my favorite place in the world, and I’d visited my share of libraries since I started getting ditched at the local branch at age five. A library is the one place a harried mom headed off on a lunch date with the latest guy who isn’t keen on the whole kid thing can park her child for a couple of hours, without needing to make some kind of purchase. I started ditching myself in libraries as a foster kid, because even the worst roach-infested library branch was better than sitting around a shared basement room wondering if my latest foster sister was going to set my hair on fire because she was bored. At eighteen, libraries were the best place to cruise want ads and submit online job applications.

And when I found the Reading Room of the Boston Public Library, I felt a thrum of angelic song in my bones.

The old part of the BPL was beautiful, from the Italianate garden at its center to the great double staircase guarded by a pair of majestic stone lions to the Abbey Room with its murals of Galahad questing for the Holy Grail . . . but the Reading Room was something really special. A huge, barrel-vaulted room with an endless stretch of tall windows like a cathedral, a double row of long tables where laptops and research books were stacked between lamps with green glass shades like a scatter of emeralds, marble busts and book-lined niches on the wall facing the endless windows. You could sit at any of those tables, get out your book, and read as long as you liked, the only sound in the vaulted space the susurrus of laptop keys and the rustle of pages. For me it had been home since about the age of twelve, when I’d been plowing my way steadily through my sixth foster home and all the adventures of Camp Half-Blood, Alanna of Tortall, and Westeros (sure, I was too young for all the sex and gore, but who was around to care?).

Fantasy. That was where I always wanted to live, since I first crawled between the pages of Voyage of the Dawn Treader at age eight. I never wanted to star in some dystopian teen hellscape; I never wanted Pemberley and Mr. Darcy—what I wanted was ESCAPE, all caps, not just back in time but off to another world, preferably one where women rode dragons and flame-roasted the men who told them to smile. I wanted second breakfast in Tolkien’s Middle Earth; I wanted L. Frank Baum’s Yellow Brick Road under my feet and C. S. Lewis’s lamppost lighting my way through snowy forests. I wanted gunpowder-scented winds in my hair as I walked the decks of Jeannie Lin’s Chinese junks; I wanted to challenge a queen to single combat on G. R. Macallister’s desert sands; I wanted to make the earth tremble alongside N. K. Jemisin’s rage-filled orogenes. I wanted to hatch one of George R. R. Martin’s dragon eggs, only I wouldn’t get dragged down to my doom—I’d ride off into the sunset in a flash of emerald-green wings, and the only thought in my head wouldn’t be Card declined. It would be Fly, fly, FLY.

I pulled out my battered copy of Dawn Treader—the third book in the Narnia series, my security-blanket book, the one I still dove into whenever the world’s dice rolled me a bad day—and stared at it blankly. My head ached, I was grinding my teeth again, I’d just lost the steadiest of my jobs, and I’d be lucky if tonight’s dinner was anything more than a bowl of instant ramen. I put my head down on the tattered paperback, fighting my stupid useless tears as the T rumbled along, and mumbled, “Fly, fly, fly.”

But every time I checked, my feet in their leaking pleather boots were still ground-bound.
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Still only two in the afternoon—sure, so far I’d gotten fired and had my card declined, but that meant the day had nowhere to go but up, right?

Never hand the universe a straight line like that.

“Everything looks in order,” the bank cashier assured me. “No reason your card should have been declined, Ms. Bibb.”

I blinked. “My name isn’t Bibb. It’s Watson—Alix Watson, Alexandria.”

Clicking keys. “The name on the account is Libby Bibb.”

“What kind of name is Libby Bibb?” I could feel a throb start up between my temples. This was supposed to be a quick stop at the bank branch around the corner from my apartment; a fast unscramble of whatever was wrong with my debit card. “I’m not Libby Bibb.”

“According to this you are, dear. It lists Libby Bibb as the account holder for the last eight years.”

“I opened this account eight years ago. Look—” I started digging through my frayed nylon wallet for ID. “It’s me, Alexandria Watson. How can somebody else’s name be on my account?”

“Do you have any paperwork from when you opened the account?”

“Are you seriously asking if I still have a piece of paper from eight years ago?”

She gave me a cold look. “If you are alleging account fraud—”

“You’re damn right I’m alleging account fraud, if someone named Libby Bibb has put her name on my bank account.” Thirty-six dollars and eighty-two cents, I kept thinking. It wasn’t much, but it was a whole lot more than zero. “When can I access my account again?”

“You’ll need to return with a minimum of three forms of identification. Passport, social security card, birth certificate—”

“Sure you don’t want a blood sample? Retina scan? Shoe size?” Another cold look. “Look, I don’t have three forms of ID. I’ve never had a passport”—because I’d never gone anywhere, and the way things were looking, I never would—“and I don’t have a birth certificate or a social security card either.” My mother didn’t exactly pack up all my documents for me when she skipped town with her dead-beat tech bro.

“You can apply for a copy of your birth certificate, dear. Twenty-dollar fee for those applying in person—”

“How am I supposed to pay a twenty-dollar fee”—out of thirty-six, Jesus Christ—“when I can’t access my account?”

She went off into a long drone, but what it came down to was I can’t help you. I reclaimed my debit card and mumbled something, stomach roiling sickly.

“Are you sure you aren’t Libby Bibb?” the idiot cashier called after me brightly as I turned away. “Things would be a lot easier if you were!”

I looked at her over one shoulder. “Lady, things would be a lot easier right now if I were anyone but me.”

“Alix, I want you to know I’m sorry.” My roommate Brandon looked nervous, and I paused in the act of unzipping my boots. Nothing made Brandon nervous. Normally he was too stoned to rise above torpid. “Really, I am.”

“Did you drink my milk again?” Trying to hold on to my temper. If you’d lived in as many foster homes as I had, you got possessive about your food real fast. “Goddamn it, Brandon—”

“No, that was Laurel.” He blinked at me, still looking nervous. The three of us shared a two-bedroom in Southie: Laurel had one bedroom and waited tables at the Union Oyster House; Brandon had the other bedroom and alternated between working tech support and delivering pizza; I had the couch in the combination living room/kitchenette. We weren’t exactly friends—I’d gotten to know Brandon only because he’d delivered my discount calzone three Fridays in a row when I was living in the apartment before this one—but things had worked out okay, minor kitchen thievery aside.

“Did you eat my Pop-Tarts when you got the munchies, then?” Much as it pushed my buttons when people helped themselves to my food, I hoped he had. If my roommates owed me one, they’d have a hard time bitching when I came up late with my share of the rent this Friday, which I was certainly going to do.

“No.” Brandon chewed his lip. “I’m sorry, Alix, but you’re gonna have to find another place to live.”

I stared. “You’re kicking me out?”

“Taylor found out about the time you and me hooked up. And she’s not cool with you still living here, so—”

“Brandon, it was once, before you even knew Taylor, and it was so lousy we both agreed it was never going to happen again. Did you tell your idiot girlfriend that?”

“She’s not an idiot,” Brandon said stiffly. “And it wasn’t that lousy.”

You kiss like a dying flounder and you went at me like you were pumping gas, I thought but didn’t say. Because my stomach was roiling all over again, and my eyes were taking panicky little stutter-steps all around this shitty apartment with the curling lino and the stove with only two working burners and the cracked windows that wouldn’t open because thirty years of paint layers had sealed them shut. This apartment, this couch with the wire coils that poked into my back no matter how I shifted—it was shitty but it was home. And right now, it was all I had. “Brandon, you can’t kick me out.”

He shuffled his feet. “Um,” he said, and didn’t have to say anything else because he could—his name was on the lease. Me crashing on his couch was a strictly off-the-books arrangement.

I tried to take a deep breath, but I felt like I’d been sucker punched in the diaphragm, and the breath only went about halfway down. “How long can you give me?”

“A week?” he mumbled. “Taylor’s, um. She’s really mad.”

“Come on, Brandon, a week? How is that enough time to find a new place?” With only thirty-six dollars and eighty-two cents in an account I couldn’t even access.

“Just stay with friends, or . . .”

Friends? Who did I know who would happily open their door if I turned up in a week’s time with a duffel bag over my shoulder? No one, that’s who.

Brandon was making puppy-dog eyes at me. “Don’t make this hard, Alix.”

“Oh, sure. I’m sleeping in a cardboard box next week because your bottle blonde thinks I’m angling for her man.” I zipped my boots back up and rose. “She’s even dumber than I thought, and I already figured she had two brain cells fighting to the death for third place.”

“Hey—”

“I’ll come back for my things.” Grabbing my purse and slinging it over one shoulder. “Feel free to call Taylor and have two minutes and twenty-four seconds of tepid missionary on my couch while I’m gone.”

“Hey!”

But I’d already slammed out.

Homeless. I’d never been entirely homeless—come close sometimes, close enough to feel the icy chill at my back, but never quite. Even the time my last boyfriend and I broke up (an argument about whether or not his making dinner two nights per week and pushing a vacuum around once a month counted as 50 percent of the chores; he smacked me; I slugged back and then stormed out because as far as I was concerned my mother was the very last Watson woman who was going to accept but he’s so sorry! as a reason to put up with that kind of shit) I managed to couch surf with a neighbor for a few nights till my next paycheck hit and I could negotiate the living room deal with the stoner who delivered my calzones. I had always, always managed. I’d never had to go to a shelter or sleep on a bench.

You won’t this time either, I told myself, heading back into the teeth of the snapping wind with hands buried in pockets. It wasn’t even five; there was still light in the sky—this day felt a hundred years long, but it still wasn’t over. You’ll come up with something, Alix. But my stomach was churning so hard I could barely breathe, and I stopped in the middle of the crowded sidewalk (commuters heading for the T, office drones in suits, Amazon drivers in vests pushing and shoving in all directions) and had to brace my hands on my knees. I could barely catch my breath—it felt like a landslide had come to rest on my lungs. You’ll come up with something.

“Goddamn drunks around here,” someone mumbled, rebounding off me, and I lurched into motion again because it was move or fall. I stumbled onto the T more because the crowd carried me there than because I had anywhere to go, feeling the lurch of the car as it headed inbound. Scrolled through Instagram—I had an account, but I hardly ever posted anything. @beaubrummellsofboston had a new post; I clicked on it, hungry to see a gauzy ball gown or an embroidered coat or something pretty just to steady my mind and my breathing—was it just that morning Beau had dropped a flirtatious wink at me and said, C’mon, I’ve got a robe à la française with your name on it . . . What do you say, gorgeous?

The new post was Beau’s long-fingered hand caressing a square of gold silk in an embroidery frame, captioned simply: Guess who’s finishing up the commission for his very first movie premiere? Can’t wait till you see this gown on the red carpet—stay tuned! Eighty comments already, heart emojis and smiley faces and OMG what movie?! and What actress are you dressing?! and Did they choose you or did you choose them?! and it wasn’t till the entire post blurred that I realized my eyes had filled with tears.

Did they choose you or did you choose them? What I wanted to know was, What if no one ever chooses you? If it came down to you and Dead-Beat Tech Bro and your mom didn’t choose you; if it was you and an entire foster system full of lonely kids and not one prospective parent chose you; if it was between you and Two-Brain-Cell Taylor and your roommate didn’t choose you . . . What if it’s never you?

I mean, isn’t that why we read fantasy? The perennially unchosen, dreaming that this time the magic wardrobe opens for you, the Yellow Brick Road unrolls in front of you. You’re finally chosen. You get the adventure.

But you never do. Because that’s not real life.

Because if you’re me, if you’re Alix Watson, no one ever chooses you.

“Alix?” Elizabeth paused as I came trudging up the stairs past the stone lions and toward the Boston Public Library Reading Room, which was technically called Bates Hall, though I’d never heard anyone refer to it that way. “Remember we don’t have any more shifts for you this week,” my boss said, juggling a stack of clipboards.

“I know. I just—” I’d switched to the Green Line and gotten off at Copley, the library stop, more by habit than anything else. The vaulted Reading Room was almost empty, a few studiers hunched over laptops at the long tables, green lamps gleaming in the soft dimness like dragonflies. I stood there in the choired hush, gulping a little, inhaling the smell of books like it was going to save me. “Adding to your tattoo?” I blurted out, because Elizabeth was looking at me with concern, so to head her off I pointed at the neat bandage over her flower-vine-inked forearm.

“No, just getting the flowers filled in gradually. I want the whole arm looking like a riot of color, but I don’t have the patience to sit in the chair and get it all done at once.” She peeled up the bandaging to show me the new pinks and purples filled in on a section of twining roses and violets, and normally we’d have had a whole lively conversation about it—I’d have told her about the little stack of books flying like birds that I’d always wished I could get tattooed on one shoulder, and she’d remind me to think hard about anything I wanted on my skin or else I might end up like her: Remember me telling you about my first ink, the little Chinese symbol on my ankle? I thought it meant magical and I found out later it meant weird. How white-girl-embarrassing, right? We’d both have laughed at that, and I’d have reflected again that librarians had come a long way from the bun-wearing, glaring-through-glasses stereotype—but I didn’t have any laughter in me, or any banter about bad tattoos. I just stood there silently, choked up and halfway to a panic attack, and Elizabeth was looking more concerned than ever, but then my phone chimed with a notification, saving me.

“Email,” I managed to say, turning away a little to look at my phone and giving my eyes a surreptitious swipe. A message from the data-entry company that was my third job. Data entry, not exciting but reliable, and I could even do it here at the BPL Reading Room . . . Maybe they had a job for me?

Elizabeth headed off toward a patron calling for help with the wi-fi, and I thumbed open the email.


Automated notification: All future paychecks have been placed in the name of Libby Bibb. Thank you for using our company portal to update your account information!



I stared at it as if the words would magically start making sense. Libby Bibb. Who the hell was Libby Bibb? In order to get targeted for identity theft, didn’t you have to have a life worth stealing? Could I really not keep hold of my measly thirty-six dollars and eighty-two cents, my goddamn data entry job, without someone mugging me for it?

My third job—gone. Or at least stuck in limbo, frozen like my bank account. Nothing bringing any money in—a little cash from Beau for a bit of under-the-table organization of his receipts and QuickBooks account, but that wouldn’t be much. And maybe I’d never been homeless, but I had a sudden crystal-clear image of the women’s shelter near Downtown Crossing, where supposedly they made you listen to a sermon before you could eat a cup of SpaghettiOs, and wondered if that was where I was going to be next week, me and my copy of Dawn Treader and my frayed Library of Alexandria sticker.

The sob burst out of me so loudly, it echoed in the barrel-vaulted space. I clapped a hand over my mouth as if to stuff it back in, but the tears I’d been able to choke off on the T came pouring down over my hand.

“There a problem here?” an officious voice demanded behind me. “No excess noise in the library, you know that.”

“Oh, for God’s sake, Chester,” I snarled, swiping my eyes on the back of my hand as I turned to face Library Security. As always, Chester had knife-edge creases in his uniform shirt and a thumb hooked in his belt, where I was positive he daydreamed about carrying a gun. His aviator shades were down even indoors, because Chester had seen way too many episodes of Law & Order. “Will you get off my case?”

He looked pleased at my rudeness, probably because it gave him the opportunity to raise the shades and unleash his patented steely-eyed glare, which I was certain he practiced in front of a mirror. Probably with finger guns. “It’s my job to maintain the order and security of the Boston Public—”

“It’s a library, not the Pentagon. Haven’t you got a Klan meeting or something?” Normally I enjoyed a good dustup with Chester, because a Jack Bauer wannabe with a walkie-talkie is just the guy to sharpen your claws on after a bad day, but I still had tears welling in my eyes and they weren’t going away, and if Library Security saw me cry I was going to wreck the place. “Just leave me alone,” I snapped, which was the wrong thing to say because there’s nothing a Jack Bauer wannabe wants more than to see you cry.

“I’m afraid I’ll have to escort you out. Disturbing the patrons of the Boston Public—”

“Listen, it’s not my fault you failed out of army boot camp, so stop taking it out on—”

“Missy, I oughta—”

“Dial it down, Chester.” Elizabeth again, this time minus the stack of clipboards. I could have kissed her. She fixed him with a stern look through her purple-framed glasses, not one bit intimidated by his patented steely-eyed glare. “Aren’t you supposed to be manning the front desk?”

“I do my rounds,” he said with a dark look as if he’d caught me trying to dynamite the place. “And let me tell you, I’ve got my eye on this one—”

“Left or right?” I asked, but Elizabeth was already making a shoo motion at him.

“Off you go,” she said briskly, and turned back to me with a faint eye roll as Chester strode off like he was headed for the O.K. Corral. “I know he can be a bit overzealous—”

“If he’s lucky he’ll get to go Wyatt Earp on the next patron with an overdue notice,” I said, but my voice wobbled and Elizabeth zeroed in.

“Is something wrong, Alix?” Putting a hand on my shoulder. “How can I help?”

I don’t know where to go, I thought. The momentary irritation that was Chester had faded, leaving me with the stark realization: I had no idea where to go, not an idea in the world. The studiers were starting to look up from their laptops, frowning at me, and any minute now I was going to brim over again and start weeping like a fountain. I couldn’t bear that, just couldn’t bear it. So I swiped my eyes and gave a bright blind smile, saying, “Just fine, I’m just fine,” and started off farther into the Reading Room.

“Alix?” Elizabeth called after me.

The tears flowed over again. All I could think was that I didn’t want her to see them, didn’t want anyone to see them, didn’t want anyone to see me. Glancing blindly to my left, I saw a door standing open—just an ordinary wooden door set in the long wall of books, and I didn’t stop to think if it led to the Elliott Room or the Guastavino Room or just a storage closet, or what my exit was going to look like to poor Elizabeth, who just wanted to help. I didn’t think, just reversed away from her, brushed between the long study tables and the rows of emerald lamps, and stepped across the threshold.

Some Chosen One I am. Fate sounding


OEBPS/text/nav.xhtml


Contents







		Cover



		Title Page



		Note to Readers



		Dedication



		Contents



		Prologue



		Chapter 1



		Chapter 2



		Chapter 3



		Chapter 4



		Chapter 5



		Chapter 6



		Chapter 7



		Chapter 8



		Chapter 9



		Chapter 10



		Chapter 11



		Chapter 12



		Chapter 13



		Chapter 14



		Chapter 15



		Chapter 16



		Chapter 17



		Chapter 18



		Chapter 19



		Chapter 20



		Chapter 21



		Chapter 22



		Chapter 23



		Epilogue



		Author’s Note



		About the Author



		Also by Kate Quinn



		Copyright



		About the Publisher













Guide





		Cover



		Contents



		Chapter 1


















		iii



		v



		vi



		1



		2



		3



		4



		5



		6



		7



		8



		9



		10



		11



		12



		13



		14



		15



		16



		17



		18



		19



		20



		21



		22



		23



		24



		25



		26



		27



		28



		29



		30



		31



		32



		33



		34



		35



		36



		37



		38



		39



		40



		41



		42



		43



		44



		45



		46



		47



		48



		49



		50



		51



		52



		53



		54



		55



		56



		57



		58



		59



		60



		61



		62



		63



		64



		65



		66



		67



		68



		69



		70



		71



		72



		73



		74



		75



		76



		77



		78



		79



		80



		81



		82



		83



		84



		85



		86



		87



		88



		89



		90



		91



		92



		93



		94



		95



		96



		97



		98



		99



		100



		101



		102



		103



		104



		105



		106



		107



		108



		109



		110



		111



		112



		113



		114



		115



		116



		117



		118



		119



		120



		121



		122



		123



		124



		125



		126



		127



		128



		129



		130



		131



		132



		133



		134



		135



		136



		137



		138



		139



		140



		141



		142



		143



		144



		145



		146



		147



		148



		149



		150



		151



		152



		153



		154



		155



		156



		157



		158



		159



		160



		161



		162



		163



		164



		165



		166



		167



		168



		169



		170



		171



		172



		173



		174



		175



		176



		177



		178



		179



		180



		181



		182



		183



		184



		185



		186



		187



		188



		189



		190



		191



		192



		193



		194



		195



		196



		197



		198



		199



		200



		201



		202



		203



		204



		205



		206



		207



		208



		209



		210



		211



		212



		213



		214



		215



		216



		217



		218



		219



		220



		221



		222



		223



		224



		225



		226



		227



		228



		229



		230



		231



		232



		233



		234



		235



		236



		237



		238



		239



		240



		241



		242



		243



		244



		245



		246



		247



		248



		249



		250



		251



		252



		253



		254



		255



		256



		257



		258



		259



		260



		261



		262



		263



		264



		265



		266



		267



		268



		269



		270



		271



		272



		273



		274



		275



		276



		277



		278



		279



		280



		281



		282



		283



		284



		285



		286



		287



		288



		289



		290



		291



		292



		293



		294



		295



		296



		297



		298



		i



		ii



		iv














OEBPS/images/tit_img.jpg
e ( ASTRAL
RARY

R NoveL

KATE QUINN

IIIIIIIIIIII





OEBPS/images/9780063244801_Cover.jpg
o

e »%ﬁ“’ - o m,, ~BAY

“If you’ve ever w1shed§to tumble straight into y()ur favorlte novel here s your chance.

W;th a cheeky heroine you'll root for froﬁﬁﬁ -gc one, this is bound to be one of the biggest
bocfks of the year.” =SA QAH DENNE R, New York szes bestsellmg authory

‘ACAU LAY §

msmky Y
- R N

4 His&‘ur)' R

.
51

@nl £
mmwn






