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PART I

the hekamists
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1

ARI


FIVE DAYS AFTER

There’s a hekamist who lives in the run-down cluster of houses behind the high school. Everyone knows that. Lots of people have gotten spells from her over the years—study cheats and beauty touch-ups and good luck auras. Not me. The only spell I’ve ever taken, nearly ten years ago, was made for me by a hekamist in Boston. I remember her sterile-looking office and the slice of dry toast she put on a plate in front of me. I remember crying so hard I could barely swallow the toast.

But it worked and I stopped crying and here I am.

This hekamist works out of her kitchen. The curtains are cheap and there are water stains on the ceiling, but it’s neat. The hekamist herself wears a tattered housecoat. She offers me a cup of tea and I say yes, even though I know you’re never supposed to drink or eat anything from strangers—let alone from a hekamist. But it seems rude not to.

My left wrist aches. Inside, under the muscle and bone. An old pain. My side effect. I clutch the wrist with my other hand under the table.

“Love spells don’t work, you know,” the hekamist says, dunking what looks like regular Lipton tea bags into two brightly colored mugs. “Whoever it is, they’ll kiss you, they’ll say the words, they’ll believe it. But you won’t. Love needs struggle.” She smiles at me, a distracted smile, as if she’s not sure for a second who I am or why I’m in her kitchen, and I focus on the gap between her two front teeth so as not to look in her eye and think of Win and love and struggle. “Of course I’ll sell it to you. But that’s my disclaimer.”

“I’m not here for a love spell,” I say.

She hands me one of the mugs of tea and raises her eyebrows. “Oh, I’ve assumed. Silly me, silly me. Tell me, then. A prom makeover? Calculus for the AP test?”

I’m glad for the heat of the mug in my hands; it distracts me from the pain in my wrist and keeps me from shivering all over. I could change my mind—say anything. Tell her I want luck or confidence. Beg for a little help with the SATs. Ask for a gift for Jess or Diana, something temporary and fun. But I’ve made it this far—I’m so close to finishing this. Just a little while longer and I’ll never have to feel this way again.

As if the walls are closing in on me, even when I’m outside. As if the air is thinner than it used to be, as if every gasp brings less and less oxygen into my lungs. I want to cry, but if I start, I’m afraid of what will happen. I’m afraid of what I’ll become.

Diana always teased me for not wanting to talk about my feelings. True, but that never meant I didn’t have any. Only meant I didn’t want to let them out all at once, let them take me over. And right now, I can’t hold on any longer.

Just like nine years ago, I need this.

I take a deep breath and will the tears back. “I want you to make me forget my boyfriend.”

The hekamist sips her tea. Looks at me. I can’t bring myself to lift my mug to my mouth.

“Permanently,” I say. “None of this temporary crap.”

“Permanent is more expensive. Let’s say . . . five thousand dollars.” I nod. Perfect. “Well, if you have the money, I can do that. Of course. Can brew it right now, in fact—you’ll take it before bedtime, be emptied out in no time—forever.”

“Thank you.” The relief is huge, a wave that almost knocks me down. Not to have to think of Win.

No more picking me up for school in his truck. No more looking into my eyes at Homecoming, telling me he loves me. No more seeing him in the front row of my performances, watching me, glowing only for me. No more kisses and promises and plans. No more love.

No more last night on the beach. No more words in anger. No more waking up to the call from his mother. No more long walk home from the beach with sand and seaweed in my hair, stomach churning, eyes too pinched and dry to cry. All the pain of the past five days—gone.

The hekamist’s hand taps the table for my attention. “But there’s a cost.”

“I told you I can pay,” I say. The money’s stuffed into the pocket of my jacket, still in the folded manila envelope I found it in. I can feel it against my ribs. Exactly five thousand dollars. I found it in the very back of my closet yesterday, in a half-crushed shoebox, while I was looking for something to wear that didn’t remind me of Win. I hadn’t known it was there before, and I’m not sure it actually belongs to me, but I didn’t know who else could’ve put it there and I couldn’t help feeling that finding the money was a sign, confirmation that getting this spell is what I’m supposed to do.

“I don’t mean money. The spell asks its own payment. A beauty spell might kill a few brain cells. For something like this?” She considers me, and I try to look like this is new information. It’s not. I got the whole side effects speech the first time around; the pain in my wrist is my proof. “Most people experience aches and pains after a memory spell, at the very least. Might affect muscle or nerve or something else. Can’t predict it exactly.”

It’ll be worth the money, worth the collateral damage, not to have to feel this crushing weight anymore. I imagine it like falling asleep and waking up in someone else’s body. Blank. Empty. Happy. Free.

“Oh!” the hekamist says, knocking on her head with a knuckle. “I’m supposed to ask, silly me, silly me. Have you ever had any other spellwork done in the past?”

“No.”

“Because multiple spells get messy. Muddled. Mixed up. Side effects aren’t doubled, they’re increased ex-po-nen-tial-ly.” She squints at me, her small eyes disappearing into the folds of her face. “Silly, so silly. You look familiar.”

“I promise I’ve never had any other spells.” I say it quickly so I don’t have time to be caught in the lie. I’m a horrible liar; if she presses me, I’ll crack. I resist the urge to grab my wrist again and massage the pain. It’s been acting up all week, as if in warning: This is what happens when you take spells. Instead I stare down at my feet. Inside the sneakers they’re red and sore. I’ve lost or am in the process of losing another big toenail. Lost toenails: a dancer’s pride.

If she knew the truth, she’d refuse me for my own good, to avoid those compound side effects. But I can deal with more side effects like my wrist—that’s what I deal with every day in ballet. Pain. Struggle.

Physical pain and physical struggle, though. What’s a few busted muscles compared to the pain of losing Win?

If my body has to pay the price, so be it.

“All right, then,” the hekamist says.

She stands and moves to the small kitchen, opening and shutting cupboards and rummaging through drawers. She dumps ingredients into a dented pot on the stove. “How about some chicken noodle soup?”

As she works, I pull out the worn envelope of bills and place it on the table in front of me, then surreptitiously rub my aching wrist. She glances over at the envelope and nods.

“You’re a junior?” she asks, standing over the pot. When the soup spits and sparks, she lifts the pot over the counter—and it rests there in midair. Or so it seems from where I’m sitting.

“Yes,” I say. “Well, technically a senior, I guess. School just got out.”

“I have a daughter. She’s a little older than you.”

“Oh.”

“She’s special, my daughter. I know all parents think that, but it’s true.”

And just when I think I can’t feel any worse, I get one of those unexpected pangs for my mother. It’s an old pain, too, and normally I can go weeks without it flaring up—the pain in my wrist is much more persistent—but it happens. A photo in a gift catalog. A kid crying on the beach. Families coming in to the Sweet Shoppe together. And now I’m jealous of a hekamist’s daughter.

As I take a deep breath and push the feeling down, the light in the apartment dims. Cold air presses in from the cracks in the walls and floor. My wrist pulses with a heartbeat. The hekamist, at the stovetop with her back to me, pulls up her sleeve and makes a quick motion with a stone held in her other hand. I can’t tell what’s happening with the pot of soup; she’s in the way.

“You seem determined. That’s good. Know your mind, know yourself. But young people don’t always think things through, and no one talks about what hekame does. Not anymore. You think it’s dangerous, now. If it’s illegal to become a hekamist it must be bad, right? Shameful. Silly, so silly.” It’s almost pitch-black in the apartment except for a glow from the pot behind the hekamist. She watches it. “It’s not dangerous the way you think. But memory spells can be awkward, especially when you run into this boyfriend again. Walking down the street, he tries to say hi, you don’t know him, he’s confused or angry—or some such and so forth.”

“That’s not a problem,” I say. I breathe and sip my tea. Tastes like Lipton—needs milk. In the dark and cold while my salvation’s being brewed, it’s easy to say the hardest thing in the world. “He’s dead.”
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2

KAY


FIVE MONTHS BEFORE

When most people think of Cape Cod, they think of beaches and boardwalks, sand and sun, families and friends eating ice cream and playing volleyball. And for four or five months every year, that’s exactly what it is. Tourists fill the towns and hotels and restaurants and beaches, the sun shines and waves crash, and we have a reason for existing.

But it’s not like that at all in the middle of January. The hotels and rentals empty out. It’s cold. The beach isn’t a beach, it’s just the edge of the land, and the ocean’s always there, hemming us in. Cape Cod’s an island, you know. Two bridges let us on and off, but for the most part we’re trapped, shut up in a narrowing strip of land that no one should’ve found, let alone settled. Windy, plain, brown and yellow and gray, the sky matching the ground.

In the gloom and early dark of January, Diana and Ari and I were celebrating. I’d stolen a bottle of Grey Goose from my sister Mina’s secret stash, and we toasted each other and shivered in the wind. The road was covered in half-melted snow and dead leaves. We slipped and slid over them in our sneakers, laughing and holding each other up.

“To New York!” Diana said to Ari.

“To horse camp!” Ari shouted back, even though they were standing right next to each other.

“To summer!” Diana’s voice rose to match Ari’s.

“To freedom!”

“Yay!” I said. I couldn’t think of anything to toast to, but if I didn’t say anything, I wouldn’t be a part of the celebration.

And, actually, I wasn’t technically celebrating anything of my own. But I was happy to be out with Diana and Ari, and happy for them. They were leaving right after school ended for their dream summers. Their happiness should have been enough for me to celebrate after the past few years.

“You’ll be the queen of those stuck-up horse chicks,” Ari said. “Maybe find a nice stable boy to seduce.”

Diana blushed and covered her eyes with her hand. “More like, I’ll spend a lot of time with my horse and halfway through the summer discover that none of the humans know my name.”

“Their loss.”

Diana pointed the bottle at Ari. “You’re the one who’s going to be the queen, anyway. Take those other girls out.”

“Ballet assassin. That’s me.” She grabbed the bottle from Diana, planted her foot, and spun in a circle, ending balanced on the planted foot, the other shooting straight up behind her like a bow string. She took a drink and didn’t wobble once.

“What if I dyed my hair?” Diana held out a strand of her thick, long hair and squinted in the low light. “Something bright.”

I started to agree, but Ari interrupted me.

“Oh, don’t,” Ari said. She lowered her foot and passed me the bottle. “You’re perfect the way you are.”

“I guess,” Diana said, and let go of her hair.

“Where’s Win?” I asked. Ari spent most of her weekend nights with her boyfriend, Win Tillman, which was why Diana had started calling me back in September.

“He’s home sick. Markos is having a party but I wanted to celebrate.”

“We couldn’t celebrate with Markos?” Diana said, attempting to sound casual.

“But it’s more fun just us.”

Diana didn’t argue. She had a crush on Markos Waters, Win’s best friend, but Ari always said he wasn’t boyfriend material. Ari hung out with him and Win all the time when she wasn’t with us, so I guess she would know.

I felt a pause descending. A dreaded pause, where someone might say “It’s time to go home,” or “I’ve had enough to drink.” I didn’t want the night to be over. I’d only been friends with Diana and Ari for four months, since Diana and I sat together in English and started hanging out on nights when Ari was with Win. Ari and Diana had been inseparable for years, whispering in class and peeling out of the parking lot in each other’s cars, and I’d wondered what it would be like to be a part of a friendship like that. Someone you chose, instead of being born with, like me and my sister, Mina.

I’d made friends with Diana first, but soon I was invited out with Ari, too, and we became a threesome. Four months of friendship. Six months since my beauty spell, which gave me the confidence to start talking to Diana in the first place. And two years since Mina got better and left me behind. I could remember each of the important dates exactly.

I didn’t want the night to end, so I rushed to fill the silence.

“Look, the hekamist’s house,” I said, pointing down the road.

Diana and Ari turned to look at the house. It seemed normal from the outside, if a bit run-down. Back when we were in elementary school someone made up a story that there was a force field around the house that would zap you or curse you if you got too close; only years later did anyone stop to think that wasn’t how hekame worked at all. You had to eat something to be spelled. So they changed the dare to eating the hekamist’s grass from the front lawn. When I’d gone there to get my beauty spell six months ago, I could still see bald patches of the lawn, as if new generations of kids were still daring each other to get close.

“What’s it like inside?” Diana asked.

“Diana!” Ari said, as if Diana had just said something offensive.

“It’s okay,” I said. “Everyone knows I got a spell. Lots of people get spells, actually, you just can’t always see the results.”

Ari rubbed her wrist, and I remembered, too late, about her parents and the fire and her old spell. Diana stepped closer to Ari as if to comfort her, but Ari shrank away. I’d never seen Ari hug or touch anyone except Win.

“The spell was in a microwave burrito,” I said. Stupid. The silence stretched open and I stepped into it blindly. “I thought that was so weird. Have you ever heard of anything so weird? Ari, what was your spell in—no, never mind, that’s not what I wanted to—um—I think it’s so crazy all the stuff people get spelled for, because I only wanted a little, uh, you know.” I gestured at my face and twisted the ends of my always-smooth hair. “The hekamist was so nice about it, actually. Didn’t try to flatter me and tell me I didn’t need it. I appreciated that. When you’re ugly you’re ugly, you know?”

Sometimes when I’m talking I wish I’d gotten more spells than beauty. Wit, for example. Ari spoke so fast I couldn’t always follow her. Then when I’d try to keep up, I ended up saying nonsense.

“You weren’t ugly,” Diana said.

“Oh, yeah, well, you have to say that.” I laughed, and the sound was whipped away by wind almost immediately.

“Hey,” Ari said. Her expression turned fierce, and even though she’s half a foot shorter than me, I shrank back. “Don’t be like that. You’re great. We’re all great, okay?”

Diana giggled. “I’m so awesome I can hardly stand it.”

“Yes! Diana gets it.” Ari turned to me, her face set. “The thing is, Kay, I’m awesome and I’m not friends with people who aren’t awesome, ergo, et cetera. Can you be on board with that?”

I didn’t really have any idea what she was talking about, but it sounded wonderful, whatever it was—it sounded like a promise—so I nodded and said, “Yes.”

We kept walking, three friends, out late celebrating on our miserable little island.

And I could picture the next few months so clearly, I nearly burst with it. I had friends who liked me and who’d be there for me and who’d defend me—even against myself.

We had almost turned the corner away from the hekamist’s house when the full picture of the future came into focus. We would be best friends, and summer would come, and they would leave me. Diana for horse camp. Ari for the Manhattan Ballet.

Meanwhile, it would be summertime in Cape Cod. Happy people spilling out of the hotels and rentals and beaches and shops.

Only I’d be alone.

I stopped walking.

They stopped a step or two later. Turned and faced me. Ari’s small, sharp, dramatic face and Diana’s smooth skin and large eyes and long, thick, dark blond hair. They were naturally beautiful; they would never quite understand what it was like to not be. But I loved them for not understanding, for insisting that their worldview was the right one, despite my years of evidence to the contrary.

“You okay, Kay?” Ari asked, and elbowed Diana at her own joke.

“Fine,” I said. “Fine. Actually, I’m awesome. I know that now.”

Reassured, they kept walking. I looked back at the hekamist’s house and made a decision.

When it was light, I would come back. I would knock on the door and not be afraid. I would take the cash from my mother’s wallet and ask for exactly what I needed.

And I did. Four days later, I gave Ari and Diana each a cookie baked for friendship and got to keep my best friends.

Once they’d taken the spell, they couldn’t leave me. Within the week, Diana’s horse camp closed because of bedbugs and Ari’s aunt decided they wouldn’t move to New York until the beginning of August, right before Ari’s apprenticeship started.

I didn’t want to change who they were—didn’t want to force them to feel things they didn’t feel. The spell wasn’t about making something out of nothing and inventing a whole relationship. Instead, I could be me and they could be them, only the spell would nudge them to me at least once every three days, and they wouldn’t be able to go more than fifty miles away, and luck and chance would bend them to me like flowers growing toward the sun. The hekamist called it a hook.

They would be loyal. They would be constant. They wouldn’t leave me to go traveling the world. They couldn’t leave me—the spell kept them near.

My spells worked better than I could’ve ever imagined. I had Diana and Ari and a better face and I was happy. As long as their lives went a little bit badly, we were together.
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MARKOS


THE DAY BEFORE

I first noticed her the way you notice hot girls: out of the corner of your eye, a flash of dark hair and eyes, an urge to turn your head and stare. It was only when I followed that urge and looked closer that I recognized her. The hekamist’s daughter.

The old hekamist came around my family’s hardware store regularly and sometimes this girl came with, trailing behind her, staring suspiciously at everyone. She always wore dark black eyeliner and a long black coat with lots of buttons that swung around her hips, and she had short, messy black hair.

From my position at first base I watched her walking behind the bleachers. She was hot, but who had the time and energy to go after a hekamist’s daughter? You’d have to be looking over your shoulder and guarding your food every second. Besides, there were a hundred other non-hekamist-daughters enrolled in school whose hotness wasn’t as . . . complicated. So I can tell you absolutely that wasn’t why I approached her. My reasons were purely altruistic. Well, mostly.

Win hightailed out after practice, barely waving when I called out “Tomorrow night!” As his best friend, I had his Saturday nights on lock, even when he was lame and didn’t want to come, or was brooding when he did.

He’d been brooding a lot recently, and I knew, as his best friend, it was my job to cheer him up. Ari’d been trying, too, and usually with our powers combined we could pull him out of any funk. He’d always been prone to falling into dark periods, ever since we were kids, so I knew the secret to making him better: You couldn’t ask him to be happy. You had to do something.

Fortuitously, I had almost a thousand dollars burning a hole in my pocket. If I didn’t offload the cash no doubt my mother would discover it and kill me. So watching Win with his head down, silent, tires of his pickup squealing on his way out of the lot, I knew exactly how I wanted to spend it.

The hekamist’s daughter looked like she might be leaving, too, so I jogged her way. The rest of the guys stayed away. They knew better than to interrupt me when I was talking solo with a girl.

“What’s up,” I said.

She raised an eyebrow at me.

“I’m Markos. You are?”

“I’m wondering what you want.” She didn’t say it angry, but I got the picture. She was a woman of business.

“I was hoping you could help me out.”

“Oh, I doubt it. You seem fine on your own,” she said. She turned and started walking across the baseball field. My house was in the other direction, but I followed her anyway.

“But you’re the hekamist’s daughter.”

“So?”

“So I want to place an order.”

I put a hand on her arm and she winced as if it stung and pulled out of my grip. Then she turned and faced me. Her hotness was of the variety that was slightly scary, like she might turn into a dragon and fire-breathe all over you, but in a sexy way. We were past the baseball field, past the soccer field, and a few steps into the scrubby no-man’s-land between school and a shitty low-lying part of town filled with cheap clapboard houses. It reminded me of the places where Win’s lived his entire life. Dead lawns. Peeling paint. Windows installed crooked. There’s always a broken trike by the back door and a tangled garden hose in the driveway.

“I want to have a little party tomorrow night,” I said. “Me and my best friend and his girlfriend.”

“Sounds like a ton of fun.”

“I want to make this a special party.” I pulled out the money, and the hekamist’s daughter’s eyes showed their whites. “I bet your mom could help me make this extremely special.”

She chewed on the side of her bottom lip, rubbing her sore arm with the opposite hand. “Did you have something specific in mind?”

I told her all about my idea, and she nodded absently, eyes on the cash.

“So you’ll let her know?”

Her eyes snapped back to mine and narrowed. “You’re Markos Waters, right? Waters Hardware? The one with all the brothers?”

“That’s me.”

“Noticed the family resemblance.”

That would be our black hair, blue eyes, and roman noses. Stand all four of us together and we look like time-lapse photography. “Thank you.”

She smiled and tilted her head. “It wasn’t a compliment.”

I smiled at her, because the conversation had gotten off track, and she might turn into a dragon any second. I enjoyed good banter as much as the next guy, but I got the sense she maybe wasn’t flirting and instead actually didn’t like me, which was weird. I was pretty great. Everyone knew that. “You can be kind of a bitch, you know.”

“Hang on, I’ve got to go write that one in my tear-stained diary.”

“What were you doing at practice, anyway, if not soliciting new customers?”

“None of your business,” she said, and took the money out of my hand. “But I’m a hekamist myself. I’ll do the spell for you.”

“Oh shit,” I said. “Okay.”

She didn’t look the way hekamists were supposed to look. Not at all old like the crones you see arguing for hekamists’ rights on TV, or the villainous or misunderstood hekamists in movies; not decrepit and twisted and cackling, or willowy and braless and high on nature. There weren’t supposed to be any young hekamists anymore at all. Twenty years ago a bunch of them tried to take over the government of France, and now supermarkets and restaurants are constantly under inspection, and it’s illegal to join a coven pretty much everywhere, and so the ones who are left are all going crazy and dying out.

So this girl’s whole life was illegal.

She counted the bills slowly and didn’t look up. “You’re not going to report me, are you?” she asked, trying to keep her voice casual.

“Oh definitely. This is a sting. I’ve got my brother on a wire—he’s a cop—and he’s dying to bust the underage hekamist trying to turn the high school baseball team into her sex slaves.”

“Seriously.”

“Seriously, I would never do that. I’m not a puritan; I don’t care what you do. This is business.”

The hekamist folded the money in half and put it in one of her jacket pockets. Her fire-breathing eyes softened. “Do you know anything about hekame?”

“No.” I grinned. “Are you going to teach me?”

“You wish.”

“So I take it we have a deal?”

She nodded, and I saluted her and backed away. “Pleasure doing business with you.”

“Echo,” she said. “That’s my name.”

“Echo. See you tomorrow.”

I knew she would do what I asked, and not only because of the money. She struck me as someone who did what she said and said what she meant.

Also, back then, I assumed a lot of shit. I thought the world would bend to what I needed it to be. If I thought of something, I did it. If I wanted something, I took it. If reality didn’t quite line up to what I had in my head, then reality was the problem, not me, and eventually reality would cave to my demands, just like the hekamist’s daughter had.

I didn’t understand. I’d been nothing but lucky the whole time. The world doesn’t bend for anyone, not even Markos Waters.

The next night, Win was dead.





PART II

side effects
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4

WIN


My favorite memory of Ari is from a dance—no surprise. Not one of her performances, which were beautiful and complicated like moving sculpture, but the Homecoming dance junior year. We’d been going out for a few months, and I knew I liked her—a lot—but Homecoming changed everything.

It didn’t start out great. The suit my mother had found at Goodwill and the homemade corsage my sister, Kara, had made for Ari from a neighbor’s rosebush—they made me feel like an impostor, like a con man who’d lied his way into someone else’s life. I blamed that for the black cloud that followed me into the gym, even though the truth was I’d been under the cloud for days—maybe weeks.

(Maybe even my whole life. For as long as I could remember there’d been a weight attached to me. Some days it barely registered on the scale; others it felt as heavy as sandbags. This started out as a sandbag day.)

It didn’t help that dating Ari felt like the biggest act of fakery of all. She was so beautiful and talented and strong and blah blah blah. Those were the things that had drawn me to her, but now that we were together, her beauty and talent and strength seemed to keep me at arm’s length. I was average in every way. I played shortstop (decently) and the trumpet (badly). I had a sister and a mother who I loved, plus good grades and loyal friends. Ari was exceptional. She was one of the best ballet dancers in the country. She had overcome a tragic past. She was vivid, the part of the painting the artist spent all day on before hurriedly sketching me into a corner.

On the night of Homecoming, once we arrived at the gym, Ari found her friends and went off to dance. Markos and I stood in a corner trading Markos’s flask back and forth.

“Hottest girl in the grade?” Markos asked.

“Ari.”

“Come on. For real.”

“I’m for real. What are you saying about my girlfriend?”

He rolled his eyes. “Fine. I’ll rephrase. Hottest girl who I could hook up with?”

“Serena Simonsen.”

“You came up with that quick! You sure you don’t want to go for her yourself?”

“Dude, come on. You know I wouldn’t.”

He saluted with the flask. “Always such a good boy.”

Across the room I spotted Ari dancing, and I could tell she was really trying to let loose—stop counting the beats, stop spotting her turns. She wanted to fit in with the rest of us normals. The fact that I knew her well enough to know what she was thinking hit me with a pang right between my ribs, and I felt sorry for Markos that he thought being a “good boy” was a bad thing.

“How about Kay Charpal?” I said, since she was dancing right next to Ari.

Markos shook his head. “Too Frankenspelled.”

“Half the girls here have had a spell touch-up. Who cares?”

“Most of them looked fine before. You remember Kay’s old face . . .” He twisted his own into a sour expression.

“You are such an ass.”

“I’m honest. Not my fault if people can’t handle the truth.”

“I’d say Diana, but then Ari would kill you.”

“Plus I require a bare minimum of a personality.” He laughed and checked his watch.

“Oh no,” I said.

“What?” His eyes opened wide, as if that might make him look innocent.

“Please tell me you didn’t plan something.”

Markos grinned. “I’ve got a legacy to uphold.”

Markos’s older brothers had been telling us for years about their Homecoming pranks. Brian brought a goat in a tuxedo as his “date,” Dev rigged the basketball hoop with a laser light projector that spelled out insults onto one of the walls, and Cal replaced all of the DJ’s music with the Jackson 5’s “ABC.”

“Didn’t they do theirs senior year?”

Markos tapped the side of his nose. “The admin will be watching me like a hawk senior year. This is all about the element of surprise.”

He peered into the crowd intently, and I watched the dancing, trying to see what he saw. Everyone seemed normal and happy to me. They all belonged exactly where they were. When I turned back to Markos, he’d gone. I thought about trying to find him but figured it would ruin the surprise, so I took a deep breath and elbowed my way into the crowd to join Ari. She shouted “Win!” and tucked her arm into mine, still dancing. I shuffled back and forth, trying not to step on her.

She had on a strapless blue dress, longer in the back than the front. I’d seen her bare, slightly freckly shoulders before—in her performances—and maybe that’s why I pictured her being lifted up overhead, arching her back and soaring. I couldn’t do that for her, so I shuffled.

When a slow song came on, she turned to face me, putting her hands on my shoulders. I placed mine on her waist and swayed back and forth. The blue material of her dress was warm from her body but so shiny I thought my hands might slide off. I was afraid to hold her too tight—not that I thought I’d hurt her, because I knew she was way stronger than me, but because it might give away how much I wanted to hold her, and she’d have to pull back, and it would become clear that she didn’t want me as much as I wanted her. Our dancing—our relationship—balanced on a seesaw. If I put my full weight into it, I’d go crashing down and she’d fly away.

“Feel the music in your core,” Ari said in a European accent—her “ballet master” voice. “What does the music say to you?”

I listened. “It says, ‘I am a boy-band ballad with nonsensical lyrics.’”

Ari laughed. “How dare you. I’m thinking of getting these lyrics tattooed on my butt.”

“‘Waking this spire for you’?”

“It’s ‘quaking desire for you,’ actually.”

“Well, of course when you say it, it’s poetry.”

She smiled at me, a welcome kick in the ribs. Before I could chicken out I leaned in and gave her a kiss. She was still smiling when I pulled back, and maybe her cheeks were redder than before.

“You’re kind of the best, Win Tillman,” she said.

That was it—I was going to say something that would make it obvious how much I liked her, and the seesaw would come crashing down. I could feel words coming up my chest and I didn’t know how to stop them, or if I wanted to.

Something wet and sudsy dripped from the ceiling into my eyes. I let go of Ari to wipe it away, and that’s when the shouting started. When my eyes were clear, I could see Ari staring up toward the dark gym ceiling, laughing. Big soapy drips plopped from the ceiling vents. Around us, girls tried to shield their updos, and guys slipped in their formal shoes.

“I love it, but I don’t get it,” Ari said. “Where’s Markos?”

I grabbed her hand and we slip-n-slided to the doors to the gym. People were mostly streaming out to the parking lot, so we turned in the other direction, heading deeper into the dark school. At a fork in the hallway we paused until we heard voices.

Down the hall to the right, Markos had his back against a locker, his arms crossed over his chest. A cop stood in front of him.

“. . . lucky it was me and not someone else assigned to the school. This is so unbelievably stupid, Markos,” the cop was saying, and I knew before we got close enough to see that it was Markos’s oldest brother, Brian. I hurried the last thirty feet to them, Ari close at my heels. Brian turned to us. “Win, get back to the dance.”

“What’s the problem?” I asked.

“Markos put bubble machines in the heating vents.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Markos said.

“Really? So if I check inventory at the store there won’t be a bunch of supplies missing?”

“Good luck with that.” Markos’s family’s hardware store was notoriously disorganized; Markos probably banked on that fact. Brian knew it, too, and his frown deepened.

“I should take you in, Markos. Might teach you a lesson.”

“Come on, Brian! What about all the pranks you and Dev and Cal did?”

Brian glared. “That’s different. You flooded the gym.”

“Flooded? It’s only a few bubbles.”

“They’re not bubbles after they go through the heating vent, dumbass. They’re just soap.”

“You’re such a hypocrite.”

“And you’re such a fuckup. That’s thousands of dollars of damage and no one can even tell what it’s supposed to be. You can’t even plan a simple prank right.”

Markos flinched. I stepped toward him out of instinct—no one was allowed to hurt my best friend—but before I could reach him, Ari ducked in between Markos and his brother. “It wasn’t Markos,” she said. “He’s been with us all night.”

Brian rolled his eyes. “I found him out here, not in with you.”

“He just left, I swear. There’s no way he’d have time to set all this up,” she insisted. “And it doesn’t make sense, Brian—I mean Officer Waters. You guys always did your pranks senior year, right? So why would Markos do one now?”

Brian took a second to absorb this piece of logic, then turned to Markos. “Is this true?” Markos didn’t look any of us in the eye, but he nodded. “What were you doing out here, then?”

Markos cleared his throat and looked up and down the hall. For the briefest second, when he caught my eye, he winked. “Meeting a girl. You probably scared her away. Thanks a lot, by the way.”

Brian made a disgusted noise and turned to Ari. “So you’re going to vouch for him.”

Ari planted her feet and looked at him levelly. “Markos didn’t do it, Officer.”

Brian turned to me. So did Markos and Ari. It was my turn to decide what to do.

But for me and Markos, it’s never really a decision. I always have his back and he has mine. “Ari’s telling the truth.”

Brian stared at us for a moment, then pivoted on his heel and stomped down the hall.

When he was out of sight, Markos grinned. “That was fun.”

Ari punched him in the shoulder. “You idiot. I just lied to a cop.”

“He wanted to believe you. That way I’m not such a failure.” Markos saluted and stood up from leaning on the locker, straightening his suit jacket. “Have a fantastic rest of your evening, lovebirds.”

“Where are you going?” I asked.

“Oh, I never lie to my family.”

From behind us I heard a giggle—Serena Simonsen waved from the doorway of a dark classroom, and Markos waved back. Ari rolled her eyes, and as Markos passed me, he put a hand on my shoulder and leaned in. “She’s all right. You can keep her around,” he muttered into my ear, as if it was his decision (or even mine) whether or not Ari stayed with me.

I grabbed his arm before he could walk away. “She might not agree.” She might not really want me. Average me. Impostor me.

“Are you kidding me? She’s all in. Get your head out of your ass and look at her.”

Ari and I watched Markos and Serena disappear into the empty classroom, then we headed back the way we came. As we walked I did what Markos said and I looked at her. Not the idea of her. Not the Ari who wore toe shoes and floated onstage. Not the one whose parents died when she was little. The girl in front of me. Leaning toward me. Looking right back at me.

As soon as we stepped back into the gym, our arms were around each other. Soapy water still sputtered from the vents in the ceiling. Ari’s dress was so slippery and the floor so slick I had to hold her as tight as I wanted to or I’d lose her and we’d fall. My hands met at the small of her back. She held me just as tight—her hands linked at the back of my neck, twisted in my hair, her cheek pressed close against my collarbone—and I could feel her heart beating through the fabric of my secondhand suit.

Anyone upset by their ruined clothes and hair had long since left, but a fair number of us had stayed. Someone had cut the lights, probably afraid of electrocution, so it was dark in the gym except for the glow of people’s cell phones flashing off the sparkle of dresses. It smelled like a laundromat, and since the DJ had long since given up, we could hear people laughing and splashing and attempting to dance to a small portable speaker someone had plugged into their phone. It was only a matter of time before Brian or some other authority figure came by and kicked us out, so we seized the moment.

Ari relaxed into me. All effort left her. We melted together.

“You saved Markos’s ass,” I said to her.

“Brian’s too harsh on him.”

“I didn’t even think you liked him. Markos, I mean.”

She sighed deeper into my arms. Her hair was wet and flattened, half her makeup had run down her face and was now being rubbed onto me, and her dress had gone shapeless and bedraggled. But she was the most beautiful I’d ever seen her when she raised her head just enough to whisper in my ear.

“Not as much as I like you.”

Her soapy skin so close to mine. Her arms holding me and holding me up. She shook slightly, maybe a shiver. She wasn’t stone and marble; she wasn’t perfect and remote. She was here, in front of me. Choosing me.

“I love you,” I said.

She looked at me, eyes bright. She wasn’t surprised, I noted with relief. “I love you, too.”

We swayed back and forth. Dancing. In the dark and wet, the two of us together.

It’s my favorite memory of Ari out of a thousand memories. It’s the one I keep on hand, the talisman. That was the girl I loved.
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ARI


Everyone kept telling me how much I loved Win. Aunt Jess, Diana. Even myself: there was the note I found under my pillow. Sometimes I thought I would start feeling it. As if one day I’d wake up and be sad again. As if grief was a virus and my vaccine was only temporary.

The note. At least I’d thought to write the note.

I woke up Friday morning—the first Friday in June, just after school let out—with my wrist pounding, partially the old side effect and partially because I’d slept with my arm under my pillow, a piece of paper clutched in my hand. I read the note again and again. It had been torn out of a bound journal and had a ragged edge. I recognized the handwriting—mine—and if I focused very hard I could remember writing the words. But it was a strange type of memory, more like watching a movie than recalling something from the inside. I could remember moving my pen across the page, but I couldn’t remember what I was thinking as I was doing it.


        You had a boyfriend. Win Tillman. You loved him. For over a year. He died. It’s too hard. If this spell works, you won’t remember him.



Win. Win Tillman. Win, Win, Win . . .

I could not put a face to the name.

I remembered, in that same movie-watching way, going to the hekamist’s house behind the school and paying for a spell from the money I’d found in my closet. I could see myself doing it. I looked so sad. But again, the memory wasn’t something I’d experienced. The only thing that felt true and real was the moment when she’d told me about her daughter, and I’d thought of my mom. That exchange bloomed into three dimensions.

I couldn’t remember anyone named Win. As far as I could recall, I’d never had a boyfriend at all. I’d made out with my pas de deux partner at the Summer Institute last year, but that was perfunctory, nothing serious.

I must’ve been so sad. I remembered wanting to cry and feeling like I might break in two. But I didn’t remember why.

I wasn’t sad anymore. Just confused.

So I called Diana. She answered right away, her voice strangely low and serious. “How are you doing?”

“Um. Fine.”

“You want me to come over?”

“No, that’s okay.”

“Funeral’s tomorrow.”

“Oh? Oh yeah. Of course.”

“Do you know what you’re going to say?”

“I . . . uh . . .”

Diana didn’t seem to mind that I couldn’t find any words. “Every day I wake up and I still can’t believe he’s gone. I just . . . I can’t believe it. I mean, we don’t have to talk about it if you don’t want to. In fact, let’s not. I’m sorry I brought it up. But I don’t want you to think I’m ignoring it. Because I’m thinking about it. God. I can’t even . . . I can’t believe it.”

I looked at the note and then out the window, flexing my wrist absently. I obviously hadn’t told Diana about the spell. Should I? The note didn’t say. The way my head felt—full of starts and stops, black holes and fuzzy edges—I couldn’t seem to make a decision. Diana and I did everything together, told each other everything. Didn’t we?

Outside, the sun was bright and the grass green. A beautiful day. I had ballet class in half an hour, and I wanted to go. At least in class, I wouldn’t have to talk.

I could tell Diana what I’d done later.

“Neither can I,” I said.

“Kay’s been calling nonstop. Wants to bake you casseroles.”

“Nice of her.”

“Yeah. If I want to come over, she’ll probably have to drive.” Diana’s car had been breaking down a lot, which meant begging a ride from Kay.

“Maybe don’t come over.”

“God, Ari. I don’t know what to do.”

“Yeah. Me neither.”

“You don’t have to do anything. I mean you can do what you want.”

“I want to go to class,” I said.

There was a pause on the other end of the line. “You should take it easy for a while. Not push yourself.”

“Ballet is all I really want right now.”

It was Friday. The last time I remembered dancing was over a week ago. I could recall the combination we were working on, the music, every step. I remembered how my body felt. I felt like . . . one muscle. My arm and my ankle and my hip and my eyelid—all one, strung together taut and ready.

Everything would be okay if I could only get to dance.

I said goodbye to Diana and threw on my dance clothes as fast as I could. Something felt strange right away. Nothing I could point my finger at, but an allover oddness. I figured I was sore, but nothing actually hurt, apart from the pain in my wrist.

A feeling unfurled in my stomach. Something worse than nervousness, but maybe not quite panic. Not yet. I held my sore wrist close to my chest as if to protect it.

Aunt Jess seemed startled when I stumbled down the stairs, twisting my hair into a bun.

“You’re going?” she said.

Her eyes were red. I touched the skin around my eyes: puffy, tender. I’d been crying, too.

She wore the same work pants and plaid button-down short-sleeved shirt as always, but for the first time, she looked old to me. She was only fifteen years older than me, but her sadness brought out the lines in her face, and I could swear she had more gray hairs than the last time I’d looked. Someday soon someone at her coffee shop would call her a “tough old broad” and they’d be right.

“I thought we could talk,” she said. “Spend some time together. I took off work.”

“That’s nice of you. Thank you.”

“Of course I’d take off work.” She seemed offended that I thanked her.

It was clear I had not told Jess I was getting the spell, either. She thought I was grieving, still, like her. I had to tell her.

My legs started shaking.

Later.

Dance first. Dance, and then I would come clean.

“I really want to dance,” I said. “It’s . . . all I want to do.”

Jess stared at me with her no-shit-taking stare that usually came with flexed biceps to show off her tattoos, and then she softened, deflated, and nodded. “Come right back afterward.”

“I will.”

I hugged her, and she clutched me tightly. In our miniature family of two, we weren’t much for hugging. But it wasn’t only my lack of experience making me feel awkward. That feeling I’d had in my room—the strangeness, the not-rightness—ran down my arms like goose bumps.

“I love you,” she said.

“I love you, too,” I said, and hurried for the door. “See you soon.”

The worried feeling in my stomach only grew.

The other dancers stared at me when I stepped into the changing room.

“I’msosorryforyourloss,” one of them said, then the rest all mumbled something similar. Then they looked down at their pink shoes and tried not to catch my eye.

Rowena, a former prima ballerina at the Royal Ballet and my teacher for the past nine years, hugged me when I came in (just as awkward and just as well-meaning as Jess’s), but she didn’t seem surprised to see me. Perhaps going to dance was the right thing to do after all. I belonged here, in this wood-floor practice room, with its three walls of mirrors and one of windows. The ancient piano player noodled gently in the corner as always, and as always the room smelled like sweat and talcum.

I closed my eyes and tried to concentrate on dance, on getting my body ready to move. But my mind wouldn’t settle. I could think of nothing in particular: my thoughts cast about in a large white room, nothing to land on, nowhere to rest. I tried checking in with my muscles and joints, but could only feel the insistent, pulsing pain in my wrist. Usually I could ignore that—I’d had years of practice—but this time I couldn’t quite block it out.

By the time we started warming up, my breathing had gotten shallow. I didn’t know what it was, yet, but something was wrong.

The piano music. There. That was vivid in my head; the same chords, same melodies, same movements as always. It existed complete in my mind, elegant, precise.

I began to move.

First position. Second. Fourth. To the front. To the right. To the back. And then the left side.

I kept my eyes closed and concentrated on the steps.

I needed to relax. To get into the steps.

In the middle of a plié, I felt a pressure on my bad wrist—Rowena’s hand—and I opened my eyes.

“Watch the mirror, please,” Rowena said.

I nodded, keeping my face stoic, even though that was a request she made when someone was screwing up so badly they’d lost all perspective on their body.

In the mirror, I watched myself go through the warm-up again. It took several measures to sink in, since I was so used to seeing myself the way I usually moved. The smooth mental image needed time to be wiped away and replaced with what I saw: a jumble of elbows, jerky knees, awkward arms, wrists off-kilter. The harder I tried to force my body in line, the worse it got. Actually, as far as my brain could tell, I was doing it beautifully. But somewhere in between my mind and my body, the signals sputtered out and were lost.

When the warm-up ended, I couldn’t move. The other girls scurried around me for the next part of class. I looked at myself in the mirror.

No. That wasn’t me. It couldn’t be. I was out of practice. It would come back. I had to push through.

We cleared the barre and lined up to cross the floor for a simple combination. Rowena made small gestures with her hands and called out what she wanted (“Tombé, pirouette, relevé and extend, pas de bourrée, and balancé, balancé . . .”), and I counted off, waiting for my turn.

As soon as I started across the floor, I knew I was not simply out of practice.

I knew why it had felt odd to get dressed for dance.

I knew that I had done something terrible.

In my head, I could see the steps, could feel the way they would work together. With eyes closed, it felt almost like it always had.

But with my eyes open and a wall of mirrors right in front of me, I could see what my body actually looked like.

Stiff. Jerky. No smoothness, no graceful transitions. Angles all wrong. Arms over-rotating. Legs pigeon-toed. If it hadn’t been so terrifying, it would’ve been funny, like a scene in a movie where a romantic heroine who bluffed that she could dance was being proved grotesquely wrong.

I focused and tried harder. But the me in the mirror looked as out of joint as before. I could not make corrections when I had no way to calibrate them; I could not fix what already felt like perfection.

When I pushed even harder, ignoring the signals my body was giving me and relying purely on the mirror, I managed to hit myself in the face with a hand, and I lost my balance, falling right in the
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