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      To those who believe in fairytales

      and chasing their dreams.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        “He declared that he loved her better than he loved himself.” 

      

      

      
        
        - Charles Perrault,

        The Sleeping Beauty in the Wood

      

        

      
        Translated: A. E. Johnson

        (dodd mead and company, 1921)
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      Once upon a time, I knew everything.

      I knew exactly who I was (Breanne Vardan, honor roll student since kindergarten), where I was going (Princeton), and how I was going to get there (scholarships, student loans, and working summers at the Twisted Top ice cream parlor). But my whole life had been a dream. A sweet illusion. Until the day I fell asleep and everything changed. That day, I finally woke up.

      This morning, though, I wasn’t even tired. Glorious sunshine lit my path as leaves in every color from the Starbucks specialty coffee menu drifted through the air. I breathed in the aesthetic, letting it warm my skin against the cool October breeze. If only Mother Nature could’ve saved this weather for the weekend instead of just a Thursday—but maybe she knew that today was a special day.

      I pulled open one of the glass front doors of Faraway High, then unwrapped my scarf, leaving the long ends to dangle from my neck. Bodies floated past through the halls, barely noticing another person joining their ranks for the daily routine of classes, classes, and more classes before being released back into the world. The rollercoaster of infamy and anonymity of high school life.

      My cell phone buzzed in my pocket.

      
        
          
            
              
        Aunt Becky: Make sure to come straight home after school today. Love you.

      

      

      

      

      

      Of course, I would. I always did. She just worried way too much. I clicked the thumbs-up emoji and hit send, then took the first staircase to the second floor. I meandered down the hall of lockers, taking each step slowly. Only a few students lurked up here this early, even though class started in a half hour. The luxury of living in a small town meant never having to rush, but I liked sneaking away to the calm before the chaos of the school day started. If you wanted to be seen, you stayed on the main floor. Upstairs was purely functional visits only. Just the keeners, the loners, and the lost up here in the morning, soaking up the quiet. Plus, it gave me space to review my notes before class.

      At the far end of the hall, I finally reached my locker and started spinning the combination in the lock. A strange voice echoed around me. A whisper. I stopped turning and looked back down the hall. No one looked up. I shook my head. Must be dreaming.

      I finished the combination and popped the locker open. Rainbow balloons burst out at me and I screamed, then jumped backward. They floated up near the ceiling and bobbed there, tethered by blue ribbons taped to the inside of my locker door.

      “Happy birthday!” Sasha, Ainsley, and Cora popped out from beside the locker bank, tossing thin streamers and blowing annoying party horns.

      I laughed and flung my right hand over my face as red heat exploded in my cheeks. Chuckles and comments streamed from down the hall at the spectacle. Great. Just perfect.

      “Now, every birthday girl needs a crown.” Sasha pulled a silver sequined and faux fur tiara from behind her back, the words “Best Birthday Ever” in the center. She plunked it on my head and Ainsley quickly snapped a picture before I could hide.

      “You guys are awful, you know that?” As I pulled the tiara from my head, the combs toward the back ripped out a few pieces of my hair. I shook the crown made for a toddler out in front of me, letting the golden strands flutter to the floor. “And I’m not wearing this all day.”

      “No worries. We have all the proof we need.” Ainsley tapped the side of her phone and slipped it into her Go Lions backpack. “Besides, you totally love us.”

      “Yeah, I do.”

      “Happy birthday, Brea.” Sasha circled in for a hug and I squeezed her tight as the smell of her vanilla shampoo wafted over my face.

      “But you have to tell her the other news.” Cora clapped her hands, her deep green eyes twinkling with excitement.

      “Easy. I’ll get there.” Sasha released me and winked. “Okay, we’re there. I’m throwing you a birthday party tomorrow night.”

      A squeal escaped my lips. “Really?”

      “Yep. My parents are going to St. Louis for some work conference and said that I could throw you a birthday party as long as Lev stays home to watch over us.”

      “That’s so amazing. Thank you.”

      “Well,” she took my hand and swung my arm, “you’re my best friend, and you only get one sweet sixteen. I want it to be special.”

      “Ah. You’re the best.” I hugged her again, my feet tapping on the floor.

      Cora raised an eyebrow. “Plus, you want to throw a huge shaker when your parents aren’t home.”

      Sasha laughed. “Maybe that too. But only if you wear the crown.”

      She snagged the tiara from my hand and stuck it back on my head.

      “Not a chance.”

      “Meh.” She shrugged. “I’m still having the party. Maybe I’ll even invite Malcolm Rogers.”

      Malcolm Rogers? Handsome, smart, charming, senior Malcolm Rogers?

      I cleared my throat and swallowed the bubble of excitement trying to force its way out of my mouth. “Go ahead. You’re throwing the party. Invite whoever you want.”

      “And you just won’t care if he’s there or not? Even though as soon as I mentioned his name your face caught fire faster than a polyester skirt soaked in gasoline?”

      I looked down at the beige floor tiles, counting the brown speckles as the burn hit the tops of my ears. “I wouldn’t complain if he showed up or anything.”

      Sasha laughed. “All right, ladies, let’s leave Brea alone to fantasize about her dream wedding to Malcolm and go spread the word about this party.”

      The three of them paraded off down the hall. Hurricane Sasha and her twin tropical storms trailing behind in skinny jeans. Ever since Sasha blew into town in first grade, she’d been my best friend. She didn’t make fun of me about my parents when the other kids did, loved My Little Ponies, and always managed to push me out of my comfort zone, if only by a toe. Yin to my horribly boring yang. Ainsley and Cora hopped on for the ride somewhere in middle school, but Sasha and I, we clicked.

      “Why do you and your friends always have to be so pink and sparkly?”

      I blinked a couple of times and snapped back into the present, the annoying monotone of Declan Noche breaking me out of my pleasant memories. I glanced down at my outfit. Black leggings and a purple dress. Clearly not pink. Maybe he needed to get his eyes tested. Or maybe being condescending got him extra credit in some weird human studies class.

      “And why do you have to be all this—” I snickered and waved my open palm in a circle toward him. His black-on-black outfit might pass as early excitement for Halloween, if he didn’t wear it 365 days a year. Granted, the way his T-shirt pulled against his thick arms worked for him, but seriously, a pop of color would be nice once in a while, “—what is that exactly? Rockstar reject, maybe? Or are you trying out to be a shadow in the school play or something?”

      “Funny.”

      He pulled out a textbook with a pristine spine that had likely never been cracked, and scanned me over from my toes to my forehead with his complicated dark eyes. I’d care, except he always did this. The broody “I’m-so-intense” thing. Not even two months into the school year and it was already exhausting. Every morning he’d start the snarky banter, and every day I’d dish it back. Kind of entertaining, but when he started down the throwback emo road, I got bored.

      I shoved the ridiculous tiara in the back of my locker and ran my fingers through my hair, trying to salvage some of my curls. I hadn’t mentioned my birthday, but it didn’t mean I didn’t celebrate by spending a few more minutes in front of the mirror this morning working some meticulous curling iron magic. Sixteen. Less than two years until I could get out of this town and start building my future.

      “I’m guessing it’s your birthday, then?”

      I leaned back and looked at him again. Could this guy read minds or something? “Yep. What tipped you off?”

      He pointed at the balloons still hovering above my locker, dipping up and down in the hallway drafts.

      “Oh, right. I forgot those were up there.” I tugged on the ribbons and shoved the balloons back into my locker, slamming the door so they couldn’t escape.

      “Well then—” the perma-sneer curl of his lip diminished to what looked like an attempt at a genuine smile, “—happy birthday.”

      I waited for the punch line, but it never came. Just his big, beaming grin and a bizarre tingle rippling across my skin.

      “Thanks.”

      “I don’t know why people make such a big deal about them. It’s just a day. Everyone has them. Just another reminder of how old you’re getting.”

      My shoulders sank. And . . . Declan was back to being Declan. Broody, moody, and oh so cynical.

      “Then I guess I won’t have to tell you where my massive birthday party is, since you wouldn’t want me to invite you anyway.”

      He scoffed and closed his locker, then turned and fell back against it, trying too hard to look all careless and aloof. “Of course not. I’ve got better things to do.”

      “Right. Some sort of army boot convention in town?”

      He assessed his shoes, turning his ankle out, then grinned. “Yeah, something like that.”

      I leaned my shoulder against the locker, matching his slightly diagonal stance but without the attitude. “But I guess if you did want to come, I’d tell you that it’s tomorrow night at Sasha’s, just past the edge of town. Not like it matters.”

      “Yeah. Not like it matters.” Declan rolled onto his right shoulder until we stood face to face, his wavy hair flopping over his forehead and blending with his thick, dark lashes. “But if I did want to come, I know where it is.”

      “Good. I’d pretend to be intimidated by this whole wannabe-bad-boy thing you’re working, but let’s be honest. We live in Iowa. The worst thing that’s ever happened around here was that fight after homecoming, and it turned out fine. I doubt you’re as much trouble as you think you are.”

      His lips curled up into a crooked smile—an expression I’d rarely seen since we’d met. He pushed his weight into his shoulder and bounced off the locker so that he stood upright again. He backed away slowly, his stare still locked on my face.

      “Oh, Brea, you don’t even know.”
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      As I pushed open the side door of my house, my mouth watered, raw and uninhibited like an animal. Garlic, parmesan, and the heavy, greasy smell of extra cheese. If someone were lurking inside to kidnap me, I’d go willingly, as long as they let me have whatever created that decadent aroma.

      “Hey there, kid. Happy birthday,” Aunt Becky called from the kitchen.

      I slipped off my shoes and headed up the three steps to the tile floor. Aunt Becky stood in her impeccably tidy skirt suit, hunched over the sink, washing green leaves of romaine under the running tap. I leaned against the counter and crossed my arms, inhaling the scent and peeking at the steam rising from the casserole dish on the other side of the kitchen. “Dinner’s a bit early today?”

      She looked up from the sink and wiped the back of her wet hand across her brow. A stray blond hair slid behind her ear, the only escaped strand from the bun tightly wound at the nape of her neck. “Well, I’m working the overnight manager shift at the inn tonight, but I didn’t want to miss dinner with the birthday girl. I made your favorite. Lasagna. I hope that’s okay.”

      “More than okay. I’m starving.”

      She smiled at her hands full of lettuce. “It’s almost ready. If you could just take the garlic bread from the oven, we can eat.”

      I grabbed an oven mitt and slid the pan of bread out of the oven. Cheese bubbled over the perfectly toasted sides, and my stomach gurgled in appreciation. I quickly transferred the hot slices onto a plate then stuck my index finger in my mouth to suck away the pain of a slight burn.

      The side door creaked open. Tori hurried in and whisked off her dark green trench coat. She swung it onto a hook, then leapt over the steps to join us in the kitchen.

      “You’re off early?” I said, as I set out the plates and cutlery on the quilted placemats.

      She flipped her black curls over her shoulder and straightened her blouse with a slight shimmy, shaking off the rest of the day. “I couldn’t miss a birthday dinner with my best girls, now, could I? So, I worked through my lunch and just took off a little early. Happy birthday, Brea.” She raised her arms and I obliged her with a hug, her strong biceps nearly squeezing my bones through my skin. She let go, then slipped over to Aunt Becky and gave her a sweet welcome-home kiss while I pretended not to notice.

      I placed the garlic bread on the table and took my seat, pinching a slice for myself and dropping it on my plate.

      Aunt Becky and Tori brought over the salad and the main dish and joined me at the table with twin smiles.

      “So how does it feel to be sweet sixteen?” Aunt Becky said, serving up the amazing-looking lasagna. Sauce and cheese oozed off the spatula and my mouth salivated, waiting impatiently for a taste. Her pink lipstick grin widened at my desperation.

      “Not much different than yesterday. However, I can’t wait to start driving.”

      “Why? So you can drive the three streets in this map-dot town?” Tori laughed. “Walking is probably faster around here.”

      “Maybe, but at least I’d be able to go somewhere other than Faraway.”

      “Don’t get too ahead of yourself. You still have to pass your driver’s test. And last I checked, you didn’t have a car,” Aunt Becky pointed her finger at me, “so unless you plan on buying one, you might be a little less uninhibited than you expected.”

      “Or, I might just have the best aunt in the world who will lend me her Pontiac once in a while?” I batted my lashes at her and tilted my head to the side.

      She burst into laughter. “Baby steps, Brea. Let’s get that license first before you start planning cross-country road trips.”

      I pierced my fork through the layers of cheese and noodles then stuffed the too-big piece in my mouth. Perfect. The rich, thick sauce blended with creamy spinach, and it seemed like Aunt Becky had sprung for the expensive mozzarella. I took another bite, my angry stomach finally starting to chill after the second helping. Forks scraped porcelain. The low murmur of satisfied moans rumbled through the kitchen. Aunt Becky should quit the inn and open her own diner or something, or at least find a job where her talents weren’t wasted working midnights behind a desk.

      “This is amazing, like always. Best birthday present ever.” I smeared the extra tomato sauce across my plate with the garlic bread, not willing to waste a drop of the saucy goodness.

      Aunt Becky wiped her mouth with a napkin and cringed as she swallowed. “This isn’t your present. I hadn’t gotten to that part yet.” She glanced over at Tori who smiled back and put down her fork, her hands propped underneath her chin to listen. “We got you a little something, but we figured since you’re getting older it would likely be better if you just picked out the rest of your gift yourself.”

      “Yeah, way to ruin a surprise, girl,” Tori added.

      Aunt Becky raced over to the counter and pulled out a small purple box from behind the cookie jar. “Here.”

      I opened the box. Inside, a beautiful silver coin sat on a chain. The letter B was etched in the center.

      “I love it. Thanks so much.” I slipped it from the box and clipped it around my neck, then let it fall around my collarbone.

      “I’m glad you like it.” Aunt Becky sat back down. “So, tomorrow after school we’ll all head to Des Moines, go shopping, get our nails done, and hit up that new Mexican restaurant, Chiquita’s.”

      I shrank down in my chair, the temperature in the room skyrocketing. “Would you mind if we went on Saturday?”

      Aunt Becky frowned, her face scrunching up tight. “Why? Is there something going on?”

      “It’s just that Sasha kinda wanted to throw me a birthday party tomorrow, and I was kinda of planning to go since she’s doing it for me.”

      Aunt Becky’s head started to shake before the words came out of her mouth. “And let me guess. Her parents aren’t home, are they?”

      “No, but her older brother Lev will be there. He’s nineteen and totally responsible.”

      “Nope. No way. You’re not going to some wild party to get into who knows what kind of trouble.”

      “Aunt Becky, this is Sasha. You’ve known Sasha since she was six years old. If you are that worried, you can even drive by since it’s only, like, fifteen minutes away.” I yanked my napkin off my lap and tossed it on the table. “Please. You never let me do anything.”

      “Of course I do. You don’t even understand how lucky of a girl you are. There are so many other kids out there who would beg to have the life you have.”

      “Don’t try this with me, Aunt Becky. It’s not that I’m not grateful for what I have, but you just won’t let me grow up. I’m never allowed to do things without you.”

      “That’s not true.”

      “Sophomore ski trip, you didn’t let me go.”

      She shrugged and started poking at her lasagna, avoiding eye contact. “You hate snow. I just did you a favor.”

      “Spring break trip with Ainsley and her parents to Daytona Beach. Didn’t let me go.”

      “It was last minute. I didn’t have it in the budget. Besides, think of all that money you saved for college instead.”

      I kicked my chair back and stood up, slamming my palms against the table top. “I can’t believe you. It’s just a party. Do you even know the kind of stuff that kids my age are doing? They’re doing drugs and vaping, and talking to strangers on the Internet, and posting half-naked pictures of themselves on social media. I’m not doing any of those things. I work hard and I’m a good kid. Why can’t I just go to one party for my own birthday?”

      She kept twirling her fork in front of her, her eyes glued to the stainless steel tines. Her voice dropped. “It’s not happening. And that’s final.”

      “You are so unreasonable.”

      I marched out of the kitchen and through the living room, then stomped up the stairs.

      “Breanne Rosalie Vardan, you get back here right now.”

      I bit my tongue, fighting the urge to scream “no,” and kept stomping. At the end of the hall I slammed my bedroom door behind me. A twinge of guilt crept up my back for acting like a four-year-old and probably proving Aunt Becky’s point that I couldn’t be responsible, but the whip of my arm and the hollow sound echoing down the hall did feel pretty good.

      She was unbelievable. High school students go to parties. It’s kind of a thing. But no, not me. Not with Aunt Becky watching over me like a warden. Normally we got along great, but she just couldn’t let me go. Ever.

      The shelves over my desk could barely hold the ribbons and trophies and certificates from all the things I’d accomplished. Spelling bees, honor roll, track meets—anything they could give an award for, I was there with a smile and a ton of hard work to back it up. I’d always worked like crazy. Didn’t I deserve a little bit of fun now and again? I flopped onto my bed and clutched my fluffy star pillow in my arms, picking at the yellow fur. What was I even going to tell Sasha? Thanks for throwing me the biggest rager of my life, but I don’t think I’m gonna make it? It was so stupid.

      The outside door slammed downstairs as Aunt Becky left for work. I took a deep breath and exhaled slowly, trying to let the anger go. But it wouldn’t change anything anyway.

      I fell back and stared at the ceiling. The tiny peaks of the stucco stared back down.

      Why couldn’t
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