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            Dedication

         
         
            For all those who’ve felt they don’t belong.

            There’s a place for you, here.

            For the people who make my life magical—

            you know who you are.

            For the people who taught me to bake:
 
            Grams, Mom, and Dad.

            And Hocus and Pocus, for obvious reasons.

         

         
      
   
      
         Contents

         
            	Cover

            	Title Page

            	Dedication

            	Contents

            	No Going Back

            	1

            	2

            	3

            	4

            	5

            	6

            	7

            	8

            	9

            	10

            	11

            	12

            	13

            	14

            	15

            	Author’s Note

            	Cherokee Glossary

            	Raven’s Reads

            	Acknowledgments

            	A Note from Cynthia Leitich Smith, Author-Curator of Heartdrum

            	About the Authors

            	WNDB Statement

            	Copyright

            	About the Publisher

         

      


	i

	ii

	iii

	v

	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

	iv




      
         Guide

         
            	Cover

            	Contents

            	No Going Back

         

      
   
      
      
         
            No Going Back

         
         We didn’t set out to become the witches of Bear Creek Falls. They molded us into them with every whisper, paper threats slicing
            away until we succumbed to who we needed to become. It wasn’t meant to be this way. We weren’t meant to be this way. But the stakes are too high. It’s time for a change.
         

         
         The door creaks as I start to open it. I wince, glancing over my shoulder into the dark house. I let silence settle around
            me before slipping out the small opening, my hand slowing the door’s weight as it pushes closed again. The soft click of the
            latch echoes.
         

         
         I set off down the street, a cold wind in my face. Just last night, boisterous trick-or-treaters paraded through the streets.
            Tonight, silence. A new moon leaves only the stars to shine, pinpricks of light peeking through the thin clouds stretched
            across the sky like a threadbare blanket. I raise my eyes, my chin high, no longer afraid.
         

         
         Damp leaves carpet the sidewalk, hushing my steps. I bleed into the shadows.

         
         Tonight, the witches of Bear Creek Falls will put an end to this reign of terror.
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            Four Weeks Earlier

            There are times the world seems to conspire to keep you safe. A neighbor calls out to you when you’re running late, slowing
               you down so you miss the car that runs a red light. A train is delayed. A flight canceled. Other times, the world seems determined
               to confuse you. A surprise snowstorm strands you away from home, avoiding a gas leak but not the lives it shatters. It’s hard
               to know when you’re being protected and when Murphy’s Law is ruining everything.
            

            
            Which category does starting school a day after you move to a new town fall into? Personally, I didn’t think I should have to go to school only a day after we arrived.
               I expected to be able to settle in, unpack. Of course, it’s hard to unpack when the truck with all your worldly possessions
               falls behind schedule and doesn’t show. Shouldn’t barely having any clean clothes left—and the fact that your life has just
               been turned upside down (again)—get you at least one day off school? Apparently, no. Aunt Coral was determined I would go, despite all this. 

            
            “We have to get you back on a routine, Raven. It’ll help.” Her voice was gentle.

            
            Gentle wasn’t a word I would’ve used to describe Aunt Coral a year ago. The aunt who took me on surprise road trips, on sunrise beach
               walks to watch sea turtle eggs hatch, to late-night outings to see my favorite movie, dubbed in Cherokee—gentle took a back seat to spontaneous, adventurous, fun. But she’s changed, on the inside at least. On the outside, Aunt Coral
               still looks like she’s stepped out of a fairy tale. Her hair is soft, deep brown with golden strands. Her clothes are a mix
               of concert tees and ethereal vibes, which she somehow makes work.
            

            
            Meanwhile, my straight black hair and pale skin make me the personification of a campfire ghost story. Aunt Coral and Dad
               had the same coloring—all dark hair, light brown skin, sparkling eyes. Dad liked to joke that Mom’s English-Scotch heritage
               must have won the genetic tug-of-war against his Cherokee genes, but I’m grateful I look like both my parents—even if it does
               combine in a spooky way.
            

            
            In a last-ditch effort the night before my first day, I argued my best to delay. I even pulled the “recently orphaned” card. The bright kitchen lights gave me an excuse to look down and away. My toenails had only specks of pale pink polish, left from the last time that Mom and I had a home spa day. Eight months later, the paint was almost rubbed off, but I couldn’t—still can’t—bear to remove what’s left. 

            
            I thought I’d won when Aunt Coral pulled me in tight for a hug, her cinnamon-vanilla scent wrapping around me. But she told
               me I had to go anyway. My shoulders dropped. I trudged up the narrow staircase to my new room. In different circumstances,
               this converted attic would be dreamy. But now? All I noticed were flaws: a lonely space, separated from the rest of the house
               by a steep staircase. My feet slapped against each step, but the sound wasn’t satisfying.
            

            
            Upstairs, the full moon shines through the window along the back wall. My suitcase is pushed against the left wall, the air
               bed next to it sagging under disheveled covers. My clock, a gift from Dad, sits on the floor, green numbers flickering. The
               closet door is stuck on today’s dirty clothes. I should find something decent to wear tomorrow for my first day at a new school
               in this mountain town, but grief weighs me down.
            

            
            Ignoring the mess, I crawl onto the window seat facing the backyard. The daisy print on the cushion is gray and faded. I pull
               my knees to my chest and rest my head against the cold windowpane. The autumn breeze whistles through the trees, shaking leaves
               from their branches. Moonlight reflects off the creek winding along the edge of the yard. A tangle of rosebushes gone to thorns
               creeps over the rickety picket fence. Mom used to tell me a bedtime story about a sparkling creek, how it could intensify
               magic. The details are fuzzy, like so many memories now.
            

            
            I close my eyes, letting myself remember other moments. Our living room, my parents’ wedding photo on the wall between a framed Cherokee syllabary and Mom’s watercolor painting of a beach. Chocolate chip cookies on the cooling rack. Mom’s laughter. Dad, cracking his knuckles and shuffling a deck of cards, his deep voice counting in Tsalagi as he dealt the hand. Saquu, tali, tsoi, nvgi . . . I fall back. Back to before my mistake so cleanly split my life into Before and After. I tumble into the memory.
            

            
            

            The next morning, my mouth is cottony, sticky. My eyes feel glued together; my neck aches. I fell asleep in the window seat,
               curled up like a cat. Rubbing my face, I squint at my almost-empty room. Weak light filters in through the fog. A leaf flutters
               on a branch.
            

            
            Where my red, funky, retro clock once shone its green-lit numbers, now there is only gray darkness. Huh. Power outage? I flip
               the light switch and blink in the sudden brightness. Not a power outage, then. Please don’t be the alarm clock, please. Though the clock is plugged in, none of the buttons work. No, no. I try other outlets. No luck. Another loss.
            

            
            I sit on the air mattress, but it deflates under me and my tailbone thumps onto the wood floor. I add leaky air mattress to my list of reasons I shouldn’t have to go to school today.
            

            
            “Raven! Raven, are you up?”

            
            “Yeah,” I answer, still groggy.

            
            “We overslept! Hurry, get dressed!” Aunt Coral hollers, stepping into my room.

            
            I groan and bury my face in my pillow. I try one last time. “Maybe it’s a sign I’m not meant to go today.” I work to keep the hope out of my voice, but it lingers, turning my words into a question. 

            
            “We aren’t that late, but we don’t have time for this. Come on, Rave. Please get ready!”
            

            
            I grunt in agreement, sit up. She smiles thanks, tapping the banister twice before running downstairs, muttering about old
               outlets, charging cords, and multiple alarms.
            

            
            Grumbling, I head to the suitcase that’s doubling as a dresser until the moving truck gets here. I mentally curse as I open
               the lid. If only I could say it out loud. If only I could hear Mom tell me not to.
            

            
            Poking at the few lumps in my suitcase, I can’t help but picture what I left behind. A row of plastic storage bins, stacked
               on top of each other, lining Grandma’s garage wall. Most of it is Mom and Dad’s belongings, like Mom’s watercolor supplies
               and Dad’s history books. Dad’s worn University of Oklahoma hoodie and Mom’s record collection came with me, in the trunk of
               Aunt Coral’s car. I never realized how much we had until I needed to go through every single thing. Aunt Coral even found
               a box of notes she and Mom passed in high school, tucked high on a shelf in Mom’s closet. That box is safe, too.
            

            
            I snuck some of my own things into those left-behind bins, too. The supplies Mom bought me for Art Club. I joined to help with my cake-decorating skills. The science book on the chemistry of baking that Dad gave me two Christmases ago. My favorite apron. Mom’s copper measuring cups. I won’t be able to bake again, not without Mom. Our baking together was like the sun rising every day—easy to take for granted until the day it doesn’t. 

            
            “Raven? You getting ready?” Aunt Coral calls up the stairs.

            
            I blink myself out of my memories, out of that garage and back to the suitcase in front of me. It holds only a few underthings
               and wrinkled clothes crammed into one corner. I refuse to admit that Aunt Coral was right about doing laundry before the two-day
               drive to get here. Ugh. I flip the suitcase over, dumping everything out. I hear an odd thumping sound that’s out of place in what should just be
               clothes. Oh. Oh no. I remember what I hid there. The wooden carving, now split in two. The trio of carved birds—the large
               and medium birds perching on the side of the nest, looking down on the baby. Now the baby bird is all alone, half the nest
               gone. I bite my lip until I taste blood, pushing away tears. I lay the halves of the sculpture on the window seat before turning
               away and grabbing the last clean clothes from the pile on the floor.
            

            
            I slip into my favorite black boots and reach to my neck for the necklace I always wear—where’s the thin leather strap? I rush downstairs to the hall bathroom, searching my reflection, hoping the necklace is snagged on my hoodie or dangling from a pocket. I fight the rising panic as I check the sink, counter. No sign of the little black bird. I drop to the floor. It isn’t under the cabinet. Not in the vent. I dash back up to my room, checking every surface. I shake the rumpled covers. No necklace. I toss the comforter aside. Out of habit, my fingers reach for my neck again. I drum on my collarbone—when did I last have it? 

            
            Tohi, tohi, I chant to myself, aching for the calm in the word. I kneel before the broken sculpture resting on the window seat. My heart
               cracks more. As I try to fit the pieces together, a glint of black catches my eye between the faded cushion and the window.
               Carefully setting down my broken figurine, I lean forward, fingers grasping for the familiar frayed leather cord. I pull the
               necklace up, cradling the delicate black wooden raven charm in my palm. My thumb traces the Cherokee syllabary inscription,
               my name written in our language: golanv ᎪᎳᏅ.
            

            
            I’ve always loved the story of why Mom and Dad chose Raven, how it perfectly tied our family together. Mom’s name, Piper, was inspired by the beachy sandpiper, so it made sense to
               give me a bird name, too. And ravens are black, just like the color of my hair and Dad’s.
            

            
            The necklace must’ve come off while I was sleeping. I refasten it around my neck, taking deep breaths, still jittery. Shaking
               out my hands, I trudge downstairs to face Aunt Coral and this awful first day of school. Every change puts more distance between
               then and now, between my old normal and my new normal. I pause on the last step, gazing into the mostly empty living room.
               Don’t make your auntie wait, golanv. Dad’s voice seeps into my thoughts. I move faster. I almost bump into Aunt Coral as I jog into the kitchen.
            

            
            She looks flawless, of course. She’s pinned her hair up and is wearing a retro dress with colorful ballet flats. Slinging
               her tote bag over one shoulder and grabbing her keys from the kitchen counter, she leads us out to the car, shoving a granola
               bar at me along the way.
            

            
            The periwinkle VW Bug is shrouded in fog. Aunt Coral shivers in the morning chill as she unlocks the car and tosses her bag
               in the back. My last clean clothes are dark-wash jeans and a black hoodie soft from so many washings. It’s big on me, and
               I huddle in it, grateful for the warmth.
            

            
            The car putters as she puts it in reverse, setting us on a course that will change everything. Our little stone cottage with
               its arched door seems more like home than before.
            

            
            

            This place is annoyingly quaint. It’s a tourist town tucked into the curve of the mountains, the main road as idyllic as a
               movie set, with redbrick buildings on either side of the wide, smooth road. It isn’t like back in Oklahoma at all, where buildings
               of all styles were squished close to each other. The glint of neon on chrome up ahead makes me think of Dad’s favorite diner.
               Mom liked the mismatched plates, I loved the music drifting out of the kitchen, and Dad dug all of it, especially the jalapeño
               chorizo omelet with a side of double bacon.
            

            
            My aunt and I pass the mountain-town diner, windows glowing, red vinyl booths already full of hungry townspeople and visitors. I can practically see the tendrils of steam curling up from coffee mugs and pancakes. My stomach growls, the traitor, and I look away from the window before the ingredients get to me. But there they are—blackberry and maple twirling to put the idea of berry pancakes with a maple whipped cream topping in my head. I can taste them, smell them, feel the weight of a wooden spoon moving through thick batter. Wisps dance at the edge of my vision, misty hues of each element twining together. This is how it’s been: ingredients reaching out, begging to be made into something, anything. 

            
            Aunt Coral adjusts the heat and squints up at a street sign. At least she can’t feel them, too. The urge to create this new
               recipe tugs at me, but I push it away.
            

            
            The two-lane road is neat and tidy. A well-kept median divides the lanes, full of young trees with half their brightly colored
               leaves already gone. Fall Festival banners are draped from elegant black lampposts, the crosswalks the same red brick as the
               sidewalks. As we drive, Aunt Coral prattles on about paying attention to our route so I can walk home. The school is a ten-minute
               walk from the cottage. It’s not like I’m going to get lost. I swear, you play hide-and-seek in a museum one time and suddenly, you’re “prone to wandering off.”
            

            
            Aunt Coral’s thumb rubs the steering wheel, her shoulders rigid.

            
            Oh. She’s probably worried about me walking home because it’ll be the only time I’ve been on my own since she became my legal guardian. I promise to come straight home. 

            
            The car winds its way around a curve and pulls up to the campus. The middle school and high school share a semicircular drop-off
               zone. A bus belches exhaust and my new classmates.
            

            
            Shaking my head, I refocus on figuring out where to go. The generally shorter group must be in middle school, like me. They
               split off to the left, hanging out near the flagpole and spreading up the wide steps. Seems like a decent mix of people. I
               don’t want to guess anyone’s heritage. I don’t exactly meet expectations for what Native people look like. A lot of us didn’t
               match stereotypes at my last school, either. What I’d have called country folks back home are probably mountain folks here, but their Carhartt pants and John Deere shirts are the same whether their livestock is cattle or goats. A group of
               girls in short skirts and boots huddle near the guys in jerseys tossing a football back and forth. The girls’ backpacks all
               have an initial stitched in the middle. They don’t wear matching clothes, but they fit together. Leather bags, fancy shoes,
               the way they move like people should be watching. More students come around the corner, small clumps of talkative friends
               that disappear into the school. A tall girl with long box braids and a shorter redhead go out of their way to circle far around
               the football group.
            

            
            I really don’t know where I’ll fit here. If I’ll fit.
            

            
            The flag tries to flutter, but the fog is heavy.

            
            Rat-a-tat-tat.

            
            My aunt and I both flinch at the knocking on the car window. It’s a school security officer in a bright yellow vest. Aunt Coral cranks down the window as the officer stares at her blandly. “This is the bus lane. You can’t drop off here.” 

            
            “Oh, I’m sorry! It’s Raven’s first day. We didn’t get any instructions—”

            
            “Drop-off’s over there. Next time there will be a consequence.” He gestures around the corner and strolls away to hustle the
               kids off the front steps and inside the school.
            

            
            I smirk as Aunt Coral huffs. She takes a deep, cleansing breath and forces a smile. “He must be having a hard day.” Once we’re
               in the right place, she adds, “Well, this is it. Here’s the printout of your schedule. They said the school is easy to find
               your way around. Here’s money for lunch, and you know how to get home?” She tucks back a loose curl, apparently more nervous
               than I am.
            

            
            “Yep. I’ll be fine,” I say. “Thanks. And I have my phone, if I get lost or need you.” That’s another weird thing about becoming
               orphaned at twelve—suddenly, I’m the one comforting adults. What would Mom have said to her? I give her a quick side hug,
               mumble, “Good luck at your new job.”
            

            
            Climbing the limestone steps to the middle school, I slip my lunch money into my backpack.

            
            Inside, the halls have already emptied. A fuzzy sound, like someone speaking over a faraway intercom, drifts down the hall.
               I study my schedule, trying to figure out where I’m supposed to be. Math, Smith, B203.

            
            That fight-flight-freeze tug-of-war starts. Advice from Dr. Marie, my therapist—the one I started seeing after my parents died—comes back to me: Label the feelings and my body’s reaction. Ground myself by recognizing my environment. Right, my brand-new environment. Fine. Quick pulse. Sweaty palms. Ew. I wipe them on my jeans. Nervous, anxious, lost. Is lost a feeling? Definitely. Okay, it’s working. Keep going. Next—environment. An atrium, with a wall of windows behind me. Straight
               ahead, doors labeled Office. On either side of the office, the school splits into two long hallways lined with lockers.
            

            
            The scent of food and sweat to the right must mean the cafeteria and gym are that way, so I head left. A short way down, another
               hall branches off, an A painted on the floor. I continue forward, hoping B will appear next. I run one hand along the lockers
               as I pass them, until they stop. A new wing juts off the main hallway, this time with a B painted on the floor. I turn that
               way—more lockers but still no people. The classroom doors are closed. One slams down the corridor, echoing. I flinch. With
               a mental shake, I keep moving.
            

            
            A set of stairs is ahead. I check a nearby classroom: B106. Surely the 200s are upstairs? The light flickers as I climb. Okay,
               this is officially the eeriest school ever. I never saw my old school empty. There was always something happening. Even when I walked Jade to the nurse during an assembly, the bright club posters and community event ads made
               the place feel alive.
            

            
            The upstairs hallway is still silent. Here it is—B203. Ugh, it’s embarrassing to be this late. Like Aunt Coral, I push my shoulders back and take a deep breath, then reach for the door handle and tug. 

            
            It doesn’t open. I turn the handle again, pushing this time.

            
            Nope. Locked.

            
            I peer around the paper-covered window in the door, but all I can tell is the lights are off. Where did everyone go?!

            
            Leaning against the wall, I sink to the floor. I guess I’ll wait. Time goes slow. After a while, a bell echoes through the
               halls. The low din of talking and feet shuffling approach from every direction. I scurry to stand as students pour out of
               the stairwells, filling the hall. I retreat into the shadow of the doorframe.
            

            
            My fingertips tingle. Heart races. Vision blurs. Panic attacks have become a regular thing over the eight months since my
               parents died. I fight it, taking deep breaths, turning and searching for an object to focus on, to anchor me and remind me
               I’m safe. I zero in on the shiny lock on the locker across the hall, the familiar black dial, trying to stop the nausea.
            

            
            Right as I feel like I’m getting it under control, someone crashes into me from behind, hard. I tip forward, my hip hitting
               the door handle and my foot stepping on something as I try not to fall. I can’t think about that now. The lock—I’ve lost sight
               of the lock. The panic fights back.
            

            
            I try to refocus, find it again, but it’s no use. Someone—the girl who walked into me, probably—circles me. She stands directly
               in front of me, blocking my view.
            

            
            Even though I’m the one she ran into, she freaks out. Everything about her is aggressive, all crossed arms and blotchy cheeks—even her blond ponytail seems angry as she huffs at me, “What’s your problem?” 

            
            I’m half crushed against the classroom door. “I, uh, I’m new, and this is my first class?”

            
            Her lips form a grim line. “So you’re in the way, stepping on people? That hurt, by the way. Not that you said sorry.” She
               flips her hair, shares a look with a girl standing next to her. A few students in the hall are watching us now.
            

            
            I push myself up off the door to rise to my full five foot two. “I, uh, I was standing. Waiting. I wasn’t trying to do anything
               to you. I don’t even know you.” My fingers fly to the little wooden bird dangling from my necklace for comfort.
            

            
            She raises her eyebrows and stares down at me. Does she not believe me?

            
            “Maybe you should try to stay out of the way, sweetie. You could scare someone.” Her voice is anything but sweet.

            
            “Maybe you should watch where you’re going,” I swipe back.

            
            Before she can reply, the math teacher arrives with a mug balanced on a binder, trying to wrestle a key out of his pocket.
               “Pardon me, everyone,” he says as the bell rings again. “Don’t worry, don’t worry. I’m the one who’s late. No tardies, no
               tardies.” He unlocks the door. The blond girl knocks into my shoulder as she passes. The rest of the class follows. I come
               in last.
            

            
            The teacher sends me to an empty desk near the windows. Miss Center of the Universe and a few copycats from the coordinating backpack crew that I saw outside earlier sit in the middle of the room. I pass them and slink into my seat, hoping I won’t have to say anything to the class. I do not want to explain my presence. I don’t even want to be present.
            

            
            Thankfully, Mr. Smith simply says, “Let’s all welcome our new student, Raven,” and that’s it. Except Miss Center of the Universe
               giggles and someone coughs Nevermore.
            

            
            Mr. Smith’s voice cuts through their remarks. “Stella, time to focus.” This, directed at Miss Center of the Universe herself.

            
            “You too, Bethany,” he adds, cutting his eyes to her minion.

            
            They stop whispering but make matching sour faces. Why do I feel like I’m going to pay for that?

            
            The hair on the back of my neck stands. Am I being watched? As Mr. Smith drones on about imaginary numbers, I set my pencil
               on my desk, lean forward on my elbows, and accidentally-on-purpose knock it off. I reach down, peeking through my hair. Two
               rows behind me, a boy stares back, unashamed. I pick up my pencil, noticing how he twirls his own across his knuckles. There’s
               something almost familiar about him, in the way his dark brown hair flops to one side and how comfortable he seems with himself.
               He notices me looking, lifts his chin in greeting.
            

            
            At least someone here is friendly.
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         By lunchtime, I’m exhausted. Starting a new school is like learning the Cherokee language. You can’t plug new words into a
            map that already exists in your brain; you have to build a whole new map. Where classes are, what unit they’re teaching, even
            the bathrooms are different. I found out the hard way in third period that you can’t go to the bathroom during class—they
            won’t give you a pass unless it’s “an emergency.” Because telling a room of people you have to pee isn’t humiliating at all.
            The time to get from class to class is only three minutes. How do teachers expect us to hike these stairs and have time to go to the bathroom and go by our lockers to get our books because of the no-backpacks-in-class rule?
         

         
         Meanwhile, there’s a lot less interaction between groups here. The Carhartt crew and the football jerseys don’t exist to each
            other. There’s no overlap, not like at my old school.
         

         
         At least art class is the same—the scent of acrylic paint and rubber cement, dingy aprons, large tables with smears of long-ago projects, thumbtack-coated walls. So far, the hour in that room is the best part of my day. 

         
         The verbal sparring with Stella zapped my energy, too. The cafeteria calls to me. No—more than that. My awareness of all the
            ingredients, the ways they can come together, reaches out to me. I resist the familiar pull. Steaming pans of Tater Tots,
            foil-wrapped chicken sandwiches, fries, and trays of overcooked vegetable medley might do the trick, silencing the ingredients
            and separating them from my mind. I walk down the lunch line, reach for a container of macaroni and cheese—until I feel called
            to mix and match it into something new. I pull my hand back like I’ve been burned and step out of the hot food line. I sigh,
            annoyed that this has spread from baking sweets to actual cooked meals.
         

         
         Usually, it’s only the baking ingredients that reach out to me. Before, a single scent would spark ideas and new confections
            I was itching to make. That, a talent for mixing flavors, and a precise intuition combined in a way that felt like magic but
            could be rationalized as talent. Even this has changed. Now they beg me to go back to the way it was.
         

         
         I can’t give in. There’s no going back. Even if I dream of flour-coated hands every night, I’ll never bake again. Not if I
            can’t do it with Mom. Not if we can’t chase our dream of opening a cupcake bakery together.
         

         
         I buy an apple and a cellophane-wrapped sandwich and try to find a place to hide.

         
         Row after row of cafeteria tables fill the room in zigzag lines. Almost every seat is taken, and I’m not up for making small talk. I am in the way. Students flow around me to seats as if they’re assigned. A dull ache throbs at the base of my skull. 

         
         This is what I deserve. This is why I told Aunt Coral to take the job. If not for me and my baking, my parents would still
            be alive. Moving here, losing my whole life back home—this is my punishment. I won’t let myself miss my former friends or
            how I could sit anywhere, Before. None of that matters.
         

         
         I work my way through. Along the way, I notice a middle-aged man with a mustache going table to table. He stops and taps a
            girl on the shoulder. He gestures to the purse hanging on the back of her chair, then to her artfully torn jeans. He hands
            her a pink slip of paper and scans the rest of the cafeteria. Stella’s friend from math, Bethany, approaches him, hands him
            some papers. He takes them, and she fiddles with a loose strand on her ripped jeans while they talk. He smiles, and she walks
            away without a pink slip. Hmm. Why didn’t Bethany get a pink slip, too? I continue walking toward a pair of doors on the rear
            wall. On the other side of its smudged windows, metal picnic tables and benches are bolted down to the cement patio. I turn
            back toward the cafeteria. I may as well be invisible.
         

         
         I lean against the doors, holding my breath in case there’s an alarm, then slip out. The small patio is enclosed by a metal railing. I peek over the side; a steep slope extends down to a parking lot. I sink onto the cold concrete and lean against the wall. Tucking my hands into my sleeves, I nibble at food I don’t want, from a school I don’t want to attend, in a town I barely know, in a life I never would have thought would be mine. 

         
         The brick wall keeps the closest ingredients from working their magic, but they’ve been getting louder. More demanding. Cinnamon,
            yeast, sugar, and nutmeg have been the most obnoxious, near-invisible threads popping up in front of me, twisting around my
            ankles, sneaking into my thoughts and making new recipes. My gift has become a curse.
         

         
         I’ve had an unexplainable baking ability since I was a little kid. When I was three, Mom set me up on the counter while she
            was working on holiday pies; within minutes, she turned to find me folding a discarded pie crust into the shape of an apple,
            complete with a stem made from another piece of pie crust that I’d rolled between my palms. While she watched, I placed my
            apple-shaped piece atop her pie, right in the center. Family myth says that five minutes before the timer went off, I tugged
            her into the kitchen, pointing at the oven, saying, “Done, Mama. Pie done.”
         

         
         “Five more minutes and the crust would’ve burned!” she’d exclaim every year when retelling the story. I was too young to remember
            it, but her voice is ingrained in my memory.
         

         
         Mom was known for her skill with food. She’d learned from her aunt Marjorie, who died before I was born. Mom gave me Marjorie as my middle name, and Mom continued the tradition by teaching me. Side by side, tablespoon by tablespoon, recipe by recipe.
         

         
         As far as anyone knew, I loved baking and was good at it. But it was my sixth sense, knowing when something was done. Then
            it grew into more, the ingredients weaving into my thoughts, guiding my hands. While I got the credit for being creative and
            creating new dishes, the praise didn’t feel a hundred percent earned. It was like the ingredients were part of me, connected
            to me. That quality, I inherited from my mom. Her creations—baking and cooking—were revolutionary.
         

         
         Once the After part of my life started, I quit baking, but the ingredients have only gotten bolder. They won’t stay in my
            thoughts anymore. Now I actually see them, hints of color paired with a familiar scent. They appear ghostlike, unexpected, uninvited, spinning in my vision. I’ve
            never felt them at school before, or through windows, or across streets. Before, it felt like they’d arrive whenever I was
            in the process of baking, right when I needed them. Now it’s like they’re pulling me closer.
         

         
         The lunch dismissal bell rings, forcing me to give up my spot on the concrete. When I try to open the doors, they shudder
            but stay closed. I push and pull, yanking on the cold metal handles. They’re locked. I shiver. I could walk home, if I was
            willing to brave that embankment on the other side of the railing. But then the school would call Aunt Coral, and I can’t
            do that to her.
         

         
         I knock on the cafeteria door, but through its windows, I see the room has mostly cleared. One table is still gathering their things—of course, it’s Stella’s. Guys toss empty containers into the trash can like they’re making three-pointers while the girls pretend to be impressed. At the sound of my knocking, Stella waves her fingers at me before strolling away. 

         
         Seriously? I resist the urge to flash a not-school-appropriate hand signal at her. When the cafeteria doors close behind the
            last student, I let out my frustration, anger, and grief. Bitter words pour out. I turn from the door, giving up.
         

         
         At the sound of it opening, I rub my face and spin around, relieved. Maybe my luck is changing.

         
         “You aren’t allowed out here,” a janitor says, smoothing his pristine gray coveralls, and sighs. “Come with me.” He leads
            me through the empty hallways to the office.
         

         
         

         After a solid half hour in a scratchy upholstered chair, I convince the vice principal—the man from the cafeteria handing
            out pink slips—and guidance counselor that I’m fine, just lost.
         

         
         “Now, Raven, I understand the lunch fiasco, but why weren’t you in homeroom?” the vice principal asks, loosening his tie.

         
         I blink. “What homeroom?”

         
         He clasps his hands. “The first class of the day. Homeroom. You were absent.”

         
         Taking my schedule out of my back pocket, I read it again. No homeroom. “My first class is math.” I offer my printout as evidence.

         
         The guidance counselor, Ms. Barton, takes the paper. “Oh dear,” she begins. “Mr. McKell, her schedule is cut off at the top.
            Her homeroom isn’t on here, so it looks like her first class is math. Oh, I’m sorry, Raven. That must’ve been so confusing.”
         

         
         Mr. McKell takes the paper from her hands. “Hmm, so it is. Gives new meaning to cutting class, huh?” he says with a wink.
         

         
         Ms. Barton rolls her eyes good-naturedly and says, “I’ll print you a new schedule with your homeroom. That’s where you’ll
            go first tomorrow, okay?”
         

         
         “Thank you,” I say, relieved.

         
         She pats my shoulder as she walks out of Mr. McKell’s office.

         
         Mr. McKell clears his throat. “All jokes aside, attendance is important, one of our cardinal rules. Which reminds me . . .”
            He pauses, turns in his chair to grab a spiral-bound book from a stack. “Ah, yes. Here you are. Your student handbook—you’d
            have gotten it in your homeroom this morning if not for the schedule snafu. No matter: Here’s your copy. Read it, sign here,
            and return that page.” He pushes the thick book across the desk at me.
         

         
         I nod, familiar with the spiel.

         
         With a wolfish grin, he adds, “After all, I don’t want to see you in here again.”

         
         A prickle of unease worms its way through me. But that’s silly—he hasn’t said anything off, not really.

         
         Ms. Barton returns, handing me a lavender-colored piece of paper. “Here’s your schedule, Raven. Give me a moment and I’ll write you a tardy pass.” 

         
         I take it and murmur, “Thank you.”

         
         Mr. McKell adds, “Well, while we’re waiting, let me highlight a few mandates from that handbook.” His chair creaks as he leans
            back.
         

         
         “Mandates?” I echo.

         
         “I don’t know about your old school—maybe it was the Wild West—but here, we have some rules we take quite seriously. Attendance,
            respecting the premises—the patio is off-limits except for special rewards—and the dress code are particularly relevant. Make
            sure you read those sections carefully. While one offense is a warning, two is grounds for a referral.”
         

         
         Wild West? The prickly feeling returns.
         

         
         “But I’m sure we won’t have anything to worry about, not with you.” Mr. McKell takes me in from head to toe in a way that
            feels like I’m meat being weighed, then softens his inspection with a smile. “Just make sure to leave the hoodie at home next
            time, okay?”
         

         
         Was that look because I’m apparently breaking dress code? That would make sense . . . right?

         
         “Good luck with the rest of your first day, Raven. Oh, and welcome! We’re always glad to add another Mountain Lion to our
            pack,” Mr. McKell adds with a cringeworthy howl.
         

         
         “Thanks,” I say. Ms. Barton hands me my tardy pass and wishes me well without the roar.

         
         I leave the office, but the uneasy feeling stays.

         
         

         The remainder of the school day drags to a close. Thankfully, I don’t have any other classes with Stella.

         
         When the final bell rings, I hide in the bathroom—I don’t want another run-in. I stand in a stall, scrolling through my phone.
            The click-clack of heels echoes in the bathroom. Through the gap in the door, I see Stella and another of the backpack girls
            from this morning, each looking into a mirror.
         

         
         “I can’t believe your sister left you this morning,” the other girl says, adjusting her hair.

         
         “I know! Bianca knew I needed to be here for that makeup quiz. I had to rush through the last section and probably failed.
            I’ll lose my spot on the team if that grade drops. Then that creepy new girl jump-scared me and stepped on my foot—not ideal
            when we have dance practice today. My period came during PE, of all classes. This day has been the worst,” Stella says, smoothing her hair.
         

         
         “Wait, when is Bianca picking us up for dance?”

         
         Stella curses, and the girls speed-walk out of the bathroom.

         
         I squirm in the stall. It isn’t my fault her sister was rude to her, or anything else that happened to her today.

         
         My phone buzzes with a text from Jade, my best friend from back home.

         
         
            Hey cuz. Miss you.

         

         Can you still call someone your best friend when you’ve barely talked to them in months? She keeps trying to get through to me. 

         
         But I can’t face her pity. I want her to remember us like we were at our last sleepover: warming up in front of hot cocoa
            after playing in the snow, eyes itchy from staying up too late, peanut butter M&M’S mixed into the popcorn bowl, trading funny
            videos with our heads bent together, arguing over which one was funnier.
         

         
         That was my last good night. Then . . . early morning. The phone call. A silent ambulance in front of my house. I don’t want
            to see memories of the funeral reflected in her eyes. If her hand squeezed mine now, it would bring back the squeak of the
            pulleys as the caskets were lowered into the ground. Our happy memories are tangled in tragedy and the zombie haze that followed.
         

         
         If I can stay away from her, maybe my tragedy won’t be contagious. I don’t deserve her friendship, anyway. I open my messages
            and delete our text thread. It’s what’s best. For her.
         

         
         When I poke my
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