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      Once upon a modern time, there lived a little girl. Let’s call her Emily. She had white skin as pale as tissue paper, rosy cheeks, and brown hair that naturally curled in perfect ringlets.

      Was she a princess? No, she lived in the United States and hadn’t been born to royalty. One could say, though, that she was as pampered and spoiled as one.

      However, Emily wasn’t a bad or obnoxious girl. All the adults in her life commented that she had a maturity far beyond her age.

      And she did, but not because she had an old soul or any other such nonsense.

      No, Emily had a secret, something she could never tell anyone.

      That secret was: The world listened to her, and would always grant Emily her greatest desire.

      She’d learned very early to never, ever, truly wish for something.

      Or it would come true.
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        * * *

      

      When Emily was five, her parents took her camping. She’d never been out of the city before, had never seen the stars so close or alive. The pine trees rustled continuously, gossiping about the creatures scurrying around their roots, the people of no more consequence than the ants. Air smelled differently up there—like wet ground and dry leaves and tempting open spaces. Even though it was summer, the night brought a refreshing coolness, the packed dirt not holding onto heat like sidewalks did.

      Her mom, before they’d left, had prepared a sturdy pot full of a casserole that they heated up that night in the campfire. However, something had gone bad (her mom blamed the milk) and all three of them ended up quite sick.

      Emily vomited. A lot. All over her wonderful pink sleeping bag, the pink bear that she’d brought (not because it was her favorite toy, but because as a bear it was supposed to protect her when she was in the woods, right?) as well as the blue-and-red stuffed clown that her uncle had brought her from Finland that was her favorite.

      They woozily packed up the following morning and slowly drove back to the city.

      Emily tried to be a brave girl. Tried not to cry the entire trip home. Tried to warn her parents when her tummy took a turn for the worst and she ended up throwing up again. (She’d been only partially successful at that, and the smell of her own vomit choaked the back of her throat for the rest of the ride.)

      Curled up on her bed, with extra pillows to raise her head and extra blankets to keep her warm, Emily’s eyes silently leaked tears over the loss of her beloved clown.

      They couldn’t go to a store to get her a new one, or even find one to buy on the internet. Her uncle had bought it from a tiny shop overseas while touring with his men’s chorus. No one had anything like it for sale anywhere.

      Emily had the sense that she was doing something wrong when she started to wish for her clown back. It was as wrong as pulling down her pants in public. Or when eight-year-old Robby bit his little five-year-old sister Jena.

      Still, Emily couldn’t help but wish and wish and wish that she had her clown again.

      You and I, as adults with a bit more experience of the world, know exactly what happened next.

      The next morning, Emily woke up snuggling a disgustingly dirty and vomit-covered clown.

      She was too scared to scream. Traumatized might also be the word.

      She also knew that she’d done something wrong. The world told her that.

      However, she couldn’t tell anyone what had happened.

      She waited until that night before she got rid of the proof of her misdeed. It wasn’t hard to keep herself awake after her parents had gone to sleep—they still weren’t feeling well and went to bed early.

      Silently, Emily crept from her cozy bedroom to the big kitchen. Her footsteps echoed loudly in the hallway, drowning out the sound of her rapidly beating heart. The heat was always turned down at night, and she shivered in the cool air. Tiny blue and green lights shone from the outlets and power cords, showing her the way.

      The smell of vomit enveloped her, even as she held her beloved clown at arms’ length.

      Emily hid her clown at the bottom of the garbage bag in the kitchen. She pulled out the smelly chicken wrapper (which might have been what actually made them all sick), the sharp plastic casing for her dad’s replacement tape measurer, the sticky package of coconut milk that made her fingers yucky, along with everything else, piling it carefully on the floor of the kitchen before burying her clown.

      Fortunately, she didn’t have to turn on the sink to wash her hands after she’d put everything back and wiped up the floor with a paper towel: a bottle of hand sanitizer was in reach (though she might have used half the bottle, obsessively trying to get all the gunk off her hands).

      Exhausted, Emily returned to her bed, falling into fevered dreams of accidentally wishing for something and having even worse things return.

      As she was little, she didn’t remember all of her nightmares when she woke up.

      She only remembered her resolve.

      She was never going to really, truly wish for something, ever again.
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        * * *

      

      As a teenager, Emily had her ups and downs. She spent nights crying when a boy rejected her and when her best friend lied to her. She also had happy days when the sun shone down on her, the wind played with her (now short) hair, and the daisies danced in the abandoned parking lot she walked by on her way to school.

      Though the bad times always tempted her, and sometimes she wanted to wish them away, she never did. Nothing was ever going to be worth the retribution of a bad wish.

      It wasn’t until Emily was a young adult, in her mid-twenties, that she started to question the wisdom of her “no wishes” policy. She’d read all the fairy tales she could lay her hands on when she’d been younger. Had even constructed a few herself, flexing her fledgling writing skills. She understood the dangers of fairy bargains, how words could be twisted and make the bargainer a fool. She’d delighted in the few times when the bargain had been turned against the fae.

      Surely she could construct something that would be safe. Ask for something that wouldn’t change her world in bad ways.

      She also allowed doubt to help her justify trying another wish even if deep in her soul she knew what she felt was true. Maybe it had all been a fevered childhood dream. (She knew that it wasn’t. She knew that her wishes were powerful. But how could she be sure unless she tried again?)

      She wanted to wish for something small. However, she was also aware that the magic didn’t work that way. She had to truly wish for something, with her entire soul, for it to occur. Just wanting a fresh strawberry wouldn’t be enough.

      Luckily, or possibly due to twisted fate, she lost her favorite watch the following week.

      Though it might not sound like much, it wasn’t something she could easily replace. The watch had been her mom’s, who’d died the year before. (And no, Emily hadn’t been tempted at all to bring her mom back just so they could speak one last time. There was no way she could break the bonds between the living and the dead without something going horribly wrong.)

      The face of the watch had diamond chips marking the quarter hours. The band itself was silver and gold metal with two small hearts outlined in more diamond chips. It was a little fancy, and Emily didn’t wear it that often. She couldn’t figure out how it had gotten loose and fallen off that Friday night. She always checked the clasp on it, and the watch had at least started off snug around her wrist.

      She hadn’t noticed it was missing until after the dinner party and she was home (alone, as her last boyfriend had left one month before her mom had died).

      The party had been held at a restaurant in the city (Emily now lived in an apartment in the suburbs). She left more than message for the manager, but after no one returned her calls, she even drove back into the city to see if perhaps someone had found it.

      No one had, of course.

      Emily tried to console herself, looking at pictures of other watches, promising herself that she could buy herself something just as nice with her next bonus. (She worked as a case entry clerk for a law firm. The job was stressful, demanding accuracy and excellence without actually giving her enough time to do things properly. However, they paid really well, with hefty quarterly bonuses for those who survived more than six months.)

      She still found herself wishing for her old watch back, the one that her mom had worn every time she’d gone out with Dad. The one that made her dad’s eyes light up every time he saw Emily wearing it. (She tried to put it on every Sunday when she went over to have dinner with him.)

      Though Emily tried to stop herself, she couldn’t. Or maybe she really didn’t want to.

      She wished and she wished and she wished for her old watch back. To find it lying on the floor in her apartment, stumbling over it as if it had been there all the time and she’d just missed it. (She figured that was part of the wishing magic: to make it seem as though it wasn’t really magic at all.)

      Unsurprisingly, the next morning, when Emily rolled out of bed, there was the watch, sitting on the floor, as if it had been there all the time.

      It was easy to figure out what had happened. The clasp had broken sometime during the evening. Or rather, before she’d left. Yes, that must have been it. It had broken and fallen off before she’d even left her apartment (though she knew that hadn’t been the case at all—she’d lost it later that night).

      Emily found herself holding her breath for the next few days, waiting for the other shoe to fall, for the consequences of her wish to make themselves known.

      Nothing happened.

      She got the clasp fixed and even had the jeweler add a little chain, so the watch wouldn’t be so easily lost. She delighted in how her dad took her wrist and looked at the watch sitting there proudly, and proclaimed how happy he was to see it.

      Everything seemed to be right with the world, even after she’d made it bend to her will.

      Unfortunately, the other shoe did drop.

      Emily just didn’t notice it at first.

      She tried to be just as careful as she’d always been when it came to making wishes. There was danger in getting her own way. She knew it, deep in her bones.

      She still found herself making more wishes.

      First, it really was for important things, like when her friend Ishanti, who was a broke single-mom, lost her job. Emily wished for her to find something better and higher-paying by the end of the week. Then, when a client tried to stiff the law firm she worked for (which threatened their quarterly bonuses) she wished for them to find a way to pay, which unsurprisingly, they did.

      But the more she made wishes, the more frivolous they grew.

      Like winning a local sweepstakes and getting herself
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