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Chapter 1: Accepted
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Rose and Helena Montgomery were being punkadillos the night their father became a Fog Person. Their adventure began in the backyard of their suburban home, where they played “Build-n-Smash,” a game in which Dad and Helena built an object out of an electronics kit, and Rose would find a way to smash it—accidentally, of course. Tonight’s victim was a remote-controlled helicopter.

“Put the rotor in the slot above the fuselage, and it should be ready to fly,” Dad told Helena.

“But I have to complete the circuit first,” she said. “Otherwise, the motor won’t start.”

Dad arched an eyebrow, which always made Helena smile. It meant that he was impressed with her mind for science, especially since she was only twelve. “I forgot,” he told her. “Magnificent job, H.”

As Helena plugged the wire into the proper connection, Rose bounced up and down with excitement. At nine and four-fifths years old, Rose knew that bouncing on her toes was a childish thing to do, but getting her to hide her feelings was like asking a volcano not to blow. Dad gave the helicopter its final inspection. “Okay, Lieutenant Rose, see what she can do.”

“Finally!” Rose took the controller, blowing a patch of overgrown black bangs from her eyes. If she had known that bangs were the natural consequences of a bob cut, she would have chosen a different style at the family’s last visit to Cheap Cuts. Too late now. She fingered the controls, and the helicopter lifted off from Helena’s palm, circling the deck. Round and round the helicopter sailed—clipping the leaves of the maple tree, clanging off the barbecue, zipping under the badminton net, dive-bombing a squirrel.

“All right, Lieutenant, bring her in nice and easy,” Dad said, sharing a smirk with Helena. The landings were never that. 

“Aye, aye, Captain,” Rose growled, with a gleam in her eye. Pressing her thumb to the control, she aimed the helicopter toward the patio for a decisive self-destruction, but her finger slipped, and the copter shifted direction, careening toward the living room window instead. On the other side sat Mom, enjoying the momentary peace inside the house by curling up with the same spy thriller she had been trying to finish for weeks.

“Rose, no!” Helena screamed.

At the last second, Rose’s thumb found the control. The copter smashed into the wall beside the window, bursting into pieces. The group held their breath, waiting for Mom to yell at them through the screen door for being so noisy. What she said was worse.

“Time for bed.”

Dad nodded at the girls, tossing them a military salute—Game Over. Rose and Helena scooped up the remnants of the Smash as Dad waited, holding open the door. 

“Can I be a helicopter pilot someday?” Rose asked him.

“Not with those skills,” Helena muttered.

Dad laughed, messing up Rose’s hair. “Let’s get through fourth grade first, okay?”

Rose stuck her tongue out at Helena, who shot her a warning glare. Few things destroyed Dad’s pleasant moods more quickly than disrespecting your family. Luckily, he hadn’t noticed, following the girls into the house. Mom met them in the kitchen. “That flight went well,” she said.

“One of our best,” Dad said, with a sheepish grin. He took the salvaged pieces from the girls and stacked them on the counter, where a blinking cell phone caught his attention. “Oh. Looks like I missed a text.”

A concerned look crossed Mom’s face. “About the job?”

He read the message, a deep sigh escaping his throat. “They changed the interview to today, apparently. I missed it.”

“How could you miss the interview?”

“I don’t know. I got distracted, I guess.”

Mom sighed. “This is getting scary, David. We can’t live off our savings forever.”

“I’m sorry, Jen. Girls, head upstairs and get changed.” They didn’t need to be told twice. Mom and Dad were about to have the same “conversation” they had had for months, which was as pleasant to listen to as hearing their Uncle Tito karaoke Celine Dion power ballads at every family reunion. But instead of lyrics expressing how long a person’s heart will go on, their parents’ song was a duet, with the female singing, “I wish you’d stop playing games and find a job,” and the male crooning back, “I’m doing the best I can, life’s too short to worry—let’s dance!” He then swoops her into an awkward tango to cheer her up, which works, but only for a moment, until they leave the stage in resentful silence. The girls had grown tired of the routine and were relieved to throw on jammies and flee to the safety of their bunk beds. Helena slept in the top one, since Rose couldn’t be trusted not to drop things from it—accidentally, of course. After a while, Mom and Dad walked in quietly, pulling the covers up to the girls’ chins and pretending everything was okay.

“Can we have a lullaby tonight?” Rose asked, cuddling her stuffed alligator.

“‘Sleep Baby Sleep’ okay?” Dad asked.

Mom kissed Rose on the forehead, then ran her fingers through Helena’s hair, long and blonde, like her own. “My Mini-Me,” she sighed, her favorite nickname for Helena. “Love you, girls. Don’t stay up too late.” When she was gone, Dad cleared his throat, louder and louder until the girls giggled. Then he sang.

“Sleep, baby, sleep

Your father tends the sheep

Your mother shakes the dreamland tree

And from it fall sweet dreams for thee

Sleep, baby, sleep

Sleep, baby, sleep...” 

The girls curled up beneath the blankets, the best part of the day.

“Now go to sleep,” Dad said. “No more playing.”

“We know,” Rose said. Which meant she didn’t. Half an hour later, she stood on the edge of her bed, dangling a sneaker over Helena’s head. 

“You’d better get that shoelace off my face,” Helena said.

“It isn’t a shoelace. It’s a worm, and it’s going to crawl up your nose.”

“Quiet. You know how grouchy Mom and Dad get when we don’t go to sleep. Especially after they fight.”

“Like they can hear us. The worm doesn’t leave until you scream...”

Helena grabbed the shoelace. Rose tugged back. “Scream, human, scream!” Suddenly, the lace slipped from Helena’s grip, and Rose heaved the shoe onto the dresser. The noise might have been fine, had the shoe not also landed on a tambourine. And here they came. Footsteps.

“Pretend we’re asleep!” Rose said. Helena already was.

The door creaked open.

“Is there a reason you’re still awake?” Dad said. The girls lay still, sheets pulled over their faces. “You can’t fool me. Those sheets are breathing pretty quickly for girls who are supposed to be asleep.”

Helena peeked out. “Sorry, Dad.”

His eyes paused at the shoe on the dresser. “A tambourine, huh? You couldn’t have hit something quieter, like a grenade?”

The girls smiled at the same time, which forced him to smile too. He tucked the blankets around their shoulders.

“Dad?” Rose asked. “Are you and Mom going to get along again?”

“Of course. She only wants me to help her more with the grownup stuff, and she’s right.”

“You mean be less fun,” Helena said.

“More responsible. There’s a difference.”

“Can you be?”

He paused thoughtfully, then crossed his eyes. “Anything’s possible. Now go to sleep. You’re being punkadillos.”

“Rose started it,” Helena said.

“Hey! Don’t blame me!”

“No arguing,” Dad said firmly. “You know I hate that.”

“But Helena—”

“Let it go. Now.” His eyes bore into theirs. Playtime, done. “And no more throwing shoes,” he said, turning away.

“We promise, no more shoes,” Rose said, tossing her stuffed alligator onto the dresser. It knocked the tambourine off the edge, which smashed to the floor. Dad turned back, his face as stern as they had ever seen. 

“It was only a joke,” Rose said.

They expected a blowup, but he didn’t say anything. Instead, his expression changed to one that is nearly indescribable, like the look of shock a person might have when discovering that his home has been pulverized by an asteroid made of Brussels sprouts. But Dad’s expression was even more intense. Mysterious. Unnatural. 

“Dad, are you all right?” Helena asked.

He only stared. In the dim light of the bedroom, his eyes had lost their color, the irises replaced by mist. 

“Dad?” Rose whispered.

He slowly turned his head, looking not at the girls, but between them, perhaps at the wall or through it, to a place that was far away, or nowhere at all.

“I’m leaving,” he said. He then shuffled into the hall, where his footsteps dragged down the stairs and to the kitchen. The girls held their breath, straining to make out every sound. The rattling of car keys. A clack. The front door, they realized, hurrying to the bedroom window. His car meandered slowly up the block, into and out of the streetlights until the shadows finally overtook it. With hearts bursting in their chests, the girls rushed downstairs. Mom sat slumped at the kitchen counter.

“Where’s Dad?” Helena asked.

“He just walked out. He’s never done that before.”

“Why didn’t you stop him?”

“I tried. He didn’t listen. Like I wasn’t even here.”

The girls looked at the door. It couldn’t be. He had just played Build-n-Smash with them. He had just sung “Sleep Baby Sleep.” What could have changed?

“Did you have another fight?” Helena asked.

Mom shook her head. “Only our discussion earlier, no worse than the others. Did something happen upstairs?”

The answer struck the girls at once, with the force of a tambourine smashing to the floor. 

“We shouldn’t have been punkadillos,” Rose whispered.

They waited with Mom until after midnight for him to come back, but the door never opened. With heavy hearts, the girls returned to their bedroom. 

“It’s not our fault, you know,” Helena said. “He and Mom haven’t been getting along for a while.”

“But we were the last straw,” Rose said. Helena couldn’t argue with that.

Over the next few days, they asked Mom for clues where he might have gone. He had left his cell phone on the nightstand, but the contact list and search history provided nothing useful. The nearest family he had was Uncle Tito in Malibu, but when Mom called, he hadn’t heard. None of the baristas at his favorite coffee shop had seen him either, nor the teachers at the elementary school where he sometimes subbed. The only answer Mom had was that he “needed time alone,” followed by “away,” and finally, “stop asking and eat your Cheerios.” As the girls’ gazes fell to the empty rings of cereal, they knew what Mom meant—she had no idea. Weeks passed. One night the girls tried to play Build-n-Smash, but it was hard to build something fun when you had so little joy to begin with. Inevitably, with all their energy sapped away, the girls lost interest in every activity but one.

“Let’s watch T.V.,” Helena said.

Rose plopped on the couch as Helena found a program about the history of crackers. With mouths agape, the girls stared into the screen, blocking out thoughts of their missing father and shattered family. No more science, no more songs, only numbness. The new lives of Rose and Helena Montgomery had begun.

“I love saltines,” Rose sighed.

It should be noted here that televisions aren’t always what they seem. Or computers, windows, mirrors, spoons, and anything else with a reflective surface. The reflections are meant to be distractions, and you should always be aware of this fact, especially when doing something unattractive like spying on the neighbors or nursing pimples. Because sometimes, from other worlds and through those objects, someone might be watching you back. This was the case on a particular Saturday morning when the smallest of actions prompted a life-changing response. As the girls sat slumped watching television—again—Rose squinted at the sunlight in the window.

“Maybe we should play outside,” she said. 

Helena groaned. “Just close the blinds. The sun’s glaring on the screen.”

“Yeah. Why bother?” Rose twisted the rod, plunging the room into darkness, save the light from the television. It was then that a certain Ms. Orwell in the Recruiting Department, peering at the girls from another world on the other side of the screen, made a note.

ACCEPTED

Fantasticademy was about to receive its two newest students.
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Chapter 2: The Gift

[image: image]

[image: ]


The Montgomery sisters had learned a valuable lesson the night of their father’s disappearance—some days begin like normal, then end up the opposite. This lesson was repeated on yet another normal afternoon. They got off their school bus and shuffled into their house, as normal. They tossed their backpacks near the front door, as normal, and headed straight for the couch, where Helena, as normal, thumbed the remote to turn on the television. Rose scowled.

“Is that normal?”

Staring listlessly at the floor, Helena looked up. The T.V. was lit up with wrapping paper and a bright red ribbon and bow when it should have been playing “The Pants-Fill Quills,” the usual after-school cartoon about porcupines passing gas. Helena pressed the button to switch channels, but every program came up the same—the paper with the bow. “That’s strange. The screen must be frozen.”

Rose scoffed. “But why would ‘The Pants-Fill Quills’ show wrapping paper? Paper doesn’t fill its pants.” She snatched the remote, pushing the Off button. The image only blinked, returning once again to the gift. “It won’t go away. And what are those letters on the paper?”

Helena inspected the screen more closely. Sure enough, the pattern on the gift, which had appeared to be tiny dots, was actually symbols resembling shields, a pair of wings coming off the sides and a wavy banner at the base. A small letter F lay within each shield. 

“What could ‘F’ mean?” Helena asked.

Rose’s face turned red. “How would I know? Where are the porcupines?”

“Don’t explode. I’m sure there’s a rational explanation.” Helena leaned forward, her face within inches of the screen. “Oh, wow. It’s real.”

“What is?”

“The gift.” Helena touched the screen, and the box floated down into her hands, its paper crinkling in her grasp. The gift was thin but solid, unmistakably real. Rose’s eyes grew wide.

“But how could it be real? We couldn’t see it until you turned on the T.V.”

“And it flickered when I changed the channels,” Helena said. “Maybe it’s a magic trick.”

“Does it say who it’s for?”

“No. And it’s neither of our birthdays.”

“Maybe it’s from Dad.”

Helena brightened. “Should we open it?”

“You do it. You’re older.”

“Fine. But if something bad jumps out at me, you’ll have to take it down.”

Rose nodded. She would be good at that.

Helena drew a deep breath, gently tearing the paper and exposing the gift—a framed picture of a geometric pattern, numerous rectangles stacked within themselves and getting smaller toward the middle as if you were looking down an endless passageway.

“What’s that dot in the middle?” Rose asked. “And why is it lit up?”

“I don’t see a dot. Or anything lit up.”

“Well, it is. Are there batteries in the frame?”

“Not that I can see,” Helena said. “But there’s a title. REACH.”

“What does that mean?”

“I don’t know, Rose. Quit asking me everything. I’ve never seen anything exciting come out of the T.V. before, either.”

“Hey, look!” Rose kneeled to the floor. A small envelope had fallen from the packaging, the cover emblazoned with the same letter and shield as the girls had found on the paper. She slipped a card from inside it. “Looks like a poem,” she said.

When your room is filled with moonbeams

And the time has come to dream

Place the gift that sets you free

Above where stars should be

The girls reread the poem, mulling it over. Finally Rose asked, “The gift that sets you free? Is this the gift?”

“That’s what I’m thinking. And that we’re supposed to hang it at night.”

“But hang it where?”

“Above where stars should be.”

“No kidding. But how do we hang it above the stars?”

“That’s the question. Come on, let’s look at that dot a little closer.” They hurried to the den, where Dad kept all his books, the scientific ones that Helena loved and the Spider-Man comics devoured by Rose. A lump filled their throats when going inside. They had not been in the room since he had gone, and the place felt somehow different, even sacred, like a grave you didn’t want to disturb. After finding a magnifying glass in his desk, they moved the lens up and down near the picture, bringing the center into focus.

“It looks like a feather,” Rose said. “And it’s all lit up.”

“I only see a dot.”

“Are you blind?” Rose sighed, switching off the light. “Look. It’s a feather, and it’s glowing.”

“I still don’t see it.”

“It’s there. Even if you don’t believe me.”

“I have to see it to believe it, Rose. If you were right, I’d tell you.”

“I’ll believe that when I see it. Come on, this is snoozeville. Let’s see if the Quills are back on T.V.”

“Snoozeville? A gift pops out of nowhere, and you’d rather watch a cartoon?”

“A cartoon doesn’t hurt my brain.”

“But what if the gift’s from Dad?”

“It’s not,” Rose said, disappearing out the door. “He would have said so.”

Helena ran her fingers across the picture. Rose was right. If Dad had sent the gift, he would not have made the mystery so difficult to solve. Maybe it was just a bizarre magic trick that went awry, ending up at the Montgomery household rather than some happier one. Tucking the picture under her arm, she returned to the living room, splaying out on the chair.

“You can’t sit there,” Rose muttered from the couch. “That’s the Daddy chair.”

“Not anymore.” Helena blinked as the television lit up. They had missed the flatulent rodents, so they found an equally-numbing show about the making of pencils. Losing themselves in the dancing colors on the screen, they tried to close their minds, but their thoughts kept drifting back to the gift, resting against the former Daddy chair. Helena sighed. It had been nice, for that fleeting moment in the den, to see her sister’s face light up with possibilities. She glanced at Rose’s glossy eyes, then to the front door. No. There would be no way to get that feeling back. 

Unless...

They would try one more time to solve the mystery, when the moment was more appropriate. Their room would be filled with moonbeams. And maybe then, a smile could be found.
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Chapter 3: Reach
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“I’m home,” came Mom’s voice, shattering Helena’s concentration on the mystery of the gift. A knot tightened in her stomach. Part of her was excited to share the news, but the other part was afraid to suggest anything having to do with Dad’s absence. Mom was pretty frayed these days.

“Come on, let’s show Mom what we found,” she said to Rose.

“At the next commercial,” Rose said.

Helena sighed. After an entire afternoon of staring at the tube, Rose was too sucked in, and pulling her out now would only lead to the apocalypse. Helena carried the gift to the kitchen, where Mom unloaded soup cans from a grocery bag. Better start with the small talk, Helena figured, cheer the woman up. “So how was work today?”

“Terrible. Lost two clients and my computer went down.”

Maybe not. “Sorry.”

“Selling insurance all day, I’d like to feel secure myself for once. How was school?”

“Just great. But this picture came out of the T.V. today. Isn’t that weird?”

“Yeah, weird,” Mom said, disappearing into the pantry. “Hey, you didn’t throw away the old bread, did you? I’m making meatloaf tonight.”

“I don’t think so. But the picture. Have you heard of something coming out of a T.V. before?”

“The T.V.?”

“Yeah, we turned it on, this picture appeared, and we pulled it off the screen. Like it became real.”

“That’s amazing. No wonder the cable bill’s so high.”

“I’m serious, Mom.”

“So am I. Why don’t you stop with the jokes and put that energy into your homework?”

“It’s not a joke.”

“Neither are your grades. Do you want to talk about why they’re slipping?”

“This isn’t about me,” Helena said. “This picture came out of the screen. And there was a poem. About moonlight and dreaming.”

“I’ll bet. Doing some dreaming now, aren’t you?”

“Mom—”

“Helena. What you’re saying is impossible, okay? I lost some big accounts today, and I’d appreciate it if you didn’t waste this family’s dwindling energies on fantasies. Just stop.”

Helena’s heart sank. The moment was not a fantasy when she had pulled the picture from the screen. And the experience was undoubtedly real when she and Rose lit up with excitement while inspecting the frame. But proving where the gift came from was another story. An unkind thought occurred to Helena, which she knew not to say, so she muttered something else.

“You’re right, Mom. That would be impossible.”

Mom opened the refrigerator. “I’m sorry, honey. I’m just a little stressed, okay? Save me a spot on the couch. I’ll be there after I make the meatloaf.”

Helena headed for the living room, but the thought stayed with her.

No wonder Dad left.

* * * * 
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That night, after the credits rolled on a show about bungee cords and Rose was pitching a fit to watch another episode before bedtime, Helena slipped into the kitchen for a roll of painter’s tape. She followed Mom and Rose up the stairs, and as the others brushed their teeth, she snuck into her bedroom, taping the frame to the wall opposite the window. Thick stripes of moonlight seeped through the slats in the blinds, bathing the picture in an otherworldly yellow. She waited for something magical to happen, but nothing did. Mom returned with Rose, tucking the girls into their bunks.

“Can you sing us a song?” Rose asked.

“What would you like?” 

“‘Sleep Baby Sleep.’”

Helena grit her teeth, wishing she could shoot a glare through her mattress to the bunk below. Tears pooled in Mom’s eyes.

“Not tonight, sweetie. Something else?”

The girls struggled to recall different songs, but after seeing the pain on their mother’s face, nothing came to mind. “Maybe tomorrow,” Rose said.

Mom ran her fingers through Rose’s hair, stood to squeeze Helena’s hand, then gently closed the blinds.

“Oh, can you leave them open?” Helena said. “I want to see the picture better.”

“Are you sure? The moon’s out, might keep you awake.”

“I’m sure.”

Mom cocked her head at the gift. “So where did you really get it?” she asked.

Helena scrambled for an answer. “Just something I won at school. Prize for science trivia.”

“Congratulations.”

“Yeah, good job,” said Rose. Helena grit her teeth again. 

Mom twisted the blinds rod, and the stripes of light returned. “Pleasant dreams, girls. I love you.” She paused at the doorway. “Girls, I know I’m not your Dad. But I hope that someday...” Her voice trailed off. “Well. I hope a lot of things. Good night.” The girls didn’t know what to say. But when the door closed, Helena peeked over her mattress at Rose. 

“You just had to say ‘Sleep Baby Sleep’? You had to make Mom upset?”

Rose got quiet. “I like that song.”

Helena collapsed on her pillow. She liked it, too. But only how Dad sang it. The way he would make up a different melody every night. Sometimes it was Brahms’ lullaby, other times “Hey Jude,” whose rhythm didn’t work at all but he would force it to anyway. She felt her own eyes moisten but blinked it away. There were mysteries to solve.

“I don’t know why the picture isn’t doing anything,” she said. “Maybe we should hang it somewhere else.”

“Why bother? Put it in the closet.”

“But what if it’s what the poem says? A gift that sets us free?”

“It’s impossible.” 

“That’s Mom talking, not you. Let’s hang it by the door.”

“You hang it. I’m tired.”

“Yes, it’s exhausting sitting on a couch all day, isn’t it? Don’t you want something better, Rose? Something fun?”

“It doesn’t matter what I want. Things go bad anyway.” 

Helena couldn’t argue with that. She surveyed
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