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CHAPTER ONE




I HEAR SARAH Harris laughing before I even reach the back screen door of Aunt Jo’s house, and a ripple of confusion shakes through me.

What’s she doing here?

The question is so loud in my head, I clench my teeth to make sure I didn’t say it out loud. Shielding my eyes, I press my nose to the sun-warmed mesh, and peek past the linoleum and banana-yellow kitchen to the darkened living room beyond. Nothing. It looks exactly the same as it did when Mom dropped me off here to live with her sister, Jo, and my cousin Ty on the night of my eighth birthday, right before Mom’s fatal accident.

It even smells the same as always: acrid with the fairy-polluted lake water from behind the house, with an added dash of Atlantian swans mating. I have to situate myself in the corner of the door to get a good look, but the second I do, I catch the back of Matt’s surfer-blond, back-combed hair, and my heart skips a beat. The lurch of it is so rough, I have to step back and breathe.

Calm down, Katrina. What’s the matter with you? It’s just Matt.

I repeat this to myself several times, clenching my fists in time to my breaths. The second I feel my heart slowing down out of panic mode again, a voice in the back of my head whispers:

“Yeah, but it’s Matt. The blond and the beautiful.”

My heart jolts again at the sound of my subconscious throwing my friends’ words back at me. I think it was even smirking. 

He’s my friend. Of course I like him a little. And Ty’s in there—if Matt and Sarah are, he’s gotta be. No weirdness.

Taking one last deep breath, I adjust the floppy pink Madonna bow in my hair, and yank the door open.

Mother of God help me, the thing sticks.

I’m sweating now, thanks to the hot afternoon sun glaring off the lake behind my house, and my own nervousness. A nervousness I can’t even understand because it’s just Matt. But there it is: my pink and brown palms are sweaty. I give the handle another yank. And another.

The fourth one pulls it open, but I have to grunt, and lean back, and pull, and the weight of me doing all that catapults me backwards. I stumble so hard, the porch shakes, and I have to catch myself from falling. A lot of “what was that”s waft their way down to me. Straightening up fast, I rescue my waist-length hair from my backpack straps, and adjust myself to make it look like I did that on purpose.

I haven’t even stepped into the lake-scented house, and Matt appears. For a second, I can’t believe he’s standing in my kitchen. He could touch the ceiling if he wanted to, and he’s smiling wider than I’ve seen him do since last summer. The sight of it leaves my face burning—why why why? It’s Matt, for chrissakes—but then I’m smiling like the “gangly fourteen-year-old” Aunt Jo refers to me as. More than ever, I want to be eighteen, like him and Ty and Sarah.

“Hey!” I say, but he’s already hurrying towards me, pulling me inside.

The screen door slams against my butt, but he’s faster, wrapping me into a hug so tight, I can hardly breathe. He’s all cotton Polo, and fair skin, and the smells of sweat and clean laundry. A thrill I’ve never felt around him before awakens deep in the pit of my stomach, confusing and wonderful. I cling to him until two more pairs of feet enter the room, and he drops me back to earth.

“Kat Kamiya, long time no see,” he says. Even though he’s backing up, his voice rolls, river stones, over my eardrums, and another thrill erupts in the pit of me.

“Speak for yourself. It’s like you guys graduated already.” Thank God my voice, all bubbles and lightness, comes out calmer than I feel. 

I want to just stare at him, but he’s backing up some more, coming to rest against the wall beside Sarah. The whisper of tiredness that’s laced his expression since he became a senior returns, falling over his eyes like shutters on a house. And then I realize he’s wearing wristbands again.

“I wish,” she says under her breath, her voice far away and pensive.

To my surprise, she’s looking almost as sickly as Matt, her skin a grayish brown color. Still, she holds herself like a queen. She crosses her arms over her enormous chest, flips a thick wave of auburn Whitney Houston curls out of her tawny-brown face with a lace-gloved hand, and beams up at Matt, tugging at the rose pendant on her neck. A tight crown of dandelions adorns her hair, shedding golden petals every time she moves her head.

At the sight of her, Matt grins a little, and then wraps his arm around her waist. Ir reminds me of the way Atlantian swans, after finding their mates, twine their necks around each other, cuddling in utter devotion. The magic of the land in this town brings them together, but the connection they make between their souls ensures they never drift apart.

But the swans weren’t the only ones affected, I remind myself as I study Matt and Sarah. And voting isn’t the only reason to want to turn 18.

Ty grunts, bringing me back to earth. He’s all muted brown arms, and legs, and black hair spiked to Heaven, as our white grandpa says of Ty’s Sid Vicious hair, and this decade. He yanks the fridge open, roots around for a couple of Tabs, and slams it closed. The whole thing lets out a massive, asthmatic groan as he hands a drink to Matt and Sarah. Matt takes it, and Sarah pulls a flask from her back pocket. The sight gives my heart a stutter.

“If only it was as easy as being done with classes. But why are you so late, Highlighter?” Ty asks, clearing his throat and pointing to my neon pink shirt with the soda. A teasing smile pulls at his face, and the cracks of the cans opening punches the air in the tiny kitchen. “It’s almost four. You get detention?”

“Don’t encourage him.” Sarah says this to me, but she’s messing with their drink, giving Ty the same exasperated look Matt often gives my cousin. I catch a flash of silver, and the flask slips away. “He’s too proud of his own delinquent tendencies.”

Ty’s smile widens, but I shake my head, glaring at her. She makes it sound like a joke, but the only other person I’ve heard use that language is Aunt Jo. Until now, I’d thought Ty’s issues with school had been a private matter. The fact that Sarah Harris of the Atlantis Wealthies knows about it rankles me, but she doesn’t notice my glare. She’s too busy cuddling up to Matt, pressing him to take a drink, and then taking a few sips for herself. 

Fingers tugging at the holes in my thrift store jeans, I tighten my voice. “Freshman pep rally. They tried to make it this whole serious thing about our responsibilities as sophomores, and the new protocol they have for Summer Camp, but a bunch of jocks pulled a shaving cream prank, and then the nymph-ants came out of the walls because of the smell, so…yeah. We all had to clean it up.”

Ty snorts, but Matt studies me with tender eyes. “I still can’t believe you’re almost a sophomore. Who let you turn fifteen?”

“Me,” I say, and my stomach fills with helium at his laugh.

“You going to Camp this year?”

I nod, and he winks at me.

“Good. You better! The Swan Syndrome is serious stuff, even at your age.” He crosses his arms and leans all the way back against the wall. “I mean, I know I wasn’t giving much thought to finding my soul mate when I was fourteen, but you don’t wanna end up like the Indefinites.”

He looks at Ty and Sarah with a painful twist to his face. “Can you imagine being stuck at eighteen years old for a hundred years because you never saw your Swan? Can you imagine having to do Senior Extended Summer Camp every weekend? You’d be traveling over half your life, but you’d still be eighteen, so no one would take you seriously, and you’d be stuck living in those awful complexes on the edge of town. I bet you’d be listening to the electric wall all the time. Maybe you’d even get hounded by the tourists who come back every year because they’d notice that you never age—”

“But that’s what the Coats are for,” Sarah says, rubbing his arm and cutting him off, to my extreme relief. “Trust me, boo, my mama’s one of them, and when she’s not studying Atlantis to find the source of the magic, she’s doing everything she can to keep us safe. She checks the Wall every night for outages, and oversees the shifts detaining tourists who smuggle things in and out of town.”

“Yeah, but can you imagine?” Matt asks, voice still distant with awe.

Sarah laughs. “Yes, I can.”

He mulls that over for a minute, and then he claps his hands. All of us jump. “Well, the good news is, you’re finally home. So now that we’re all here, I can tell you why we are.” He beams, tentative, the corners of his mouth trembling a little, and moves his arm from Sarah’s waist to her shoulders.

The room goes cold. His voice is too loud, too forced-happy. In that second, I realize I’m not excited about Summer Camp. That, even at 12 years old, I never really was because I want Matt to be my Swan. And right now, that feels like it’s become impossible. Across the room, I pass Ty a look, but he shakes his head.

“What are you talking about, man?” he asks, just a touch too hoarse. His free hand itches his back pocket, and then comes back to rest on his soda. Out of cigarettes. His nerves just make me nervous, and I slide my backpack down at my bedroom door so I can play with my hair.

Matt heads to the living room, towing Sarah behind him. “Let’s sit.”

I shoot Ty a look again, but he gestures “after you,” his eyes on the couple, so I tip-toe in. Sarah's already sitting beside Matt on the flattened, flowered couch, but the second I lean down to sit on the beige carpeting, Matt takes my arm. With a half-laughing, half-incredulous look like “what the hell are you doing,” he pulls me to his other side.

Avoiding everyone’s gazes, I sit. Across from us, Ty settles into his mom’s rocker with an exaggerated sigh, and it’s his attention I’m aware of as I settle in. The couch squeals, it’s so small, and the three of us are so many. It forces us to sit closes that Matt’s jean covered thigh touches mine. The warmth of him seeps past the frays and permanent marker patterns on my pants, and my face burns hotter, until I’m pretty sure my neck and ears might fall off.

But his hands are for Sarah, cradling her free one in both of his. I can’t see her face, but if I lean back, I get a glimpse of so much hair, she’s probably resting her head on his shoulder. The wispy, delicate scent of her perfume hovers around us under the mustiness and stale, lake-air smells of the living room. For a second, I want Ty to open the window behind him so she won’t think badly of us, or the house he’s lived in his whole life under Jo’s guidance, but I’m not sure why I suddenly care.

“So, I guess I’ll just say it,” Matt says, his voice still too loud in the tiny room. It doesn’t match his tentative smile. “Sarah and I are engaged.”

…What?








CHAPTER TWO




THE WORD CRACKS across the room, a ruler smacked against a chalkboard, and I can’t breathe. My whole body has gone cold, and somehow, I’m only just now feeling it. I lean forward the slightest bit, searching for their hands. And then, there it is: silver, and small, and cold against Sarah's warm brown knuckles.

How could I have missed it? It stands out like a slap.

He should’ve gone with gold. The thought hits me the wrong way, and I have to swallow back a hysterical laugh, my palm covering my mouth so it won’t sneak out. The rest of my body shivers with panic.

Engaged. Him. Matt. Engagedengagedengaged…

“Like, to be married?” Ty asks. He’s gone as ashen as I feel, and there’s an ugly squeak to his voice that makes me glad I didn’t speak first. His eyes are glittering stones, but I can’t tell if that’s betrayal I see in them, or just disbelief.

“Of course,” Sarah says, sounding shocked.

Matt nods twice, slow, that tentative smile still on his face, and I don’t want to be on that couch anymore.

“Really,” Ty says, with the kind of false interest of someone who hasn’t quite processed the news. His face becomes as stony as his eyes, impossible to read, even for me, but his attention is on Sarah. The longer I study him, the more I catch that supposed impenetrability slipping. If I’m seeing things correctly, I’m pretty sure that’s betrayal crossing his face in and out, a flickering, yellow traffic light at one in the morning. I’m also pretty sure my heart is beating to the same tune.

In this moment, I want his gaze to meet mine. I want him to make a face, one of our inside jokes, something to let me know he’s still here with me. Anything to make us feel less isolated.

The couch shifts—Sarah looks from Ty to Matt and back. “Is it really that surprising?” Her voice trembles, and one arm wraps around Matt’s back, hugging him tight. I shift to avoid getting brushed by her. I don’t want her remembering I’m here.

Matt raises his hand a bit, but he can’t keep it steady enough to hide the tremor. He puts it back down. “I know it’s sudden,” he says, and this time, his voice shakes. “But at this stage, I think it’s the right decision for us.”

“It’s been ten months.” Ty and I chorus, making me blush. My heart hurts less now, but I cover my mouth again. Ty swallows, a loud click that fills the room, and leans forward.

“We know that, too,” Matt whispers. He avoids my gaze whenever I glance at him, so I drop my eyes to study the ground-in footprints muddying the rug at uneven intervals. “But—I think we’re ready. And I think Sarah's made it more than clear to me that she’s looking for this type of commitment, and I want to give it to her.”

His little speech squeezes my heart. So do the words “commitment,” and the idea of him “committing” himself to her. I lower my shaking hand. “What about college?”

The question comes out of me on a bone-dry whisper, like a tiny pile of paper falling off a table, but at least he’s looking at me now. His eyes shine in a not-so-good kind of way, like he might cry.

Instead, he nods, and then looks behind me. Before I can move, his arm cuts across my chest, grabbing a pack of cards off the side table and giving them a shuffle. The light breeze that comes off their folds and tucks tickles my nose. Shocked as I am, mad even, for reasons I still can’t fully name, I see what this is, and I slide down to the floor.

I can’t help it. There are too many years between us, and I know him too well. And maybe a tiny part of me still holds hope that the engagement won’t change anything.

If it gets him to talk…

He smiles, and deals me a hand.

“Atlantis Community College.” The pensiveness in Sarah's voice surprises us all, but I don’t know if it’s the fact that she’s being so calm about this that gets us, or the silver edge to her tone. My guess is the latter. I peek at her between my lashes.

One of her hands still clings to Matt. The other swirls their soda can, but she puts it back on the rug by the couch after a second. Te moment she’s settled back in her seat, her attention is on Matt in the same way mine was mere seconds ago: desperate, and hoping to find some connection in all this madness.

Ty, for what it’s worth, nearly drops his can of Tab. “Wait, really? I thought you were an A student.”

Behind Matt’s back, Sarah nods a little too hard. I ignore the slight glee on Ty’s face, and bring my attention to Matt’s hardening shoulders. “Not since the hospital,” I say, quiet but sure.

That gets everyone’s attention—I feel their eyes, and I almost see Sarah's, if I just look behind Matt a bit more—but only Matt nods. He drops his first card to the ground. “Best we can do, ‘given the circumstances,’” he says, pitching his voice higher to mock his guidance counselor’s breathy tones. He shakes his head, throwing another card down. “My parents were not happy to hear that.”

“I’m sure Olivia and Donna weren’t, either,” I say under my breath, his sisters’ formidable faces filling my mind. Matt raises his brow, and we both drop cards. He wins, taking the stack, and I nudge his foot.

“What do you think about that, Sarah?” Ty asks. There’s a forced nonchalance in his tone that makes the question hurt, the way it hurts to look at the flowered wallpaper around us. “I mean, shit, we’ve been working the soccer teams after school, and you never mentioned a word of this to me.”

Matt shifts to the floor, giving me full view of Sarah's pinched mouth, the tight way she shakes her head, and the roll of her eyes. Again, I want to ask, what is she doing here? Or better yet, why isn’t she saying anything?

“Because, Tyler, some things are just between me and him. I’m sure you can appreciate that.”

Ty snorts. “Yeah, but community college? I thought that you, especially, wanted more than that.”

“It’s a bump in the road,” Matt says, running a hand over his face. “Honestly, though, I’m not too worried. I’ll transfer at some point, start my music career, but I’m really more interested in life after we’re done with college, you know?” He peeks over at Sarah with the shyest smile I’ve ever seen, and pats her knee. Her chin comes to rest in her hand, and she gives him the dreamiest smile I’ve ever seen.

Do I look at him like that?

“I want to get us a home, settle down.”

I throw another card down, wanting to distract Matt from his commentary on the future, and from our lack of positive responses.

The rocking chair creaks. “Is that what you want, Sarah?” Ty asks in his lowest voice yet, right as Matt and I get in a pile-on battle of the cards. We throw them down with quick flicks, until I run out and slap my hand down before he can. His warm palm covers mine, but it’s half-hearted. I can feel his attention on Sarah.

Her shrug is a single lifted shoulder, but her face is blank, like she doesn’t want to give anything away. “I guess. Maybe. We’ll see,” she says.

Matt gives her another shy smile over his shoulder. “Once we have everything I planned, you’ll love it, I know it.” He turns to Ty, gathering up the cards to re-shuffle. “I showed her the book I made last summer, the one with all my goals. And it’s like my therapist keeps saying, I have to know what I want. You can bet your ass I do: I want the band to do well, I want us to get out of this hole, and I want us to be together long after college. House, kids, all that. It’s what I wanted since we were freshmen.”

He leans back into her legs, a self-assured smile on his face. I can’t help watching Sarah's fingers threading through his hair.

Ty lurches to his feet so hard, the rocker smacks his legs. Sarah jumps a little, but if he notices, he doesn’t say anything—he chugs back the rest of his Tab and crushes the can, stalking back to the kitchen. “Yeah, I remember,” he says in a low, hoarse voice.

“Oh, Ty. Tyler!” Sarah shouts. For a second, I think she’ll shoot to her feet, but no. She just turns in place, a tiny trail of dandelion petals falling onto her shoulders. When Matt moves next, her hand weighs on his shoulder.

“It’s going to be fine,” she says.

In the silence Ty leaves behind, Matt gives me a weak smile, and shuffles the cards some more. “You’ve been quiet. How do you feel about all this?” The question comes out as soft and puffy as the clouds at the edge of a pink sunrise. 

I feel like I should be grateful I even get to see you, now that you’re out of school, even if you’re engaged. But I probably shouldn’t say that. Nor should I say, I feel like you just blindsided us all for shits and giggles, but really, you’re actually serious about all that. Or, I feel like I’ve been slapped. Or, you’re an idiot.

But I catch Sarah watching me every time I lift my gaze to his, like she has to guard him from anything I have to say. I lick my lips, the sweat stains on my back drying into cold patches across my shirt.

“I don’t know,” I say. Because I don’t. I focus on him, my gaze drifting down his arms and hands, and then back up to his elbows, where I catch his shoulders stiffening from the corner of my eye.

That’s when I see it: puckers of newly healing skin that rise up in smoothed mountain ridges. Four of them, in fact. I glance at his wrist, and find another one, almost too small to be visible, hiding among the existing scars on his wrist, a thief in camouflage.

Throwing a glance at Sarah, I scoot closer to him and lower my head a bit. Concern twists his face, and he does the same.

“I need to talk to you,” I say in my lowest voice, pushing all the normal bubbles out of it.

I get up, wrapping my fingers around his arm, slipping my fingers under the wristband. His cuts scraping my fingers. He throws a glance at Sarah, like he needs her permission, and she rises, too.

“Kat,” he says, as if I’m being a child.

“Whatever you need to say to him, you can say to me, too,” Sarah says.

“Not this time,” I say, and lead him to the hall by the front door.

From here, we can see Ty clattering around in the kitchen, but I don’t want him to catch us. I tuck us into the shadow of the stairs leading to the attic, and resist sneaking into Ty’s room beside us for more privacy. My arms are around my chest before I realize what I’m doing. In the living room, Sarah stares right at us, mirroring my stance. It gives me shivers.

“What’s wrong?” Matt asks. The glow of the sun glances off the kitchen floor, illuminating half of his face, and making him appear almost ghostly: white face and hair, gray-edged arms and body, all tapering down to nothing the closer they get to the floor. 

It puts a lump in my throat. My breathing rattles in my chest, echoing the nervous electricity running through my arms. “I promise I won’t get mad, but I need you to be honest,” I say with a little too much edge, and have to clear my throat.

I’m not angry, I’m sad. He needs to hear that.

My question comes out on an exhale. “How often have you been cutting?”

His face falls. He turns to the corner, but I go with him, conscious of how he feels, but also so aware of Sarah. My hands itch to touch his arms, to keep him in place, but the last time I did that, he looked like a trapped animal.

“Recently?” I ask. “This week? Have you cut yourself at all since you got engaged?” I lower my voice to a whisper. “Is it because she’s making you drink?”

He looks at me like he’s never seen me before, but the tears still glitter in his eyes. “What? No. She’s not making me drink.’

“I saw the flask she’s got you carrying. You never drank before now. Is that it?”

His voice softens to an almost tired quality. “That’s not booze, Kat. It’s this fruit thing she’s been making for us called The Perfect Couple.”

I have to stop myself from rolling my eyes. Over his shoulder, Sarah steps closer. “Coulda fooled me, but fine. But that’s also not the point. I need to know how fresh those scars are, Matthew—”

“They’re not,” he says in a huff. “Okay?” His jaw ticks, hard again, soft again, but his too-blue eyes burn me. I can feel them begging, but for what—to help or hide this—I can’t tell.

Not even after seven years of knowing him? A voice in the back of my head sneers, leaving an odd, jumbled feeling in my stomach. 

The sour tang of sweat punches the air. His voice shakes. “They’re not—anything. And please don’t tell anyone about them.”

That just means they’re actually something.

I swallow the words back, hard, so they won’t find some awful way to fall off my tongue. He doesn’t need that right now.

“Look, I get it. Okay? You don’t wanna talk. But let me remind you,” I say, taking his arm until he meets my gaze, “that if you do try it again, and you ever go too far, you could die. And then it won’t matter who rushes in to help: you’ll be gone. The end. That’s it. No more writing music, no more Sarah, no more getting married, or seeing your family. It’ll be over—everything you worked so hard for—poof.” I mime explosions with my hands. “Over.”

Matt’s voice is thick, his eyes swimming even more. “I know.”

I grip his arms as hard as I dare. “Then stop it!” I say, and catch Sarah stepping even closer. “And look, if she’s hurting you—”

He backs off, freeing his arms from my hands. “She’s not. It’s not like that at all. She’s been good to me. We’re both—good.”

But his voice wavers, stroking my discomfort. I reach for his hands again but he keeps them away, so I steeple my fingers. “Matt, you don’t have to hide from me,” I breathe, my mouth so dry that my tongue clicks against my teeth. His eyes swim, and he turns away again, brushing his cheek. “I won’t hurt you.”

A sharp gasp punches the air, and a stillness stretches out between us. The world seems to hover, listening. And then footsteps wake the warped floorboards.

Matt sniffles, shoves his hands in his pockets, and pushes his shoulders back just in time for Sarah to step in between us.

“Stop upsetting him,” she hisses, taking his arm.

I want to push her away, to remind her that I’m one of his best friends from long before she was even dating him. And then Ty appears right behind her. I manage to meet his dead-eyed gaze, and then he focuses on Matt, nodding to the back door. “C’mon, man, let’s get outta here. I wanna hit the record store, and Mom’s gonna be back in an hour for dinner.”








CHAPTER THREE




“CAN I COME?” I ask, moving to step between them, but they’re already circulating around themselves, with no space for me among them.

Ty shakes his head. “You need to cover for me if we’re not done by five.”

I cross my arms, pop a hip. “It’s just downtown.” 

But Matt’s already reaching for Sarah. She’s taking his hand. Ty pulls up the rear—he still has my attention, or I have his, except not for long. They’re slipping away, falling between my fingers before I can hope to catch them. Before I’m old enough to be included.

“Even more reason,” Ty says, putting a hand on Matt’s shoulder.

At the door, Matt flashes me a sorry smile, and a wave, and then, the tiny cottage by the pond is just that again. I press my face to the window. They walk in the center of the path, leaving just enough space in between them that I could’ve gone with them, filled in all the cracks.

As soon as they’re out of sight, I dive for the phone, the words for what I’ve seen burning the back of my throat. It takes less than ten seconds for me to dial and wrap the cord around my finger, winding and unwinding to match the pace of my racing heartbeat. My pulse is too fast. I’m too excited about all this. The more I focus on it, the more the tiny kitchen begins to hold me too close.

He told you to let it go.

The line rings once. I stride to the window over the sink, stretching the cord to its very limits, and catch the bottom of the frame with the tips of my fingers. It flicks open wide after a couple of desperate tries, but there’s still no flood of air into the room. Just the taste of the lake, the acrid scent carrying undertones of sun-burnt sand.

The line rings again.

I still can’t slow my pulse, still can’t believe what he’s just told me. My mouth goes dry. I paw for a glass of water, but it’s only after my palm hits the faucet that I remember: don’t drink from the tap.

The line rings again. I race back across the room to the fridge, and the line picks up in the middle of the fourth ring.

“Hello?” A whispery voice tickles my ear, the sound of a princess waking from a nap.

He told you to let it go! My heart hammers again, but I can’t be alone with this.

“Erin, I have news. Can you be at my house in five minutes?” I ask, and then swear under my breath. Ty drank all the Tab. Sarah and Matt’s sits on the counter, but no way am I drinking from that one.

“S-sure, but—” A crackle, and then another, and her voice drops. “Not for long, okay? Dad’s still mad about me missing ballet because of the shaving cream thing, and Mom’s not home from her hospital shift yet. He’s been parked in front of the aquarium all afternoon.”

“That’s fine. Can you also—”

“Pick up Rey, yeah.” Her breathy laugh brushes the receiver. “Once she’s done with that bike, though, you’ll have to start calling her to get me. It’s a tandem thing—it’s got two seats. I’ve never seen anything so long.”

That makes me smile at last, and the walls stop caving in so much. “Promise. See you in ten.”

After I hang up, it takes me each of those ten minutes to find something to drink. Most every cabinet is full of mixes, but without cold water, they’re mostly useless. I settle on tea and coffee, the only things that don’t taste gross when warm, and set the stove as high as it can make go, and put the timer on for twenty minutes. 

The copper pot growls at the same time that the sound of girlish shrieks drifts in from outside. Within seconds, I can see them through the door: Rey Silva, brushing jagged strands of her glossy brown mohawk out of her eyes with a muscular brown hand. And Erin, grasping at Rey’s free arm with her blue-gray fingers, her round body gliding down the walkway, ribbon barrettes streaming from her red hair.

To my surprise, right before the steps to the back porch, Rey catches Erin’s double chin and steals a kiss. I can almost hear Rey’s leather jacket creaking. And then, right as I’m processing the fact that they’re now dating, and I just became the odd one out, they’re jerking open the back door, just like I taught them to.

“What’s going on, menina?” Rey’s commanding voice fills the room. We lock eyes, and she pulls me into a hug, the smells of motor oil and cinnamon clashing around her where her jacket meets her skin. “You missed us that bad already?”

I mentally stumble to catch up. I can’t get their kiss out of my head. “O-of course,” I say, and fall back a step. The room stills, both girls studying me and my trip-up. “I—guess congrats are in order?” I wave to the door, and say a little too lamely. “I saw you kissing.” 

“Oh, babe.” Erin takes my arm, her gray eyes staring into mine, and reminding me of the mer that inhabit the Atlantis beaches. Her hand leaves a hot, delightful spot on my cooling skin. “I’m sorry. It just sort of—happened.” She shares a shy smile with Rey, and then her expression falls. “Is that weird for you?”

“N-no, of course not.” But I should like I’m lying, even to myself. A second later, Rey hugs me, pressing our cheeks together.

“It’s okay, menina, I promise. Nothing’s changing. We’re still your friends, and we’ll still hang out all the time.”

“I—know.” I hug her back, hard, trying to convince both of us that I’m fine. I swallow a few times, and pop her lapel with my fingers, forcing fresh pep into my voice. “Did you take your father’s jacket?” I ask, dropping from her arms to hug Erin. My nose fills with the smell of the sea.

“Of course.” She holds it open by the pockets. “You can’t just leave something as beautiful as this laying around, and he’s not wearing it.”

I force a grin and take a seat at the table. The instant I do, both girls freeze and share a look.

“Oh man,” Rey says, breaking the odd silence first. “It’s a sit-down conversation. We’re gonna need a drink for this.” She turns to the fridge.

“There’s no Tab left,” I say, and jab my thumb over my shoulder. “All we got’s tea, coffee, or hot water.”

“You’re still boiling that stuff?” Erin takes a seat beside me, raising one finger at Rey, and then folding her hands so her glittery, blue-green fingernails don’t show. “Now they’re saying it won’t kill all the fairy eggs. Why don’t you just buy a filter?”

“Too expensive,” Rey and I chorus. “And Ty can tell you all about how cheap the Coat’s meds are if you ingest fairy eggs.”

“I’ll take my chances,” Rey says over the sound of pouring water. “Babe?”

Erin wrinkles her nose.

“Okay.”

I wait until Rey sits down, filling the space over the table with the scent of my Aunt Jo’s weak instant coffee. Then I brace my elbows on the table. My hands shake a little.

“Whoa,” Rey whispers. 

Both she and Erin wrap one hand around each of mine, and for the first time since they got here, we feel like normal again. Still, I have a hard time meeting each of their gazes.

Instead, I focus on the shape of each of the other girls’ fingernails: Rey’s, almond-shaped and tapered to a gentle point, surrounded by soft brown skin, the pads of her fingers rough with budding callouses. Erin’s, rounded like fish scales, covered in gray-green sparkles to match the dull, blue-gray stains on the skin of each of her fingers.

The colors of the Atlantic sea close to the beach. The colors she inherited from her mother. The colors of the mermaids off the Atlantis shore. The thought of it helps me breathe.

“I found out about something,” I say, dropping my voice low. “And it’s technically an old something, but I want to know if I should tell someone or not.”

Both girls watch me, Rey’s brown eyes, and Erin’s gray ones, intent. I grip their fingers tighter.

“Matt’s been cutting again.”

Erin slumps, from her face to her back. “Oh, Kat,” she says, pulling my hand over to her side of the table, and covering it in both of hers.

“How do you know?” Rey asks, eyes soft as water-soaked wood. She sits up a few inches taller, but beneath the table, her shoe squeaks against the linoleum.

“I saw the evidence.” I free my hand from Rey’s, running a finger under my elbow and wrist. “And I felt them here, and here.”

“Did you ask him about it?” Erin squeezes my hand.

“Well, yeah,” I say with a humorless laugh. “I pulled him aside and everything. He denied doing anything, but—” I point to my arm again. “There it was. And Ty was too upset about the engagement to even care—“

“What engagement?” Their voices fill the small room, one loud and baffled, the other breathy and confused.

Oh, yeah.

I drop my gaze to the table. “His and Sarah's, apparently.” My stomach flips at the thought.

“And you only just found out about this today?” Rey asks, turning to face me more fully. Her fingers find mine again.

I nod, but the reminder that I didn’t know—for however long it took him to make this decision—hits me again, and I can’t speak for a bit.

“Damn,” Rey says, wiping her mouth with her free hand. The pity in her expression makes me feel a little better, like my heartache is warranted.

“Oh, honey, I’m sorry.” Erin scoots closer, wrapping an arm around me. “I know how close you are. It must hurt so much for him not to tell you.”

“I’m more scared for him than anything,” I say, but I let my head fall on her shoulder. Beside us, Rey stares at me, one finger tracing her lips. “Not only is he engaged, but he’s probably cutting. If he doesn’t know for sure that he’s getting married to his Swan, he might not even age past eighteen.”

Rey squeezes my hand, wrinkling her nose. “I wouldn’t worry too much about that,” she says, and though her commanding voice has softened, her words split the room. I stiffen, but Erin’s hand stays light as fairy dust on my shoulder. “Hardly anyone in the history of Atlantis, Massachusetts has any idea who their Swan is. But I also don’t think telling anyone what he’s doing will help him.”

An angry heat rises in my chest. I let go of Rey’s fingers before she can feel how tight my grip has gotten, and raise my head off of Erin’s shoulder. “O-kay. Why?” I ask, my tone hard.

Rey falters, but she still tries to give me a sympathetic smile. It grates on me. “My papai, he started cutting when he went on disability,” she says, startling me. My stomach immediately knots with guilt. “He said it was the end of his life, since he spent so long doing heavy labor, and can’t do what his trade is anymore.”

She takes my hand. “If he is cutting, I’d be so careful. You don’t want to rock the boat too much with their engagement. If he’s happy, then that’s what matters. Maybe he won’t cut himself anymore.”

“Or maybe he’ll keep cutting because he’ll find out he really isn’t happy with her,” I say, vehement and burning to make her see my point.

Rey shakes her head and grips my hands. “We can’t know that, though. Just give them a chance.” She gets up.

“He looks sick again. Like he did right before he went to the hospital.” I talk fast, before she can leave the table.

She sighs again, and says, so quietly I can barely hear it, “Give them a chance. He’s getting help anyway. Even if you said something, it would just be the same thing everyone else is, right?” Her wide-eyed “listen-to-what-I-say” stare keeps my anger bubbling.

“But this is also his life we’re talking about,” I say, staying as still as I can, in case I accidentally go shooting across the room.

Erin shifts in her chair. “She has a point, Rey.”

Rey sits up taller, finishing her forgotten coffee and pushing the mug away with a too-gentle nudge of her fingers that makes me even more antsy. “He’s also eighteen. At this point, he has to make that call for himself. I know you don’t like to hear it,” she tells me directly, “but pushing him may make this harder. Did you ever think maybe he’s telling the truth? Obviously he wants to get married. Maybe that’s what’s holding him up right now.”

She pauses for two seconds too long, and then her smile grows even more sympathetic this time, like a mother who just uncovered her child’s deepest secret. “Menina, you have crush on him, don’t you?”

My stomach drops almost as far as Erin’s jaw. I shift in my chair with a sinking feeling that I just answered her question unknowingly.

Rey grips my hand harder. “I am sorry, doubly now that he’s getting married, but what’s that thing Nancy Reagan’s always saying? ‘Just say no’?”

“I’m not saying this because of a crush on him, I’m saying it because he’s my friend!” I slam the palm of my hand on the table, making them both jump. “Friends look out for each other, don’t they?”

Rey winces, making me regret my outburst, until she says, “They do, but he wouldn’t even talk to you about it. So no, I wouldn’t tell anyone, not your Aunt Jo, not a guidance counsellor, nobody. You just can’t know if it’ll make something worse, and I don’t want you to get hurt if something does.” She glances at the walls. “What time is it? I promised my parents I’d get the baby after gymnastics.”

“Lily’s not a baby anymore,” Erin says, but I’m already on my feet, snatching up Rey’s mug.

“There’s a clock in the living room,” I say, putting it in the sink, and staying there. I focus on rinsing it out so Rey won’t see the way my face is burning, or the way my hands shake.

I smell Erin behind me before I feel her, the soft scent of salt enveloping me. Her hand finds its way to my back, making long, slow circles, and I lean into it, breathing.

“It’s like a church in here, you know that?” Rey asks. I still can’t look at her. “When’s Jo getting home?”

“Five,” I snap, tensing while she makes a fresh mug of coffee. In minutes, the air fills with the scents of roasted beans and cinnamon. After she’s done, the slide of the mug on the table hums against my eardrums.

“Since we won’t be here to say hi to her,” Rey says, and waves goodbye to me. The screen door punches open, creaking wide. I wait to hear her footsteps, but I can feel her hovering on the threshold, and it makes me hold my breath. “I’m sorry, Kat, but I really think this is the way it has to be.”

And I think you’re wrong.

The words sit in my mouth, but I keep my gaze on the mug. She doesn’t want to argue. And she won’t change my mind. I take my time filling the mug with water, and then letting it dribble out.

Rey heaves a sigh that I have a feeling I’m supposed to feel bad about. “Coming, babe?”

The term of endearment—of real endearment, of love—still shocks me. But even being the odd one out, I yearn for one of them to be on my side. To agree. I glance over my shoulder to plead with Erin. Instead, I catch her watching me. “In a minute,” she says.








CHAPTER FOUR




WE LISTEN TO Rey descend the porch stairs and crunch down the walk. When it sounds like she’s gone, Erin takes my hands, her round, stout fingers warm and welcoming where mine feel small and cold.

“Is there something going on with her dad again?” I ask in a low, brittle voice that displays every aching emotion. Tears pinch me behind my eyes, and I have to fight them back so they don’t break me. “Is he getting worse? Or is it something with her sister? Are they fighting again? Did someone compare Rey to a middle schooler for the hundredth time?”

Erin smiles in a way that turns her face to laughing crinkles, and shakes her head, freeing one of my hands to push a lock of hair behind my ear. “No, none of that happened.”

“Are you sure?” I ask, and then peer out the window. The sting of cigarette smoke bites the end of my nose, but I can’t find Rey anywhere. “Because she’s being really weird about this. I mean, she’s mothered me before, but I’ve never seen her act this way unless something’s going on at home. She’s never been that serious about saying no.”

“Well, you heard her. This whole thing cuts a little too close to home. And yes, I’m sure. She’s just—worried, I guess. Maybe she doesn’t want you getting in too deep. I don’t know. I’ll talk to her. But I want you to know,” she says, gripping my hands harder, her breathy voice a whispered prayer, “I think you’re right.”

I give her a smile I don’t really feel. “Thanks.”

Erin’s grip tightens, insistent. “And I want to remind you that Rey really does care. Otherwise, she wouldn’t have said anything.”

This time, I pull my hands away, but Erin holds on. The faucet drips from earlier use, the drops making tiny splats against the silver sink, an off-beat, erratic clock counting down its own seconds to when I’ll be left alone again. The sound if it fills the room, but Erin throws a look over her shoulder. Part of me also expects Rey to reappear at any moment.

“I promise, she does. She just doesn’t want you to get hurt.” Her smile turns wry. “We know how you feel when people don’t take your advice.”

I roll my eyes, and Erin pulls me into a hug.

“Don’t take it the wrong way. That was big for her, sharing all that about her papai. She has a hard time saying what she feels if she thinks it’ll make her look soft. I think it would kill her if we compared her to Lily, even in an offhand way.”

This time, I nod fast. Around me, the air grows thick as lemon curd, and just as bright and burning to breathe. I have to open my mouth to fill my lungs, and grip Erin’s fingers to keep my hands from shaking.

This conversation is over. Get her out of here. I have work to do, and she can’t know about it yet.

“You better head out. Rey’s waiting,” I say, hoping she doesn’t notice the waver in my voice.

Erin smiles again, warm and soft as her lavender shirt. She gives me a quick hug, and then glides to the door. “Try not to worry about it, okay? See you tomorrow.”

I nod again, fast. The second she’s out the door, I count three long breaths, feeling the weight of both conversations falling away. 

I wait until they’re off the property before I beeline to my room, and pull out a pad of paper from the top drawer of my desk. It takes me another minute to find my pen, the smell of baby powder perfuming the air with every drawer I close. All the while, my mind is blank to everything except my plan, one I haven’t been sure of until just this moment, but the second I sit down, is clear as day: I have to wake Matt up. 

Without hesitation, I write, “what Sarah did wrong” at the top of the page, and underline it twice, almost breaking through the pad in the process. Like clockwork, Rey’s words refill my head: 

Did you even hear what you just said? 

The condescension in it pins me to the chair with iron hands. I want to snap my fingers in her face, shake her by the shoulders, and scream, do you even know how important this is to me?

She’s so sure of everything. It doesn’t make her right.

I push my butt farther back into my wooden chair, and lean over the page. Somehow, this makes her voice grow louder. The memory of it rolls through my ears, over and under my other thoughts, crashing into the sides of my head, cresting and breaking over and over.

Grinding my teeth, I make the first bullet point, stabbing the pad with the pen.

“They’re not—okay?”

Matt’s voice breaks through the Rey cacophony. It’s so loud and clear that I jump, and sneak a glance around my room. My bed, pink coverlet tucked in tight at the corners, sits empty against the wall beside me. My dresser huddles in the shadow of the corner behind the door, my bottles of polish and powder lay scattered across the top in a roadmap of my last makeup routine. 

I bend over my empty list again, and wince at the setting sun now slicing into my eyes through my blinds, lemon juice on a paper cut. Leaning over, I pull my lace curtains closed. Even if I have to wink through the pinprick pattern to see, it’s better than a face full of light. Twirling my pen, I settle in one last time, and finally lean over the list with something to say.

“Makes Matt cut,” I write under the heading.

“They’re not, okay?” 

His voice comes back, more insistent this time. I can almost feel him reaching for my pen through my memory.

“She still hurt you. Someone needs to stop it,” I whisper.

It hits me that I’m actually responding to a voice in my head, and I roll my eyes for talking to myself, only to freeze, and sit up taller.

“No,” I tell myself, with more conviction than I felt all day. “No, I’m right. Someone does need to stop it, even if it means calling it out when it happens. I don’t need to feel bad for that. But I’ll need to know everything she did. So, buzz off with the guilt, and write.”

Fifteen minutes later, I finally sit back, the page filled with my large, swirling handwriting:




WHAT SARAH DID WRONG

- Makes Matt cut

- Missing his xmas concert

- Agreeing to marry him when she might not be his Swan

- Makes him look sick since they started hanging out

- Giving him a drink that she keeps in a flask, but isn’t 		booze?!

- Doesn’t go to band practice

- Makes lots of excuses

- Only seems interested in him all of a sudden




Proud, I scan my work. I savor each delectable argument, until something taps me in the back of my mind.

“Not finished yet,” it whispers. “Not good enough.” It gets louder the longer I study some of the points in the middle of the page.

I guess “missing his Christmas concert” isn’t the best thing I can think of. Or “agreeing to marry him when she might not be his Swan.” Maybe that’s—how she is?

Even still, the rest of the list feels empty: tiny injustices that might mean nothing when you actually turn them over. I run a line though two, and then let it go. The knowledge that I probably should redo it tugs at me, but it also makes my shoulders slump. I drop my pen, and press my fingertips to my deathly eyebrows. It doesn’t help me think of anything new.

Why didn’t I pay more attention the last time we hung out together? It’s not like Sarah ever hit the guy.

The thought gives me pause. I sit up fast, already reaching for my pen.

Maybe she did, but in secret.

I put that on the list, and then add “find out quietly” beside it with an arrow. That feels like maybe enough, with a few exceptions. Things like “doesn’t go to band practice,” and “makes lots of excuses” don’t hold as much weight by comparison. It just makes me feel more useless than when I started.

I fall back in my seat, rubbing my eyebrows again. Tears prick the backs of my eyes. “I just wanna save him,” I whisper.

But what if they really are Swans?

The thought gives me shivers. It also culls up a litany of things the Wealthies spend so much of their time talking about: how, when people meet their Swans and not just see them, they know it from the first moment they share together. I try to remember meeting Matt, but it was such a generic thing that nothing but fondness fills my chest. The image of two kids biking down the street in autumn comes to mind, a flash of cool wind, and then it’s gone.

Did he feel anything when he met Sarah? Or is that First Moment Feeling just talk?

And then, at the way back of my mind, in a place I can’t believe I’m even thinking, it rises:

Will they invite me to the wedding? Would I even want to go? Would Matt start getting better once he’s there?

And then the back door swings open.






CHAPTER FIVE


LEAPING UP, I have half a second to dive over the page, and then Ty bounds into the room, pulling a crumpled piece of paper from his pocket. Stale cigarette smoke clogs my nose. I have to lean away to avoid holding my breath.

“Take it,” he says, his voice low and hoarse. He coughs, clearing it and sending more cigarette stink wafting off his clothes. It burns my nose, and a small round of pain forms in my eyebrow. “I forgot I even had it. Put it in your desk, or something. Anywhere Mom can’t find it.”

“Why?” I pinch the corner with two fingers, slightly scared of what might it be on. “What is it?”

“My grades. Just—put it in your desk.”

My jaw drops, and I pull open the crease. “How bad are they?”

He dives at me. “Don’t open—!”

I turn, pulling apart the accordion he’d made of it, and squint at the rows of boxes. I have to lay it flat to go down the list. “C’s and D’s. And is that an F?!” I sit back hard enough that my chair sways, and hand it back to him.

Ty shakes his head. He shoves his hands through his hair, and leans towards the door. “Please, hang onto it. Promise me you will.”

Dumbfounded, I turn the page over. Something about this doesn’t sit right with me. “But I thought—you said you were okay. You always said that. Now this?” I laugh a little, but I can’t feel it. Not when the man in front of me looks more nervous than he’s been since he asked his mom to let him go to a school dance. “What happened to your scholarships?”

Ty drops his arms and closes in on me, towering despite how close our faces are. His eyes fill my vision, wide and more frightened than intimidating. I bite back a scream at how fast he is. “A few more grades won’t stop me from getting the hell out of this town, before I wind up stuck here, taking care of my mom forever. So promise. Me. Just take it and—“ He plucks the page from my fingers, and goes to slide it under my list. My throat threatens to close.

“Tyler!” I choke, his name the squeak of a chipmunk being run over. Both of us freeze for a breath.

“What?” he asks, still holding the list.

I can’t think. My hands hover between my mouth and my desk, unable to choose their direction. “Don’t,” I whisper at last.

“Don’t what? Touch this?” His brow scrunches, and he puts it down. I almost swallow myself whole. “‘What Sarah Did—’”

“Please!” I flop myself over it so fast, the chair slides back a few inches. The move catches his hand with it, but I don’t let him go even when he wiggles his fingers. I don’t even care if I look suspicious. My heart pounds too fast for that. “Please just go away.”

“What is that?” His voice drops too low. I meet his sharpened gaze over my shoulder. Shyness convulses around me, until the idea of talking seems almost unbearable.

“N-nothing.”

“I’ll go away if you tell me what you’re doing.” His face softens. He even stops trying to pull his hand away. “I’m not just your cousin, I’m your big brother, remember? I can help you.”

Then why do I feel like telling you now would be stupid of me? I shake my head. “Not this time. You wouldn’t understand.”

The look he gives me, so wounded and disbelieving, cuts me to the core, but I still don’t move. He wiggles his fingers again. I lean back, trying to give him leeway. The second I feel the list going with him, I clamp back down. He does this once more, and I refuse to let him go again.

He gives his hand, and the list, two hard, aggravated tugs. I drop my whole weight onto the desk.

“This is ridiculous. Just let me see what you’re doing,” he says, voice too loud in my tiny, off-white room. “How do you know I won’t understand if you won’t even tell me what’s going on?”

I study him from over my shoulder. Dark eyes accusing, wounded. The corners of his mouth downturned. He stinks less than before, but maybe that’s because I’m used to it now. His breath comes heavy, too, fluttering against my shoulder, and that, more than anything, tells me how upset he is. I swallow, and it comes out as a gulp. “Because every time older people try to help, they just end up making fun of me.”

He straightens as much as he can. “Fine, but I’m not leaving until you show me that list.” He leans over a bit, peering down past my head and shoulders.

I slap my other arm over the top of the page. Heat crawls up my ears. Any second now, he’s probably going to start calling me childish.

But if he sees…

“Katrina, I already saw the heading, so you might as well tell me. It says Sarah on it. Is that Matt’s Sarah?”

I throw my gaze out the window so I won’t have to look at him anymore. “I don’t have to answer that,” I say, trying to make my voice as sophisticated as possible—keeping it calm, almost careless about the outcome.

“So then yes, it is. Why are you making list about things she did? Are you trying to be her? Be like her?”

I squint into the rim of yellow-white around the setting sun, and glare back at the blinding, blue-white sparkles it makes off the tiny ripples in the surface of the pond. “No,” I say. My eyes burn—and so do my nose and cheeks, and ears—but I refuse to turn around. I refuse to let him read my face, and the shame I feel at his scrutiny.

Why can’t he just go away?

But no. He kept talking: “You can ask her whatever you want. She’s not shy. Actually,” he laughs, and straightens up again, his hand tugging. His voice takes on that weird, deep quality it gets while flirting. “She’s really awesome—”

“It’s not about—her.” My voice, too loud, too angry, upset, everything, cuts through the room fast, and hard. Too mad, too insistent. Tears that merely burned by eyes before prickle the backs of them now, and I have to force myself not to sniffle. Even my ears burn too hot, probably bright red by now. I focus on the window, humiliated, and pray something out there—something winged, and magical, and totally inhuman, but totally of Atlantis—could sweep down and take me away.

“Is this about Matt?”

The question throws me harder than it should, and I spin around, the list forgotten. Ty slumps, every line of his face pulling him towards the ground. Everything except his eyes. They bear into me, sharp and searching and, again, wounded.

How dare you? They ask me.

“What makes you think that?” I ask, with too much tremble in my voice. My whole body freezes again the second he lowers himself to my eye level. And there’s so much pity there, but also so much disbelief, that I can’t look away again.

“Because I see the way you look at him. But what I can’t understand is, why the hell would you want his attention, Katrina? What the hell makes him so great? He’s just a goody-goody.”

The panic and fear in his voice glues my tongue to the top of my mouth. Is that betrayal I sense in him? The “not my cousin, too” kind? I gulp down a breath, and scrape my tongue free. “Don’t be mad at him because he got engaged.”

Ty’s face reddens to a brick-like color. “I’m not!”

“You sound like you are.”

He runs his hand through his hair. “Look, just—he’s not that great. Trust me.”

I sit up a little. “Fine. Why the hell are you hiding your grades?”

His whole expression locks down, and he straightens. “Not the same thing as making that list.”

I spin in my chair, releasing his hand, but making sure to lean my elbow on the list. “Oh yeah? Your final report card is serious—so is what’s on my list. Have you even talked to Matt lately? He’s so tired, and I’m pretty sure he’s—”

A long, baleful ringing from the kitchen cuts me off. Ty lets out an annoyed grunt, direct from the back of his throat, and then goes to the door, disappearing down the hall. The phone rings again, alarming and insistent.

“Ty
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