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For Avery, my dreamer, may you always believe in the magic of this world and of you





A good story is a window—it shows us another world.

A great story is a mirror—it shows us ourselves.

—Raven M. Wells

Author of The Magic of Ever After
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Chapter One

If I could jump into the pages of a book, feet first, I’d do it without a second thought.

And I don’t do anything without a second thought.

And a third.

And sometimes a fourth (just to be sure).

But living in a book? That’s a no-brainer.

Of course, I’d pick a book from the Magic of Ever After series (another no-brainer) because it’s epic. Mom says when I read it, I disappear. Like nothing else exists. That’s kind of handy, really, being able to block out the world. So I don’t go anywhere without one of the books under my arm.

Not that I really go anywhere. But you know—if I did.

I’m getting ahead of myself. It’s very important to start a story in the exact right place. That’s what Raven M. Wells, the author of the Magic of Ever After series and my personal idol, says, anyway. A good tale starts on a day when the world of your MC (that’s writer slang for “main character”) changes forever.

I could start the day Dad never came home. That changed everything. Or the day we moved down to Main Street so Mom could open her cupcake shop with an apartment above it that was just the right size for two gals like us. The Panic Attack Heard Round the Neighborhood would be a good starting point too, since that was the day I stopped going to real school.

But this story isn’t about Mom’s bakery or about homeschooling or even about Dad. This story is about magic. So I guess that’s where it should start.
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Chapter Two


Every child in the kingdom knew the stories by heart.

Years ago, man and magic lived side by side.

—The Magic of Ever After



It’s a Sunday afternoon, which means I’m tucked into my reading corner at Ever After Books. It’s the perfect spot because it’s right next door to Mom’s bakeshop—twenty steps, to be exact. Also, it’s just three small rooms jammed with books instead of people, so nobody’s around gawking at my routine.

Step 1. Disinfect the big cushy leather chair with a wipe. I have no idea who sits in my spot when I’m not here or what weirdo diseases they might have.

Step 2. Pump three squirts of hand sanitizer into my hand (just to be sure).

Step 3. Rub it in real good.

Step 4. Check on Mom. The best part about my reading corner is the little window into the alley that runs between the bookstore and Mom’s bakeshop. Mom’s kitchen has a window too, so if I need to, I just look up, and she’s there.

Step 5. Read.

Today, I’m cozied into my brand-spanking-clean chair, finishing the last few pages of The Magic of Ever After, book one. After I read THE END, I hug it to my chest. When a story’s this good, sometimes you need to hold on to it a little longer.

“Don’t you have that memorized by now, Zoey?”

The voice makes me jump a little, but it’s just Jada, restocking a bookshelf behind me. She owns this store and is supercool about me coming in here and never buying anything. The library’s not within walking distance. Plus, Jada knows there’s no way I’m touching those germy books.

She nods to my book. It’s the one Dad used to read to me every night, the story that got us hooked. We zoomed through the second book too, but I had to read the one that came out this year without Dad. But this first one? It was ours. I’ve read it so many times, I know all the characters and plot twists and happily ever afters by heart.

“I like knowing what’s going to happen,” I say.

The bad guys always lose. The good guy wins. Sure, there may be some fire-breathing dragons along the way, but if you’re the hero, you’ll be okay in the end. And if you’re not okay, then it’s not the end.

That’s something my dad used to say. When I get to the scary parts in the book, I can almost hear him. Everything’s gonna be okay. Except I’m older now and don’t believe in all that made-up stuff.

Jada plucks the book from my hands. “You gonna get it signed today?”

“Definitely.” It feels weird to say that. Dad and I always dreamed we’d track down Raven M. Wells someday. Get her to sign our book. But we ran out of somedays. “I still can’t believe it. Raven M. Freaking Wells. Here.”

Jada chuckles, but she doesn’t give me that look some adults do when you say words like freaking. She’s pretty cool, even though she’s probably my mom’s age. Right next to her face, a few of the black braids that cover her head are dyed bright blue, which I love. I bet she did it because the hero in The Magic of Ever After, Kat, has blue hair. Jada loves the series too, and I’m pretty sure that’s why she named this place Ever After Books. She always has a buttload of signed Raven M. Wells books.

“Well, not here here,” Jada reminds me. “You know how to get to Books for Days, right? The one at the new mall?”

My stomach does a little flip-flop.

Last night, I looked up Books for Days online. It’s ginormous. Nothing like my cozy corner at Ever After Books. And Google Maps said it’s thirty minutes away. By car. I can’t even imagine how many steps that is.

Jada stops flipping through my book to look at me. “You okay, hon? All the color just drained right out of you.”

I gather up my wipes and hand sanitizer. Fit them back into my just-in-case fanny pack next to my tissues and Band-Aids.

“Oh, yeah. Totally.”

Mom would call this a half-truth. It’s not fully a lie, but it’s not exactly the whole truth either. The truth truth is that my stomach feels like there’s an evil little witch in there stirring a big old pot of potion around and around and around.

Jada puts her hand on my shoulder and gives it a little squeeze. “What’s life without a little adventure?” She hands me back the book. “Well, better get on out of here, girlie. I’m shooting to get there early. She’s only signing for the first hundred people, you know. And it’s gonna be packed.”

I swallow the little hard spot in my throat.

“Like how many? People, I mean. If you had to guess?”

Jada gets a big, gleaming smile on her face. “It’s Raven M. Freaking Wells. I’d guess a lot.”

She opens the door for me. The little bell hanging above us dings as I go. Why couldn’t the book signing be here? A place I know. A safe place. Where home is twenty steps away.

Jada catches my eyes again. “Zoey, just think, in a few hours, you’re going to meet her. I just wish—” She kind of tilts her head to the side in the way people do when they want to say something about Dad. She shakes her head, and all her braids sway back and forth like they’re shooing away whatever she was going to say. “Never mind what I wish. You go on now. Don’t be late.”

As I walk back to the bakeshop, I flip open the front cover of my book. I trace Dad’s handwriting with my finger.

Zo-Zo. Find the magic. Love, Dad.

He was always saying stuff like that. About rainbows and thunderstorms and even Preston City. Everything was magical. We’d make up stories together about all the magic around us. Except in our stories it was Prestonia, a make-believe town with ogres and mermaids and sorcerers like in the books.

I blink my eyes hard three times and look down Main Street. But it just looks like a normal muggy day in July in boring old Preston City. The pawnshop is not a trove of exotic treasures. Ever After Books is not a portal into other worlds. And rainbows are just tricks of light.

I can’t see the magic. Not anymore. But I can make one of Dad’s dreams come true. Even if it means going thirty miles away in a car to a crowded bookstore.

My stomach does another huge flip. It’s so big it makes my breath feel a little catchy, like I’m trying to breathe in winter.

“There you are, Zo!” Mom’s standing on the front porch of our bakeshop, A Dash of Magic. She’d never say it, but she’s worried about missing the Sunday afternoon cupcake crowd. I can tell because those little wrinkles right between her eyes that look like the number eleven are extra deep today.

“Ready for this?” She smiles at me like she doesn’t know I’m completely freaking out. I smile back like I don’t notice her elevens. I pat my fanny pack of supplies.

“Ready!”

Another half-truth. Or maybe this one’s a whole lie.

“You check the oven?” I ask while Mom locks up.

Mom gives me a look as the keys jingle into her pocket. The look means two things: one, yes, she checked, and two, she thinks I worry too much. I look down Main Street one more time. Yep. Just a plain old street. Not a dollop or a dash or even a pinch of magic.

Because if there’s one thing I’ve learned in my twelve years in this world, it’s that life is not a fantasy.

No matter how bad I want it to be.
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Chapter Three


The Long War started the way wars usually do—for no real reason at all. Rumors of a dark magic made the villagers wary, unsure of the things they could not understand. In the end, magic fled the forest on the back of an easterly wind.

—The Magic of Ever After



Mom drives extra careful.

She slows down before lights even turn yellow. I know she’s doing it for me, but at this speed, it’s going to take at least forty-five minutes. That’s fifteen more minutes of me gripping the passenger door. Fifteen more minutes of thinking how a dotted yellow line is the only thing between us and other cars. Fifteen more minutes of remembering how far I am from home.

Luckily, Lena’s with us. She’s my best friend. Okay, my only friend. That sounds kind of sad, but it’s not—I swear. She’s the only friend I need. She’s the type of person whose smile can make you feel like smiling too. And she never tells me relax or calm down or don’t worry about it. She’s just… there. Like right now, she’s in the backseat, talking about why middle school is way better than elementary and how I have to come back to real school in the fall, not the online kind I do in my pajamas.

“We get lockers!” she says. “Like with combination locks and everything. And we change classes every period. You have to be there, Zo.” She’s gotten out of her seat to hug me from behind. “And you haven’t been anywhere in forever.”

Her poofy hair tickles the side of my face. Mom calls us the wild hair twins, except Lena’s curls are black and my unruly mop is blond.

“Seat belt!” I yell. Lena sinks back into her seat. Once I hear the click, I add, “And I do too go places.”

“Oh really? Where?” she says. “And walking next door to read doesn’t count.”

“I go to the pool.”

“Because I make you!” Lena says.

Mom pats me on the thigh.

“You’re doing just great, Zoey,” she says. “Today is a really big step for you.”

I don’t love the way she says that. Like I’m some sort of little baby taking her first little baby steps. It’s not like I never go in cars. I’d just rather walk than drive. Everything I need is right on Main Street anyway.

Mom’s taking little glances over at me as I tug on my seat belt.

“Zo. It’s in,” Mom says.

Here’s the thing: I know it’s in. I knew it was in the first time I buckled it. I heard the little click.

I checked again just to make sure.

And this third check? It’s not really about the seat belt—it’s because my brain won’t shut up about it.

Mom reaches out and puts her hand on mine. “I promise you, it’s in.”

I wish she’d keep her eyes on the road.

“Tell me the numbers,” Lena says.

“No, it’s okay—”

“Tell me,” she says again. “I know you’re thinking them.”

I take a deep breath.

“There are more than sixteen thousand car crashes every day. That’s just in America.”

Mom’s not looking at me, but I can see that little forehead wrinkle going deep. She doesn’t like the numbers. Thinks they’re messing with my brain. I mean, she doesn’t say that, but she did make me start seeing a feelings doctor who is paid to talk to people with messy minds. Every other week, I talk to Dr. V about the numbers and not leaving Main Street and my general love of disinfectant wipes.

She’s been helping me get ready for today. At our last appointment, we took big breaths that made my belly puff out. I pictured all the air going into my body. Then I blasted out all the bad air and thoughts and numbers.

“Okay, so even if the numbers are right—” Lena starts.

“They’re right,” I say. “They’re online.”

“Right. ’Cause everything on there is true,” Lena says, and I don’t need to see her eyes to know she’s rolling them. “But still, you are not going to be in one of those sixteen thousand crashes.”

“I could be.”

Or worse, Mom or Lena could be. And everything could change again. Before Mom can stop me, I reach out and check her seat belt.

She sighs. “Look at me, Zo. Do I look worried?”

It’s completely unhelpful. I know for a fact that Mom doesn’t worry enough. Just last week she left the bakeshop oven on when she went to bed. Thank goodness I couldn’t sleep until I double-checked it.

Mom pulls into a parking lot. Finally. I loosen my grip on my seat belt.

Then I see it. Books for Days. The picture online was right—it’s ginormous. Like multiple floors with escalators and everything. And so many people. A big event, like Jada said. An event with lots of people pushing and shoving to get to the front. We’ll probably exceed fire capacity. And who knows how many people will have colds, and they’ll be coughing right out in the open because nobody covers their mouth like they’re supposed to, and… I think I might throw up.

“What if”—I look down at Dad’s book in my lap—“what if something bad happens?”

Lena hops out of the car the second Mom turns off the engine. She yanks my door open.

“Or,” she says, “something amazing happens.”

I flip open the book. Find the magic.

That’d be a whole lot easier if you were still here, Dad, I think.

“You’ll stay right with me the whole time?” I ask.

“The whole time.” Lena crisscrosses her heart with her fingers and kisses them. That means it’s a best friend promise, and it’s unbreakable. “I’m not going anywhere.”

Her grin quiets the bad thoughts—a little, anyway.

“Okay,” I say. Mom’s forehead relaxes and Lena squeals. I grab on to her hand. “Let’s go.”
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Chapter Four


Some claimed they could still hear whispers in the woods, but Kat had no time for tall tales. Orphaned by the war like so many others, she had to take care of herself. She didn’t need anyone, and she most certainly didn’t need magic.

—The Magic of Ever After



The lady in front of me is sick.

She keeps pulling a wadded-up tissue from her pocket and blowing her nose while we stand in line. Maybe it’s allergies. But it could also be rhinovirus or coronavirus or a bunch of other microorganisms. I’m fully vaccinated, but what about all the things that are completely unvaccinatable?

I look around the inside of the shop, where we’ve lined up with a bunch of people in front of a poster: Raven M. Wells Signing—TODAY! I do the first thing I always do in a new place: find the exit signs. One in the back on the far right, and an emergency exit on the side. Good—I like options. In front of me in line, Sneezy Lady wipes her nose again. I check my fanny pack to confirm I have my mini hand sanitizer.

At the front of the store, Lena’s mom walks through the big glass Books for Days double doors, spots us, and waves. She has Lena’s same smile and thick black hair. Mrs. Hadid calls it their “parting gift from Lebanon.” Mrs. H gives Lena a hug, but Lena lets her arms hang by her sides. She doesn’t love that her mom is always at the hospital lately. Mrs. H must have come straight from work since she still has her badge hanging around her neck.

She’s an oncologist. I’ve tried to tell Lena that cancer is the number two cause of death in America, so her mom’s probably really busy. That didn’t seem to help. Lena doesn’t care about the numbers. Not like I do, anyway.

Mrs. H turns to me. “How you holding up, Zoey?”

My throat went dry the minute we walked into the bookstore, so I just nod and smile. She touches two fingers to my skin, right where all the veins branch out on my wrist. She looks at her watch silently.

“Heart rate’s ninety-five.” She puts both her hands around mine. “Not terrible. But try to breathe, honey.”

I suck in as much air as I can and then let it out. Lena hooks her arm through mine and shoos our moms away.

“Go. I got her.”

Mom nods, but her face is all scrunchy. It’s the same look she had when I was supposed to get on the school bus and go back to school a week after Dad’s funeral, but I ended up on the sidewalk instead, crying. Not dainty tears either—big, bawling boo-hoos.

Dr. V calls it a panic attack. I think that’s a dumb name. It didn’t feel like panic at all. It felt more like when you’re at the beach and you get knocked over by a huge wave and for a second you can’t get your feet back on the sand or your head above the water or enough air in your lungs. The water just keeps rolling over you.

The look on Mom’s face says she’s worried that’s about to happen again.

“I’m fine,” I say.

It’s another half-truth, but watching Mom worry about my worries is pretty much the worst.

Once our moms are off looking at books, I stand on my tiptoes to see the empty table at the front. Raven M. Wells isn’t here yet. But she’s going to be. I’m going to meet her. Just like Dad and I always said we would.

I spot Jada up toward the front of the line talking to a bookstore employee in a green smock. She must’ve driven way over the speed limit to get here before us. I look behind us; the line has filled up fast, going all the way out the door now, spilling onto the sidewalk. A girl near the door is in a Kat costume. She has a blue wig and sword and all, just like on the cover of the Magic of Ever After books. Right behind us, there’s a boy dressed as an elf with pointy ears and a cloak. His face looks kind of familiar.

Tuna, Lena mouths at me.

I nod like I remember him from when I went to real school, except all I remember is that “Tuna” is not his actual name. Everyone just calls him that. He doesn’t look at us, and I don’t really know him well enough to say hi, so I don’t. Also, maybe he remembers the day I cried at the bus stop like a baby, and maybe he would say something about it, and I really don’t want to think about that right now.

The lady in front of us wipes her nose again.

I hold my book tight against my chest. My heart thumps against it. Ninety-five beats per minute.

“Hey.” Lena snaps her fingers in front of me. “You have that look on your face.”

“What look?’

“Your freaking-out look. Like this.” She furrows her eyebrows and bites her lower lip.

“I’m not—”

“You are.” Lena looks at the book I’m clutching. “So tell me again about what makes these books so amazing.”

I’ve told her the stories about a gazillion and two times, but she doesn’t “get fantasy.” That’s okay. Best friends don’t always have to be into the same things.

“Well, Dad is like obsessed with them,” I say. Lena gives me a little look and I realize what I’ve done. “Was. He was obsessed with them. Because it’s like taking the most amazing trip ever. Without having to go anywhere.”

I explain how magic has returned to the Kingdom of Knolls, and Kat doesn’t really even want the magic, but she figures out how to use it to defeat all the bad guys.

“So it’s like Harry Potter?” Lena says. “But with a girl.”

The boy called Tuna behind us makes a noise like he’s choking on a slime-toad. “It is nothing like Harry Potter.” He says this without looking up from the book he’s reading. It’s the Magic of Ever After book three. I know because the jacket flap is red.

Lena looks at him. “Did you say something?”

He still doesn’t look up, but he clears his throat. “It’s just, well, you’re wrong,” he says.

Lena puts her hand on her hips. “Excuse me?”

The boy doesn’t respond.

“Hello?” Lena says.

Tuna just stares at the pages like maybe he can disappear into them. I can’t see his face very well under his elf hat and ears, but his skin looks like it’s turning red. If he bothered to look up from the book, I’d tell him he’s right—the Magic of Ever After series is nothing like the Harry Potter books. At Hogwarts, they have trains and textbooks and classes. In Knolls, the magic is new, unknown. Which makes it so much more powerful—and dangerous. Everyone is racing to control it. Some for good. Some for evil.

I explain all this to Lena. I can tell the boy is listening, even though he’s pretending to read. By the time I’m done talking about all the ways The Magic of Ever After is pretty much the greatest series ever, the underwater feeling has passed. I can breathe again.

And Mom and Mrs. H are back to check on us.

“No cuts,” Tuna says without looking up.

Mom assures him they’re not getting in line. He pretends to be reading again. The guy is strange. And that’s coming from me—a kid with one friend and a regular appointment with a feelings doctor.

Mom has a new kissy-kissy book in her hand like the ones on her nightstand. Yuck. They don’t even have a single dragon. Double yuck. Lena takes her mom’s book from her hands and reads out the title.

“Guiding Your Preteen into Womanhood.” Lena pretends to barf.

Just then, there’s a commotion at the front of the line. People start chattering all at once and taking out their phones.

“She’s here,” I whisper, and suddenly this whole thing feels very real. My whole body tingles.

What am I going to say? I could tell her about Dad and how he read me her books, and how he’s gone now but the stories bring him back.

Yikes. Nope, nope, nope. Don’t be the weird, sad kid, Zoey.

I could say how I love all her writing tips on Instagram. How sometimes, when the numbers get too loud in my head, I write down the magical stories Dad and I used to make up together.

No, that’s dumb. She doesn’t want to hear about that.

I’m still trying to pick the perfect thing to say when it’s like everyone behind us also suddenly realized Raven M. Wells is in the building. People keep coming in the doors and pushing the line forward. Tuna is like right up on us, and Lena tells him to “back off, Elfie.” The whole store seems to be getting smaller by the second, and I’m wondering how many people are between me and that exit sign. And also, what are the chances of being crushed in a stampede of fantasy fanatics? Is that even a thing?

Everything’s going to be okay.

I try to hear Dad’s voice, but everyone is so loud and pushy and—

That’s when the lady in front of me sneezes. A big, wind-up-and-blow ahchoo, and I swear I can see the droplets floating through the air. Landing on me. Flinging virus molecules right up my nose.

The sneeze does it.

The wave crashes into me. Knocks me off my feet.

“Zo? Zo, you okay?”

Mom sounds far away.

The ocean rolls over me in slow motion.

Lena’s looking at me. I see her mouth moving. But I don’t hear what she says.

Because just like that, Lena and me and the whole wide world are underwater.
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Chapter Five


If Kat believed in nonsense like magic, she’d swear that sometimes, when the breeze rustled through the trees just so, the forest was calling right to her, soft and low, always with the same invitation: Come.

—The Magic of Ever After



Somehow, I end up outside.

Something’s wrong with my lungs. Maybe my heart, too. It’s trying to jump out of my chest. And I’m getting those little pins and needles in my fingers like when my hand falls asleep. My blood is thumping loud in my ears, which makes no sense because my heart is nowhere near my ears. And my head feels like a balloon someone filled with too much air. Like it’s gonna pop right off and float away.

Mrs. H is telling me to “breathe, honey” and Mom is patting me on my back. Like I’m a baby. I’m gasping for air and crying. Also like a baby. Lena is standing there with this twisted-up look on her face.

I open my fanny pack and squirt hand sanitizer into my hand. One. Two. Three. Rub. Breathe. Rub. Breathe.

My air comes back to me slowly. Mom and Mrs. H are still watching me, but Lena’s looking at the line of people.

And they’re all looking at me.

“She’s fine, everybody,” Lena half shouts to them. “Nothing to see here.”

“Let’s just go home,” Mom says.

I hate the way my mom’s face is all scrunchy. Like in the days after my bus stop meltdown. Like I might break.

And maybe she’s right. But still, I hate that look.

I am not a baby. I stand up straight and move, just slightly, so Mom’s hand falls from my back.

“I have to get Dad’s book signed.” My voice makes this weird breaking sound. I wish I could crumble into dust.

Mom’s eyebrows question me. “Is that what you want?

No. I want to go home. Crawl into my bed. Never come out again. But I can’t leave without getting this book signed. I take another deep breath (to make sure I can) and turn toward the door. Lena goes with me.

“We’ll go by ourselves,” I tell our moms. I don’t need my mommy walking me back in. Mom’s face kind of falls, but she says okay. They’ll wait in the car.



Everybody’s still staring at me as we walk back to our spot in line. An older lady with wispy white hair touches my shoulder. She asks if I’m okay. Says I looked paler than a ghost.

“She’s fine,” Lena answers for me.

Back in line, Tuna has moved into our spot.

“No cuts,” he says. He doesn’t look up from his book.

I clear my throat. “What?”

“No cuts.”

“Hello?” Lena says before I can. “We were here.”

He shakes his head, jiggling his fake elf ears. His eyes leave his page for a millisecond to look at us. His cheeks have turned super red and splotchy. “You left.”

Tears fill my eyes. I blink hard to stop them from falling.

“You know we were here,” Lena says. “I said these books are like Harry Potter and you said I was wrong?”

“I remember.”

“Okay, so—” She steps forward to get into the line.

He inches forward. “No cuts. That’s the rule.”

Okay, I was wrong about this Tuna kid. He’s not strange. He’s a total butthead.

“What rule?” Lena asks.

But Tuna doesn’t answer. The red in his cheeks has spread down his neck now, and he’s just staring ahead like we’re invisible.

“Look, elf boy—” Lena takes another step toward him. And everyone in line is watching us again. Probably thinking I’m about to cry.

I tug on her shirt. “Let’s just go to the back.”

“No way,” Lena says, her eyes still on Tuna. “This was your spot, and I’m not gonna let this little Elf on the Shelf here—”

“Lena.” I can feel the ocean rising inside me. I do not want to have another meltdown. “Please.”

Lena gives in, but she glares at Tuna as we go. We have to walk outside the shop and around the corner to find where the line ends. I count the people. Ninety-seven. Good enough for a signature.

“You want to tell me more about the books?” Lena offers.

I shake my head.

“Plot our revenge on Tuna the evil elf?” she asks.

I force a weak smile. I know Lena’s trying to help. But I have a hot feeling bubbling up in my chest that’s kind of sad and mad and bad all wrapped into one. I look down at my book. On the cover, Kat is standing, her sword drawn against a shadowy darkness. She’s calm and cool and totally fierce.

Kat has wild hair like mine. She’s twelve like me too. And she’s an orphan, and I’m a half orphan, except I’m not sure if that’s a thing. (It feels like it’s a thing.) Anyway, the point is, that’s about all I have in common with her. Her hair is bright blue. Mine is dishwater blond, which Mom says isn’t an insult. But I’ve seen Mom’s sink after she soaks her pans, and it’s not a compliment. Plus, Kat’s skin is brown. Mine is white, like super white thanks to my SPF 50. Also, I’m not outside all that much these days.

But the differences aren’t just skin and hair.

Kat wouldn’t be scared of a sneeze. Or a crowd. Or a car. No one ever has to stand up for Kat, and nobody stares at her, unless she’s doing something super awesomely heroic.

Right then, I know exactly what I’m going to ask Raven M. Wells. I’ll ask how I can be fearless like Kat.

How can I be the opposite of me?

Tuna walks by with his newly signed book. I give him the nastiest face I can muster. Lena does too. He doesn’t even look up. Such a butthead.

The line moves slowly, but we finally get back inside the store. If I stand on my tiptoes, I can see just the top of her black hair. Soon it’ll be my turn. I imagine Raven putting her hand on mine, but not because she feels sorry for me. Because she gets me. And she’ll give me all Kat’s secrets.

But there’s another commotion at the front, and I see the top of the black hair walking away and a lady in a green smock coming down the line. Finally, the green smock stops at me. She holds out a coupon for 30 percent off and tells me Ms. Wells has reached one hundred customers already, but if I leave my email, the store will send me a sticker with her signature.

“No, no,” I say. I get the flip-flop feeling in my gut. “I was here. I was here early. I’m number ninety-seven.”

The lady sighs. “Unless you want me to sign your book, you’re out of luck for tonight.”

“Zoey?” a familiar voice says. I look up and see blue braids and a wide smile. Jada. “What’s going on?”

I tell her everything. How I got here an hour early. How Tuna said no cuts. My throat gets tight.

Jada puts her arm around me. “Ah, honey,” she says. “You tried so hard.”

Then she holds up a finger and scurries off toward the signing table. When she gets back, she holds out a pencil the same blue as her hair.

“The nice bookseller I was talking to said you could have it,” she says, handing me the pencil. “A consolation prize!”

Consolation. That means I’m not getting a signature. Raven M. Wells is not going to tell me how to be fearless. I try to smile. “Thanks.”

The automatic doors open, and Lena and I walk out. Mom waves from the car. I look down at the pencil. On the side, in gold lettering, it says MAKE YOUR OWN MAGIC.

Except Dad was wrong. Magic does not exist.

I stuff the pencil into my fanny pack.

And I should not have come.
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Chapter Six


Sometimes, Kat wished she’d never gone into the forest that night.

—The Magic of Ever After



I pace around my room. My goldendoodle, Guinevere, paces with me. She has a sixth doggy sense for when I’m stuck in a worry spiral.

Mom’s giving me space. Probably because I sent off my best I-don’t-want-to-talk-about-it vibes all the way home. When we finally pulled into the garage, she put her hand on my shoulder and said, “Sometimes these things just happen, Zo.”

Mom is awesome at a lot of things, but giving pep talks when life royally sucks isn’t one of them. After Dad died, she used to say, Sometimes, bad things happen to good people. It was completely unhelpful.

I can hear her downstairs talking. The shop is closed, but when she thinks I’m asleep, she talks to Dad. I think she has trouble putting him in the past tense too. He’s been gone nine months—a full year in October—but every night, she still tells him all about her day. She’s probably telling him about my big fat failure at the bookstore.

I try to read, but I just keep flipping open the front cover to the big, blank nothing where Raven M. Wells’s signature should be.

My throat itches. That reminds me about the sneezy lady. I open the bottle of immune-boosting gummies on my bedside table and chew three at once. Mom’s always saying, They’re not candy, Zoey, they’re vitamins. I pop two more into my mouth.

I bury my head in Guinevere’s fur.

“Well, Guin, my stupid brain messed everything up again,” I say.

She doesn’t answer (of course), but she snuggles in closer, so I think she gets it.

Since I’m getting exactly no reading done, I turn on my laptop. My email inbox is filled with messages from lenabalena@imail.com.

Subject: there will be other signings!

Subject: don’t give up!

Subject: I should have socked Tuna in his face

Subject: maybe that sneezy lady too

Subject: hello? Are you alive?

I don’t feel like being cheered up right now, so I don’t open any of them. Instead, I go to my favorite website, WhatAreTheChances.com. It’s a site I found after the funeral. Mom kept saying, Sometimes, bad things happen to good people, and I kept thinking, How many people? And when? Do these bad things happen all the time?

That question led me to Google, and Google led me to WhatAreTheChances.com. I learned that the chance of dying in a bus crash last year was one in more than a million. I learned the chances for other things too. Like getting really sick from germy door handles or my face blowing up from a bee sting. And there were things that pretty much never happen, like getting hit in the head by a coconut on a beach.

I’m not so much worried about death by coconut. Virginia has exactly no palm trees. But the numbers made me realize how we’re all just walking around not thinking about all the things that could go wrong!

Mom says the numbers are morbid. That they only prove that the things I worry about are super-duper unlikely to happen. But here’s the thing: you have to watch for the super-duper unlikely things. They’re sneaky. You’re just going about your life and then BAM! Streptococcus infection. Or a tornado rips up the whole town.

And I bet Dad wasn’t worried when he got on the bus that day to go to work. Because one in a million is a very small risk. It means 999,999 people didn’t die in a bus crash for every one that did.

But Dad was the one.

And really, that’s the only number that matters.

Dr. V says I give the numbers too much power. Maybe she’s right. Because if I wasn’t thinking about all the things that could go wrong all the time, I’d have a big old Raven M. Wells signature right now.

I groan and flop down onto the bed. If Dad were here, he’d tell me everything’s gonna be okay like he used to when I was mad or scared. I mean, I didn’t start getting the underwater feeling until after the crash, but I got regular scared sometimes. Dad would turn the scary things into a story. We’d make up the heroes and villains and plot twists, and by the time we got to THE END, everything would be okay.

Maybe that’s what I need right now—a little fantasy. Where bad things only happen to the bad guys.

I take my consolation-prize pencil out of my fanny pack and sharpen it with the little handheld sharpener in my desk drawer. As I twist the pencil, the gold letters spin around: MAKEYOUROWNMAGICMAKEYOUROWNMAGICMAKEYOUROWNMAGIC.

I get on my bed and lean back on my pillow, tapping my new pencil against my notebook where I’ve written some of the stories Dad and I used to make up. They’re a lot like The Magic of Ever After, in a far-off land with mystical creatures and a peasant girl with a heart of gold. (Dad never said so, but I’m pretty sure that was supposed to be me.)

I’m not the best writer in the world or anything, but I read everything Raven M. Wells posts online about writing the next great fantasy novel.

The best stories, she says, have a truly great hero, and a truly awful villain. I decide to start with the villain since that’s way more fun. But who exactly were the bad guys tonight?

I guess Lena and my mom were the ones who made me go to the signing. But they were trying to be nice.

Raven M. Wells isn’t exactly villain material either. It’s not her fault she has so many fans. It is my brain’s fault that I couldn’t breathe and had to leave the line. But technically, my brain is me, and I can’t be the bad guy.

What about Sneezy McSneezerson? Does an explosive nose tickle make someone villainous?

Maybe Mom’s right. Maybe sometimes these things just happen. And there’s no one to blame. I think through the whole night from the very beginning. The car ride. The long line. The pushy people. The boy in the elf costume.

I sit up. Yes! There was definitely a villain in that bookstore tonight.

And he goes by “Tuna.”


The Evil Elf

The evil elf came into Prestonia on the same night as the summer wind. As if the sky had blown both in together. He was small with a pointed little face and pointed little ears. His eyes—mean and cold—darted about, looking for the reason he had come: the magic keeper.

He wanted her secrets. He wanted to make the magic his.



I pause. This is good. Really good. When I write Dad’s and my stories, they aren’t total stinkers, but this? This is different.

I don’t have to think hard about the words. They’re just… flowing.

I put my pencil back to the paper and let the story come.


The evil elf pushed everyone else out of his way, even a delightful young peasant girl who also sought the magic keeper. She didn’t want the magic, only to know how it worked. For her heart was pure.

Tuna The elf shoved her aside in the dark woods, leaving her alone and frightened.

But the elf had not counted on the dragon. A looming, fire-breathing dragon who guarded the magic keeper. For she was no fool. She knew evil creatures would seek her secrets.

The dragon reared up on his back legs and thrust his mighty tail forward, launching the elf all the way back through the woods and into the swamp. He landed with an ungraceful splash.

As the elf sat, soaking wet and humiliated in the muddy water, the dragon towered above him, breathing out a scorching puff of fire, as if to say, And stay out.

And thankfully, that’s just what the elf did.
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Chapter Seven


The forest whispers led Kat to an oak deep within the woods. Nestled near its roots, a small silver locket seemed to call to her just like the wind.

—The Magic of Ever After



Mom’s already in the shop when I wake up. I can hear her talking to Jada at the cash register below my bedroom.

They’re talking about my episode last night. Mom’s saying how she’s just so worried.

There are a lot of awesome things about living in a town with a population of three thousand: one, you can walk to almost everything you need (and if you can’t, you probably don’t really need it), and two, you know everyone. But everyone also knows every bit of your business. It’s been nine months since Dad’s funeral, and I still can’t go anywhere without someone giving me the oh-you-poor-thing look. And the story of my meltdown at the bus stop last fall went around faster than the gossip about Mr. Ibrahim’s new toupee.

I put my pillow over my head to block out the sound of Jada telling Mom I can have one of her signed copies.

I felt a little better last night after writing Tuna the evil elf into a swamp. Still, if I didn’t have to go to Lena’s swim meet, I’d probably stay in bed all day and feel sorry for myself.

But I get up and put on my swimsuit and pack my pool bag.

Sunscreen. Check.

Waterproof Band-Aids. Check.

Hand sanitizer, wipes, extra water. Triple check.

I stick my book in too. I don’t let myself look at the empty spot where the new signature should be.

Downstairs, the bakeshop is already packed with the morning muffin-and-pastry crowd, so I stay in the back kitchen. Mom puts my favorite cupcake in front of me—the Raz-Ma-Taz with a raspberry cheesecake center. She doesn’t say anything, just pats me on the shoulder. That’s the thing about Mom: she may not be great at pep talks, but she knows that sometimes, a girl just needs a cupcake for breakfast.

I watch Mom as she pours a new batch. When she puts on her apron, she just… comes alive. Everything she does—even measuring the flour—is like a choreographed dance to music only she hears. And the result is always delicious. Seriously. She won the Town of Preston Best of Business award this year. That’s how good her cupcakes are.

For a second I actually do forget about yesterday. Magic may not exist in the real world, but Mom’s cupcakes come pretty close.



I walk to the pool. Last summer, I’d hop on my bike. But it just sits in the alley now. Bike accidents are way more common than pedestrian ones. Definitely not worth the risk.

Main Street wakes up as I walk. There’s a rhythm to it. Mr. Ibrahim spraying off the sidewalk in front of the toy store. The trash truck chugging down the alley. The annoying yap of the Chihuahua someone always ties up outside the pawnshop.

The pool is just three blocks down and one block over, home of the Leaping Leprechauns. It’s a dumb name for a swim team.

Inside the pool gates, Lena waves from the starting platform. The announcer yells through a megaphone that this is the fifty-meter butterfly. Lena’s best race. Also the hardest. But Mrs. H says if you want Lena to do something, try telling her she can’t.

Lena dives in at the buzzer, and then her swim-capped head pops in and out of the water all the way down the pool. If I were going to write another fantasy story about real life, Lena would definitely be a mermaid. When her dad moved out the summer before fifth grade, she told me the water was the only place that still felt like home.

I don’t love the water like Lena does, but I come to all her meets. “Best friend code,” she always says. “We show up for each other. Even if we’re scared.”

So I show up, but I have pretty strict rules.


	Apply ample sunscreen. At least SPF 50.

	Pull hair into a tight braid so I don’t get sucked into any pool filters.

	The deep-deep end is off limits.

	NEVER go into the kiddie pool. Or as Lena and I call it, the pee-pee puddle.



Lena wins her race. The team’s leprechaun mascot—Lucky—dances around with rainbow pom-poms in this ridiculous emerald-green suit with a huge leprechaun head. It’s July and the humidity is like 90 percent. Whoever got stuck in that big papier-mâché head must be sweating buckets.

The other team is the Sea Dragons (a much better name for a swim team). Their mascot is trying to outdance our leprechaun, but his big purple dragon tail keeps getting in the way. Dragons versus Leprechauns. I smile. Dad would like that. A little bit of real-life magic.

“Missed a spot, Baby Zo-Zo.”

Ian Moore’s voice brings me back to reality. He’s pointing to where I’m slathering SPF on my arm. Next to him, Ashley Cliven giggles at the wah-wah baby face Ian’s making at me.

Normally, Ian’s oh-so-clever jokes don’t bother me. Nothing I can do about them, anyway. A nickname is like gum on the bottom of your shoe. Once you get it, it’s yours for life. Besides, I’ve been called worse. Weirdo. Germafreak. Crazy. Scaredy-cat.

But today, his baby impression makes me remember what happened yesterday, and I am really trying not to remember that. I rub the sunscreen into my arm extra hard until they both walk away. What I want to do is tell them that more than one hundred thousand people will get skin cancer this year. Laugh all you want, dummies. Melanoma is no joke.

By the time I’ve finished slathering on the SPF 50, the meet is over. Lena plops onto the pool chair next to me.

“Yay! You won!” I say, hoping we can focus on her win and move on from last night.

“Don’t yay, you won me,” Lena says, squinting her eyes. “I sent like a million emails! Are you okay?”

I sigh. So much for moving on. I hold up my hand to block the sun from my eyes.

“I didn’t meet Raven M. Wells.” I tick off on my fingers the reasons why I am not okay. “I had a massive meltdown. I didn’t get her signature. I got a pencil.”

Lena takes her rainbow swim cap off, releasing her curly black hair. A wet tendril drips onto her skin.

“Remember how after my dad left, I wanted to sit in my room and cry for the rest of my life but you made me get up and go bike riding?” she says.

I nod. That was two years ago, back when things like bikes and cars and life didn’t seem quite so scary.

“You know I’m not getting on a bike,” I say.

Lena smiles. “Obviously. But maybe”—she looks around—“something else will cheer you up.”

She points toward Ashley Cliven and the other swim team girls. In the universe of Preston City Pool, Ashley is the sun. But Lena’s too smart to get sucked into her gravitational pull. Across the pool deck, Ashley’s flipping her hair and laughing this high-pitched, super-fake laugh at Ian Moore playing keep-away with Lucky’s pom-poms.

“You are too funny, Ian,” Lena says in her best making-fun-of-Ashley voice. She lifts her eyebrows to me, like your turn. And even though I’m still feeling sour, I put on my best extra-macho voice.

“Yes I am, Ashley. Have I shown you my exactly one chest hair?” I puff my chest out, and Lena laughs. “I’ve been growing it all year.”

“Oh, Ian,” she says, batting her eyelashes, “you’re the manliest twelve-year-old in town.”

We give in to the giggles.

“See,” Lena says, shoving my shoulder. I shove her back and we both laugh harder. “This is why I need you at school. You’re the only person in the world who makes me laugh so hard my stomach hurts.”

I don’t really want to admit it, but I feel a little bit better. Next to Mom’s cupcakes and a Raven M. Wells book, Lena is a close third in real-life almost-magic.

Across the pool, Ian tosses a pom-pom over Lucky the Leprechaun’s head. Typical. Ian’s entire purpose in life is to make everyone else miserable. He started the Baby Zo-Zo jokes after I cried at the bus stop. If he were in my fantasy story, he’d definitely be some sort of horrid ogre.

The Sea Dragon mascot holds up his hands like pass it to me. Lucky jumps for it, and his huge mascot head falls off. The face underneath makes me sit up super straight.

“Tuna is your mascot?”

“Yep,” Lena says.

No cuts, he said last night. He cost me my time with Raven M. Wells. My signature. He ruined everything. For a second, I think about waltzing over there and pushing him straight into the water myself. It’s not a swamp, but it’ll do.

A huge gust of summer wind whips Lena’s cap out of her hand.

“Whoa!” Lena yells, running after it. Cups and pizza boxes and little kids’ water wings start flying everywhere on the concrete. Across the water, Tuna chases his airborne pom-pom. But the Sea Dragon gets to it first. His big purple tail smacks Tuna straight in the butt, launching Tuna into the water. He lands with an ungraceful splash.

And it’s like time stops. Like someone’s hit the pause button. Because Tuna is soaking wet and hopping mad, splashing in the water with a dragon towering above him.

Just the way I wrote it.
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Chapter Eight


Inside the locket was a picture of Kat’s parents with a baby.

Now, twelve years later, she held a memory—and a spark of magic—in her hand.

—The Magic of Ever After



I can’t stop thinking about it.

All the way home, I picture Tuna in the water. And while I’m helping Mom clean tables after the shop closes. While we walk to Dr. V’s office. Normally, I’d see Dr. V next week, but Mom says we’re having a bonus visit. Probably because of the Books for Days fiasco.

We sit in the office in a small circle in armchairs with little yellow birds on them. While Dr. V talks to Mom, I lay my notebook on my lap and reread my fantasy story.

Okay, so what happened at the pool wasn’t exactly the same. Tuna was dressed as a leprechaun today, not an elf. And it was a pool, not a swamp. But the dragon? That can’t just be a coincidence. Or serendipity. That’s a word Dad used to use when something worked out perfectly. Like the universe is telling an inside joke.

“Zoey, what do you think?”

Dr. V is staring at me. I’m supposed to be listening. And talking. That’s what I do in here. I talk and Dr. V listens, and then she talks and I listen. We make a plan for how I’m going to stop thinking about the numbers. And then we do it all again in two weeks.

“What do I think about what?” I ask.

“About visiting with me more often?” Dr. V smiles when she says this. She has a nice smile. A very good smile as far as adult smiles go. Not too phony. I know Mom’s paying her to smile at me, but it seems like she means it. “Your mother was just saying she thinks you could benefit from more sessions. Maybe every week?”

Mom’s looking at me too, and her eyes are wet.

“I think I’m okay,” I say. I try to stop thinking about Tuna in the water for a minute because Mom’s face is all twisty. This is a serious conversation. I need to pay attention.

“But, honey,” Mom says, grabbing a tissue from the box on the table next to her. The box is huge, like a family megapack or something. I get the feeling a lot of people have cried in that chair. Mom dabs at her eyes. I clasp my hands together on top of my notebook and look down at them. I don’t like seeing Mom cry. Especially when it’s because of me. “These worries you have are making life so hard. It shouldn’t be this hard.”

I shrug. “It’s just my life.” The smell of the bowl of potpourri on the side table is making my stomach turn. “It’s who I am.”

Dr. V uncrosses her legs and scoots forward in her chair so her knees are almost touching mine. This is something she does when she really wants me to listen. To hear her.

“Increasing the frequency of our visits is one way we can try to make the numbers—the worries—a little quieter. So you feel safe,” Dr. V says.

I already have safe places—Mom’s cupcakes and Lena and The Magic of Ever After. Besides, Mom’s the one who talks to Dad every night. Maybe she needs a weekly session.

A tear rolls down Mom’s cheek.

“Sweetie,” she says, “coming more might help you get back to school like we’ve talked about. Back to the way you used to be. Back to normal.”

That word makes my stomach hurt.

“You think I’m not normal?”

“No, it’s just—” Mom stumbles over her words. “Zoey. Last week you asked me if I’ve had a mammogram yet. That’s not something a twelve-year-old should worry about.”

“But breast cancer is like one of the top cancers,” I say.

“Zoey! I don’t have breast cancer!”

Mom’s looking at me like this makes all the sense in the world. But it doesn’t. The numbers make sense. They help keep me safe. Keep us safe. Because I’m already one parent short, and if I lost Mom, too… Well, I don’t want to think about that.

“You could have breast cancer.”

Mom exhales real loud and gives Dr. V a see what I mean? look.

“Anxiety is normal,” Dr. V says. That’s the word she uses for when all I can think about is what could go wrong—anxiety. “But when it takes over, it becomes a problem. It becomes a disorder.”

The word hangs in the air with the potpourri stink.

Disorder, disorder, disorder.

My brain plays it over and over like a song that’s stuck.

“Just think of all the things your worries have cost you.” Dr. V holds up her hand and counts off on her bright-pink manicured fingers. “School. Travel. And now this book signing. I’m sure you can think of others.”

Riding my bike speedy fast down the hill by the pond. Swimming in the deep-deep end. Going to movie theaters and drizzling way too much butter onto the mega-sized popcorn. I can think of a million things I haven’t done since Dad died and everything started to feel so… so risky. But I don’t want to think about those things. I don’t want to be having this conversation. I don’t want Mom to be crying. What I should be talking about is what happened at the pool today. Tuna flashes into my head again, all red-faced and wet.

“What is it you keep reading?” Mom asks. My eyes have drifted back to the open notebook on my lap.

I close up my evil elf story. I’m not hiding it from Mom or anything, but I’m pretty sure bringing up that I wrote a fantasy story that I think maybe came to life would get me lots of bonus Dr. V visits. What I really want to do is go home and figure out how what I wrote in my notebook ended up happening at the pool. Not sit here talking about my disorder.

But Mom is looking at me like she’s on the verge of using that whole ginormous box of tissues. So when Dr. V asks again if we could meet more often—“say, every Wednesday?”—I nod.

Mom breathes out heavily. “Just think! By the end of summer, I bet you’ll be ready for school again!”

“Yeah. Maybe,” I say, even though that is a big fat no way.

Mom gives Dr. V a big, hopeful smile.

So hopeful it hurts.
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Chapter Nine


Kat hid the locket under her pillow. No one could know what she had found, or the spark she felt when she touched it. For the memory of magic lived on in the hearts of many, along with the fear.

—The Magic of Ever After



The best place for thinking about things that need to be thought about is my corner at Ever After Books. So that’s where I head the next morning with my notebook, my pencil, and of course, my fanny pack.

Tucked into my thoroughly sanitized chair, I can see Mom by her kitchen window. She’s staring outside too. The mixer whirs in front of her. I wonder what things she’s thinking about.

Maybe the sort-of-fight we had this morning. She wanted to talk about some middle school registration papers.

“What do you think?” she asked. “Should I fill these out? Just in case?”

I said, “Not yet.” She said, “When?” I said, “I don’t know.” And maybe I raised my voice a little bit when I said that. Maybe because my brain was shouting at me: disorder, disorder, disorder.

But I can’t think about that now. I have something way more important that needs thinking about today—what happened at the pool. I’ve been telling myself all night that my story had nothing to do with it. That the similarities are all in my head. Except Dr. V says nothing is truly ever all in your head because your brain is connected to the rest of your body. When I was having these bad stomachaches all the time, she said it had more to do with my brain than giardia. I wasn’t so sure because giardia is like one of the most common stomach infections.

Anyway, this wasn’t in my head. I know it wasn’t. I saw it. But how did what I wrote end up happening at the pool? And why? I’ve written a lot of Dad’s and my stories in my notebook since Dad died, and something like this has never happened. So why now? What was different this time?

The bookstore is quiet except for the ringing of the little bell above the door now and again. Jada is showing a guy with a white beard where the history section is when she spies me in my thinking corner.

She leans one arm against a bookshelf, crossing one foot in front of the other. Her Converse All Star sneakers are the same blue as the streaks in her braids.

“Too bad about the signature, but at least you got something,” she says, nodding to the blue pencil in my hand. I turn it, examining the gold words. MAKE YOUR OWN MAGIC.

Of course. The pencil. I wrote my story with this pencil. That’s what was different.

I straighten up in the chair. “Where—where did this come from again?”

“It was on the signing table.”

“She was signing books with a pencil?”

Jada shrugs. “She signed mine with a big silver Sharpie. But that pencil was sitting right where she was. Maybe it was hers and she left it by accident.”

I scrunch down further into the chair. I hold the pencil up to the light coming in through the window.

This belonged to Raven M. Wells? This was her pencil? Her special pencil?

It looks like a normal pencil. Eraser. Lead. Gold letters: MAKE YOUR OWN MAGIC. The sunlight from the window bounces off the letters, making the word MAGIC glow.

No. Stop that. Magic is for fantasy books. Not real life.

Still, I wrote a story. And it happened.

I wish Dad were here. He’d help me figure this out. But Dad’s not here. And also, magic is not real, Zoey!

Maybe Jada could help me. She reads a lot of magic books. And she did give me the pencil. I shake my head. She’s an adult, a pretty cool adult with blue hair and sneakers, but she’ll think I’m making it up. Plus, she talks to my mom while buying her morning bear claw. And I really don’t want to give my mom more evidence that I have one of those disorders.

I tried to tell Lena about it last night, but some of the swim team girls started texting her and she didn’t seem to be listening anymore. Plus, she doesn’t really “get all that fantasy stuff.”

When my brain is all thinked out about it, I gather up my stuff.

“Can I ask you something?” I ask Jada on the way out.

“Shoot,” she says.

“Do you, well, do you believe in magic?”

I feel ridiculous asking. Jada looks from my face to the pencil and back to me again.

“Raven M. Wells says every time a writer puts pencil to paper, it’s magic,” she says.

“But did she mean like real magic?”

“You’d have to ask her.”

The bell dings, and when I turn around, it’s him. He’s not dressed as a leprechaun or an elf today. Just a regular boy. Jeans and a wrinkled Minecraft T-shirt. He has a stack of yellow papers in his hand that he gives to Jada. He acts like I’m not even here.

But he sees me. I know because his eyes catch mine for a second before he flicks them away.

Then he’s gone.

Jada hands me one of the flyers.


Fantasy fan club

Virtual meetings

Email: fantasy4eva@imail.com



“You should go to this,” Jada says. “That nice boy runs it. If you’re looking for an expert on Raven M. Wells and magic, he’s your guy.”

I want to tell her that Tuna is not a nice boy. Although technically, I guess we’re equal in the not-being-very-nice category. He made me miss the book signing. I might be the reason he got shoved into a pool by a dragon.

Might be.

But I don’t tell Jada that. Instead, I pick up a flyer, fold it three times, and stuff it into my fanny pack.
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Chapter Ten


Part of Kat wanted to run back to the woods, bury the locket. But another part, a much bigger part, yearned to know more.

—The Magic of Ever After



I write the email five times.

And delete it five times.

How do you tell someone you don’t really know (and maybe kind of hate) that you wrote a story that got them tossed into a pool and now you need their help because you might own a magic pencil except there’s no such thing as magic and could he please, please, please help you figure it out?

I squeeze a little more hand sanitizer into my hands, rub it in real good, and try again.


Tuna,



Delete. Delete. Delete. That’s not his actual name. What is his actual name? Never mind. Don’t need a name.


To: fantasy4eva@imail.com

From: zoeeeee89@imail.com

Subject: question

I need to know something about Raven M. Wells. Please write back.

Zoey

(the girl who was in front of you in line at the book signing)



I read it one more time and press send. Within two minutes, my computer dings and a little chat window pops up.



fantasy4eva: So?







So, what?







So… what’s your question?





I take a deep breath at my computer. Guinevere cozies into my lap as I type.



Do you know if Raven M. Wells has a special writing utensil? Like maybe a pencil?







No.





Short and rude. Not sure why I expected anything else from him.



OK. Bye.







Why?







It’s nothing. Never mind.







You emailed me about nothing?





I stare at the screen. Can I tell him this? The guy is strange and rude and clearly doesn’t want to talk to me. But Jada said he’s a Raven M. Wells expert. And he runs the fantasy fan club. If anyone’s going to believe me, it’s gonna be him. Everyone else will just think it’s my brain being messy again.

If I had anyone else (seriously—anyone) who wouldn’t laugh in my face about this, I’d go to them. But I don’t. So I start typing.



You know how on Sunday, Ian Moore was playing keep-away with your pom-pom and that dragon from the other team knocked you into the water?







Yes.







I think I had something to do with it.







?





I type out the whole story. How I got a pencil that may have belonged to Raven M. Wells, and then I wrote about an evil elf who gets pushed into a swamp by a dragon. How it all happened at the pool just like I wrote it.

After I send the message, there’s a long pause.

A really long pause.

I can see the little blinking dots that mean he’s typing. They disappear. He’s definitely mad. I mean, I did just tell him he was the evil villain in my story. Oh, also, in my wildest fantasies, he gets beat by a fire-breathing beast.

The typing dots appear again.



You’re making fun of me.







What? No! I swear. I got the pencil. I wrote the story and it happened.







Ian Moore pushes me into the pool at least once a week. You had nothing to do with it.







But he didn’t push you. A dragon did. Just like in my story.







What? Like it was magic?





Now it’s my turn to pause. If I say yes, he’ll think I’m bonkers just like Mom and Dr. V do. So I stroke Guinevere’s fur while I wait for him to say something else. Finally, he does.



Me getting pushed into the pool is not magic. Ian Moore getting pushed into the pool… now, that would be magical.





I pick up the pencil next to me. I spin it so I can see the gold letters: MAKE YOUR OWN MAGIC.

It can’t be magic happening here.

But what if… what if it is?

Maybe Tuna’s right—I have to write another story. One that wouldn’t happen without a little magic. Prove that what I think might be happening is actually happening.



OK. I’ll do it.







Do what?







Write a story where Ian gets pushed into the pool.







Yeah. Right.







No. I’m serious. If I write it and it happens, you’ll help me?







Maybe.







But it has to be big. He has to be the butt of the joke.







Agreed.







And something else. So it’s not just a coincidence.







Like?







I don’t know. Maybe… ice cream.







Free ice cream. As much as I can eat.







Loads of ice cream. Got it.







Tuna: And I have to see the story first.







And then you’ll help me figure out what’s going on?





The longest pause yet. It’s so long I almost turn off my computer. But then, finally, one word:



Deal.








Boy in a Bog

Deep in the swamplands of Prestonia lived an ogre. A big, disgusting beast with greenish skin and a snarly face and exactly one chest hair. He was a miserable creature who liked to make everyone else miserable too.

All day he’d go around scaring the pixies and shoving small forest animals into the stinky bog.

The peasant girl begged the magic keeper to help the poor creatures. So the magic keeper conjured up a spell, one that went howling through the forest, all the way across the gully. The spell kept going, gathering speed, until it reached the swamplands. It shook the trees and blocked the light coming from the stars, casting the entire swamp into eerie darkness.

And then it whipped around the ogre, faster and faster, so fast that it stripped all the muscles and green and mean off the ogre, and all that was left was a scared, scrawny boy.

The pixies and the forest animals all laughed at how small the ogre was, and with nowhere else to hide, the ashamed ogre threw himself into the stinky water.

This, of course, only made everyone laugh harder. The ogre shouted at them, but no one would listen to a silly boy in a bog.





[image: ]

Chapter Eleven


A strong easterly wind with a peculiar howl whipped around Kat. She wondered, Was it an invitation? Or a warning?

—The Magic of Ever After



I forget all about the ice cream part until I’m halfway to the pool the next morning. As soon as I’m through the gates, I sit on a lounger and open my notebook to add a line:


And because the animals and fairies had endured the ogre’s tricks for so long, the magic keeper showered them with frozen treats until they were so full and happy that they almost forgot the whole ugly ordeal.



Okay, so it doesn’t make total sense, but it’s good enough. And the rest of the story is so good that it’s a little freaky. Just like when I wrote my first story with this pencil, the words seemed to spill out of me. I mean, I was still the one writing, but it was like the pencil was, I don’t know, helping me.

I spot Tuna sitting over by the back chain-link fence. He was totally looking at me when I came in, but he pretended not to be. I march right up to him.

“Didn’t you want to read it?” I ask.

He doesn’t look at me, just puts his hand out. I hand him the notebook and he starts reading. Now that he doesn’t have on an elf or leprechaun costume, I can see more of his face. His skin is very white. Whiter than mine if that’s possible. I wonder what SPF he uses. I also notice that his reddish-orange hair looks like it’s made of fire.

“So,” he finally says, “you just copied Raven M. Wells?”

“I did not.”

“Ogres. A swamp. A magic keeper?”

I grab the notebook back. “It’s called fan fiction.” At least that’s what Dad called the stories we’d write together. “And also, the magic keeper is in book one and the ogre doesn’t show up until book three, so obviously I didn’t copy it.”

“I didn’t mean—” Tuna stops. His face is a little red now. It almost matches his hair. “I liked the part about the one chest hair. That was funny.”

He nods toward the blue pencil in my hand. “Can I see it?”

I hand it to him. It’s a little shorter than it was at first because I had to sharpen it to write the ogre story.

“Looks like a regular pencil to me,” he says, holding it up to the sunlight.

I’m beginning to seriously wonder whether asking Tuna for help was the worst idea I’ve ever had.

“But if it happens the way I wrote it, then we’ll know it’s—” I can’t bring myself to say the word magic. “Well, we’ll know something weird’s going on.”

Tuna looks at me like he doesn’t quite believe me. I don’t blame him—I don’t quite believe me.

The lifeguard on the big white stand blows his whistle to start open swim. Toddlers with floaties and kids with goggles run toward the pool while the lifeguard yells, “Walk!”

“Whatcha doing?” Lena comes up behind us and looks from Tuna to me. He stands up, his cheeks burning a bright red, and walks away without a word.

Lena yells after him, “Okay, good talk! As always.”

He doesn’t turn around. A drop of water from Lena’s hair falls onto the page. I close up my notebook before she can see anything else. Best friends aren’t supposed to hide things from each other, but this is a special case. At least until I know more.

“So, are you friends with Tuna now?” she says. “I thought we hated him.”

“No,” I say. Because we’re not friends. Not really. “He just wants me to join his fantasy club or something.”

Lena holds up my tube of sunscreen. “Let me do your back.”

She rubs the lotion onto my shoulder blades and down the tops of my arms. She knows exactly how to do it. No missed spots or anything.

“The girls from the team are doing a dive-off,” she says. “I think we should join ’em.”

“In the deep-deep end?”

“Most people just call it the deep end, Zo.” Lena pauses with the sunscreen tube in her hand. “And it’ll be like our cannonball contests! Remember?”

I guess Dr. V can add that to her list of things I haven’t done since Dad. Last summer, Lena and I used to do cannonballs off the high dive all the time. But now the water seems extra deep and the board seems extra high, and I just keep thinking about all the things that could go wrong.

Ashley Cliven and the other swim team girls are gathered over by the diving boards. Their bright green swimsuits match Lena’s, but she is not like them. She never hangs out with them after practice. Never. They laugh at Ian Moore’s stupid jokes and do stunts off the high dive and have matching pink BFF bracelets. Lena and I play Marco Polo or underwater telephone in the shallower area. It’s still deep enough to swim, but close enough to where I can stand or grab on to a wall. Just in case.

“Since when do we play with them?” I ask.

“We don’t play anymore, Zo.” She pops the lid back onto my sunscreen. “And Ashley’s been really nice to me since I won the last meet. She says I have a real shot at regionals, maybe state!”

“You don’t even like Ashley.”

“Some of the other girls are cool, though,” Lena says. “Like Danielle, but everyone calls her Danni. She went to another elementary school but she’s going to middle school with us.” She pauses. “Well, with me.”

Her voice kind of sounds like she’s upset but doesn’t want to come right out and say she’s mad about something.

“I don’t know if I’m not coming back to school,” I say. “Not for sure for sure.”

Lena smiles and grabs my hand and tugs me toward the pool. “Well, then you have to meet Danni! She’s super funny, just like you. She’s really great.”

I pull my hand back. When you jump off the diving boards, you’re in the middle of the pool, where it’s deepest and there are no just-in-case walls.

“No, no, I can’t,” I say.

Lena frowns.

“Well, I’m gonna go,” she says. “I’ll be back in just a minute, okay?”

I put on my hat with the wide brim and sit on the edge of one of the plastic lounge chairs. “And I’ll be here.”

I’d go swim by myself, but I’m a firm believer in the buddy system. I mean, what if you start to drown and that guy lifeguard who uses too much hair gel doesn’t notice because he’s too busy making goo-goo eyes at the girl lifeguard? Besides, I need to be watching for signs that last night’s story is coming true.

I search for Ian Moore’s unmistakable big head of black hair in the crowd, but I don’t see it. I also don’t see any sort of mounds of free ice cream. Maybe they’ll drop from the sky?

Too ridiculous.

An ice cream truck breaks down right in front of the gates?

Way too much serendipity.

How is it going to happen?

Across the pool deck, Lena waves to Ashley, who’s up on the highest high dive. Another girl runs up and hugs Lena. I wonder if it’s Danni, who is really great.

I get a funny little ache in my chest. Why do we need to make new friends, anyway? What’s so great about that?

Ashley does a backflip off the diving board. Lena cheers from the pool deck. And she doesn’t come back in just a minute. They keep diving and laughing and cheering for a long time. So long that I can actually feel the sun creating cancer cells in my skin.

I’m just about to move to the shade when a dark cloud rolls across the sky. It’s gray and swirly, like one of those funnel clouds I’ve seen on the weather channel. Except today’s forecast was nothing but sun. I checked Mom’s weather app this morning like I do every morning. And today, there was a zero percent chance of storms.

But there it is, a big, mean, swirly cloud.

And then the wind starts.
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Chapter Twelve


The wind blew magic back into the Kingdom of Knolls just as quickly as it had carried it away.

—The Magic of Ever After



Huge, heavy gusts.

People start chasing flyaway towels, and the wind shakes the branches of the big oak tree just outside the pool gates. I move under the picnic table pergola. I’m barely under when there’s a loud CR-A-A-ACK. A huge branch splits from the rest of the tree, falling onto the telephone wires running along the street. One of the wires sparks, and then all the lights and vending machines in the clubhouse flicker and go out. The wind stops.

There’s an eerie silence.

Then the lifeguards start telling everyone to get out of the pool, and a bunch of people file out of the locker room. One lady still has a shower cap on, and I’d bet a million dollars she’s got nothing on under the towel she’s clutching around her. Ian Moore and the other swim team boys come out too, towels knotted around their waists.

And then Mr. Garibaldi, who runs the pool, is talking into the megaphone. “I just got off the phone with the power company. Looks like we’re gonna be without juice for a while,” he says. “So come get an ice cream while we wait this out. On me. Not gonna last long in this heat anyway.”

Free ice cream.

It’s happening.

A bunch of kids squeal and run to where Mr. Garibaldi is opening his big chest freezer and handing out Popsicles and ice cream sandwiches. Tuna kinda raises his eyebrow at me when he gets in line.

Lena’s in line with Ashley and Danni-who-is-really-great, gesturing to me like, Come over! I shake my head because one, those ice creams could be as old as Mr. Garibaldi, and two, I’ve got to watch Ian Moore.

He’s standing with the other boys from the locker room. They’re grabbing at each other’s towels, trying to rip them off because of course they are. One of his friends pushes him toward the water, and my heart stops.

This is it.

But Ian pushes his friend back away from the edge of the pool. Tuna’s watching too. He’s sitting alone, near the chain-link fence, chomping an ice cream sandwich with his eyes on Ian.

The boys keep pushing, back and forth, back and forth. That’s when the wind starts up again. I grab my hat before it flies off, and the pushy-shovy boys all hold their towels shut against the wind.

Except for Ian. He’s too busy pushing some kid with a horrible farmer’s tan. The wind whips up his towel. He reaches for it. But it’s too late. The gust yanks it clean off. All the way off.

And just like that, Ian Moore, pool-deck tormentor and all-around buttmunch, is standing there, in front of everyone, naked as the day he was born.

Ian covers up his boy bits region as quick as he can with his hands, and he’s yelling at his friends to get him a towel because the wind has lifted his up, up, and over the fence. But they’re too busy laughing. And Ian’s butt is just hanging out there, so white it’s blinding, and the lifeguard is trying to blow his whistle, but he’s laughing too hard.

Ian grabs at the towel of one of his friends, but they push him away. Ian looks around, a frantic look on his face, and then, with zero hesitation at all, he jumps straight into the water. This only makes his friends laugh harder, and he’s yelling at them from the deep-deep end, telling them they’re gonna pay for this. And everyone’s staring at the naked boy in the pool.

Everyone except Tuna.

He’s across the pool, frozen as ice cream drips down his arm, his mouth and eyes open wide, staring at me. No, not at me. At the bright blue pencil in my hand.
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Chapter Thirteen


One by one, others came. The forest called to them, too. One by one, they found gifts in the forest. A watch. A spyglass. A ring. One thing was certain—magic was back in the Kingdom of Knolls.

—The Magic of Ever After



I don’t believe it. I just don’t believe it.” Tuna is pacing back and forth in my thinking spot at Ever After Books.

I’m having the exact same thought: it’s unbelievable.

Across the alley, Mom’s not in the kitchen. She’s probably out front, serving the afternoon crowd. I guess we could have gone to her bakeshop to talk, but I don’t really want Mom overhearing this. Tuna didn’t suggest his house, which was fine by me. What if they have a cat and what if I’m allergic and my throat closes up? Or he has a little brother who licks all the doorknobs, or mold growing in the walls?

New places have way too many what-ifs.

But it feels weird to have someone else here in my corner. Tuna stops pacing and watches me wipe down the chair. I squirt the hand sanitizer into my palm—one, two, three. I offer him some.

“Nah.” He doesn’t say anything about my cleaning routine. “But seriously, you saw it, right? It happened. Just like your story.”

Tuna’s still not making eye contact, but he is smiling. That’s new. It makes him look totally different from the boy at the book signing. “And man, you really made him the butt of the joke.”

I laugh out loud at the memory of Ian Moore’s buttocks just hanging out there in the breeze.

“Well, let’s hope he can forgive us.” I rub in the sanitizer. “You know, turn the other cheek and all that.”

Tuna stops pacing, actually looks at me, and then starts laughing too. A big, unrestrained belly laugh. Jada walks in and leans against a bookshelf with a pile of books resting against her hip.

“What’s got you two all cracked up?”

“Crack!” Tuna yells, and we both lose it. He flops down into the other chair. He’s laughing so hard, tears roll down his face.

Jada just shakes her head as she walks off. Tuna wipes his tears and sits up.

“This is officially the greatest day of my life.” He points to the pencil in my hands. “Can I?”

He holds the pencil like it’s made of spun sugar. Like it could shatter at any second.

“It’s just a pencil,” I say.

He holds the pencil higher. “This is not just a pencil.” He lowers his voice a little. “This is a talisman.”

“A what?”

“A magic talisman. Like Kat’s locket. Every hero in every epic fantasy quest has one—a powerful object like a sword or a ring or”—he holds the pencil in the afternoon light coming in through the window—“a pencil.”

I swallow hard.

“A magic talisman,” I whisper to myself, mostly just to feel the words on my lips.

It sounds as ridiculous out loud as it did in my head. Magic.

But it did happen the way I wrote it. Twice. One time might be a coincidence. But two? That’s two coincidences too many. Dad would definitely say it’s magic.

Tuna turns the pencil slowly. “So how does it work exactly?” he asks.

“I have exactly zero idea.”

Tuna’s up and pacing again, studying the pencil.

“Well, you can’t just go waving your talisman willy-nilly like a Harry Potter wand. You have to understand the magic first. Learn its rules,” he says with a little smile. “And luckily, I’m pretty much an expert on rules because—”

He stops and his face flushes red, like super-duper beet red. He looks at the ground. Just like that, smiling Tuna is gone and the boy from the book signing is back.

“What?” I ask.

He sits again and starts fiddling with a small hole in the knee of his jeans. He shakes his head without looking up. “Nothing. It’s weird.”

“Ummm, we are talking about a magic pencil. We are way past weird.”

His lips turn upward again, just slightly, at the corners.

“That’s true,” he says. The red in his cheeks fades a bit, but he keeps spinning his finger wider and wider in the jean hole. “I just, well, I make rules for all sorts of things. It helps me be, I don’t know, less nervous. Around people and stuff.”

He doesn’t look up at me when he says this, just keeps circling with his finger. Nervous. Around people? I’m pretty much terrified of a lot of things, but it never occurred to me to be scared of people. Maybe big groups or the diseases in their spit or drunk drivers who swerve in front of buses, but not the actual people. What’s so scary about them?

“You’re afraid of people?” I ask.

“No. I’m afraid I’ll do something weird in front of people. Something I don’t realize is weird until I’ve already done it.” The hole in his pants is at least an inch round now. “So I make rules. To make sure I do things in a not-weird way. In the right way.”

The memory of Tuna at the bookstore flashes in my mind. How he repeated no cuts like his life depended on it.

“Rules like no cutting in lines at book signings?”

“Exactly.” His face flushes again, and I want to tell him how he cost me my time with Raven M. Wells, but he looks so miserable that I decide not to bring it up. He is helping me, after all. “Anyway, I don’t get people. Like at all. But rules? Rules I understand.”

An alarm on Tuna’s watch beeps and he mutters something about a tournament and FantasyQuest and “going to be late.”

“I gotta go,” he says.

“But, the rules?”

He hands me back the pencil.

“Okay, real quick, the first rule of magic is know what you’re doing. Remember when Kat does her first spell? She tries to get the magic to do her chores for her and ends up spilling cow milk all over the orphanage barn. She needed a plan, and so do you.”

I want him to tell me more, like how exactly I come up with this plan, but he’s hustling toward the door before I can ask.

Jada says goodbye. Tuna says it back, mumbly and quiet with his eyes on the floor before walking out.

Jada leans in to me. “I’ve never heard that boy say more than two words together in my life. But he was chatting away to you! What’s got him so fired up?”

I tell her it’s a writing project and scurry out after Tuna before she can ask anything else. The fewer people that know about this, the better.

“You shouldn’t be scared of Jada,” I kind of yell after Tuna as the door shuts behind me. He’s already walking off down the sidewalk, but he stops and turns. He kicks a small rock with the toe of his shoe.

“I shouldn’t be a lot of things.”

“Oh, no, that’s not—” Ugh. Why did I say that? I hate when people tell me I shouldn’t worry about germs or bus crashes or freak summertime tornadoes. As if I want to worry about everything. “I just meant Jada’s the nicest, that’s all.”

He nods, looking down.

“Okay, well, thanks, Tu—” I stop short before I call him his nickname to his face.

He holds out his hand between us. “Derek.”

His hand just kind of hangs there between us because one, what twelve-year-old shakes hands? And two, hand shaking is a huge no-no. One in four Americans don’t wash their hands properly—or at all!

“I don’t shake hands.” I shrug, trying to act casual about it. “Germs.”

He looks at me with an almost-smirk on his face, like maybe he’s just remembered that I’m the girl who cried at the bus stop last fall.

“What’s so funny?” I ask. I brace for a Baby Zo-Zo joke.

“Nothing. It’s just—” Derek-who-everyone-calls-Tuna pulls his hand back, puts it into his pocket. “It seems like I’m not the only one with rules.”

He squints into the sunlight and smiles again. I decide he looks kinda nice that way.

“And about the”—he looks around quickly and lowers his voice—“talisman. You don’t have to figure out everything right away. But you have a magic pencil—”

“A possibly magic pencil.”

“Oh, it’s definitely magic.” He smiles big this time. “So what kind of story are you going to write?”




[image: ]

Chapter Fourteen


Kat didn’t know why she had been chosen—or what the locket could do, exactly. But she knew this: when she held it, it emanated a blue glow that spread through her so fast and strong that her hair glowed with its azure light. It felt… powerful. And so did she.

—The Magic of Ever After



It’s a no-brainer.

If the pencil really is magic—and that’s still a big if—I know exactly what kind of story I’m going to write. The kind Dad and I used to make up. Like Raven M. Wells writes. Where bad things don’t happen to good people.

I mean, I’ve already started with ogre bullies and evil elves getting what they deserve. Except I’m starting to think the elf might not actually be so evil, but still, in my story, bad things will only happen to the bad guys.

And the good guys will get happily ever afters.

Every. Single. Time.

Like I could order up a gazillion dollars for Mom, or maybe write that she doesn’t cry in her room when she thinks I’m asleep. A story where the numbers shut up and the sun doesn’t cause cancer and dads always come home and I get Raz-Ma-Taz cupcakes for breakfast every day.

And of course, world peace.

The question is, what do I write first?

When you walk everywhere, you have lots of time to think. So that’s what I do all week. Walk and think, think and walk. To the pool. To the bookstore. To Lena’s house.

By Saturday morning, I still haven’t decided what to write next. Mom and I are getting ready for cupcake wars. It’s something Dad and Mom and I started years ago, back when Mom was dreaming of opening her own bakeshop. Now A Dash of Magic is real and Dad is gone, and Lena’s taken his place for cupcake wars on Saturday mornings. When everything else changed, at least that stayed the same.

Lena’s late, so Mom and I make the cupcakes and get out all the ingredients for frosting.

“You okay, Zo?” Mom’s waving her hand in front of my face like maybe I zoned out for a minute.

“Oh, yeah, I’m fine,” I say.

She’s looking at me like that’s definitely not a good enough answer. But I definitely can’t tell her that I’m thinking about what story to write next with my possibly magical pencil. She folds her arms across her flour-sprinkled apron and leans against the big silver island in the bakeshop kitchen, waiting for me to spill.

Lena walks in right then. Thank goodness. She says she’s sorry she’s late. She was out riding bikes with Ashley and Danni. The little ache in my chest comes back.

“Are these girls from the team?” Mom asks while we stir the frosting.

“They’re Lena’s new friends,” I say, and I know my voice is what Mom would call sassy.

Lena pauses to look at me with the frosting in her right hand. She’s doing purple and pink rosettes that look more like piles of unicorn poop than like flowers. “It’s not like I want new friends. But Ashley says you have to have a group in seventh grade.”

I nod like I understand, but I do not.

It’s always been Lena and me. The summer before fifth grade, when Lena’s parents told her they were getting divorced, she came straight to my house, to me. Just like how the day I got home from school a few months into sixth grade and two policemen were there instead of Dad, I ran to Lena.

When the world was upside down, she was the only thing still right-side up.

“What does Ashley know?” I ask.

Lena uses the back of her hand to push her poofy curls out of her face. “Her sister’s in ninth grade. And she’s right. I need to fit somewhere.”

She said this after her dad moved out too. I just don’t fit anywhere, she told me. Not with her mom in the house down the street that was way too big for them. Not in her dad’s new apartment that didn’t have a second bedroom. So she would come to my house for whole weekends at a time. We’d make oatmeal raisin cookies (her favorite) and bracelets and forget about her broken family for a minute. I tell her the same thing I told her then.

“You fit with me.”

“But you won’t be at school. You’re not even really around now.” Lena points a piping tube at me. “You could come biking with us, you know. Or swimming. Anytime. I miss you.”

Her hands are covered in pink frosting because she didn’t tie off the top of the piping bag before squeezing it. Lena does not have my overthinking problem. She attacks cupcakes the same way she attacks everything else: just jumps right in. Lena’s always been the adventurous one, coming up with cannonball contests or bike races down the steepest hills. I’ve always been a little nervous about stuff like that, but I was always right there beside her, no matter what.

And now I’m not.

“You miss the old me.” Except what I really want to say is I miss me too. “The fun me.”

“I don’t miss biking and swimming with you. I miss you—Zoey. My best friend. The one person who is always there. Was always there.” She licks the pink off her fingers. I stop myself from pointing out that the average human hand has fifteen hundred bacteria living on each square centimeter of skin. “I’m not mad. I get it. You’re scared.”

She doesn’t say this in a meanie way like Ian Moore, but still, the little ache in my chest isn’t little anymore. It’s big. It’s just like the day the two policemen came. I knew then, deep in my bones, everything was about to change.



That things-are-about-to-change feeling only gets bigger at the pool the next day while Lena “hangs out” with the swim team girls. She and Danni do cannonball competitions in the deep-deep end. I slather on the SPF 50 while Lena laughs. I wonder what’s so funny. I also wonder why Lena is flipping her hair like Ashley. I wonder why my chest aches when she does.

Across the pool, back by the chain-link fence, Derek is sitting alone too. For about two seconds I think about going to talk to him. Maybe get him to help me figure out what story to write next. Because so far, I have exactly zero ideas. Probably because all I’ve been able to think about since yesterday is the way Lena said you’re scared.

Derek catches me staring at him and lifts his hand like maybe he’s going to wave. But then he scratches his head and looks away.

Lena stands in front of me suddenly, blocking both the sun and Derek.

“We swimming or what?” Lena pulls me to my feet.

We get into the middle-deep part. Lena says, “Aren’t we getting a little old for Marco Polo?” But I don’t think she means it because then she closes her eyes and yells “MARCO!” and it’s just me and Lena.

The way it’s supposed to be.

Right then, I want to tell her about the pencil so bad. I feel weird not telling her something big like that. But I’m not ready. Not yet. So I try to ask her about it without telling her the whole truth.

“If you could make something come true, pretty much anything you wanted,” I say, “what would it be?”

“Like a wish?”

“Sort of.”

She doesn’t even pause. “For you to come to school with me. Or at least in the deep end again.”

“No, really.”

She looks me dead in the eye. “Really. I can’t swim in the shallow end forever, Zo.”

“What about Ashley and Danni?” I say. And I don’t mean to, but I say their names in an ugly way.

She takes a big breath and sinks under the surface, and I do too. Big bubbles come out of her mouth as she tries to tell me something under the water. Finally, I understand.

They’re not you.

When we come up for air, she links her arm through mine, and the ache gets a little smaller.

Right then, like a lightning bolt, the answer hits me: nothing has to change—I can make sure of it.

Isn’t that what happily ever after is all about? A story where everything works out perfectly for the good guys and nobody gets left behind and best friends stay best friends forever and a little bit of magic fixes everything.

In a world like that, I could always be there with Lena—for Lena—because bad things will only happen to the bad guys, not to us. We’re definitely the good guys. So I’d have no reason to worry or be scared or listen to the numbers or swim in the shallow end forever.

I, Baby Zo-Zo, scaredy-cat, weirdo, could be fearless—just like Kat.

Which is exactly what I’m going to write.




A Mermaid’s Tale

The mermaids of Prestonia all lived together in Mermaid Cove. They kept to themselves, swimming in the water, flipping their tails and hair lazily on the hot rocks, and doing beautiful dives off the highest waterfalls. They had no fear. But they didn’t really like outsiders. If you weren’t a mermaid, you didn’t fit in at the Cove.

But the peasant girl (the one with the pure heart) wanted to join in on the fun. So she asked the magic keeper to help her become a mermaid. Not a real mermaid, just fearless like them. It was an unusual wish, to be sure, but the magic keeper could tell this was the biggest desire of the peasant girl’s heart. So she told the girl to go to the Cove, and her wish would be granted.

The next day, the peasant girl climbed to the tippy-top of the highest rock overlooking Mermaid Cove. The sun warmed her skin, and the gentle wind blew her wild hair. And she didn’t think about how far away the water was or how jagged the rocks were. She only thought about the other mermaids, who were watching the fearless girl in awe as she took a big breath—

—and jumped.
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Chapter Fifteen


When your hero fully accepts the journey, the quest begins.

She steps forward into a world where things are not what they have been—and neither is she.

—Raven M. Wells



I’m different already.

Walking through the pool gate on Monday, I feel it—magic.

Kat smiles up at me from the cover of book number one while I sunscreen up. Like she’s telling me to go for it! Next to her in my bag, my notebook is tucked in safe. The mermaid story didn’t come out quite as easily as the first two, but still, it’s good. The pencil just didn’t seem to be helping as much this time.

After practice, Lena waves to me. This is what she does now: a quick wave, and then she spends an hour diving and cannonballing and backflipping with her new friends while I wait.

But today, I don’t wait.

I walk past Derek. He’s piling up kickboards in the little shed the swim team uses for all their gear. I emailed him my story last night. He said it was ambitious. That’s a nice way of saying he doesn’t think I’m gonna do it.

He raises his eyebrows at me now like, You’re really doing this? And I smile back like, You bet I am.

I wrangle my wild hair into a hair tie as I walk. At the bottom of the high dive, Danni-who-is-so-good-at-cannonballs notices me first. She runs up to me.

“Zoey, you’re here!” She gives me a warm smile.

Ashley gives Lena a look and points behind me. “Isn’t the baby pool over there?”

Lena’s nose scrunches up, and even though she doesn’t say it out loud, her face says she doesn’t think Ashley is funny—at all. Besides, she’s paying attention to me now.

“Zo, are you serious?” she asks.

I grab the ladder bars, one hand on each side. “Absolutely.”

The magic is definitely working. I climb up, one foot in front of the other, until Lena and Danni and Ashley Cliven’s pointy little face are far below me.

I step onto the board.

Nine long strides.

And then I’m out there, towering above the pool. Below, little kids splash their moms. Two girls with goggles pop in and out of the water in the middle-deep where I usually am.

But today, I’m up here.

Standing on the cliff. In the sun.

All eyes on me.

“You can do it, Zoey!” Lena shouts from below. She’s smiling up at me. I’ve made her proud already.

I inch my toes forward until they’re hanging off the end of the board. The sun glints off the water a million miles away. Was it always this high? My stomach flip-flops so hard it lands in my throat.

I wait for the magic to kick in. To make me brave enough to jump.

I wait and wait and wait.

“You going or what?” Ian Moore shouts. He’s perched on the ladder behind me, waiting for his turn. He flips his thick black hair with a quick jerk of his head and says I’m holding up the line. Someone else laughs, loud. The lifeguard is watching me, his whistle half hanging from his lips like he’s bored out of his mind. Is he even paying attention? He for sure doesn’t look strong enough to pull me out of the water.

Just do it, Zoey.

Just jump.

I try to remember the numbers about drowning. What were the chances? And why didn’t I look them up again before I got up here?

And what if I hit the water wrong?

Or I can’t swim all the way to the wall?

And I run out of air?

I close my eyes and think of Kat. Fearless. Heroic.

I think of happily ever after. Of best friends forever. Of a story where bad things don’t happen to good people.

But it’s like I’m at the bus stop all over again. And my feet just won’t go.

“Jump or get down!” the lifeguard shouts.

I open my eyes. I’m not Kat.

I’m just me.

And I’m terrified.

I do the only thing I can do. I sink to my knees and turn slowly, slowly.

“Oh, you’ve got to be kidding me,” Ian says.

I crawl back down the board toward him. It takes me an eternity. As I squeeze by, Ian mutters something under his breath about wasting everyone’s time. I turn around and climb down the ladder, step by step.

“Did you forget your water wings?” Ian shouts down after me.

I hear Lena tell him to cut it out. And someone else starts bok-bok-bokking like a chicken.

“Stop it,” Lena says. “She can’t help it, okay?”

“Because she’s a little scaredy baby-waby,” Ian says.

“No.” Lena’s kind of yelling now. Her cheeks are pink. “Because she has an anxiety disorder.”

My feet stop for a second. Disorder. The word punches me in the stomach.

When I finally get back onto the concrete, all the girls and a bunch of swim team guys are staring at me. Ashley’s doing that trying-not-to-laugh thing.

“I used to be scared too,” Danni says. “Maybe try again later?”

I shake my head. “I’m just gonna go sit down.”

Little pricks in my eyes tell me I’m about to cry. And that’s the last thing I need to do right now.

“Want me to come?” Lena asks.

Before I can answer, Ashley links her arm with Lena’s. Like she’s claiming her. My best friend.

“You were gonna show me how to do those backflips today, remember?” She gives Lena a pouty look. “You swam with her like all yesterday.”

“Yeah, but—” Lena starts.

“I’m fine,” I say.

Lena frowns. “You sure? I don’t mi—”

“I said I’m fine. You don’t have to babysit me.”

The words come out quick and sharp and unexpected. They seem to surprise Lena as much as they surprise me.

“Okay,” Lena says before Ashley pulls her away. “It was still brave, Zoey. To get up there.”

But I don’t think she believes it.

And neither do I.
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Chapter Sixteen


Kat looked at the spoiled milk all over the barn.

Magic, she quickly discovered, is harder than it looks.

—The Magic of Ever After



I pack up my stuff and get out of there. Fast.

I run all the way home and up the stairs to my room without saying hi to Mom at the front counter. I throw my book onto the desk. Fearless Kat judges me from the cover. I flip her over and plop onto my bed.

The pencil pokes me from my fanny pack. I yank it out and look at it. What went wrong? I wrote the story the same way as the others. I sharpened the pencil. Did everything right. I mean, the words didn’t come out quite as quick as they did for the first two stories, but still, they came.

And I ended up like I always do. Classic Baby Zo-Zo.

This is all Derek’s fault. He said it had to be magic—a talisman.

I study the pencil again. Nothing has looked more ordinary in my entire life. What was I thinking? A magic pencil?

I throw it across the room.

Mom pokes her head in. “You okay?”

I tell her I’m fine, but she comes back to ask three more times. She has like a mom sense for when I’m telling half-truths.

When she comes back a fourth time, I say, “I already told you, I’m fine.” I don’t mean it to come out so loud and not nice.

Mom smooths back the wisps from her bun that have come down around her face. She got up way before I did this morning to get a head start on today’s baking. She looks pretty tired and flushed, like she’s just run a race or something. She always kind of looks like she’s trying to make it to a finish line lately.

She pours a couple of Tylenol into her hand.

“Are you okay?” I ask.

“Fine,” she says. And I wonder if she’s fine like I’m fine. I also wonder how many Tylenol she’s taken today, because you’re not supposed to take more than six in twenty-four hours. And also, what if her headache isn’t just a headache? What if it’s a big fat tumor growing in her brain?

I think Mom can tell the bad thoughts are taking over because she puts her hands on my shoulders and looks me right in the eye and says, “Zo, I’m fine.”

Right then, I think I should just tell her everything. About the pencil and the high dive and trying to write a story where a kid like me could do something like that. Mom says secrets are like weeds. They grow between two people and push them apart. I don’t want weeds between us.

But how can I tell her this? Oh, I’m upset because I thought for a second that my pencil was magical, and my spell didn’t work.

Nope. Can’t say that. Not without seriously adding to her reasons why she needs to have Dr. V on speed dial.

Mom takes off her apron and sighs.

“Actually, maybe we both need to get out.” She reaches her hand out for mine. “How ’bout a walk?”



We walk a long way.

Past Ever After Books. Jada waves to us from behind the register. All the way down Main Street. Clear past the gas station that everyone uses when they’re giving directions: If you hit the gas station, you’ve gone too far. But we hit the gas station. And keep going.

And turn left.

“Are we going somewhere?” I ask.

Mom smiles. “I may have something in mind.”

We walk without talking. But it’s not bad not talking. Mom’s really good at that—letting quiet just be quiet sometimes. I think about how Ashley tugged Lena away from me. Any sort of real magic wouldn’t have let that happen.

When we turn onto Thunder Street, I stop thinking about the disaster at the pool. Because there’s only one thing down this road: Preston Middle School.

“Mom—”

She puts her arm around me. “We’re just gonna look. That’s it. How can you know whether you don’t want to go if you haven’t seen it?”

I don’t need to see it. School is school. And school and I don’t mix. The memory of me bawling at the bus stop flashes in front of me.

We stop at the end of the walkway that leads up to the big brick building. It’s at least twice the size of Preston Elementary. On the front, there’s a huge mural of Thor, the god of thunder. Preston Middle, home of the Thunderbolts.

Mom reaches out to tuck a strand of my unruly hair behind my ear. “I just… I just want you to be happy.”

“Mom,” I say, kind of rolling my eyes. “I am happy.”

“I mean like you were before—”

I don’t know if she’s going to say before Dad died or before we moved to the apartment or before the numbers took over and you stopped going to real school. I guess I have a lot of befores.

“That’s why I’ve got Dr. V,” I say. “To make my disorder disappear.”

“Zo”—Mom chuckles—“she’s not a magical therapist.”

The word makes me stiffen. I force a laugh, doing my best to act like that is a ridiculous idea. Hahaha. No magic here! Because magic isn’t real! Obviously.

Mom grabs my hand and starts walking toward the front entrance. “I spoke with the principal and he said he’s here every afternoon. It’s summer—no one else will be here. Please, Zo? For me?”

And maybe it’s because of the super-hopeful look on her face or the disappointed one on Lena’s face at the bottom of the high dive, but I don’t want to let anyone else down today.

“Fine,” I say. “But if I hate it, we leave.”

Mom nods.

And opens the door.
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Chapter Seventeen


Kat would have given up on the magic if it weren’t for two very important facts: one, the magic had chosen her, and two, Kat was just about as stubborn as the mean old mule at the orphanage. Giving up was not something she did well.

—The Magic of Ever After



The inside of the school looks kind of sort of like my old school, but bigger. Way bigger. The hallways are nearly twice as wide, with lockers on each side. At Preston Elementary, we had open cubbies. Everyone could see everyone else’s stuff. I guess middle school kids have lots to hide.

I squirt hand sanitizer into my hand—one, two, three—and rub it in.

“Okay?” Mom says.

“Okay.”

A man waves to us from behind the glass window of the office. He’s tall and looks like one of the guys on Mom’s kissy books. A dark, scruffy sort-of-beard frames his face like maybe he hasn’t shaved in a while. And he’s wearing jeans and a button-up shirt with bright red sneakers. He doesn’t look like a school administrator—at all.

“I’m Mr. Jensen,” he says, shaking Mom’s hand when we step into the office.

Then he turns to me, and before I can tell him my no-handshakes rule, he sticks out his elbow. “Bump?”

I hit his elbow with mine. Mom smiles. How much has she told this guy about me?

“So, before we start the grand tour, I have to ask.” Mr. Jensen looks at Mom. “You own that amazing little bakeshop on Main Street? A Pinch of Magic?”

Mom’s face flushes, and I swear she giggles.

“Oh, yes, I do. Have you been?”

Mr. Jensen’s voice echoes down the ginormous hallway. “Are you kidding? I love your cupcakes,” he says. “Especially that one… oh, what’s it called, with the cheesecake bites and the raspb—”

“Raz-Ma-Taz!” I say. “That’s my favorite.”

Mr. Jensen smiles at me. “Well, Zoey, that’s one thing we already have in common.”

“It’s A Dash of Magic, by the way,” I say.

“Zoey,” Mom says. She shoots me a look.

I don’t really know why I said that. I guess I don’t want this guy to think I’m going to come back to school just because we like the same cupcake. It’s the best cupcake in the world. Everybody likes it.

Mr. Jensen just laughs. “It’s all good. Even principals make mistakes,” he says. Then, with a wink: “I hope you’ll always correct me when I do.”

We follow him out of the office into the double-wide hallway. I want to reach out and hold Mom’s hand. But I’m in a middle school. Holding hands with your mom is babyish, even if there is no one else here besides Mr. Jensen. I keep my hands in my pockets.

Mr. Jensen talks while we walk. He points out science classrooms and the orchestra wing and the cafeteria. Mr. Jensen tells us all about pizza and food pyramids, and Mom nods along like it’s the most fascinating thing she’s ever heard.

It looks like a pretty normal cafeteria to me. Kind of like the one where Lena and I used to spread out all our food and do a lunch swap. Back when I didn’t care about food touching the table.

Mom oohs and aahs a lot when we get to the library.

“Your mother tells me you’re a fantasy fan,” Mr. Jensen says.

I nod.

“Well,” he says, “as a Preston Thunderbolt, you can check out as many books as you like. Free.”

He’s smiling at Mom over my head, and she’s smiling back. I don’t tell them that I would never in a million years check out one of these books. Germ city.

When we walk by a door marked COUNSELOR, I think about how I used to go with Lena to the divorced parents lunch bunch in fifth grade in the counselor’s office. Technically, I wasn’t supposed to, but I couldn’t let Lena face it alone. Mr. Jensen sees me looking at the door and tells me that if I ever feel worried or scared or anything, I can always come here to talk.

Yeah, Mom definitely told him about my disorder.

I get a sick feeling in my stomach, thinking of how Lena said that word at the pool. Like she was telling everyone I had the plague.

The sick feeling only gets worse when we go outside to see the fields. We pass by the parking lot on our way. It’s filled with empty school buses. I haven’t been this close to any sort of bus since the day I was supposed to get on the school bus and my feet wouldn’t go. I’m sitting on the ground. Crying like a baby. Not getting enough air.

“Can we—” I say, swallowing hard. “Can we go back inside?”

Mr. Jensen says, “Of course,” and leads us back to the hallway. My breath slows as we get farther away from the buses. But now I have a bunch of bad thoughts and numbers in my head. About how there’s only one exit in the gymnasium. How the water fountains probably have E. coli on them—2.7 million cells per square inch, to be exact. How these hallways seem big now, but what about when they’re full of people all pushing and shoving to get to class? And Mom will be so far away.

But if I’m not here, then what? Lena will be here with her new friends. She’ll laugh with Danni at lunch. And have inside jokes with Ashley about the teachers they don’t like. And have stories about what so-and-so did in gym class.

And I’ll be left out of the story completely.

“So,” Mr. Jensen says, opening his office door wide for us, “your mom tells me you started homeschooling because you’ve been having some anxiety.”

He sits behind his big desk and waits like I’m going to say something. I don’t.

“Well,” he says, “if you decide to come to Preston Middle, we can make a plan. Together. A lot of students have special plans to make school easier. I mean, I’m not gonna help you ace all the tests or anything.” He winks at me. “That part’s up to you.”

Mom laughs. It’s that same weird giggle. What is with her?

“But first,” he continues, “I guess the question is, Do you want to come back to school?”

The way he says want makes me think about my story again. I wanted to write a story where bad things don’t happen to good people. So I wouldn’t have to be scared anymore.

But wanting something doesn’t make it real, or I would have jumped right off that high dive. I look out the open office door into the hallway, thinking about Lena and her friends and their jokes and secrets and stories. A whole life without me.

By the time school starts, who did the most backflips at the pool won’t matter. This is what will matter: going to school—being here. With Lena.

Except just being in the empty school is giving me that underwater feeling. I definitely can’t do this… at least not on my own.

Mr. Jensen’s tapping a pencil on his desk, waiting for my answer. His pencil is green, not blue, but it makes me think about the one I threw across my room. Did I give up on it too easy? I mean, the elf and ogre stories did happen, even if the high dive didn’t. And Kat didn’t chuck the locket back into the forest just because a few spells bombed.

She believed in the magic until it worked. Maybe I should too.

“I—I think I want to,” I say, except I don’t. I absolutely do not want to come to this school with its germs and crowds and lockers for hidden things. But the more I think about it, the more I realize that yes, yes! This is the way the story has to go. Because in happily ever afters, all the good guys get what they want. Lena will get a normal best friend. Mom will get a normal daughter. Mom won’t cry in Dr. V’s office, and Lena won’t ever need anybody else but me.

If I can be brave enough to come back to school, everything will work out perfectly—for all of us—just the way it’s supposed to.

Mr. Jenson nods very seriously. He makes a little teepee with his fingers for his chin to rest on.

“Well, your mother tells me you have a great doctor helping you,” he says.

“Dr. V.”

“What if you work with Dr. V for the rest of the summer to feel a little more ready for school, and then we can help too? Like maybe there’s a special friend you’d like to have some of your classes with?”

“Lena,” I blurt out.

“Lena Hadid,” Mom says. “She’s a good friend of Zoey’s.”

My only friend.

“Okay, so maybe we try to get you and Lena on the same schedule, and I’ll be in touch with Dr. V about any other accommodations you might need.” He smiles at me, and then at Mom. She beams back at him. “Does that sound like a plan?”

I nod at Mr. Jensen.

Not because I think his plan will work.

But because I have a bright blue pencil on my bedroom floor that says my plan will.
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Chapter Eighteen


Kat did not want to venture back into the forest, but she knew deep down that was exactly where she needed to go.

—The Magic of Ever After



First, I have to tell Derek the new going-back-to-school plan.

Well, actually, first I have to dig the pencil out from behind my desk.

It needs to be sharpened. As I spin the pencil, I notice I’ve used it up almost all the way to the gold MAKE YOUR OWN MAGIC. I can’t waste any more on the wrong stories, especially if I only have until the end of summer.

“All right, pencil,” I say. “No more messing around.”

I message Derek three times. He doesn’t answer.

So the next morning, I grab my old Preston Elementary directory and my notebook. And of course, my blue pencil. Mom’s in the bakeshop kitchen, swearing at the sink that keeps breaking. When she sees me in the doorway, she puts her hand over her mouth.

“Oh, Zo! I didn’t know you were here.” Mom thinks I don’t know she says bad words sometimes when she thinks no one’s around. She gives the pipe under the sink a little kick with her foot. “This darn thing is on the fritz again, and the plumber wants two hundred dollars just to come look at it.”

“Can I help?” I ask, even though I have pretty important plans.

Mom shakes her head. “No. I got it. Just comes with the job, I guess.” She nods to the notebook under my arm. “You going to the bookstore?”

I nod.

I get an icky feeling in my stomach. I can’t tell Mom where I’m actually going because it’s official magic pencil business. I picture all the secrets growing between us like weeds.

I give her an extra-big hug. She breathes out heavy and laughs. “You’re just going next door, Zo. I’ll be right here.”

I give her one more squeeze.

Outside, I flip the pages of the directory until I find the picture I’m looking for. The boy in it isn’t smiling. Actually, he looks like he’s just eaten a bucket of snails. Like sitting there getting his photo taken is the worst imaginable thing in the world.

Next to the picture is a name: Derek P. Beal.

And the thing I’m looking for—his address.



Derek’s house is super-duper far. Farther than the gas station. Farther than the middle school. Farther than I’ve walked in, well, ever. I stand in the alley between the bakeshop and the bookstore and stare at my bike. It’s approximately ten million degrees today, and biking would definitely get me there a whole lot faster.

But the wheels of my bike have weeds growing up around the spokes. Morning glories. That’s what Mom thinks they are. I think that’s way too pretty a name for a weed.

I also think it’s better just to walk, even if it does take a little longer.

I walk all the way to the railroad tracks Lena and I used to ride our bikes across. Okay, if I’m being totally honest, we’d ride right smack in the middle of the tracks until the red lights started flashing and we’d hurry off, then stand just far enough away to feel the rush of wind as the train sped by us.

Of course, it was Lena’s idea, but I was always right behind her.

But now I stop. I look down the track one way, then the other. Eight hundred people died on railroad tracks last year. That sounds like a lot, but it’s actually pretty low when you think about all the people in the world.

That’s what I tell myself, anyway, because I have to cross. I have to talk to Derek.

So I take a deep breath and look both ways five more times before running across speedy quick.

On the other side, my heart feels like it’s trying to come up my throat. I chug some water and look back to where I used to be. And even though my heart is going a little bit wild, I feel a little bit brave.

I pass through our old neighborhood next. When I turn onto Woodside Drive, I get a funny niggling feeling in my chest—a little happy, a little sad. When we moved to the apartment above the bakeshop after the funeral last fall, that was the last time I saw our house.

I stop in front of it. Someone’s painted the bricks a yellowish brown. Like they walked into the paint shop and said, “What do you have that looks exactly like diarrhea?” Yuck. A little girl comes out the door and runs across the front yard to my tree house. Well, I guess it’s her tree house now. She climbs up the steps—one, two, three—just like I used to.

Dad and I built it together. Our favorite thing was to sit out there in the rain, all cozy and safe. One time there was a big thunderclap and I wanted to go back into the house, but Dad said everything would be okay.

“It always feels scarier than it really is,” he’d say. And I’d feel safe again.

I miss that.

The little girl is staring at me from the window of the tree house. I wonder if she and her dad listen to the rain on the wooden roof. Maybe her dad helps her feel safe in the storm too.

I want to ask her. But I don’t. That tree house is hers now. And I don’t belong here.

I keep going.

The afternoon sun beats down on me as I walk. Thank goodness I slathered on my SPF 50 before heading out. But by the time I get to Derek’s house, I’ve sweated through the armpits of my shirt. They’re all sticky and wet. I lift my arm and take a whiff. Smelly, too.

The address from the directory belongs to a small house. Like way small. Just a square of bricks and one little window in the front and no garage. I stay far away from the big blue hydrangea bush when I walk up the front steps. Bees love hydrangeas. I have a couple of antihistamine chew tabs in my just-in-case fanny pack, but I still don’t want to risk it. Especially this far from home.

There’s a wreath on the front door that says WELCOME. I take a deep breath, run a disinfectant wipe over the doorbell, and ring it with my elbow.
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Chapter Nineteen


The forest fairies whispered to Kat. Not with words but a rush of wings that somehow she understood.

You are a guardian of magic, they said. Like your parents.

—The Magic of Ever After



Derek’s mom answers. She’s tall and thin like him, but her skin has a glowy tan.

“Can I help you, sweetie?” she says.

“Is Derek home?”

“Derek… Beal?”

“Yes. He runs the fantasy book club?”

She smiles wide. “Oh, oh, yes. Come in!”

She swings the door open and runs up the stairs, yelling, “Derek!”

At the top, she whispers to someone I can’t see from down here. “I don’t know what she wants,” his mom whispers. “But she’s here. For you. Now put that controller down and come. She seems very nice.”

I look down at myself. Fanny pack, tennis shoes with new orthopedic pads for extra arch support, and a regular T-shirt with some pit sweat circles. I’m not sure what seems so nice about me.

I step inside the house slowly. The front hallway looks okay. No signs of mold on the walls. Pretty clean. Zero evidence of doorknob-licking little brothers.

Derek comes down, slow like he’s in a funeral procession. “Yeah?”

“I have an update… on our project.” I glance at his mom. She’s watching us from the stairs. “Is there somewhere we can talk?”

I heard this on one of Mom’s sitcoms once. It sounded very mature, and I feel kind of adult saying it now.

“Oh, yes!” his mom says. “You can have your little meeting up in Derek’s room.”

Derek sighs and we follow his mom back up to his room.

“Can I get you a snack or something?” she says, standing in his doorway. “A juice box? A Popsicle? Anything you want, just holler. It’s just so nice for Derek to have a frie—”

“Mom!” Derek says.

She rustles her hand through his fiery hair.

“Oh, of course Derek has friends. It’s just, well, you know. A real one.” She nods to the computer on Derek’s desk. There’s a wizard-looking thing paused on the screen next to a little character with red hair and a slingshot. She starts to close the door but then pauses. “Better leave this open,” she says with a sort of nervous laugh. “You’re getting to that age, you know.”

“Mom!” Derek shouts. His face is as red as his hair now, like his mom lit a match under his chin.

“Okay, I’m going, I’m going,” she says.

Derek sits at the desk and starts tapping a controller, moving the little mini-wizard-Derek around.

“You can sit on the bed,” he says without looking up.

Yeah, right. I’m trying pretty hard not to touch anything at all. This is his room. Where he eats and sleeps and farts and probably picks his nose at night. Derek notices me standing there and finally puts down the controller, holding his hand out like a surgeon in one of those hospital dramas.

“Wipe.” He smiles as he stands up. “I know you’ve got ’em.”

I open my fanny pack and hand him a wipe. He runs it down the armrests of the desk chair. I sit, still careful not to touch too much. On his desk, there’s a piece of paper.


	1. No eye contact

	2. Don’t eat in front of people

	3. No raising your hand in class



Derek snatches it away. His face is beet red again.

“Were those your rules?” I ask.

I know he hears me, but he tucks the paper under his pillow and changes the subject speedy quick.

“So what was all that about on the high dive yesterday?” he says. He picks up a Rubik’s Cube off his nightstand and starts twisting the tiles as he sits on the bed. “I’m not gonna lie. That was hard to watch.”

My throat is dry all of a sudden.

“I was just trying to be brave. Like Kat,” I say.

“But you can’t. Because of your anxiety disorder.” He says this very matter-of-factly.

“Did you hear Lena say that?” I ask.

“Everyone heard Lena say it.”

I swallow the lump in my throat.

“I should have been able to jump. I did everything the same this time, except, well, the story didn’t feel as…” I try to think of a way to explain how it feels to write with the pencil. How it helps the words come out. “Easy to write, I guess. But that doesn’t even matter. What matters is going back to school. That’s my new plan to fix all of this. But the magic has to actually work.”

I don’t mention how the high-dive failure gave me some serious doubts about this whole magic thing. But I’m pretty sure Derek would freak out if he knew I chucked a talisman across my bedroom.

Derek hops up from his bed and paces back and forth across his room, his fingers flipping the cube’s colored tiles.

“Okay, let’s think this through. I got pushed into the water. The wind ripped off Ian’s towel.” He chuckles to himself. “Sorry, just reliving the glory of that moment.”

“Focus,” I say.

He clears his throat. “Right, right. Anyway, you had to jump. By yourself.” He stops and points his cube at me. “Raven M. Wells says you can’t force a character to do something they wouldn’t normally do.”

He taps his fingers on the cube while staring at a poster of Kat on the wall, her sword pointed to the sky.

“That’s it!” he yells suddenly. “You skipped a step. Well, a bunch of steps, actually.” He’s laughing now, shaking his head. “It’s so obvious. I should have already seen it. I mean, we talk about it all the time in fantasy club.”

“Talk about what?”

“The hero’s journey.” He points to Kat. “You can’t just be the hero—you have to become one.”

I put my hands up like two stop signs. “Whoa, whoa, whoa, whoa. Who said anything about being a hero?”

Derek looks at me, his eyebrows pushed together. “You did.”

“I absolutely did not.”

“You said you wanted to be like Kat.”

“Yeah, fearless.” I’m shaking my head hard. “Brave enough for school. To get a happy ending. That’s it.”

Derek exhales long and slow. “And I’m trying to tell you how to do that.” He slides The Magic of Ever After book one out of his bookshelf. “Remember how I said every epic fantasy has a talisman?”

I nod.

He holds up the book. “Well, the talisman is only part of the story—part of the hero’s journey. And that journey always follows the same steps. It’s the same in Star Wars, Lord of the Rings, and of course, every Raven M. Wells novel. Like here”—he flips the book open and points to a page—“Kat’s just sitting around, living her boring orphanage life, and bam! Call to adventure! And then—bam! bam!—she gets a talisman. Just like you did.”

He puts his hand out.

“Lemme see it,” he says, still staring at the pages of his book.

I fish around in my fanny pack and place the pencil in his palm. He squints at it as he paces around the room, kind of mumbling and stopping every once in a while to flip through his book. He’s talking so fast I can barely keep up.

“Leaves the ordinary world… refusal of the call… Here it is! Once Kat accepts the quest, she meets a…”

He stops reading and looks up at me.

“Meets a what?” I ask. “Who am I supposed to meet?”

“A mentor,” he says.

“A mentor?”

“Someone who guides you on your quest. Like Gandalf. Or Dumbledore. Or… or…” His eyes are so wide they look like they’re going to fall out. He lowers the book and my pencil, and his voice gets super quiet. “Holy wizard wands. I’m the mentor.”

“Wow,” I say. “Way to make it all about you.”

Derek blinks at me. “No, no, it’s about you. I’m just, well, I guess I’m your wise and lovable guide.”

I have to stop myself from laughing out loud.

“I’m serious,” he says. “Someone has to help the hero.”

“Like the forest fairies for Kat?”

“Exactly! So you’ve got your talisman. You’ve got your wise and lovable mentor. That brings us to here.” He jabs the point of the pencil onto the page.

“Here where?” I ask.

“The testing stage. Kat’s first spells don’t work because she hasn’t shown she’s wise enough or strong enough to handle the magic—yet. And you can’t just waltz onto a high dive. First, you have to prove you’re worthy to be the hero.”

“Again, not a hero. Just a girl with a pencil.”

“But you want a happy ending, right?”

I nod.

“Then you need to copy Kat.” He laughs. “Get it? Like copy—”

“I get it,” I say. Normally, I’d laugh at his lame joke, but this hero talk has my stomach all twisted up funny. “But don’t we have to figure out the magic first? The rules and all that?”

Derek thrusts the book at me. “The rules are right here! Trust me. Everything you need—a hero’s road map.”

Derek does a sword-fighting stance with my pencil as the weapon. He jumps around the room, lunging as he shouts, “Follow Kat! Vanquish the bad guys!”

He stops and looks at me. “Who are the bad guys in your story, by the way?”

“Oh, uh—”

Maybe Ashley? Ian? They’re both pretty horrifying. Or maybe it’s the bad thoughts or the numbers. They were the real reason I couldn’t jump into the water.

“Doesn’t matter.” Derek waves his hand in the air. “The big battle doesn’t come until the end. You’ve got time to figure it out.”

I nod to the pencil in his hand. “What if I don’t?”

Derek holds it up between us.

“Is it… getting smaller?” he asks.

I nod.

“And when you run out of lead—” Derek says.

“I run out of magic.”

We both stare at the pencil, the truth of this settling on us.

I break the silence. “So I don’t have time for a hero’s quest.”

“A hero’s journey,” Derek says. “And if the magic has an expiration date, that’s even more reason for us to go through the books and do what Kat does. Get you thinking like a hero. Fast. Before you have to go back to school. I’m right. I know I’m right.”

I stare at Kat wielding her sword. I am definitely not hero material.

“But what if you’re not?” I ask.

“Yeah, I’m only the president of the fantasy club. Don’t listen to me.” He flops down onto his bed, his arms folded like I’ve big-time insulted him. “But don’t blame me when you use up all your magic and you’re still crying at the bus stop on the first day of school like little Baby Zo-Zo.”

I freeze.

Derek sits up. His eyes are even wider than before. “I didn’t—Zoey. I didn’t mean—”

The little pricks in my eyes tell me to get out of here before I cry. A big Baby Zo-Zo boo-hoo fest.

I think I’d better go is what I want to say, but the words stick in my throat. So I grab the pencil from him and zip it up in my fanny pack, hurry down the stairs and out the door, and don’t turn around when his mom yells after me to “please come again!”

I just hold my notebook tight and keep running.
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Chapter Twenty


A shadow fell across the forest as Kat listened to the fairies.

A figure lurked nearby, listening. A chill slithered up Kat’s spine.

—The Magic of Ever After



It shouldn’t bother me. Ian calls me Baby Zo-Zo pretty much every day.

But hearing it from Derek felt, I don’t know, different. Worse.

I hold my breath to cross the tracks.

A mean-looking dog barks at me through a chain-link fence. And maybe it’s because of Derek or because of the high-dive disaster yesterday, but I’m feeling more Baby Zo-Zo than ever. A siren in the distance makes my stomach tight. The crack of a twig makes me turn, quick, only to see an old man walking an even older bulldog.

I squeeze my notebook tighter.

Maybe I should have ridden my bike after all.

Or maybe I should never have come all the way out here at all. Without telling Mom. What was I thinking?

While I walk, I call her. I just need to hear her voice.

But Mom doesn’t answer.

She doesn’t answer again two blocks later. I walk faster.

Why isn’t she picking up?

The last time someone didn’t answer their phone was my last day of real school last fall. I got off the school bus like normal, walked home like normal. The police were there. There’d been a crash on the highway, they said. They said something about Dad’s bus that my brain couldn’t understand. Mom was pacing back and forth in the living room, shaking her head and saying no, over and over. She dialed Dad on her phone. Over and over. And each time, his voice came through the speaker: Hello, you’ve reached Dale Turner. If you’re hearing this, I’ve most likely discovered a portal to another realm. So I probably won’t get back to you, but leave a message just in case.

Again. And again. The beep loud and harsh and final.

I dial Mom’s number one more time as I pass the gas station. When she doesn’t pick up, I start to run.

Something bad has happened.

My mouth is dry as a desert as I run, but I drank the last of my water somewhere around the railroad tracks. Once I see the pink lettering of A DASH OF MAGIC, I sprint all the way there. I shove the bakeshop door open, trying to catch my breath.

“Mom!” I yell. “Mom!”

My voice doesn’t sound like mine.

“MOM!”

The door from the kitchen swings open.

“What, what?” She looks at me. I’m all sweaty and still breathing hard, and I know my hair must be wilder than ever. She hurries over to me through the round tables. A man and a woman are the only ones here, staring at me over a plate of cupcakes. “What’s happened? Are you okay?”

I melt into her open arms. “You weren’t answering your phone. I called and called and you weren’t answering.”

“I’m here,” she says, making a little shushing noise. “I’m here.”

The tears come all at once. Fast and hard.

“You have to answer, Mom. You have to. I thought—”

Mom hugs me tighter. She knows exactly what I thought.

“I was just working on that blasted sink and I didn’t have my phone. I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.” She steps back to look at me. “Zo, nothing bad’s going to happen to me. Okay? Or to you. I promise.”

I nod through my tears.

She kisses the top of my head. We stand there for a long time, and I know it’s very Baby Zo-Zo of me to hug my mommy like that where anyone could see, but I don’t care.

Because she’s okay. And I’m home. And we’re together. And that’s all that matters.
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Chapter Twenty–One


Ametus. That was the shadow’s name, the fairies told Kat.

A sorcerer who could only exist in darkness and whose only real power was to suck magic from others. He’d grown weak waiting for the magic to return. And now, he was ready to feast.

—The Magic of Ever After



Mom cuddles into my bed with me after she closes the shop. Guinevere gets in on the snuggle too. Mom’s reading from The Magic of Ever After. After Dad died, she did this a lot. Something about how keeping our traditions alive was super important. I think sometimes she just didn’t want to sleep alone in her big old bed. Most nights, she’d fall asleep next to me.

But at some point, she stopped. I guess her bed didn’t feel as lonely after a while.

I didn’t realize how lonely mine has been until now, with Mom and Guin and Dad’s book all squished in together.

I snuggle in close to her. She’s reading the chapter where Kat realizes that the locket gives her the power of divination.

“She didn’t know how, exactly, but she knew this: she could see people in a way she never could before,” Mom reads. “She could see all the way down to the core of them, what they wanted, what they feared. All with a look.”

Then Mom reads about Kat helping a little boy who’s lost in the village. With her powers, Kat can see how scared he is—how alone. She holds the talisman tight, sends a wish into the universe, and helps the boy find his parents.

While Ametus the evil sorcerer is trying to take all the magic for himself, Kat stops to help someone. And because she does, her powers grow. She proves she’s worthy of the magic.

Just like Derek said.

What if he’s right? What if the magic won’t do what I want unless I follow this hero’s journey thing? Ugh. I really don’t want him to be right. Not after he was such a butthead.

When Mom closes the book, I wish she’d keep going. Lying here like this feels like the only magic I need right now.

“Lena came by.” Mom puts the book in her lap and looks at me. “She seemed worried about you. Did something happen?”

“What did she tell you?” I try not to let on that I kind of hate that they talked about me without me. Did they share a Raz-Ma-Taz and discuss my epic fail on the high dive?

For a second, I hope Lena did tell her. Then I could tell Mom how I felt having to crawl back down that ladder. I could tell her how I was scared being so far from home today too. Maybe she could help the scared go away like Dad used to.

“Just that she wanted to talk to you, that’s all,” Mom says.

I shake my head and tell her I’m fine. I don’t really want to talk about all that, anyway. I don’t want to be Baby Zo-Zo tonight.



Later, in the dark, I hear Mom talking to Dad downstairs. I can’t make out the words, just her voice. If I close my eyes, I can pretend I’m back in my bedroom on Woodside Drive, listening to the rhythm of our family. Mom and Dad talking in the kitchen. Soon, Dad will check the lock on the front door. Mom will flick off all the lights. Footsteps up the stairs. They’ll stop at my door to check on me.

All the sounds of who we used to be fill my head.

But when I open my eyes, they’re gone. The melody of our lives has changed.

A ding on my computer brings me back to reality. Even though I’m not supposed to go online after bedtime, I creep over to my desk.



fantasy4eva: I don’t know why I said that.





I blink back the tears that keep trying to come out.



It’s fine.







It just slipped out. I don’t think you’re a baby.







I said it’s fine.







I have a horrible nickname too ya know







I know







would it make you feel better if I tell you how the great Tuna came to be?







you don’t have to





I can see the little dots that mean he’s typing something. Something long. I take the laptop into my bed. I’m now breaking two rules: screen time after dark and a computer in my bed. But I can hear Mom downstairs banging on the broken sink, so I’m in the clear. I poke my feet under the covers. Guin nuzzles up to me.



So in fourth grade we had this big bin for lunch bags. Mrs. Gubler would call us up one by one and if we had home lunch, we’d grab our bags. On the first day of school, she called my name. But I didn’t go up to get my lunch. I left the bag there for two weeks. And my mom had packed a tuna sandwich.







Oh no.







Yep. I bought lunch from the cafeteria every day after that, but that sandwich just stayed at the bottom of the bin. The classroom got smellier and smellier until Mrs. Gubler called in the custodian. He held up my lunch bag, and it had this big stain on the bottom and fruit flies around it and everything. And my name was on the back in black Sharpie. And the janitor said, “Looks like our tuna-fish culprit is a Mr. Derek B.”







He did not.







He did. And that day at recess, Ian started calling me Stinky Tuna. By winter break, I was officially Tuna.







I can’t believe I never knew this.







Were you in Gubler’s class?







no. But still.







I guess people really don’t care where a nickname starts. Just that it sticks.







So why didn’t you just pick up your lunch????!!!!!!







The bin was at the front of the class. I would have had to walk up there by myself. With everyone watching. And you saw my rules. Don’t even pretend you didn’t. So you know I work very hard not to draw attention to myself. Ever.







that sucks







Big time. But that’s school. It sucks. Why do you even want to go back? Don’t you remember walking into the cafeteria and not knowing where to sit? Or when teachers call on you out of the blue? Oh! Or when they make you do those get-to-know-you games and you have to say like your favorite vegetable or something? Kill me.







I don’t want to go. I have to.





I don’t tell him about making sure I don’t lose Lena. I also don’t tell him that the things he hates about school don’t seem all that scary. Being away from Mom. Crowded hallways. Germs. Those things scare me, not silly things like people looking at me. I mean, I guess everyone thinks the things I worry about are silly too. But they feel real. Maybe walking into the cafeteria feels really terrifying to Derek.

Right then, I realize why him calling me Baby Zo-Zo felt extra yucky. He knows what it’s like to be scared. Even if it is of people.

And maybe it’s because Mom was just reading about Kat and the lost boy, but I keep thinking about what Derek said: Copy Kat.

I get an idea.



I could help you.







With what?







your people problem. I could use the pencil.







I don’t think there’s enough magic in the world for that.







Well, I have to help someone. That’s how Kat proves she’s worthy, right?







Wait just a second. Does this mean you’re reconsidering my hero’s journey idea?







I’m willing to TRY your hero’s journey idea.







Awesomesauce.





I don’t mention that Derek’s copying-Kat idea is the only solid plan I have for actually going to school in four weeks. The pencil’s getting shorter. I can’t waste any more lead on stories that don’t work. Or it’s goodbye happily ever after.



So… who do I help?







that’s something only the hero can answer.





I lie in bed for a long time after I shut my laptop. Who needs help?

Mom’s still banging around with the kitchen sink. She swears three times. She thinks I’m asleep. But I hear her talking to Dad, telling him how stupid the “@#&!*” sink is. How nothing works right anymore.

When I go down to get a glass of water, she stops.

“You okay, Zo?”

“Just need a drink.” I fill a glass while Mom slides on her knees under the sink. “How’s it coming?”

“Not good,” she says. She turns some little knobby thing with the wrench in her hand, and water sprays out like a geyser. She yanks the wrench the other way, and I know she’s biting back a four-letter word. The wrench clatters onto the floor next to Mom. Her shirt is soaking wet.

“Well, shoot,” I say. Except I don’t say shoot. I say the real sh-word. Mom’s eyes go wide. And then she starts laughing—a real belly laugh. It’s a sound I haven’t heard in so long, I can’t help laughing too.

Mom wipes her eyes. “So you heard me?”

I nod.

“Busted.” She shakes her head and looks down at the tools and water on the floor. “It’s just, well, sometimes I get so angry.”

“At the sink?”

“That, but also at your dad.”

“At Dad?”

“He was the one who made me believe I could open this shop someday, you know,” Mom says, staring at the busted sink. “He always made everything seem so possible. So easy. Like—”

“Magic,” I say.

Mom nods. She wipes something from her face. I can’t tell if it’s a tear or sink water.

“I just—it would just be nice to not be doing it alone, you know?”

“Hello? Standing right here,” I say, waving at her.

She smiles.

“Honestly, Zo, you are the reason I do any of this.” She comes out from under the sink and holds up the wrench. “But I need someone who knows the difference between a lag bolt and a lag nut.”

That’s when it hits me. Like a lag nut to the head. Mom needs help—right now.

I give her a big hug.

“Don’t worry, Mom,” I say. “I have an idea.”

“To fix the sink?” Mom’s looking at me kind of confused.

I just smile. “To fix everything.”




The Magic Ingredient

The village baker was tired. All day, people came to her for delicious treats. And so she baked and baked and baked, day in and day out.

She barely found time to sleep or read books to her beautiful daughter, the kindhearted peasant girl. When the well where the baker got her water broke, the girl knew her mother needed help.

So she made a wish one night, a wish that was so simple and sweet that the wind picked it up and blew it straight to the magic keeper. Now, the magic keeper didn’t grant every wish that came to her, but she granted this one. Partly because the village baker was a kind soul (definitely one of the good guys), and partly because the magic keeper loved her tasty raspberry confections so much.

The magic keeper sent back a spell on the wind—a helping spell. And when the baker awoke the next morning, the well was fixed. And the cupcakes were already frosted. And whenever the village baker needed something, all she had to do was think about it, and it was done.

Like magic.
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Chapter Twenty–Two


Kat saw another figure in the forest.

She blinked—once, twice, three times, her heart unable to believe her eyes.”

—The Magic of Ever After



Derek has doubts.

“So, what? The sink will just be magically fixed?” he says. “That doesn’t make sense. Your other stories at least made sense.”

I’m helping him fold the team’s towels in the swim team lounge. Lena’s off high diving without me. She wanted me to try again, but I said no way. One totally embarrassing moment a week is enough.

Besides, jumping off the diving board isn’t the point, anyway. Going back to school is. So this copying-Kat plan has to work.

“I don’t know how it will happen,” I say.

I’m also not even sure it will happen, but I don’t mention that. I want to believe in the magic—like really, really want to—but the pencil’s let me down before. This story did come easy, though. Like the pencil was working with me to get the story out.

Derek pauses with a striped swim team towel in his hand.

“Holy dragon breath. What if you’ve just summoned helper hobgoblins?” he says. “Like in book two. How those hobgoblins show up and they think they’re helping Kat but they just make trouble?”

“I didn’t say anything about hobgoblins in my story.”

Derek smiles. “You’re going to go home and there’s gonna be all these little guys just going bananas in your mom’s shop.” He grabs his leprechaun mascot head from the corner and puts it on. He hunches over and starts hobbling around like he’s some sort of ancient hobgoblin, throwing the folded towels into the air.

“Stop it,” I say, trying to act upset, but I can’t help laughing. He looks ridiculous. “We have to refold all these now.”

“But you summoned us, Zoey,” he says in a deep, villainous voice. “We’re here because of you. We’re here for you.”

He starts coming at me now, and I dodge behind the table and throw a towel at him. He catches it and throws it back. And just like that we’re in a full-blown towel war and we’re whipping them at each other and ducking behind the tables, and pretty soon all the towels are on the floor and I can’t stop laughing, and I think Derek’s laughing too because the massive leprechaun head is shaking.

I chuck one more towel at him, and it hits him square in his papier-mâché nose. He takes the head off. The nose dangles by a thread.

“Too far, Zoey. Too far,” he says, but I can tell he’s trying not to smile.

“You started it.”

We both look around at all the towels on the floor.

“This is what happens when you mess with hobgoblins.” He puts the head back in the corner. “Chaos.”

We pick up all the towels and start to refold them.

“Maybe it’ll be birds and woodland creatures helping to wash and sweep and mix cupcake batter,” I say.

“I’m sorry, are we in a Disney movie?”

“Or maybe it’ll be some nice helper lady with a British accent who—”

“Goes by ‘Mary Poppins’?”

I sigh. “Okay, okay, so sue me for wanting a happily ever after. One where everything works out just right, and everybody’s happy and best friends and dads never leave.”

The words slip out before I can stop them. Derek stops folding and stares at me.

“What?” I say.

“Zoey,” he says. “The pencil’s not gonna bring your dad back.”

I look away from him. “I didn’t say it would.”

“You’re thinking it. I can tell. You think your dad’s gonna be the thing that comes to help.”

I keep folding, but my mind is spinning. I didn’t think of that when I wrote the story, but now I do. I mean, it kind of makes sense. When he was here, I wasn’t terrified of life, and Mom didn’t take Tylenol like Tic Tacs, and Lena and I were BFFs. Life was good—easy. Isn’t that what happy endings are all about?

Who’s to say my story won’t bring him back? Maybe I’ll go home today and Dad’s belly laugh will be filling the kitchen like it used to. What would I do? Scream? Run to him? Would everything go back to the way it was? Poof!

Like magic.

“It happened for Kat,” I say.

Derek rolls his eyes. “Her mother came back for, like, what, two hours? And it was more a vision than a reincarnation.”

I’d take two hours in a heartbeat. But I’m not gonna tell that to Derek, who is already looking at me like I’ve lost my marbles.

“It’s not gonna happen. Resurrection spells never work.” He lowers his voice. “And as your mentor—”

I fold the last towel and place it on top. “You are not my mentor.”

Derek frowns. “Well, then as your friend, I have to tell you. This is dangerous. It’s dark magic.”

He doesn’t need to remind me about the time in book two when a sorcerer tries to bring Ametus fully back to life after Kat defeats him in book one. The sorcerer and Ametus both almost end up dying for good.

“Well, great,” I say, “because that’s not why I wrote it. I just want to help Mom. Like Kat would. You know, like you suggested.”

“I didn’t suggest bringing people back from the dead.”

He’s staring at me and I’m staring at him, and I really don’t want to talk about this anymore. What does Derek know about missing someone so bad you feel it in your bones? So I go to the corner and pick up the leprechaun head. The little nose is hanging on for dear life.

“You got anything to stick this back on?” I ask.

He digs around in the coaches’ desk until he finds a little bottle of superglue. I hold the head steady while he fixes the nose.

“Why are you on the swim team, anyway?” I say.

Derek shrugs. “My mom makes me. Said I had to pick an outdoor activity with actual people,” he says in a high voice that I think is supposed to be his mom’s. It sounds nothing like her. “But there’s no way I’m going to race in front of all those people.”

“Ah yes,” I say. “The don’t-draw-attention-to-yourself rule.”

“Bingo.”

“But they watch you dance.”

“Wrong,” he says. “They watch Lucky the Leprechaun dance.”

He plops the head back on and does a robot dance, his arms popping and locking at right angles. And even though the resurrection talk kind of sucked the life out of the room, he makes me laugh.

“So it’s like a superhero costume,” I say. “You put it on and become someone else.”

Derek takes the head off, his own head cocked sideways like he’s thinking.

“Yeah. I guess it is,” he says.

Right then, the door blows wide open. A wind rushes in, whipping my hair wild around my head. Derek looks at me, wide-eyed.

“Looks like your story’s starting,” he says.

I gather up my pool bag and head out the door, holding my hair with one hand.

He yells after me. “Say hello to the hobgoblins for me!”



The wind howls down the alley between the bakeshop and Ever After Books. I push against it. Normally, I’d be freaked out about a tree branch slamming into my head or something. But all I can think about is my story. Is it happening? Is the magic actually working?

And is Derek right? Will there be hobgoblins running wild in Mom’s kitchen? Will she see them? How will I explain that?

Or what if Derek is totally wrong? What if Dad is the happily ever after?

I try to shake the idea from my head. That’s definitely not going to happen. But there’s a little thought, all the way in the very back of my brain, that’s whispering: What if it does?

I go to the back kitchen entrance. Through the glass door, I don’t see any mischief-making hobgoblins. But I see Mom leaning over the sink. All the tools are still spread out on the counter.

My heart sinks. It didn’t work.

But then I open the door.

From under the sink, where I can’t see, comes a man’s voice.

And he’s laughing.
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Chapter Twenty–Three


Kat’s mother, like the magic, had never truly been gone.

“How—” Kat started.

Her mother wrapped her arms around her daughter and whispered, “Magic always finds a way.

—The Magic of Ever After



I notice the red sneakers at the same time Mom notices me.

“Honey, you’re here,” she says. Her voice is high and happy. “Look who came to my rescue.”

Mr. Jensen appears from under the sink. I’ve never been so disappointed to see another human being in my life. He has a wrench in his right hand, and it feels like he’s hit me smack in the chest with it. Like all the wind goes out of my body at once. And for a second, I forget to inhale.

“Afternoon, Zoey,” he says.

His sort-of-beard is even longer today, and he’s smiling at me like he did in the principal’s office. Mom’s leaning against the counter above him.

“Mr. Jensen came over to follow up on our talk from the other day, and he saw me wrestling this darn sink, and he offered to help,” she says. Her lips look extra pink. Like unnaturally shiny pink.

“Are you wearing lipstick?” I ask.

“Oh, I—” Mom’s face flushes pink (but not as pink as her fakity-fake lips). “I guess I am.”

Mr. Jensen smiles at her now.

“Your mother is quite the businesswoman,” he says. “Running this place by herself.”

“Not by herself,” I say. I don’t need him telling me things about my mother. Maybe I should ask him what her favorite flower is. Or what the secret ingredient in the Raz-Ma-Taz cupcake is. Or what song she and Dad danced to all night on their first date. But Mr. Jensen doesn’t know those things, does he? “I help.”

“I bet you do,” he says. He stands up and turns the handle for hot water. The water comes out steady from the faucet. Mom claps her hands. “You did it!” She throws her arms around Mr. Jensen, who looks as surprised as I am. That doesn’t stop him from hugging her back. And I know it’s not Mr. Jensen’s fault that he’s a big disappointment in the happily-ever-after department, but seeing him hug Mom makes my stomach hurt.

Like real bad.

Like so bad I can’t help but yell out.

“Ooooh,” I say as I hunch over.

Mom lets go of him. “Zoey, what is it?”

“Nothing. I’m okay.” I don’t want Mr. Jensen thinking I’m a wuss. Like I can’t help Mom run this place or something. Like we need him hanging around with his wrench and half beard. “I’m just gonna go lie down.”

Mom helps me up to my bed. She hands me a glass of water and puts the back of her hand on my forehead.

“No fever,” she says.

“I’m okay. Just gonna rest,” I say.

After she goes, I hear her talking to Mr. Jensen for a long time. It’s weird to hear her talking to a real live person instead of imaginary Dad. I wonder if she’s saying the same things. Or if there are different things you say to different people, maybe. Like how I can tell Derek some things but not Lena or Mom. Or how Derek talks about magic with me but barely talks at all to anyone else.

My magic pencil is on the nightstand. I want to break it in half. I guess, technically, it did send someone to help Mom. But Mr. Jensen is not what I wanted. What good is magic if it can’t get you to happily ever after?

Mr. Jensen stays until after the shop is closed. I hear Mom’s laugh on the porch when my clock says 11:14 p.m.

Finally, she comes into my room.

“Zo, you awake?” she whispers.

A weird part of me wants to pretend I’m asleep. But I don’t.

“Yeah.”

Mom sits on the edge of my bed and strokes my back.

“Mr. Jensen’s nice, isn’t he?” she asks.

“He’s fine. For a principal, I guess.” I hand her The Magic of Ever After from the nightstand. “Want to read a little? We were just getting to that part Dad loved. Where Kat’s learning how to control the magic.”

Mom shakes her head and kisses mine.

“I’d love to, Zo, but I’m afraid I spent so much time chatting tonight, I’m way behind on cleanup. Another night?”

I’m having one of those moments when I want to say a lot of things but I’m not sure how. Like if I could get the words to come out, I’d say something about Dad. I’d ask if we could, I don’t know, just talk about him. Think about him together.

But I don’t say that. I just say, “Sure.”

I read about Kat by myself and fall asleep with Guinevere tucked into one side and Dad’s book tucked into the other.
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Chapter Twenty–Four


Kat’s mother warned her to use the power wisely.

“The magic doesn’t change you,” she said. “It reveals you.”

—The Magic of Ever After



Were you even going to tell me?”

Lena’s standing at the foot of my bed, jutting out her hip just like Ashley Cliven. It doesn’t look right on her.

“Tell you what?”

There’s a buttload of things I haven’t been telling Lena lately. The magic pencil. And Derek’s thinking-like-a-hero plan. And stupid Mr. Jensen showing up. More than anything else, I want to tell her about how much I missed Dad last night. How I’m scared of missing her, too.

Because Derek’s right: once something’s gone, no amount of magic can bring it back.

“About school!” Lena starts laughing. She jumps onto my bed so hard, I bounce into the air. “My mom got a call from the principal of the middle school. About having classes together! Zoey! You’re coming back to school!”

“Well, not officially,” I say. “But maybe.”

“Mr. Jensen made it sound pretty official.”

“Mr. Jensen doesn’t know diddly-poop.”

Lena rolls onto her side, resting her head on her hand. “Well, I’m gonna believe him because that means I will have my best friend back. Ashley says we should all sit together at lunch! It’s going to be legendary.”

“You sound just like her.”

She frowns. “Is that a bad thing?”

“It’s just not a you thing.”

Lena rolls her eyes. “What about your new friends?”

“I have new friends?”

“I saw you in the swim lounge the other day. Having some sort of towel fight with Tuna.”

“His name’s Derek.”

“It is?”

“Yeah.

“Huh,” Lena says.

Lena gets a weird look on her face. It’s the same look she gets when it’s real late and we’re having a sleepover and we’re playing truth-or-dare and we’re both way too tired to do any dares so we end up just telling a bunch of truths. Like one time, after her parents got divorced, Lena told me that she has to win her swim races because it’s the only thing that makes her family still feel like a family.

That’s how Lena looks now when she leans in close, her eyes all wide.

“Do you like him like him?”

I scrunch up my face real tight to show her how ridiculous this question is. “Gross.”

Lena laughs loudly. “Then who do you like?”

“Nobody.”

“Zo, it’s seventh grade. You have to like somebody. Ashley’s sister says it’s like a rule.”

I don’t understand this. Rules are supposed to make sense. Mine do—wipe down chairs, check the seat belt, stay close to home. They keep me safe. And Derek’s rules keep his face from getting all red. But liking someone? What kind of bologna rule is that?

I don’t tell Lena that, though, because maybe she’d say my rules seem like a whole lot of bologna too.

“Do you like someone?” I ask like it’s a super-important question. Like I totally understand the middle school rules.

“Maaaaybe.” She draws out the word like a tease.

I can’t explain it, but I get the same tight feeling in my chest that I got seeing Mr. Jensen help Mom with the sink. Like I’m on the outside looking in. I picture the weeds growing between Lena and me, shooting up all wild and green, pushing us far, far, far apart. I wonder if that’s why even though Lena’s sitting right next to me, she feels so far away.

Lena stands up now, pulling something out of her bag. She tells me Ashley’s letting her borrow her flat iron. To see if it’ll help her hair.

“Help it what?” I ask.

“I don’t know.” She looks in the mirror above my dresser. She flicks her black curls with her finger. “Be less weird, I guess.”

Lena plugs it in and keeps talking about all the things Ashley’s sister says you have to do in middle school. Lena clamps the iron down at the root of her hair and pulls it along a bunch of strands. The iron hisses and steams a little and fills my room with a nasty burning smell.

When she lets go, the hair is a little less curly, but definitely not flat.

“It’s gonna take some practice,” Lena says, grabbing another section of hair.

I like her curls. They’re messy and free and fun. Like Lena. No matter what Ashley and her middle-school-expert sister say.

In the mirror, my own hair is out of control. It’s not even curly, really, more like a frizz ball. I got it from Dad. I saw a picture once from before I was born. He had this big poof just like mine. By the time I came along, he’d cut it off. He said that people lose their wild when they get older.

“Hold on to yours as long as you can,” he told me once.

Lena talks while she flattens herself. She talks about things the swim girls are doing. About how if she wins regionals this weekend, she’ll go on to the state meet at the end of the summer.

“Ashley probably wouldn’t even hang out with me if I wasn’t winning,” she says with a laugh.

“And that would be a tragedy,” I say.

Lena makes a smirky face. “Zo, I’m joking. But she did say I have to stay focused.” Lena looks at me quickly in the mirror and then away. “She says I should only be hanging out with the team.”

She doesn’t have to point out that I am not on the team. Of course Ashley wants me gone. I can see it in the way she looks at me. Like I’m in the way. But she has a million friends. Why does she have to take my one?

“Obviously, I’m still gonna hang out with you,” Lena adds. “She just takes winning very seriously, you know?”

I nod like I know. Except since Lena walked in here, I’ve felt like I know pretty much nothing. About flat irons or boys or swim races. Or why she even gives two hoots about what Ashley thinks about any of it.

“And you know how important it is to me,” she adds.

I think about what she told me, about how her parents always sit together at her meets, and when she wins, things are like they used to be. For a little bit, anyway.

And I’m not saying I have powers of divination like Kat or anything, but right now I can see exactly what Lena wants more than anything else: to win.

She deserves it too. She is one of the good guys in my story. I mean, an ugly little part of me thinks it would be amazing if Ashley really stopped talking to Lena if she loses. So if I help Lena win anyway, that would be the most unselfish, heroic thing I could do, right?

Kat would definitely do it.

And maybe if I help her, Lena will remember who her real friend is.

Lena releases the flat iron again. Her hair is even funkier than before. She brushes it out with her fingers and groans.

I pick up the pencil from my desk and twirl it in my fingers. The MAK is missing from MAKE YOUR OWN MAGIC now. My throat gets a little tight.

I’m running out of time.

But I smile at Lena and tell myself there’s still enough magic for a happily ever after.

“You’re gonna win,” I say. “I know it.”




A Magic Breath

Every summer in Prestonia, the mermaids gather for a race across the lagoon.

One mermaid, who had wild hair and a smile brighter than the sun, had practiced every day that summer. But she needed a little extra luck. Now, the mermaid didn’t know about the magic keeper, but her best friend, the peasant girl, did. So the peasant girl went to the magic keeper and asked for a little magic boost for her friend.

The magic keeper pointed out that the girl had already asked for bravery to jump off the cliff and for help for the baker, but the peasant girl pointed out that those hadn’t worked out so well and she thought she should get another wish. The magic keeper could not argue with this.

On the day of the race, the magic keeper inhaled a mighty breath and blew it out right behind the mermaid with the wild hair as she swam. Not much, but enough to push her to the finish line first.

And when the mermaid won, she squealed with joy and swam right up to the peasant girl and hugged her (because they’re best friends, and that’s what best friends do).
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Chapter Twenty–Five


Before Kat’s mother left again on the easterly wind, she whispered to Kat, “Magic, like life, works in opposites.

Wherever there’s light, there’s darkness. And the brighter the magic burns, the more Ametus will hunger for it.

And his power will grow.”

—The Magic of Ever After



I reread my story in my corner of Ever After Books before Lena’s meet. I didn’t want to show up early and be all alone there, but I didn’t want to stay home, either. Mr. Jensen came back this morning with a paintbrush and a ladder. Something about “fixing up some spots” on the outside of the shop.

Mom had on lipstick again.

Anyway, I don’t want to think about that right now. I need to think about this story. It has to be very clear, so the magic won’t get confused this time. I don’t think it will—the pencil was in a good mood last night. I mean, I don’t know if writing utensils have moods, but the words were flowing from me to the pencil to the paper so fast, it was like it wanted Lena to win too.

“Why so serious today?” Jada says, bopping me on the head with a book.

I tap the eraser on my notebook. “Just need to get this story perfect.”

“No such thing as a perfect story,” she says.

“Well, this one has to be,” I say. “And right now.”

“You want to read it out loud?” Jada asks.

I shake my head. “It’s… it’s kind of personal.”

“The best writing always is.” Jada plunks down on the seat across from me. “But reading it out loud helps me sometimes.”

“You write?” I ask.

“I dabble.” She leans forward in the chair. “So come on, let’s hear it.”

I’m not sure this is the greatest idea, but Jada will just think it’s a silly story about mermaids. Nothing more.

I clear my throat and read. When I finish, Jada applauds. “Zoey! That was so good. Seriously.”

I smile. I know the magic pencil should get some credit, but it still feels good to hear her say that.

“And it’s clear that the mermaid wins the race, right?” I ask.

Jada nods.

“And that the peasant girl is her best friend?” I ask.

“That’s what I heard.”

I close up my notebook.

“Perfect.”



The meet is packed.

And I left my pool bag at home. I was so busy thinking about the story, I didn’t even think about double-checking that I had all my pool gear. The sun beats down on my completely exposed skin. I try to block the UV rays from my shoulders with my hands.

Lena’s mom waves to me from a spot in the middle of the crowd.

“Hi, sweetie,” she says, patting my thigh as I sit in the chair next to her. Lena’s dad waves a quick hello from the other side. “How you feeling these days?”

“Pretty sure I’m getting skin cancer as we speak,” I say.

Mrs. H laughs. “Zoey, you’re twelve. You do not have skin cancer.”

“Twelve-year-olds get cancer,” I say. I’m pretty surprised she doesn’t know this. She’s an oncologist, after all. “I mean, not a lot of them. But it could happen.”

Mrs. H nods. Her hair is long and flat, but it used to be curly and bouncy like Lena’s. Maybe Dad was right: people do lose their wild.

“Yes, but if we lived our life by what could happen, what kind of life would that be?”

I want to tell her about my stomachaches, too. How they’ve been getting worse lately. Oh, and that little chest ache, too. But music starts blaring from the speakers. Derek and the other team’s mascot—a dolphin—are dancing the Electric Slide. Derek claps and slides and shimmies beneath his leprechaun head. He’s so lucky. He can just plop on that mask, and poof, no more fear.

When it’s time for Lena’s race, Mr. and Mrs. H sit up a little straighter and lean toward each other like they do at all of Lena’s meets. The divorce didn’t change that. Lena’s right—swimming brings her family back, and that’s why she has to win.

I stand up to see over the people in front of me. Lena’s on the starting platform, her eyes staring down the lane. She says when she stands up there, everything else fades away. Like it’s just her and the pool and twenty-five meters. Nothing else exists.

Maybe it’s like when I read The Magic of Ever After. Or when Derek puts on the leprechaun head. Maybe everyone has a way to make the world disappear.

A horn sets everything in motion. Lena dives into the water.

She’s behind in the first lap.

She catches up in the second.

All the girls in the pool are swimming together, with almost identical strokes.

And then the wind changes. The little banners hanging above the pool start flapping. It’s not superstrong, just a breeze, really. Or maybe I’m imagining it. I’m not really the best source for what’s real anymore.

All I know is that Lena breaks away. A few inches ahead. An arm’s length ahead. An entire person ahead.

She wins.

Mr. and Mrs. H jump up, screaming and hugging. I’m jumping up and down too. And Lena’s getting out of the pool and whipping off her goggles, looking at the time board. It’s a club record, the announcer says.

She’s beaming. Well, I think she is. It’s hard to tell because she doesn’t look over at me, even though I’m shouting her name. And I wonder if maybe she can’t see me in the crowd, so I head to the pool deck. Just in case she’s looking for me.

But she’s walking the other way. And Ashley and Danni are hugging her and squealing and jumping up and down. And the other girls on the team are too. They form a little circle around Lena. They swallow her up. I can’t see her anymore.

And she definitely can’t see me.




[image: ]

Chapter Twenty–Six


The rumors in the village began small, like rumors often do. Who were these guardians with their talismans?

Half-human, half-magic—an abomination. A threat.

—The Magic of Ever After



I need to tell Lena about the pencil.

There are too many secrets. I’m sure that’s why things are weird between us. Why she took off to the swim team party without even saying hi after her race. The race I helped her win.

I need to chop some of the weeds down. Tell her everything before the secrets push us too far apart.

I should have told her about the magic already. I’m sure it’s in the best friend code somewhere. You tell each other everything, even things that might sound super-duper bonkers.

I decide to tell her after cupcake wars on Saturday.

“You okay?” Mom says as we line up all the ingredients that morning. “You seem like you’re somewhere else.”

“I’m here,” I say. “Just need to talk to Lena about something.”

“Sounds serious.”

“It is.”

Mom reaches out to tuck a strand of my hair behind my ear, giving me her tell-me-more look. But the door jingles, and Lena walks in.

And she’s not alone.

Danni, Ashley, and another girl I recognize from the team follow her in. I don’t exactly know why, but I step back from my mom so my hair falls out of her hands. She looks at me with her face a little funny but quickly changes it to a smile.

“Lena!” she says. “You’ve brought company. We’ll need more mixing bowls!”

Lena shakes her head. “Oh, no thanks, Mrs. T. We’re not staying.” She looks at me quick, then back at Mom. “We… uh… we’re going bowling.”

“Bowling?” I say.

“Come with us!” Lena says.

Danni tells me I should definitely come. “It’ll be fun! My mom can only fit four in her car, but we can double up.” She must notice the face I make, because she quickly adds, “Or we could just ride our bikes!”

Danni gets real excited about this last part, like she’s just solved a riddle. She clearly didn’t notice my bike wrapped in weeds on her way in.

I try to send Lena a best friend brain-to-brain message. Double up seat belts? Ride our bikes? Is this a joke?

But Lena looks away.

“We do cupcake wars on Saturdays,” I say. And also, I was going to tell you about the pencil. About the magic.

My mom looks from me to Lena and back again and declares she needs more vanilla from the pantry.

“We can do cupcakes later,” Lena says after Mom’s gone.

Lena flips her hair, and that’s when I see it—the bracelet. The hot-pink, braided threads around her wrist. Ashley has on the same one. I look quickly at the other girls. They all do.

My stomach hurts.

That little ache in my chest rips into me, and I decide right then that I’m not going to tell Lena about the magic after all.

“I don’t really like bowling,” I say. And I’m getting that mad/bad/sad feeling again because I shouldn’t have to tell Lena that I can’t go to a bowling alley. Or on a bike I haven’t ridden in almost a year. She knows this.

“Don’t worry,” Ashley says with a smile, but it’s the not-very-nice kind. “You can wipe down all the balls first.”

I can tell she’s trying not to laugh.

“They are kind of gross,” Lena says with a not-like-her laugh that’s too high. And she’s not looking at me. She’s looking down, and the air suddenly feels too heavy.

That’s when I start talking.

“And you can’t wipe all the way down into the finger holes,” I say. “That’s where the real nasty bacteria live.”

Ashley’s eyes go wide, and I think about how Derek said he doesn’t know he’s done something weird until after he’s done it.

But I keep going.

“I read an article about how someone studied those holes in the balls and they found fecal contamination.” I say this because I really did read it, and also because Lena still isn’t looking at me and I don’t know what else to do.

“You know, poop,” I say.

Everyone gets very quiet. Very still. The word hangs in the air.

Poop.

The three swim team girls stare at me. Lena stares at the floor. Ashley’s biting her lower lip. Like she’s really having to work hard not to bust up. And Lena has this weird pink in her cheeks.

“And the shoes have fungus.” I can’t seem to stop. “And viruses that can cause warts and—”

“Okay, we get it,” Lena almost shouts. She looks at me—finally. “So don’t come. No one’s making you.”

Her voice doesn’t sound like hers. I’m kind of stunned by it. So I don’t say anything when Danni smiles and says, “Maybe next time?” and Ashley whispers under her breath to Lena, “It’s better just us anyway.”

I stand there, silent, as they turn to leave.

I want to tell Lena to wait.

I want to say, Don’t choose bowling over cupcakes. Or these new girls over me. I want to say, Please don’t be another thing that changes. Another person who leaves.

But I don’t.

I just watch her walk away.
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Chapter Twenty–Seven


In every story, there comes a moment when your hero wants to run away. To give up the quest. To not be the hero anymore. That’s exactly the moment when they must press on.

—Raven M. Wells



Mom does her best to make it better.

But sometimes even cupcakes aren’t enough.

All I can think about the whole time we’re baking is the pink in Lena’s cheeks. The only other time I’ve seen Lena’s face look like that was when she had to do that history presentation in front of the whole class in fourth grade. She told me she felt like she was gonna barf. That she hadn’t prepared and it was going to be so embarrassing.

Is Lena embarrassed… of me?

The ache gets bigger and bigger the more I think about Lena laughing with Danni and Ashley right now. Danni and Ashley, who aren’t afraid of the high dive or bowling ball poop. Who will sit with Lena at lunch next year. Who will take my place.

I look at the calendar on Mom’s wall. School starts in three weeks.

After cupcakes, Guinevere cuddles with me on my bed. She nuzzles up, curls her little body in my lap, and lets me stroke her.

“Well, Guin,” I say into her fur, “looks like I’ve got an opening for a new best friend. If you’re interested.”

She just cocks her head sideways and gives me her best I understand you puppy eyes. As far as best friends go, I could do worse. Guinevere licks my face. I know it’s gross because she licks her own butt, but somehow, with Guinevere I don’t mind. So why couldn’t I shut up about fecal contamination on bowling balls? Why couldn’t I just hop onto my bike and go?

What’s wrong with me?

And what’s wrong with my story? I’m copying Kat, but bad things are still happening. That’s not how a fantasy is supposed to go.

Everything is supposed to be okay in the end. So why does it feel like happily ever after is slipping away?



I don’t hear from Lena all weekend. Not a single email. Or phone call. And she doesn’t stop by to go browse Jada’s Sunday morning sidewalk sale.

On Monday, I don’t go to the pool. I don’t go Tuesday, either. Mom and I have to walk past it on our way to my Dr. V appointment on Wednesday. I try to stay right by Mom’s side, kind of hidden. I don’t really know why I do that.

I also don’t know what to talk about with Dr. V once we get to her office. I can’t tell her about the high dive and the school visit and Mr. Jensen fixing the sink and Lena winning her race. I can’t explain any of that without telling her about the magic.

She’s waiting on me to say something. I look around the office, trying to think. On her bookshelf, Dr. V has a bunch of pamphlets with titles like The Monster under the Bed and Everybody Dies. After I stopped going to school last year, I had my first visit with Dr. V. She handed Mom a pamphlet with the words Freeing Your Child from Anxiety on the cover.

She didn’t mention the disorder part back then.

I swallow and my throat makes a funny froggy noise. I take my hand sanitizer out and squirt it three times. Rub it in.

“Why did you just do that?” Dr. V asks.

“I don’t know.”

“Are you nervous?”

“A little.”

“Why?”

Because I’m afraid you’ll find out I have a magic pencil. And you’ll hand me a pamphlet called Kids Who Are Way Too Old to Believe in Magic.

Dr. V leans forward. “You know, the more we love someone, the more it hurts to lose them,” she says. “And sometimes our brains turn that hurt into something else. Like fear.”

My eyes are watering. I’m not really sure why. Dr. V says that sometimes we can be upset about one thing but cry about something else. Maybe that’s what’s happening. Whatever it is, I don’t want to cry. I think about grabbing a tissue from the ginormous tissue box, but I just blink hard a couple of times until the tears go back in.

“Yeah. Maybe,” I say.

“So maybe it’s time we talk more about that, Zoey. About the day your dad died?”

Dr. V does this a lot. Brings up Dad out of the blue. It’s like she really wants to talk about him or something.

“Can you walk me through it?” she asks, like she always does when she wants me to think real hard about something.

But I don’t want to think real hard about the day the world turned upside down and inside out. What’s there to say about it? I was at school. Dad died. End of story.

I pick at a string poking out from the seam on the chair. If I pick hard enough, will the whole thing unravel?

“It’s all fuzzy.” My voice comes out kind of tight.

Dr. V smiles. “Zoey, this is a safe place.” She gestures to the framed diplomas on her walls. “And these mean I’ve done a lot of work to be an expert on all this.”

She gives me another warm smile, and I know this is the part where I’m supposed to talk. To open up. To share all my deepest, darkest secrets. Ask all my questions. But I don’t really have any questions. None that Dr. V can answer, anyway. Like why is Lena wearing a pink bracelet? Or why is Mom suddenly way into lipstick?

And she definitely can’t tell me why my story always turns out wonky. Or why bad things are still happening and Derek’s thinking-like-a-hero plan is a big fat dud. I mean, even in my own fantasy story, I’m not brave like Kat at all.

Dr. V tries again.

“It’s like, if you wanted to learn how to make cupcakes, you’d go to your mom, right? Because she’s an expert. When you have questions, you go to the right expert. And I’m an expert too. On what you’re feeling. But I can only help if you let me. Does that make sense?”

I nod because it does, it makes total sense, except for the talking-to-her part. No way I’m telling Dr. V everything I’ve been up to lately with the pencil. But the part about the expert, that part makes perfect sense. So much sense that I could kick myself for not seeing it before: When you have questions, you go to the right expert.

Dr. V looks at her watch and sighs, clearly disappointed that I haven’t opened up the way I’m supposed to.

“Well, at least maybe I’ve given you some things to think about for next time?” she says on our way out.

“Oh yes. Tons,” I say, and it’s the honest-to-goodness truth. Because Dr. V has just given me the answer I needed.



At home, I pull out my phone and search Raven M. Wells. Her website doesn’t have an email address or a picture of her. But she does have a schedule of events. A book signing in Pennsylvania. Too far. A school visit in the fall. Too late.

And the last item, an appearance at ComicCon this weekend in Washington, DC. Only forty-five minutes away.

I type ComicCon DC into the search bar on my computer. A whole mess of schedules and pictures and information about the convention comes up. Where Fantasy Meets Reality. That’s what the website says. It also says there were over one thousand attendees last year. More than 300 special guests from your favorite comic books and movies! I scroll down the list of guests until I see it: Raven M. Wells.

My brain says no. No, no, no! It’ll be crowded. And far. And the last Raven M. Wells event I went to did not go well.

I pick up my pencil off the nightstand. It’s so short, all the golden letters of the word MAKE and half the YOUR are gone now.

I look at the website again. Raven M. Wells is the expert on happily ever afters. And the pencil was hers. She’s the only one who can help me figure out how the magic works before school starts, and hopefully, before the magic—and Lena—are gone for good.

I type out a message.



Ever been to ComicCon?







No







Want to go?







Does Superman avoid kryptonite?







Is that a yes?







That’s an abso-freaking-lutely.
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Chapter Twenty–Eight


Kat felt a shift in the winds, in the magic. Her powers grew stronger, but so too did Ametus. As much as she hated to admit it, she needed help. She needed the others.

—The Magic of Ever After



Turns out, ComicCon costs money. Lots of it. One hundred and thirty-six dollars for two tickets, to be exact, which is forty-three dollars more than we have. I know because we’ve both dumped our life savings onto the coffee table in my corner at Ever After Books and are staring down at the stacks of bills and coins and one arcade token from Chuck E. Cheese.

“Well, so much for that,” Derek says, huffing backward into the big leather chair.

“Count it again,” I say, but he only sighs. We’ve already counted it twice.

“I guess one of us could go,” Derek says.

I shake my head. “No way. I’m not going there by myself. What about your mom? We could pay her back as soon as we can.”

Derek shakes his head. “She thinks it’s a waste of time. Comic books. Superheroes. FantasyQuest. Says I need to start living in reality.” He uses a fakey high lady voice for that last part. “I’m not gonna tell her about ComicCon, and she’s definitely not gonna pay for it. What about your mom? She seems cool.”

“She is. But I haven’t told her about the pencil. And it would be super suspicious if I suddenly wanted to go all that way to a convention with bunches of people.” The thought of it makes my stomach hurt more than the thought of keeping our plans from Mom. “I can’t tell her.”

Derek puts his finger on his lips like he’s saying shhhh and nods toward the bookshelf in front of us. Jada’s there, restocking books, but she’s totally listening. We wait until she leaves to keep talking.

“And don’t forget”—Derek’s staring up at the ceiling like the answer to our problem is painted up there—“we also need money for bus tickets.”

“Bus tickets?”

“Yeah. To get downtown.”

I shake my head. “No way.”

“Why not?”

“Just no buses, okay?”

My voice is all tight. It doesn’t sound like me.

“What’s wrong with bu—” Derek stops and squinches up his face all funny. “Oh.”

I look down at the money. I don’t want to see the Look. The one people give when they remember about my dad.

“Okay, buses are out,” Derek says. “Oh, I know! My neighbor, Mr. Carlson, drives some sort of taxi on the weekends. We could hire him!”

I hand Derek back his money, which he brought in a big (and kind of sweaty) wad in his pocket. I brought mine in the locking treasures box that Dad gave me for my ninth birthday. It only opens if you know the secret combination.

“We don’t even have enough for tickets,” I say. “We can’t hire a driver.”

Derek’s eyebrows push together like he’s thinking real hard. “Then how do we get there? I’m not walking all the way to DC,” he says.

I sink into the chair cushions. “I’ll use the pencil.”

I was hoping not to use any more of it unless I absolutely super-duper had to.

But I have to get to Raven M. Wells. She’s the only one who can tell me how to get my story right. School starts in two and a half weeks, and I don’t know how much lead or magic the pencil has left. This is definitely a super-duper have to.

“I’ll get us to that conference,” I say.

Derek eyes the shrinking pencil. “Think it’ll work?”

I shrug. “It’s all we have.”

Derek stuffs his wad of bills and change back into his pocket. “Then I’ll be in charge of getting some more cash for a second ticket. I might have an idea,” he says. He puts his hand out, and I put my money in his palm.

When we stand up, Derek points to my chair.

“Hey,” he says. “No sanitizing.”

I look down at the chair. I sat right in it. Didn’t even think about wiping it.

“Maybe your story’s finally working,” he says.

I nod. “Yeah.” I squirt an extra helping of hand sanitizer into my palm and rub it in real good. “Maybe.”



Derek messages me later.



What are you wearing?







You saw me two hours ago. Jeans and a T-shirt.







No. Not right now. To ComicCon. What costume?







We have to wear costumes?







Yes. Everyone does. And do you even know how many people will be there? I am not going as myself.







so who will you go as?







Spider-Man. I got this awesome costume for Halloween a few years ago. It might be a little small, but I never get to wear it.







Because you’re not 5?







Hey. I agreed to no buses for you. You can do a costume for me.







Who would I even be?







whoever you want!





I rummage through my closet.

We used to have a ton of costume stuff. Dad always came up with the best family Halloween costumes. Like once I was Tinker Bell and Dad was Peter Pan and Mom was Wendy. Before we moved, Mom sold most of the costumes at this huge garage sale. She sold furniture and other stuff we couldn’t fit into a two-bedroom apartment, but mostly it was Dad’s stuff—clothes and shoes and years of costumes. Wendy and Tinker Bell don’t really make sense without Peter.

But I kept a few things without Mom knowing.

At the back of my closet, I find what I’m looking for—a big black cloak Dad wore as Dracula one year. I kept it because this old lady at the garage sale was asking me how much it was, and I said five dollars, and the lady chuckled and said, “I’ll give you a dollar fifty.”

And the lady was kind of rude about it, and I kept thinking about how Dad had put on that cloak and his fake pointy teeth and all night he kept saying things like, “Hey, Zoey, know why Dracula doesn’t have any friends? Because he’s a pain in the neck.” And he’d laugh so hard that I couldn’t help but laugh too. So I just thought that cloak was worth way more than a dollar and fifty cents, and I told that rude lady it was not for sale.

Anyway, the cloak is more vampire than fantasy hero, but it’ll do.

I put on a black shirt and black leggings and stand in front of the full-length mirror on the back of my bedroom door. I hold up The Magic of Ever After. Kat is doing this fierce warrior pose. I try to copy her. I decide I look stupid.

Also, I don’t have a sword, or the one thing that makes Kat Kat—blue hair.

Outside my window, I can see Jada in her apartment. She lives above her shop just like we live above ours, and my bedroom window looks across the alley into her dining nook. She’s sitting at the table, eating dinner. Sometimes I wonder if she gets lonely over there all by herself.

But right now, all I can think about is her hair, which is the brightest and most perfect shade of blue.
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Chapter Twenty–Nine


Kat prepared for the journey to find the other guardians of magic. Her provisions were few: a cape and sword gifted by the fairies, makeshift armor made of tin cans and rope from the barn, and of course, the locket.

—The Magic of Ever After



Jada says she’ll do it.

Actually, when I ask her the next day, she says, “One hundred percent yes! I live for a good makeover.”

She says I should come back after the bookstore closes at eight.

“Your mom okayed this?” she asks on my way out.

“Of course!”

I get that little niggling feeling in my chest.

I wait all day to go over. By 7:45 p.m., I’m practically dancing by the door. Luckily, Mom doesn’t notice. She’s going somewhere with Mr. Jensen.

“It’s not a date or anything,” she says. He’s just helping her pick out new appliances for the bakeshop. “He’s like my own personal handyman!” she laughs as she pokes dangly earrings into her ears. The shiny silver ones she hardly ever wears.

She also has on red lipstick, and when Mr. Jensen arrives, he opens the car door for her. I don’t think most handymen do that.

After Mom leaves on her non-date, I lock up the bakeshop real tight. I double- and triple-check.

Main Street is super quiet—eerily quiet. Dad and Mom and I used to walk down here late at night, when everyone else was sleeping. It always felt like the stores were sleeping too. Like they were hardly breathing without all the people and noise making them come alive. I always felt a little creeped out, but Dad held my hand and that made it better.

Jada’s at her front desk, writing in a notebook.

“Oh, Zoey!” She claps her hands together. “Time for your transformation!”

She says this like one of the people on those makeover shows. It makes me a little nervous, but also a little excited. I follow Jada up the staircase in the back of her bookshop.

At the top, she has a big door like ours that goes into the apartment. I stop just inside to look around. It’s pretty normal, except her living room looks like a crayon factory exploded. The walls are yellow and orange. Her rugs are blue. And her couch is purple—and velvet. The place doesn’t look nearly as lonely as it does from across the alley. It feels nice—cozy.

I follow her down a hallway and stop in front of a big picture on the wall of Jada and a little girl. They have the same dimples and brown skin. Jada’s younger in the photo than she is now. I can tell because the wrinkle lines on her forehead aren’t there. And her hair is totally black, not partly blue. The little girl sitting on her lap is laughing.

“That’s my Kathryn,” Jada says. “My daughter.”

“You have a daughter?”

“Had a daughter,” she says.

It’s just one word. Had. But it says everything.

I feel a yucky, poking feeling in my chest. Why didn’t I know this? I guess it’s not something you go yelling about. I don’t introduce myself by saying, Hi, I’m Zoey. My dad’s dead.

“She passed about nine years ago,” Jada says. “Leukemia.”

The chance of getting leukemia is only about one in every fifty thousand people. I know because I started getting a bunch of bruises a few months ago, and WebMD said it could be blood cancer.

But I don’t tell Jada this. Because I didn’t have leukemia and neither did the other 49,999 kids. But her daughter did. And when the person you love is the one, nothing else matters.

“Do you miss her?” I say instead.

“Every day.”

I want to ask her more. Or maybe tell her more. Like how sometimes it feels like I’m missing a piece of myself. How the missing sneaks up on me. How there’s a space where Dad should be. Like when I lost that baby tooth right in the front and I had that big gap in my mouth, and when no one was looking I’d run my tongue over the empty space. And soon I forgot what it felt like to have a tooth there. But I kind of remembered, because it was there once, wasn’t it? A real and solid thing.

I clear my throat before I talk because it’s gotten all tight and funny.

“Dr. V says the bigger the love, the bigger the loss.”

Jada smiles. “Dr. V sounds very smart.”

I follow her into the bathroom. She has me sit on a barstool in front of the sink.

“Does it ever go away?” I ask. “The missing, I mean?”

“No. But”—she thinks for a second—“it softens.”

She’s looking into the mirror, and I wonder what she’s looking at, but then she shakes her head like she’s waking herself up.

“Well,” she says, holding up a box of hair dye. “Shall we?”

She drapes a trash bag over my shoulders before she starts brushing my hair. Well, trying to brush my hair. I let out a little squeal as she tugs out a knot. When it’s as good as it’s gonna get, Jada mixes the hair dye with water in a bowl. She gets that faraway look again.

“Blue was her favorite color,” she says.

She doesn’t have to tell me that her means Kathryn. I like that she does that. Like we’re old friends.

“She probably would have liked Kat, then,” I say. “From the books?”

“You know, I think she would.” Jada smiles. Then she starts globbing the hair dye onto my head. She spreads it down my hair with a fat paintbrush like I’m a work of art.

My breath catches as I watch in the mirror. What in the world am I doing?

But it’s not like the panic feelings. It’s scary, yes. But also kind of… exciting.

I crinkle my nose because the dye smells superstrong. When she’s done painting me, she piles my wet hair on my head and tells me we need to give it a minute. She leans against the doorframe, arms folded.

“So, why blue?”

“Oh, just this fantasy project.”

It’s not totally untrue. Even if it isn’t the whole truth. I can’t risk Jada telling my mom about my ComicCon plans. I already don’t know how much she overheard at the bookshop.

“The one with the quiet boy… Derek, right?” she asks.

“He’s actually not that quiet,” I say. “When you get to know him.”

“Isn’t that funny? How people are rarely what they seem?” She tosses the box of hair dye into the trash. “Like your dad. He was this business guy. Always had that briefcase at the bus stop on his way to work. But then he’d come into my shop with you on the weekends, and he could talk magic and fantasy like no one else. Like two different people.”

I normally don’t like when people talk about Dad. Usually they just want to say I’m so sorry about your dad or We really loved your dad, even though they didn’t really know him. But I like the way Jada talks about him.

“That was the real him,” I say. “The weekend one. The one he was with me.”

Jada nods. “That’s a pretty special thing, isn’t it? To be someone’s safe place.”

This makes me think about Derek. How he doesn’t seem scared around me anymore like he does around other people. Then I think about Lena. And thinking about Lena gives me the achy feeling in my stomach. I haven’t seen her since she picked bowling over me. Which means it’s been five days. Which is the longest we’ve ever not talked to each other.

“That’s how Lena and I were,” I say. “Are,” I correct myself.

I look down at my fingers in my lap so Jada won’t see the little bit of tears in my eyes.

Jada sits on the lip of the bathtub. “I haven’t seen her around much lately.”

“She’s been busy. She’s getting ready for the state swim meet next week.”

Jada purses her lips slightly and nods. She tells me it’s time to wash. She has me kneel in front of the bathtub with my head down while she rinses out the dye. The blue swirls away from me in the white tub, rushing toward the drain. Going, going, gone.

After I sit back on the barstool, Jada brushes my wet hair with a comb. Then she blow-dries me with a super-loud hair dryer.

“So the other day, you said you write sometimes?” I yell over the rush of hot air.

“Yep. Just little stories.”

I think of my next question carefully.

“So have you ever been writing a story and it’s not going right?”

Jada keeps blowing my hair all around. “Sure. Lots of times.”

“How do you get it to do what you want?”

“I don’t. At some point you gotta give up control”—she clicks off the hair dryer—“and just see where the story takes you.”

I shift around on the barstool. “What if I don’t like where it’s taking me?”

Jada brushes my blue hair out of my face.

“Then maybe it’s not the story that needs changing.”

She whips the stool around speedy quick. In the mirror, my hair is bright blue. Like shocking, peacock-feather blue.

“Whaddya think?”

I lean closer to my reflection. “I think I look totally different.”

She gives my shoulders a little squeeze. In the mirror, her front blue braids match my hair.

“Sometimes,” she says, “that’s exactly what we need.”
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Chapter Thirty


Kat looked at her reflection in the pond, the sun glinting off her sword. She no longer saw the lost orphan.

She was something else entirely, from the inside out.

—The Magic of Ever After



Mom gasps.

A big, dramatic inhale when I walk through the door.

“Zoey!” she exclaims. She’s sitting at a table in the empty shop with Mr. Jensen. They’re sharing a scone from the same plate. Very unsanitary. “What did you do?”

“Jada did it.” I tug one of the strands, trying to act casual. Like my blond hair isn’t now the same color as her BlueBlueBlueberry cupcake. “You like it?”

“I—” Mom stands and pulls my hair out in front of me. She lets it fall slowly through her fingers.

“I think it’s very cool,” Mr. Jensen says. As if anyone asked him.

He winks at me like we’re partners in crime or something. I want to tell him I’m not in the market for a new partner.

“You should see the hairstyles we get in middle school,” he continues. “We have this one kid. Had all this black hair. And I just saw him at the grocery store yesterday and it’s gone. Bald like a newborn baby.

“At least blue hair is cooler than that.” Mr. Jensen pops a bite of scone into his mouth but keeps talking. “I guess I shouldn’t be so hard on the guy. I heard the whole family had a massive lice outbreak. Had to shave everyone down to the scalp.”

Mom and I are looking at Mr. Jensen, and his cheeks are getting red.

“And… I’m gonna shut up now,” he says.

Mom turns to me again. “What made you do this?”

“I just wanted a change.” Again, not a total lie. “Don’t worry. It’s not permanent permanent. Jada says it’ll wash out in a few weeks.”

I feel a little weird being the one to tell Mom not to worry. Weird, but also kind of awesome. Like the blue hair has actually changed me.

“It’s just so—so unlike you,” Mom says.

I grab the half-eaten scone from the plate.

“Maybe that’s not a bad thing,” I say, taking a bite as I run upstairs.

Because I have a story to write.




Air Travel

As midsummer approached, it was time for the Magic Gathering. Once a year in the capital city of Prestonia, the believers came from far and wide.

Everyone who loved magic would be there, as well as everyone who wanted to learn more about how to use magic. How to control it.

And no one wanted to learn this more than the purehearted peasant girl. So she and the elf (who I guess was kind of her friend now) set out for the city.

But they had no horse. No way to get to the Gathering.

All they had was their belief that the magic keeper would help them.

So on the day of the Gathering, the girl and the elf met on the main street of Prestonia, right in front of the old man who sold treasures from across the world. They waited and waited until a strong southern wind lifted them all the way to the capital city. It dropped them right in front of the Gathering.

They entered, together, to learn how to write the perfect happily ever after.
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Chapter Thirty–One


The fairies did not stray too far from the magic of the forest. But when Kat set out on her quest to find the other guardians, one fairy—the smallest one—vowed to stay by her side.

—The Magic of Ever After



So, what? We just wait?”

Derek looks up and down Main Street. He adjusts his Spider-Man costume for the millionth time. He was right, it does not fit him. The pants don’t reach his tennis shoes and the sleeves only go a little past his elbows. He has on red gloves with black spider webbing that come to his wrists, so there’s a weird gap of pale arm skin peeking out. He’s holding the red-and-black mask scrunched up in his hand.

“Should be any minute now,” I say. Except I have no idea. I never know when my stories are going to flash to life. I wish now I’d written something a little more specific. But every idea freaked me out. Cars. Buses. Bikes. I’m hoping for some good old-fashioned magic on this one. Poof! We’re teleported to the convention.

Come on, magic pencil, I think. Get it right this time.

Even if my story does get us there, we only have enough money for one ticket. The thought of going in without Derek makes me sweat more than I already was.

We’re standing smack in the August sun on the curb outside Gary’s Pawnshop. I wish I’d picked a spot farther from home because Jada keeps looking out her window at us. I hope she doesn’t tell Mom what we’re up to. Jada’s super nice and all, but grown-ups tell each other everything.

Luckily, Mom already left for an all-day baking show. She said I could come, but Mr. Jensen was going too. He doesn’t even know how to bake. The other day, he was “helping” Mom by melting butter on the stove, and he totally burned it. The fire alarm went off and everything. Mom laughed like it was hilarious, which was strange because Mom takes baking very seriously.

“This story of yours better work.” Derek looks at his watch. “And soon.”

He doesn’t need to remind me that the author panel with Raven M. Wells starts in exactly one hour. Barely enough time to get downtown.

“It’s gonna work,” I say, and I’m not sure whether I’m trying to convince him or myself.

Derek leans down and digs around in his backpack. “Okay, ’cause I came through on my end of the plan.”

He holds up two tickets with big shiny letters saying COMICCON. ADMIT ONE.

“You got two!” I scream.

“You know it.” Derek strikes a web-throwing Spider-Man pose.

“But how did you—where did you—just, how?”

Derek shrugs. “Sold some stuff.”

I’m so happy I want to hug him. But I don’t because that would be super weird, and also, we’re standing in the middle of Main Street.

“Thank you,” I say. It doesn’t seem like enough, but it’s all I have. “I couldn’t imagine doing this without you.”

“No prob,” he says. “But if there were, I don’t know, an award for the best hero mentor of all time, well, who would that go to, exactly?”

I smile. “You, definitely you.”

I hold the tickets tight. At least one part of this plan is working out. But I wish the magic would hurry up and start. I don’t want to miss the panel, and also, we look like weirdos, Derek in his undersized red suit, me with my cape and bright blue hair. Mr. Ibrahim stops on his daily midmorning walk to say, “Halloween’s in October, kids.”

The time on my phone says we’ve waited twenty minutes. No way we’re gonna make it in time. I’m just about to say “forget it” when a huge blast of warm breeze blows my blue strands in front of my face. Dad’s cape billows up behind me.

A black car pulls up to the curb right in front of us. The passenger window rolls down, and the driver leans over. It’s an old man with a big white puffy mustache that looks like a cloud stretched over his lip.

“Zoey Turner?” he says.

I nod.

“I’m your trusty steed.” He has a Southern accent so thick that I’m not sure I heard him right.

“My what?’

He points to the sign on the side of his car: LYFT RIDESHARE.

“Your Lyft,” he says. “Technically, I’m off-duty. Doing this job as a personal favor.”

Derek leans down to look in the car window. “Mr. Carlson?”

The white mustache stretches wider above the driver’s lip when he smiles. “Well, Heavens to Betsy, you’re the Beal boy from next door, ain’t ya? Hardly recognized you under that getup. Well, git on in then, looks like I’m taking y’all”—he looks down at his phone—“downtown.”

I turn to Derek. “Did you do this?”

Derek shakes his head. “Nope.”

“Then who?”

“You’re the one who wrote the story. Lemme see.” Derek takes my notebook from my hands. He reads quickly, his lips moving to the words.

“You did this,” he says.

“What?”

“Right there.” He points to a word on the page. “Lifted. ‘A strong southern wind lifted them all the way to the capital city.’ ”

“I meant like into the air. Lifted up. Magically.”

“Well, I think the pencil had a different idea.”

Of course it did. It always does.

The driver leans over again. “Y’all coming or what?”

Derek looks at me. I look at him. We both look at the mustache.

“How well do you know this guy?” I whisper to Derek.

He shrugs. “Been living next to him forever. I think he has a spare key to my house. So Mom must think he’s all right.”

The driver interrupts us. “Look, kids. Your ride is already paid for, plus a handsome tip. No skin off my nose either way, but I’m burning daylight here.”

Before I can answer, someone yells, “Hey!” from across the street. I look up. Lena and her new friends are gathered on the sidewalk in front of the ice cream shop. And they’re all staring at us. Ian Moore yells, “Look! It’s Spider-Tuna!”

Derek’s face turns totally red. Big red splotches take over his cheeks. He shoves his Spider-Man mask over his head, but the redness stretches down his neck in little fingery streaks.

Ian yells something else about a Spider-loser on the loose, and I notice that Ian’s black hair is gone. Bald like a newborn baby. Isn’t that what Mr. Jensen said? Maybe I should mention this to Derek. Tell him I think Ian Moore has lice. Then maybe Derek wouldn’t think Ian was all that scary.

But I don’t say anything about lice. I don’t say anything at all. Because I can’t seem to talk or move while Lena and her friends start crossing the street toward us. I’m suddenly very aware that I’m dressed like a fantasy sorceress. If Lena wasn’t embarrassed of me before, this oughta do it.

Derek opens the back passenger door and scoots in. I take a step back.

“I can’t—”

The Lyft car isn’t shabby or anything. And Derek knows Mr. Carlson and all so he’s not a total stranger. But still. How many people with hepatitis have been in that backseat? And is this guy even a good driver? How many accidents has he been in?

“Zoey, please. Let’s go,” Derek says. He grabs my hand and tugs me toward the open car door.

Lena’s staring at me. They’re almost across the crosswalk now. What will I say to her? How can I explain my blue hair? My costume? Any of it?

I do the only thing I can.

And get into the car.
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Chapter Thirty–Two


The world was so much wider and more wonderful than Kat had ever imagined.

—The Magic of Ever After



Mr. Carlson’s first name is Clarence. He tells us this as he weaves in and out of traffic like he’s playing a video game. I hold on to the door pocket and try not to throw up.

“What’re two whippersnappers doing going downtown all by yourselves?” He jerks the wheel to the left to avoid a trash truck. I tug my seat belt tight.

“We’re going to ComicCon,” Derek says. The redness down his neck is gone now.

“Could you maybe slow down a little?” I ask.

Clarence just laughs. “I’m paid by the mile, little lady. Not the minute. So I gots to get where I’m going fast.” He turns his head to glance at me. “You scared or something?”

“A little.”

Clarence adjusts his rearview mirror so he’s looking at me, which I don’t think is very safe at all.

“Have a little faith, darling. Haven’t had a single accident yet this year,” he says.

I mouth this year to Derek. I try not to think about it, or about how fast the other cars are whizzing by on the highway. A ginormous diesel truck vrooms past, blaring its horn. I close my eyes and almost forget to breathe.

I focus on inhaling big breaths and blowing out the bad thoughts. Mostly I suck in a big old whiff of car freshener from the miniature tree dangling from the rearview mirror.

Derek elbows me. “The good thing is, we might actually make it in time,” he says.

Clarence shouts back from the front seat, “If we’re gonna crash, we’re gonna crash. Fretting is just about as useless as a screen door on a submarine.” He winks at me in the rearview mirror. “But I’ll get you there in one piece. That’s the job I was paid to do.”

I inch forward a little. “Who paid you for this job, anyway?”

Clarence smiles into the mirror. “Don’t you know better than to look a gift horse in the mouth?”

What is this guy talking about?

Clarence laughs and adds, “Means if the universe does you a favor, kid, take it.”

Then he starts singing some song about luck and love, and it’s pretty clear he’s not going to give us a real answer.

“It was probably Jada,” I say to Derek.

“It was your story,” Derek says.

I shake my head. “But she was totally eavesdropping on us the other day,” I say. “And she’s the one who did my hair. She knew we needed to get to ComicCon. She probably knew your neighbor gave rides on the weekends.”

Derek takes off his mask. “You still don’t really believe, do you?”

He’s right. Because what if this is all in my head? Maybe there are perfectly normal, nonmagical explanations for everything that’s happened since I got the pencil.

But before I tell Derek that, Clarence is slowing down to exit the highway. (Hallelujah!) But that means we’re crossing a bridge over the Potomac River. From the window, I can see the long drop down to the water. I close my eyes tight.

“What are you scared of?” Derek asks.

I’m not sure which thing to pick. The bridge or the speed or the fact that Clarence can’t seem to keep his eyes on the road. I don’t actually know the chances of crashing in a taxi. I never thought I’d be in one. At least not by choice.

“Dying, I guess.” It’s the first time I’ve said it out loud like that. Even to Mom or Dr. V or Lena. “I know lots of numbers about it. The chances of dying, I mean. I think about them all the time.”

My eyes are still shut tight. Maybe that’s good. Derek’s probably looking at me like I’m cuckoo.

He nudges my shoulder. When I open my eyes, he’s holding out a small tin can.

“Gloop,” he says.

I twist off the lid. Inside is a pile of gold slime that is, in fact, extremely gloopy. It’s cold and feels wet as I mush it with my fingers.

“Helps me calm down,” Derek says. “My therapist gave it to me.”

“Your therapist?”

“Yeah. This guy my mom makes me see. He’s pretty cool.”

The gloop squishes between my fingers, cool and calming.

“I see a lady. Dr. V.”

I don’t usually go blabbing about that to people, but it feels okay saying it to Derek. It feels kind of… good.

“We talking headshrinkers?” Clarence says from the front seat. “Been seeing mine ten years. Working on my impulse control.”

For some reason, this makes Derek and me laugh. Hard. Clarence laughs too and lays on his horn at the bike in front of us.

Derek opens up the top of his backpack so I can see inside. It’s like an anxiety survival kit in there. He’s got fidget cubes and plastic poppers and two more tins of gloop. “I thought you might need a little extra help today. Thought we both might.”

His eyes go past me to something out my window. “Look!” Derek shouts, pointing.

I see it—DC. Bunches of buildings stand against the sky. But the tall, skinny Washington Monument towers above everything else. Dad used to bring me down here to visit his office sometimes. It was a big stone building with a man in a suit at the front door who would say things like “Morning, Mr. Turner. Ms. Turner.” That always made me feel kind of grown-up.

Once, Lena came. We felt like adults, taking the bus with Dad, pushing the button on the elevator, giggling in the corner of his office while he held super-adulty meetings.

If only I’d had a magic pencil back then. I’d have written everything to stay exactly like it was. Forever.

Clarence winds through downtown. Past men and women in important-looking suits walking fast on the sidewalks. Down streets in the shadow of big, important-looking buildings. I don’t feel so grown-up today. Just kind of small.

Between the honking cars and tall buildings and, well, just all of it, I’m getting that underwater feeling.

Clarence pulls into the roundabout in front of the convention center so quick, Derek and I both slam against my door.

Clarence gives us a thumbs-up. “Y’all still in one piece back there?”

I nod.

“Good. Now git.” His mustache twitches upward, and I can almost see a smile underneath all that hair.

Clarence peels out after Derek and I step onto the sidewalk. I look around—we’ve landed in a comic book.

A woman with a big ComicCon badge directs us to the entrance. She’s dressed in a much better Kat costume than mine. She has the leather boots and gloves and a cape that is clearly not from her dad’s Dracula costume. She raises her sword toward me.

“Sweet hair, Kat!” she yells at me over all the noise of cars and buses and people arriving at the convention.

“Thanks!” I yell back.

Before we go through the revolving doors, Derek puts on his mask. “See?” he says. “Whoever you want to be.”
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Chapter Thirty–Three


With her powers of divination, Kat could see in the guardians the same glow that burned in her.

And for the first time, she felt like she belonged.

—The Magic of Ever After



The convention hall is swarming with people.

I get that sinking feeling in my stomach. I squish the gloop in my hands, trying not to think about how far away Mom is or how I’m surrounded by strangers in a strange place that is so big I can’t see a single exit sign.

A woman dressed as Black Widow takes our tickets and hands us a map and schedule that says the fantasy author Q&A is in Ballroom B. In three minutes.

I look around the massive convention center. We can’t even get through the lobby in three minutes.

But we start walking, speedy quick. Derek points out characters around us as we go. A hobbit. Iron Man. Yoda. Bigfoot.

“But that’s totally inaccurate,” he says, his breath catchy from speed walking. “The real Bigfoot would be at least two feet taller.”

I dodge out of the way of the hairy beast man.

“How do you know all this?”

“I spend a lot of time with these characters,” he says. “Too much, if you ask my mom.”

I laugh. “I think she might be right.”

“Probably.” He shrugs. “But sometimes their worlds make a lot more sense than ours.”

We have to take the elevator. “No time for the stairs,” Derek says, looking at his watch. I really don’t want to take an elevator, but I stick with Derek—I don’t want to go on my own in this strange new world.

We push the up button and wait as the elevator drops down from 5 to L. I can’t see Derek’s face beneath his costume. He’s calm. He’s in superhero mode. Lucky. Even with my blue hair, I’m still just me. And my stomach’s doing backflips.

Derek must notice me going bananas on the gloop because he leans in closer.

“Kat stood at the threshold of the forest,” he whispers.

He kind of shoves my arm like your turn.

“She… she was scared.” I stumble on my words. “She didn’t know what lay ahead.”

The elevator doors open. Derek gives me another little nudge. “But she knew turning back was not an option,” he says. “She had to go in.”

We pack into the elevator with all the other people. I hold my breath, squeeze the gloop extra hard, and try not to think about snapped cables or power outages.

I try to think good thoughts, like Dr. V taught me. About how, in just a few minutes, I’m going to meet Raven M. Wells. I’m going to get answers.

And figure out my happily ever after.

I watch the numbers—3, 4, and finally 5. I exhale.

Derek grabs my arm and pulls me out of the elevator and into another crowded hallway. A voice from a speaker announces that the next session is starting.

We run faster, dodging villains and heroes, and show up at Ballroom B, breathing hard. The man at the door says we just barely made it.

“Registration?” he asks.

Derek tells him we already gave someone our tickets at the front.

“No, for this session.” The man points to a sign on the wall behind him. “Free preregistration required.”

“Oh, how do we do that?” I ask.

The guy snort-laughs at us. “Uhh… go back in time. This session’s been full for months.” The man gives a little head shake like he can’t believe how dumb we are, then closes the door.

I stare at it.

No, no, no.

Derek leans against the wall. His chest is still moving up and down as he takes big, gulping breaths from under his mask.

“So close,” he says.

“No.” I say. “We paid to be here. Well, you did. And I rode in a freaking rent-a-car with a mustached maniac. I dyed my hair blue!” Something’s rising in my chest. Not panic. Not fear. Something hard to describe, like an energy—a power—I didn’t know was there. “We are getting in that room.”

Derek nods toward my fanny pack. “Magic pencil?”

I shake my head. Not enough time. Besides, I already used up a whole lot of lead just getting us here. I have to save what’s left.

We’re on our own.

I look around. What would Kat do? She definitely wouldn’t just walk out of here with her cape between her legs.

That’s when I see it.

“Remember in book two when Kat is trying to break into the sorcerer enclave?” I ask. Derek nods. “She couldn’t get in because of the venomous snake.”

Derek turns to follow my gaze past the bathrooms to another door down the hall. It’s open, and the Kat look-alike from the entrance is struggling to wheel in a huge backdrop that says AUTHOR Q&A, but the door keeps shutting before she can get it through.

“So she had to find another way,” Derek says, and I can’t see his mouth through his mask, but his eyes are smiling.

We scurry down the hallway toward the imitation Kat, who is trying to prop open the door with her foot.

I grab one end of the backdrop. “Here, let me help,” I say.

The girl looks up and smiles. “Hey, it’s my Kat twin! Come to save me!”

We reposition the banner together as Derek holds the door open wide.

“We copy Kats have to stick together,” I say.

The girl laughs as we wheel through the doorway into the ballroom, which is enormous—and totally full.

“You got seats?” the girl whispers to us. Derek and I look at each other, but before we can come clean, the girl waves us to a row of seats in the middle with a Reserved for ComicCon Workers sign.

“This way, copy Kat,” she says with a wink. “Gotta stick together, right?”

I nod as we sit. Derek grips my arm like I can’t believe that worked as a man dressed as Star Wars’ Chewbacca takes the stage. Except he’s taken off his head to talk into the microphone, so he just looks like a human with a lot of body hair.

He introduces each author as they take their spot at a long table. When he says “Raven M. Wells,” I sit up super straight to try to see her better.

She’s Black, like Kat, but her hair is chopped short and smooth, not like Kat’s wild curls.

“That’s her,” I whisper to Derek. “That’s really her.”

“I know,” he whispers back.

Chewbacca man tells us to raise a hand and an usher will bring around a mic. He adds, “Our authors will not be signing after the panel, so if you do have a question, now’s your chance.”

I look at Derek. He still has his stupid mask on.

“What do I do?” I whisper.

I didn’t really think about this part. I thought there’d be a line, like at the bookstore signing. Where I could talk to her privately. I can’t get up and ask about a magic pencil in front of everyone. But people are already raising their hands.

I shoot mine into the air. I try to lift Derek’s, too. He pulls away, shaking his head violently.

“No. Freaking. Way.”

“Yes way,” I say, trying again to get his hand up. “It’ll double our chances of getting picked.”

He leans in close to me and lifts up his mask a little. “Zoey. It’s a rule. I don’t dance without a mask, and I do not get up and talk in front of people. Definitely not a ballroom full of people.”

“Forget the rules, Derek! We’ve broken a lot of rules today. But this is what friends do.” I recite Lena’s words to him. “We show up for each other. Even if we’re scared.”

“Zo—”

A lady in front of us with stark white hair and a pinchy little mouth turns around. “Shhh,” she says.

I whisper, “Please?”

He makes a funny noise in his throat. “But I am not saying anything about magic.”

He pulls his mask down tight over his face and sticks his hand in the air.
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Chapter Thirty–Four


But the journey was not without danger. In the moonlight, a shadow often lingered—a darkness deeper than night.

—The Magic of Ever After



After thirty minutes, we haven’t been picked. Only fifteen minutes left. It’s now or never.

I reach my hand as high as I can. I stretch my fingers toward the ceiling so hard it hurts my armpit. I even do that little waving thing that smarty-pants kids do in class when they really, really think they know the answer.

“You,” Chewbacca man says, pointing in our direction.

I touch my chest. “Me?”

He shakes his head. “No. Spider-Man.”

An usher in the aisle hands a mic down the row to Derek. He stands up slowly. The shushy lady in front of us turns to look at him. The whole freaking room turns to look at him.

“I—uh—well—”

“Speak up, please,” one of the male authors says.

“My question is for Ms. Wells,” Derek says. He clears his throat. “I have a friend—”

“We can’t hear you, darling,” Raven M. Wells says into her microphone. “Can you take off your mask?”

Derek looks down at me. I mouth the word please.

He takes off his mask slowly. His cheeks are already pink. He presses his lips into the mic so hard it makes a buzzing sound. He jerks away from it and drops the mic on the ground. It clatters and shrieks through the speakers. The pinchy-mouthed lady in front of me covers her ears.

I crouch down to grab the mic before it rolls under the seats. I stand next to Derek and hold it for him. His face is as red as his costume now. It must be terrible to have your fear painted all over your face like that.

“Sorry,” he says. “What I wanted to ask. Well—I have this friend. And she has a pencil. She got it from you. At a signing. A special pencil.” He emphasizes special. I watch Raven M. Wells’s face for any sign that she knows what he’s talking about.

She just smiles. “Lucky girl. But that’s not a question, dear.”

A few people laugh at this. Derek smiles, but it’s not a real smile. More like he just drank a big old gulp of sour milk. He wipes his palms on his Spider-Man pants.

“Oh, okay, so my question—” His voice goes up a full octave, and his face goes from red to a pale shade of green. Like he might barf at any second. He clears his throat again but his voice still comes out all shaky. “What if the stories she writes with the pencil aren’t working out?”

Raven M. Wells leans in toward her microphone. “Well, I’d tell your friend that every story can be rewritten.”

Derek looks down at me. His forehead is beaded with sweat. I give him a keep going nod.

“Okay,” he says into the mic. “How?”

“It’s called revision, darling. That’s where the real work of writing happens. Nobody gets it right the first time. If you don’t like your story, erase. Rewrite. Try again.”

“But—”

“Next question, please,” Chewbacca says. The usher reaches out for Derek’s mic. I hand it down the aisle and sits down. He puts his mask on and slouches low in his seat.

“You okay?” I say.

He shakes his head.

“Derek, it’s over. You di—”

The woman in front of us shushes us again. I want to shush her back. Derek stares straight down at his lap. I hand him the gloop. He takes off his spidey gloves and starts squishing it like his life depends on it.

Maybe it does.



He doesn’t say anything for the rest of the session. He just keeps squishing and squashing and not looking up. When the session ends, we just sit there.

I’m not sure if he’s ever going to speak or move again, when a voice shouts from the front of the room, “Derek!”

When I look up, a familiar face and blue hair pokes out of the crowd moving toward the exit.

I whisper to Derek, “It’s Jada.”

He still doesn’t speak.

I tug on his sleeve. “Let’s go,” I say. “Maybe she hasn’t seen us yet.”

“Everybody’s seen us,” Derek says.

He’s right. Of course she knows it’s us. When I look over again, she’s making her way toward our row. And even though Jada’s the nicest and she did my hair and everything, I can’t have her figuring out why I’m here. Or worse, telling my Mom about it.

I lean down to Derek. “She’s going to have lots of questions,” I say. “Ones I’m not ready to answer. So. Let’s. Go.”

I tug on Derek’s shirt again, and this time, he gets up. I elbow our way through the crowd, pulling him with me. I can hear Jada calling Derek’s name, but we battle our way out, excuse-me- and pardon-me-ing until we get to the elevator. We wait a few seconds until we see Jada speed walking down the hall after us.

“Zoey, wait! I thought that was you!”

Derek pulls me toward the stairs. He’s finally snapped out of his trance. We take the stairs two or three steps at a time. Derek looks hilarious, bounding down the stairs in his Spider-Man costume. I check behind me to make sure she’s not still on our heels.

Finally, we get to the ground floor, burst out of the stairwell, and run to the sidewalk out front. Like magic, Clarence is already there, holding the car door open.

“Ms. Turner,” he says, bowing. “Your chariot.”

Derek and I slide into the backseat, and Clarence zooms out of the roundabout just as Jada comes out the front doors. Derek pulls off his mask and starts laughing, a big gut laugh that’s so loud and unexpected that I catch it too. I’m laughing so hard I can barely breathe. But it’s a good breathless. The kind I almost forgot.

Clarence eyes us in the rearview mirror. “What’s got you two busting up? You’re smiling like pigs in the sunshine.”

Derek puts his head back on the seat. “I can’t believe we just did that,” he says. “I can’t believe I just did that. In front of a ballroom full of people. That was definitely against the rules.”

“Without your mask. And I’m riding in a deathmobile.” I lean forward to Clarence. “No offense.”

“Offense taken,” he shouts back at us, but I can see his mustache smile in the mirror.

Out my window, the Washington Monument fades into the distance, smaller and smaller.

I did it.

We did it.

“You know what part this is, right?” Derek’s looking at me now, his smile wide and uncontrollable.

I roll my eyes. “If you say the words hero’s journey, you’re getting gloop in your eye.”

Derek laughs. “Worth it! Because this right here, what we just did, it’s called the ordeal. A huge challenge and victory for the hero. Like when Kat finds the other guardians.” He must see my questions before I ask them because he adds, “It means we’re getting close.”

“To what?”

He rolls down the window and sticks his head out. He screams into the wind, “To happily ever after!”

And even though it’s super dangerous to have his head out there, I don’t try to stop him. After what he did for me, he can do whatever he wants.

While we ride, I write in my notebook what Raven M. Wells said so I don’t forget: Erase. Rewrite. Try again.

That’s the answer.

I can still get my happy ending.

Because this time, I’ll get it right.
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Chapter Thirty–Five


The shadow reminded Kat of her mission: join with the other guardians to vanquish Ametus before he was too strong to ever be stopped.

—The Magic of Ever After



Before I know it, we’re back on Main Street.

“Got a hitch in your git-along?” Clarence says. I’m pretty sure it means he wants us to get out. So we do.

And then, just as mysteriously as he appeared, he zooms away.

“Nothing about this day makes any sense,” Derek says. He’s still got a big old grin on his face. It’s good to see.

“Derek?” I say.

“Yeah?”

“Thanks. For, you know, everything,”

Derek’s face flushes a little pink.

“That’s what mentors are for,” he says. “Kat has the fairies. And the great Anxiety Girl gets me, Tuna Boy.” He stands with his chest puffed out, hands on his hips.

I laugh. “The lamest heroes in existence.”

Derek shrugs. “I don’t know. I think they’re pretty cool.” He puts on his mask, steps up onto a sidewalk bench, and jumps off in full Spider-Man pose. He gives me a little nod. “Anxiety Girl.”

“Tuna Boy.”

And then he tosses me the tin of gloop, turns the corner, and is gone.



I’ve changed out of my costume by the time Mom comes home. I’m sitting at a table in the empty bakeshop, trying to figure out the best way to Erase. Rewrite. Try again. I flip through my stories. What kind of revision could get this story back on track? One that will fix things with Lena? I’ll have to make double sure that it’s the kind of story where everything works out okay in the end—since that was the whole point.

“Zo!” Mom says. “I had the best day at this baking conference. So many new recipes I want to try. So many new ideas. How was your day? Did you have fun with your friends?”

“Yes. Lots.”

The funny thing is, it’s 100 percent true. I mean, I don’t know Derek the way I know Lena. Like how she’ll pick the red-white-and-blue Popsicle at the ice cream truck every single time or how she gets a little quiver in her chin when she’s about to cry. But Derek showed up for me today. And that’s what friends do.

Plus, today was… well, today was kind of awesome. I only used hand sanitizer like three times, which is half as much as normal. And I don’t even remember getting on the highway on the ride home.

Actually, it was the best day I’ve had in a long time. And I want to tell Mom about it.

“Mom,” I start. “Today, I—”

Mom holds up a finger. “Oh, wait one second, honey,” she says. “Help me clear off this counter. I got this new mixer at the baking show. It should be here any minute.”

Just as she says it, the back alleyway door swings open. Carrying a huge box with a picture of a red mixer on the front is none other than Mr. Jensen.

“Where do you want it?” he says.

Mom points to the counter, and he plops it down.

“What do you think?” she asks. “Eric bought it for me!”

Eric? Who the heck is Eric?

“Anything for my girl,” says Mr. Jensen, who I guess Mom calls Eric now. Then he puts his arm around Mom’s shoulder. Mom freezes. So do I. And so does the whole wide world.

“Oh, I—” Mr. Jensen stutters, taking his hand off my mom.

Mom walks toward me. “Zoey, it’s probably time we talk—”

“No,” I say, backing away from her. I’m having the underwater feeling. The one that comes with buses or school or being far, far away from home. Except I’m standing in Mom’s bakeshop. This is not a scary place. This is my safe place.

But the wave washes over me anyway.

“No, no, no,” I say.

“Honey—”

“He shouldn’t be here.”

“Why not?” Mom asks.

“Because Dad should be here.” I look at Mr. Jensen. “And you are not him.”

Before the tears come, I run up the stairs into my room and slam the door.

How could a day that started so amazing end up so terrible?

I want to cry. I want to curl up in my blanket and have a good sob. But that’s not what a hero would do. And it’s definitely not what Kat would do.

So instead, I get out my notebook. I don’t know how to rewrite everything yet, but I know how to fix at least one part of the story. Right now. I turn to the page about the kind baker.

Ugh. Magical elves would have been so much better than Mr. Jensen.

I flip the magic pencil around and push the pink eraser into the words. I rub, rub, rub until the story is nothing but a faint memory.

After, I message Derek to tell him what I’ve done.



that’s cold







it is not







killing off Mr. Jensen? Ice cold.







I’m not killing him. I’m editing him out. You heard Raven M. Wells. It’s called revision.







ok so who else are we revising? Oh please edit Ian Moore out of our lives.







Not sure yet.







Well, just don’t let the power go to your head. That’s how villains are made.







except I’m the hero, remember?







exactly what a villain would say





A huge storm blows in that night. The branches of the big maple tree outside my window scrape against the glass. Normally, I’d crawl into bed with Mom. But she’s still downstairs talking to Mr. Jensen.

I can hear their hushed voices. I’d give just about anything to hear the old melody from our house on Woodside Drive tonight.

Finally, sometime around two in the morning, the alley door opens. I watch out my window as Mom hugs him. Then he kisses her. On the lips. My stomach flip-flops.

I lie back in bed.

Erase. Rewrite. Try again.

It has to work.

A clap of thunder makes me pull my blankets tight under my chin. Guinevere burrows into my side. She hates thunderstorms too. At the next flash of lightning, I count the seconds until the thunder. Five Mississippis. Divide by five. That means the storm is a whole mile away. Dad taught me that.

I’d fall asleep to the sound of him counting out the Mississippis. By the time I would wake up, the storm would be over.

Tonight, I fall asleep to the sound of the wind. I imagine it blowing Mr. Jensen away.

Blowing everything back to the way it was.
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Chapter Thirty–Six


The guardians only laughed at Kat’s plan. For no creature had magic powerful enough to defeat Ametus. “I’ll do it myself, then,” Kat vowed. After all, she’d gotten this far in life on her own.

—The Magic of Ever After



I wake up to music. Loud music. I stumble down the stairs, and Mom’s got a bowl tucked under her arm, her other hand furiously stirring.

“You’re up!” she says. She doesn’t look up from her bowl.

The bakeshop kitchen is strewn with baked goods and flour and cracked eggs and used measuring cups. Trays of cookies are cooling on the counter along with dozens of unfrosted cupcakes. On the big metal island, Mom’s new mixer is on autopilot, stirring batter.

“What’s going on?” I ask.

“Just doing some baking.”

This is not some baking. This is classic Mom stress baking. Dad used to say he knew he was in trouble when Mom got out the industrial-size mixer. After Dad’s funeral, we drowned in baked goods. Some nice lady from the neighborhood would come over with a casserole and leave with a dozen chocolate trifle cupcakes.

I inch into the kitchen. Mom’s whipping so hard, I think the spatula may snap in two. She brushes a hair out of her face with the back of her hand.

“I want to talk to you about what happened last night,” she says. “With Mr. Jensen.”

I blurt out, “I saw you kiss him.”

Mom looks away from me quickly. She starts spooning the white frosting from her bowl into a plastic bag with a metal tip.

“Yes, well, I like Eri—Mr. Jensen. A lot. And it’s nice to have someone around, you know. But—”

“But?”

“But I can’t just think about what I like or what I want. We’re a team, you and me, right?”

I nod.

She looks straight at me now. “And if one part of the team isn’t ready for something, we don’t do it.”

“But you kissed him—”

“That was a goodbye kiss.” She squeezes the bag, moving it in a circle to form a frosting rose on top of the cupcake. Usually, she’s delicate, slow with her rosettes, but she’s spinning the frosting bag so fast and squeezing so hard, the roses are falling over before she moves to the next one. She doesn’t seem to care. “Mr. Jensen won’t be coming around anymore.”

“I’m sorry,” I say.

Mom puts the frosting down, licks some off her finger, and smiles. But it’s not her usual smile. Her eyes aren’t in it.

“It’s not your fault,” she says.

So why does it feel like there’s a tiny knife sticking in my chest?

Mom presses a finger to her head, to the little spot between the start of her hair and the corner of her eye. She picks up a bottle of Tylenol from the counter and takes two without any water.

“What’s wrong?” I ask.

“Just a headache.”

I move closer to her. The sharp little pain balloons out to my usual panic.

“Is it real bad? How long have you had it? Because strokes come on suddenly, and sometimes by stress, and—”

“Zoey!” Mom’s voice is screamy. It startles me. “Sometimes, a headache is just a headache.”

She closes her eyes and leans her head back a little. Like she’s saying a silent prayer. Maybe she is. Dear God. Help my child not be such a weirdo. Amen. We stand together in silence except for the whir of her new mixer, spinning and spinning and spinning.

“Honey, I’m sorry. I—”

“It’s okay,” I say. “I’m just gonna go next door. Maybe read a little. See you later?”

Mom takes a big, heavy breath. “Yes. Fine. That’s just fine.”

Outside, I just kind of stand on the sidewalk. I don’t know where to go.

Normally, I’d run straight to Lena’s house. Tell her all that’s gone wrong.

But things are too weird between us. Plus, I’d have to explain everything.

Or I’d go to Mom. But I can’t do that either. I can’t go to my corner at Ever After Books because I can’t face Jada after sprinting away from her at ComicCon.

I can’t even hop onto my bike and go for a ride.

I look up and down Main Street.

All my safe places are gone.
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Chapter Thirty–Seven


Kat was used to being alone, but she’d never felt quite this lonely.

—The Magic of Ever After



Mom bakes for forty-eight hours straight.

I try to stay out of the way.

I feel a little responsible. Okay, maybe a lot responsible. I erased a human being from our lives. But I wrote Mr. Jensen into the story. Can’t I write him out?

Still, Mom’s one of the good guys. And she’s upset. That’s not supposed to happen in a story like mine.

I try not to think about it. What I need to think about is my shrinking pencil. If I run out of magic before I get the story right, I’ll lose Lena before school even starts.

Raven M. Wells said to rewrite. That’s what I need to do.

But first I need to talk to Lena. Figure out where things went wrong—so I can make them right.

I get my chance to figure it out on August fifth. It’s the day the city was founded 112 years ago, and it’s also usually the hottest. Everybody in Preston goes to the Founder’s Day Carnival. Lena will definitely be there.

On the morning of the carnival, I get up extra early. The weather app on my phone tells me it’s 92 percent humidity today. That means my hair is even more out of control than usual. I mess with it for a bit but finally give up. I can almost hear Ashley Cliven’s voice in my head saying it’s too poofy for middle school. And probably too blue.

I’m pretty sure Lena caught a glimpse of it on the street before ComicCon. I wonder what she thought. And what she’s been doing this last week. Does she miss me? Did she notice I’m not around?

I help Mom load up a wagon with all her cupcakes and cookies from her baking spree. She has on the red lipstick again. Like I said, everyone goes to the carnival. That means Eric, too.

That little pang hits me in the chest again.

Mom and Mr. Jensen are over. Isn’t that what I wanted? So why does it feel so yucky?

The carnival is always at Preston City Park, smack-dab in the middle of town. Mom and I walk down Main Street in the afternoon, pulling our baked goods behind us. The sun is beating down so hard it feels like it’s inside me.

At the park, we put all our stuff at the bake sale booth. Derek runs over to me. Correction: Lucky the Leprechaun runs over to me.

“Aren’t you dying in there?” I say.

He takes off his leprechaun head. His hair is slicked down to his forehead with sweat.

“Yep,” he says. “I think I passed out for a second.”

“Then take it off.”

Derek smiles. “You know the rules.”

“Yes, and I’ve seen you break them,” I say. We smile at each other, and I know he’s thinking about everything we did at ComicCon too.

“True.” He sneaks a cookie off the table and pops it into his mouth. “But my dad might come by, and he’s never seen me in my costume.”

“What about at the swim meets?”

Derek shakes his head. “Doesn’t come. Says to alert him when I’m in a real sport.”

Derek nods toward the Preston City Library booth, where Mr. Jensen is browsing books.

“He lives!” Derek whispers.

I jab him with my elbow. “I told you I wasn’t going to kill him,” I say.

“You know what they say.” Derek sneaks another cookie. “The pen is mightier than the sword.”

“Mighty enough to figure out a happy ending?”

He chews while he thinks. “I believe so, yes.”

“Yeah, but you believe in Bigfoot.”

Derek laughs but he doesn’t deny it. He just lowers the leprechaun head onto his own head and runs back to the Leaping Leprechauns booth. Lena’s there next to Ashley and Danni. I raise my hand a little like hi. Lena raises hers back.

And then all three of them start walking toward me. Every single head of hair is identically smooth and flat, like they’re in a shampoo commercial. I should have worn a hat.

“Hey,” Lena says. Danni smiles. Ashley’s texting on her phone.

“Hey,” I say.

“A bunch of us are gonna go ride the Ferris wheel. You wanna come?”

“Oh.” I inch closer to my mom. I don’t actually know how many accidents there are on carnival rides every year. All I know is that the Ferris wheel is high. Too high. “I think my mom needs my help here.”

Mom smiles down at me. “Actually, I was just gonna take a break.” She bumps my hip with hers. “Go.”

“Oh, no, I think maybe I better—”

Ashley leans closer to Lena. “Told you,” she whispers. “She can’t even go on a high d—”

“I’ll go!” I shout way too loud.

Mom hands me some ride tickets that I stick in my fanny pack. The rest of the swim gang joins us, including Baldy McBalderson Ian Moore. Two of his friends are bald now too. Ashley says shaving their heads is really gonna help them pick up speed at the state meet, plus it looks so cool. I have to bite my lip from telling everyone that Ian has lice, not an advanced fashion sense. I also don’t mention that with no hair, Ian looks exactly how I picture Ametus, the evil sorcerer.

I look back at Mom. She waves. I wave too, but kind of small down by my side so no one else sees.

The line for the Ferris wheel is long. Good. Gives me time to check things out.

Kids way smaller than me get on and off the Ferris wheel just fine. The ride operator seems to be paying attention. And come on, I rode in a Lyft all the way downtown! I can do a stinky old carnival ride.

“You okay?” Lena whispers to me.

“Yeah. Totally,” I say, trying to act braver than I feel.

“What’s with the hair?” Ashley says. “It’s so… blue.”

I touch the wild ends of my hair. “Oh, I just, well, I just wanted something different.”

“It’s definitely different.” Ashley shoots a not-so-nice smile at the other girls. “Anyway, so like I was saying, we’ve got less than a week till the state meet. We have to focus. No distractions.”

Maybe it’s in my head, but I swear she flicks her eyes in my direction.

When we get close to the front of the line, the ticket-taker man tells us to “Partner up!” Ashley links her arm through Lena’s so fast, no one else has a chance.

A lump the size of a funnel cake lands in my throat.

“Oh,” Lena says. “Actually, I’m gonna ride with Zoey.”

Ashley rolls her eyes. “Whatever, I’ll go with Danni.”

But Danni’s already paired up with another girl. Ashley looks around, and for a second, I think I see a flash of something familiar in her eyes: panic.

When she sees me see it, though, she plasters on a smile. “Good. I didn’t really want to go on such a babyish ride anyway,” she says. She looks straight at me. “Good luck finding room for you and that hair.”

I don’t even care. Because Lena smiles at me, and I smile back. She picked me. Maybe we’re still us. And this is exactly what I needed. A chance to talk, just her and me. A chance to figure out how to rewrite our story.

“Next!” the ride man yells.

Lena and I step up to the landing pad and sit on the little metal seat. The man clamps down a bar over our thighs. As if that’s going to keep us in this rickety thing if it goes haywire.

I take a deep breath as the ride lurches and churns.

And we’re off.
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Chapter Thirty–Eight


Kat held the locket tight, feeling its power surge through her. She would need every drop to beat the darkness that grew in the forest.

And even then, it might not be enough.

—The Magic of Ever After



It’s not too bad—at first. We stop every few seconds to let other people on. Danni and the swim team girl get on below us. Danni turns around and waves, even though we just saw her in line.

Lena waves back like it’s very exciting to see her.

By the time we get to the top of the circle, my stomach feels like it has a giant hole in it. Below us, the carnival grounds spread out. We’re so high. Every time the wheel stops, our bucket rocks like it’s gonna fall right off—and us with it. I wish I’d brought Derek’s gloop.

“Just think about something else,” Lena says. She looks out over the city. The sun has dipped low now, making everything glow. “Look! There’s the bakeshop! And the pool!”

The whole town looks like a Lego set. Mom’s bakeshop is tiny. The pool is a small aqua square among the trees. I look real hard and find our old house on Woodside Drive. I squint my eyes and swear I can see the top of my tree house.

Below us, Ashley’s waiting at the exit, staring at her phone. Over at the booths, Mr. Jensen is next to Mom. They’re standing super close and talking. Mom looks up at me and sees me watching. She says something short to Mr. Jensen, who looks up at me too, then walks away.

I guess the pencil didn’t totally erase him. My doubts about the magic creep in again. I can almost hear Derek saying I don’t really believe.

“Do you like him?” Lena asks.

“Like who?”

“Mr. Jensen. Ashley’s big sister says he and your mom are dating.”

“They are not dating.”

Normally, I’d tell her all about the red lipstick and the kiss and how I erased Mr. Jensen. But that’s not what we need to talk about. We need to talk about how to put things back the way they were. I try to think of something else to say. The most perfect thing to say. The thing that will make Lena remember us.

“Remember that time when we got stuck up here?” I say. “It was you, me, and my dad. In third grade, I think.”

Lena smiles. “Oh yeah. And we were so scared, but your dad had us pretend we were princesses locked up in a tower.” Lena’s smile fades. “That seems like so long ago.”

“You were scared?” I say. “I didn’t think you ever got scared.”

Lena looks at me funny. “Everyone gets scared, Zoey.”

She’s quiet, and I think maybe she’s going to apologize. For picking those other girls over me. The ride starts moving faster. The wind is blowing Lena’s flat-ironed hair into her face. It gets caught in her shiny lip gloss.

“Why is your hair blue?” she finally says. “And where were you going the other day with Tuna, all dressed up like that?

I hold on to the railing as we zoom over and under. I hear Danni squeal behind us.

“I told you, his name’s Derek. And I was going to ComicCon.”

“So you won’t come bowling, but you’ll go to ComicCon in a taxi? That doesn’t make sense.”

She stares at me, waiting for an explanation. It’s my turn to be quiet. For a full rotation. I think about all the things I’m not saying. But she’s not saying things too. Like how she’s embarrassed by me.

Mom’s right: weeds have grown between us.

“Ian and Tuna used to be friends, ya know,” she says.

I laugh out loud. “Yeah, right.”

Lena looks at me with the sun going down behind her.

“No, really. When Ian first moved here, he didn’t know anyone, so they used to play some video game together. It was a long time ago, like the summer before fourth grade or something.”

Fourth grade. That’s when Derek became Tuna. Ian made him Tuna. What kind of friend does that?

Lena lets out a heavy sigh and looks at me. “My mom says sometimes people just grow apart.”

The way she says it makes me think of how my mom says, Sometimes, bad things happen to good people.

And I don’t know if it’s because we’re hanging a gazillion feet above the earth or because of what Lena just said, but the panicky feelings start spreading through me. And the thoughts start racing: Why? Why do bad things have to happen? And why do people have to grow apart? Or leave holes in your life?

I have to tell her, I think. Chop down the weeds between us before it’s too late. Before I’m a “used to be” friend too.

“I have a pencil.” I say it fast like I’m ripping off a Band-Aid.

“What?”

“From Raven M. Wells.”

“That author lady?”

“Yeah. And when I write stories with it, they come true. I was writing a story where bad things don’t happen to good people. And Derek says I have to be the hero, but I don’t really care about that. I just want a happy ending, one where people don’t grow apart and I’m brave enough to go to school, like you wanted!”

Lena’s eyebrows squish together. “Zoey, that sounds—”

“I know, I know,” I say, because I know exactly how bonkers it sounds. “But I wrote a story about a mermaid who wins a race, and well, you were the mermaid, and you won at your meet the next day.”

Lena’s face bunches up tighter. “Why would you say that?”

“Because it’s true. And because we’re best friends. And best friends don’t have secrets.”

Our basket swings forward when the wheel stops suddenly. A lurch, and then we’re going backward.

“I won that race on my own. Fair and square.” Lena’s looking away from me, but I can see the little quiver in her chin starting. “Why would you try to make it seem like I didn’t?”

“That’s not what I’m saying—”

“You’re mad I won, aren’t you? Because Ashley likes me now. You’re mad I have new friends. You’re jealous.”

This isn’t going the way it’s supposed to at all. The mix of the funnel cake smell in the air and the spinning and the way Lena’s looking at me makes my stomach turn.

I try again. “No, no, I just thought—”

“Well, I think I’m going to win at the state meet. Ashley thinks so too. And you know what else? I think you’re spending way too much time in your fantasy world.” The ride comes to a halt when we reach the bottom. Lena jumps out as soon as the man releases the bar. But she turns to me before walking down the steps. “Why don’t you just grow up?”

I stand on the platform as Ashley and Danni surround her. Ashley says, loud enough that I can hear, “You don’t need her. You’ve got us now.”



I watch the carnival fireworks by myself. Mom asks if I want to sit with her. But that would make me even more lame.

So I sit on the side of the big field where everyone is gathered with their families on picnic blankets. Dads hold little kids on their shoulders. Last year, that was us. Dad covered my ears from the loud booms. With his big hands protecting me, I’d watch the explosions light up the sky, the town, the world.

Two months later, he was gone.

And now Lena is too.

Because I don’t know how to fix our story.

On the far end of the field, Lena and her friends are sitting on top of the chain-link fence, laughing.

Derek’s being tortured by Ian Moore. The bald-headed bully has taken Derek’s leprechaun head and is running away with it across the field. Derek’s running after him. His face is red, red, red.

A hero would do something.

A hero would help.

But I can’t even help myself.
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Chapter Thirty–Nine


Kat tried to turn her sadness into strength.

She practiced with her sword day and night in the forest.

She would be ready for battle. She would win.

Then everybody would see—she had been right all along.

—The Magic of Ever After



It’s time to get serious.

That’s what Dr. V says at our next meeting. She pulls out a calendar and shows me that we have one and a half weeks before school starts.

“If that’s still what you want.”

I nod. Except I’m not sure anymore. Lena probably doesn’t want me there. You don’t need her. That’s what Ashley said. What I actually want is for things to go back to the way they were. When Lena and I were besties and didn’t need anyone else. If I’m rewinding, maybe I’d go back even further. Back to when Dad was here. Back when life was full of magic.

How do I rewrite all that?

Dr. V says we need to do exposures.

“Basically,” she says, “we face the fears. So, for example, if you were afraid of dogs, we’d talk about dogs. If you were comfortable with that, maybe we’d look at some pictures of dogs. Then we’d look at a real one from a distance. And eventually, you’d pet one.”

“And I wouldn’t be afraid of dogs anymore?”

“Well, you might still be afraid, but every time you face a fear and survive, your brain learns it’s not that scary. And yes, hopefully, eventually, your brain stops worrying about it.”

I think about Guinevere licking my face. “But I’m not scared of dogs.”

“Yes, well, we have to think of something that scares you.”

“We’re going to expose me to everything?”

Dr. V smiles. “It feels that way sometimes, doesn’t it? But let’s start with just one. To get to school, you’ll need to take a bus, yes?”

I nod.

“Then let’s start there. Why don’t you tell me what happened the last time you tried to ride a bus. I think it was the school bus?”

She knows good and well it was the school bus. She knows because Mom told her about my bus stop meltdown at our very first appointment. I was sitting right here.

“You already know what happened,” I say.

Dr. V nods. “Yes. But I want you to tell me.”

I get out the gold gloop from my fanny pack. It’s lost a little of its stickiness, but it’s still firm enough to squish. Dr. V looks at it but doesn’t say anything. It’s my turn to talk.

“It was my first day back after…” I look down at the gold sliming through my fingers.

“After losing your dad.”

There she goes again. Bringing up Dad out of nowhere. The woman is obsessed.

“Yes. I was at the bus stop. And the bus came like it always does. Everyone else got on. But when I started to climb up—”

I stop. Dr. V sits very still, very quiet.

“I couldn’t.”

Technically, I could, but my legs wouldn’t.

“And why do you think that was? What was going through your mind right then?”

I shrug. “I don’t remember.”

That’s one of those half-truths. I remember it like it was yesterday. But also like it was a million years ago. I remember how it was raining hard. How my legs just stopped working and I sat down on the ground and started crying. How it felt like the air was too thick. And like, well, like I was going to die.

I remember other things too. Like how the kids on the bus poked their heads out the windows. Some of them laughed. Someone shouted, “Poor Baby Zo-Zo needs her mommy.”

But I don’t remember why it happened. Why couldn’t I get on the bus? I squish the gloop so hard it rips in half in my hands. I try to smash it back together, and it does stick, kind of. But it’s not quite the same.

Dr. V makes some notes on her notepad.

“Can you do me a favor, Zoey? This week, can you think about that day? Really try to remember, okay?”

I nod.

Dr. V says that we “made some really great progress today” before she walks me out to my mom. I’m not sure what was so great about it.

I don’t care much for this exposure therapy. All it did was expose one thing: I couldn’t get on that bus then, and I probably still can’t do it now.

But it did help me remember something else, something I didn’t mention to Dr. V. I remember Lena standing between me and the laughing kids. How she told them to shut up or she’d make them shut up. How she told the bus driver just to leave without us. She stayed with me until my mom came. Lena was there when Dad wasn’t.

The right side up in the upside down.

Maybe I won’t ever be fearless like Kat. But school starts in ten days, and there is no way I’m going without Lena.

Without her, there is no happy ending.

So I can’t lose her.

No matter what it takes.




A Promise

The mermaid with the wild hair had to lose.

There was no other way for the story to go. Because sometimes, the magic made people act a little strange. It made them flatten their hair and forget who their real friends were.

So on the day of the biggest race in all of Prestonia, the magic keeper cursed the waters. And the more the mermaid tried to swim through the water, the more tired she got. By the end, her arms were like spaghetti, and she could barely finish the race. Dead last.

The other mermaids turned their backs on her. They didn’t really care about her, anyway. They only cared about winning.

But the peasant girl with the pure heart didn’t care if the mermaid won or lost. For she was a true friend. And finally—finally—the mermaid with the wild curls remembered.

She promised to never forget again. And since it was a best friend promise, it was unbreakable.
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Chapter Forty


The time for preparation was past. The darkness seemed to grow thicker by the hour. Kat had to find Ametus.

And soon.

—The Magic of Ever After



The story doesn’t come easy.

It takes me an extra-long time to finish it. Partly because I want to get the story just right, and partly because I have to work to find the words. The pencil is being extra unhelpful. It’s almost, I don’t know, heavy. Like it’s fighting me as I write.

It’s not like I want Lena to lose. And wishing she would is definitely not a best friend thing to do. If she ever finds out I wrote a story like this, we’ll be ex-any-kind-of-friends.

But school starts in nine days. I look at the backpack hung on the back of my chair. Mom surprised me with it last night along with a notebook in every color. I can’t let her and Lena down. And I can’t walk through those doors without Lena.

“It has to be this way,” I say, half to myself, half to the pencil.

It’s almost gone. Really and truly gone. There’s just a little sliver of the IC left in MAGIC. Nothing more.

I probably only have one story left.

I tuck the pencil into my fanny pack, nice and careful. If things go wonky at Lena’s race, I’m gonna need that last story. My happily ever after depends on it.

Mom’s down in the shop, serving the morning crowd, when I head to the pool. I haven’t been in weeks. I’m not sure why I’m going now, except I want to give Lena one last chance before the state meet tomorrow. Because if she would choose me, all on her own, I’d erase my horrible story right now.

When I walk through the gate, I know Lena sees me. I know she does. But she turns her back and keeps talking to Danni. It’s fine. I didn’t expect a huge BFF welcome after the Ferris wheel. I dump my stuff onto a plastic chair and go look for Derek.

I find him in the middle of the team’s storage shed, muttering to himself and digging through a bunch of old kickboards.

“Come on. Where are you? Where are you?” he says.

“Derek?”

He turns around speedy fast and puts his hand on his chest. “You scared me.”

“What are you doing?”

“Looking for my stupid head.”

The way he says this makes me laugh. Makes him laugh too. It feels good to laugh after everything with Lena and Mom and, well, everything.

“Ian kept taking it from me during the fireworks last night.” Derek kicks at the pile of swim junk. “And now it’s gone.”

“Maybe he’ll give it back,” I say, looking under a bunch of kickboards.

“No way. The guy loathes me.”

I stop, a kickboard in my hand. “But didn’t he, I mean, I heard that maybe he used to be your friend?”

Derek stops looking. “Who told you that?”

“Lena. Is it true?”

“It was true.”

“What happened?”

He shrugs. “Beats me. Like three years ago, my mom’s begging me to play with this new kid who has no friends or something, and so we play FantasyQuest like every day that summer until bam! School starts. And like a week in, he’s calling me Tuna and working extra hard to make sure everyone knows we’re definitely not friends.” He gives a kickboard a good solid punt across the shed. “And doing stuff like stealing my freaking head the one time both my parents are coming to a meet.”

“Your dad’s coming?”

Derek beams. “Yep. I have a whole new dance and everything for state finals. So I need that mask.”

Derek dumps a bin of water floaties onto the floor. He looks at them, then looks up at me. His eyes have a funny spark in them. Kind of like when he first heard about the magic.

He holds his hand out to me. “Lemme use the pencil!”

“What?”

“The pencil. Let me use it. Or you use it. Write a story where Ian gives me back my leprechaun head. Or becomes a totally different person—one with a beating human heart. Whatever, as long as I get that head back before the meet.”

I take a step back from him. “I can’t.”

“You can’t what?”

I shake my head. “Write that.”

I swallow hard. I don’t want to say no, but I have to. I have to. I can’t give up the last bit of magic. Just in case.

“But you said.” He has a little wobble in his voice. “You said you would use the pencil to help me. Remember? You said.”

He’s right. I said that. But that was before.

“There’s only a tiny bit left,” I say. “And, well, I need it.”

“For what?”

I almost tell him the mermaid story. The one where Lena loses and I get my best friend back. But he’d probably think it’s not very nice to make Lena lose her race. And I guess it’s not.

“I just need it, okay? I’m… revising.”

Derek gets a funny look on his face. Not his red, embarrassed look. Or his excited magic look. It’s more… panicked. Like how I bet my face looked when I climbed up that high dive. Like he’s staring down an impossible leap.

“Zoey,” he says. “Please. I can’t get up there and dance without my mask. In front of everyone. In front of my dad. I just can’t.”

I fold my arms in front of me. “And I can’t waste the pencil.”

Derek’s faces changes again. Twists up like it does when Ian’s torturing him.

“You mean you can’t waste it on me,” he says.

“No, that’s not—”

He puts his hand up, palm toward me. “Got it.”

He yanks the door wide open. Light fills up the shed. The sun behind him makes it hard to see his face. Just a big black Derek shape in the doorway.

“Kat would help me,” he says.

And without another word, he stomps out of the shed, slamming the creaky door behind him.

I stand there, alone, feeling about as useless as the deflated floaties at my feet. I did say I’d help him with his people problem. But I have to use the magic to fix things with Lena, and I only have nine days to do it. Doesn’t he get that? No, he doesn’t. He probably wants me to lose my best friend like he lost his. He probably wouldn’t know a friend if it hit him in his big stupid leprechaun head.

It’s my pencil. I can write what I want.

I huff out of the shed too. I’m halfway back to my bag when I see Lena and the swim team girls huddled together over by the deep-deep end. They’re all looking at something, and Danni keeps looking over at me.

A pinch in my stomach tells me this isn’t good. This really is not good. I run to my pool bag. It’s still there.

But my notebook is gone.
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Chapter Forty–One


Kat found the loyal fairy wounded in the forest.

Her little body was limp, her magic siphoned away.

It could only mean one thing: Ametus was close.

—The Magic of Ever After



My first thought is to run.

Just run out the gates. Run home. Hide in my bed. Forever.

But I can’t because the whole Leprechauns girl gang is walking toward me. My notebook’s in Ashley’s hands.

Ashley clears her throat and reads out loud, “The mermaid with the wild hair had to lose.”

She laughs. A few of the other girls do too. But Lena’s not laughing. She’s staring right at me. Her face is all red. Not pink. Red red. Like Mom’s Velvet Rose cupcakes.

“They’re just silly stories,” I say. Heat creeps up my neck. Even my ears are burning under Lena’s stare.

Lena crosses her arms in front of her. “But you believe they’re real,” she says.

Ashley laughs again, a forced meanie laugh this time.

“Oh my gosh,” she says. “Don’t tell me she believes in fairy tales.”

Lena shakes her head. “No. Not fairy tales. She believes that the things she writes come true.”

Ashley’s mouth falls open. “Wait, what?”

I stare at Lena, trying to ignore Ashley. Behind them, Derek is listening too. I force a little laugh that sounds so fake I don’t even believe it.

“It’s not real,” I say. “It’s just fantasy, like you said.”

Lena’s eyes haven’t left mine. “But you said I was the mermaid.”

Ashley looks back and forth between Lena and me. She flaps the notebook at me.

“Wait? This story is about us?” She frowns. “Oh my gosh. This is about the state meet, isn’t it? And you’re what? Cursing us?”

Even if I did have an explanation that made sense, I’m having trouble finding any words. And Ashley isn’t listening anymore anyway. She’s writing something in my notebook. Lena hasn’t moved her eyes away from me.

“You want me to lose?” she says.

“I want… I want things to be the way they were.” My voice is tiny.

Lena takes a step toward me and whispers, “But you know how much this race means to me. To my parents.”

It’s only now that I can see her chin quivering. She’s about to cry. I know because I’m her best friend. I want to grab her and remind her. Tell her that it’s us, her and me, and that I may have lost my dad and she may have lost her perfect family but we have each other. No matter what.

“Lena, I—”

Before I can finish, Ashley interrupts. “You’re not the only one who can write stories.”

She tosses the notebook at me. I try to catch it, but it lands at my feet in a puddle of water. I snatch it off the concrete before it gets soaked.

On the page in front of me are a few short lines:


Here is a tale that is true. There is a girl whose hair is blue.

She only swims in the kiddie pool. And doesn’t even go to school.

No one wants to be her friend. And that’s how this sad story ends.



“It rhymes,” Ashley says. “Yours didn’t rhyme.”

She laughs. Lena doesn’t. She’s still just staring at me. I look at the words on the page again. No one wants to be her friend.

The words get blurry.

Don’t cry, I tell myself. Do. Not. Cry.

But I can’t stop the tear that drops onto the page. It smears the words. A new thought hits me. A thought that makes my whole body go cold.

“What did you write this with?”

“A pencil,” Ashley says. “Obviously.”

“What pencil?”

I don’t wait for an answer. I start searching my bag. Then my fanny pack.

No, no, no, no, no. Where is it?

“Oh,” Ashley says, “you mean this?”

Right there between her pink-painted fingertips is my pencil.

“Oh wait. Don’t tell me. Is this how you do it? Write magical stories?” She sneers. “Then I’d better not—”

She holds the pencil out over the water. I reach out for it, but before I grab it, Ashley throws it.

Way out.

Into the deep-deep end.
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Chapter Forty–Two


The battle was short. Hardly a battle at all, really.

And in the end, Kat was left on the ground.

And her locket was gone.

—The Magic of Ever After



No!”

I know it’s my voice. I know that. But it doesn’t sound like me.

And it doesn’t feel like me who, without thinking, jumps off the concrete.

The water’s cold. Like ice. Cold and deep and everywhere. Under the surface, I open my eyes. My pencil’s there, floating above me. I grab it, and my arm moves in slow motion. Everything is slow and quiet and unreal.

When I get back to air, I inhale deep. And cough. And my brain remembers I’m in the middle of the deep-deep end.

And I can’t touch.

And the wall is so far away.

But I can’t seem to make my legs move. Or my arms. Because I can’t breathe. And I think maybe I’m crying, too. Why isn’t the lifeguard helping me? Why isn’t anyone helping me?

I’m drowning, I think. I’m drowning!

Except I’m not just thinking it. I’m yelling it.

Then someone’s hands are on my back. Two someones’. One on my right and one on my left. They’re pulling me to the side, pushing me up the steel ladder. And I’m back on the concrete, coughing and crying and soaking wet.

And my hands are empty.

But Lena’s next to me. And she’s wet too.

She saved me.

“I knew it!” I say. “I knew you’d pick me. We had to have a happy ending. We just had to.”

I try to hug her but she pushes me away. She’s looking past me now at the crowd of people on the pool deck.

When she does finally look at me, it’s like she doesn’t know me. And I know, right then, we aren’t like sisters anymore. We’re strangers.

“Why do you have to be so…” She looks again at the people watching us. Some of them are holding up cell phones.

“So what?” I ask.

“So weird!” she yells.

For maybe half a second she looks like she wants to say something else. But the lifeguard with the hair gel practically pushes her out of the way.

“Whoa, everyone okay here? I looked away for like two seconds,” he says. “Are you hurt?”

I shake my head.

He helps me up, and by the time I’m on my feet, Lena’s gone. But Derek’s here. His shorts and T-shirt are soaked through. His wet hair hangs in front of his eyes.

“You jumped in after me too?” I say.

He nods. He’s frowning. And he’s holding my notebook in the air. “This is what you needed the pencil for?”

Derek throws the notebook at my feet. He tosses something else. A little eraser with a blue strip. “Maybe you’re not the hero,” he says.

He doesn’t need to say who I am.

I already know.

I’m the bad guy.
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Chapter Forty–Three


Kat felt the magic drain from her. Leaving her hollow, powerless, and utterly alone.

—The Magic of Ever After



I run.

Out of the pool gates. Across the park. Down Main Street. I don’t stop when Jada says, “Zoey, what is it?” in front of the bookshop or when Mr. Ibrahim yells, “Hey! Watch it!” as I run over his water hose. I run past my bike with the weeds twisted around the spokes, into the bakeshop, and straight to my room.

I slam my door and shove The Magic of Ever After off my bed.

Then I curl under my comforter. Guinevere paws at my door but I don’t let her in. I don’t want to be with anyone.

And I would totally stay under there for the rest of my life, except the air starts getting hot. And a little tight in my lungs. Finally, I poke my head out.

No one wants to be her friend. And that’s how this sad story ends.

That can’t be how my story ends. It just can’t.

I open my palm to examine what’s left of the pencil. Ashley’s used up the lead, but if I sharpen it anymore, the last two gold letters will be gone—and probably the magic with them.

Across my room, on the floor where I threw it, The Magic of Ever After is lying open. The pages are all cramped up and the spine looks like it’s about to break. Kat looks at me from the cover. What would she do in this situation?

Well, first, she’d probably never get herself into this situation. She’s a hero. And Derek’s absolutely right—I’m not.

I wouldn’t help Derek. I hurt Lena. All for nothing.

I couldn’t stop the bad things from happening.

Worse—I caused them.

I get out of bed and pick up the book. Dad’s message on the inside of the front cover tells me to find the magic.

How? How do I do it, Dad?

I open the book. I don’t really know why, except it feels like that’s what Dad would do. I know it’s silly to think a made-up character in a made-up book can help me. It makes no sense (but then again, nothing this summer has made any sense).

I read until Mom is long asleep and my room and the shop and all of Main Street are dark.

I read, and read, and read.

Sometime after midnight, I get to the part where Ametus steals Kat’s talisman.

Wounded and alone, Kat crawled through the forest, back to where she’d first found the locket. There, she collapsed beneath the tall oak. And the wind spoke to her one last time. Get up, it said. Find the magic.

I close the book with a loud slap. That’s it—I have to go back to the beginning. To where the magic started. Then I can figure out where this story went wrong.

Three hours later, I still don’t know exactly what I’m going to do, but I know five things for sure:


	The magic started at Books for Days on the night of the signing.

	Books for Days is too far to walk to.

	The number 10 bus has a stop about two blocks from the store.

	It comes by Preston City Park at 11:45 tomorrow morning.

	I’m going to be on it.






[image: ]

Chapter Forty–Four


Kat summoned all her strength to venture deeper into the forest. She had no locket—she was on her own.

—The Magic of Ever After



Summer in Preston always comes with one ginormous, super-soaker storm. One that drenches everything. Water rushes down the streets. The wind picks limbs off trees and drops them in yards. And the sky is dark like a gray sweater is draped over the world.

That’s the kind of day it is when I wake up. Dreary. Dark. Wet. It’s a perfect day for cuddling up in bed with Guinevere and a book. And maybe I would, if I didn’t have the most important thing of my life to do.

I guess sometimes, you stay home and shut the windows and doors and read stories about adventures. But other times, you go out and have your own.

I put on my rain boots and yellow raincoat. I write a note to Mom telling her where I am just in case I’m gone too long. Or the bus crashes. Or any one of the million bad things that could go wrong actually do.

Mom’s already up and behind the counter. The line goes all the way to the door, where there’s a pile of wet umbrellas. Rainy days give people the munchies. Mom’s telling a lady standing in the doorway to “get in or get out but stop letting all the rain in.”

“No going out today, Zo,” Mom says as I walk by. “It’s coming down buckets out there, and Jada says there’s a big branch down on Main Street.”

I shift in my boots. Getting to that bookstore is my last chance to figure out the magic.

“Mom, I have to go. It’s important.”

Mom puts her hands on her hips and looks me over. I straighten up my back so maybe I look a little taller, a little older. More mature.

“I’ll be careful,” I add.

Mom kind of laughs. “That’s one thing I never have to worry about with you, Zo.” She sighs and hands me a croissant wrapped up in wax paper. “You’ll call me if you need me?”

“Of course.”

“And if the storm gets worse, you come right home.”

“Of course.”

Mom gives me a quick hug before turning back to the line. I really do need to get going, but my chest feels heavy. What if something does go wrong? I run back behind the counter and practically knock her over with another hug.

“What’s all this about?” she says.

I squeeze her a little tighter. “No reason.”

The rough fabric of her apron scratches my face, but I don’t care. Because I want to stay here. I want her to give me a Raz-Ma-Taz cupcake for breakfast and tell me everything’s going to be okay and that I’m a hero to her, no matter what anyone else says.

But I can’t stay.

So I let her go.

At the door, I stop and look back, trying to memorize her.

Then I turn and walk out.



The air smells like wet earth. Dad always loved that smell. He’d go outside after a storm and suck in this big breath through his nose.

“Smell that, Zo-Zo?” he’d say. “The world is new again.”

Leave it to Dad to make even the grayest days magical.

The stop for the number 10 bus is smack in the middle of town, right by the city park. When I looked up the bus schedule last night, I couldn’t believe how many routes there are. All the stops and numbers and different buses going in different directions. All those people getting on, taking a seat like it’s no big deal at all.

I walk with my head down. My rain boots slosh in the puddles on the sidewalk. I hear thunder in the distance, and the wind keeps whipping up my raincoat and slapping the rain into the side of my face.

The covered bench at the bus stop is full, so I stand out in the wind and rain. I shove my hands down deep in my pockets and try to act casual. No big deal. Just taking the bus. You know, like you do!

I try to sneak peeks at the other people. Where are they going? What’s their story?

One lady is holding plastic bags like she’s just come from the grocery store. A man carries a briefcase. A mom tickles the tummy of the little boy on her lap. They both laugh. The sound mingles with the plink-plink-plink of the raindrops on the sidewalk.

I wonder what they think of me. Jada said no one is really what they seem. How do I seem? Like a girl who’s just lost her best friend? Who lost her dad? Do I look like the hero or the villain?

And where do they think I’m going? They’d probably never guess I’m on a magic quest. Actually, they’re probably not even thinking about me. I’m just another person getting onto a bus. They don’t know that inside, my stomach is flip-flopping and my mind is reminding me of the numbers.

Sixty thousand bus crashes every year. Two hundred and fifty fatalities. I hate that word. Fatal. It’s so… final.

The man with the briefcase gives a big yawn. He’s definitely not thinking about the numbers. He keeps looking at his watch. He taps his foot like he’s in a big hurry. I wonder if beneath his tie and overcoat, he’s a dad with a daughter at home who he reads with at night. I wonder if he believes in magic.

The bus comes hissing and huffing up the hill. The wheels make a big splash as they pull up to the stop. The doors open—click, clack, whoosh, thud. The people on the bench stand up and start getting on.

Mom and toddler. Briefcase man. One step, two steps, three steps, and they’re on. So simple. So easy.

But I can’t move.

“You coming, miss?” the bus driver says. He’s an older man with white hair and a nice smile. The kind of smile that seems to say everything’s going to be okay. I wonder what Dad’s driver looked like. I wonder if he had an it’s-all-gonna-be-okay smile too.

Maybe it’s something in the way he looks at me, or the people watching out the bus window, waiting for me to get on. Or maybe it’s the rain pounding my head or the huge thunderclap that suddenly rattles the air.

Because right then, like a lightning bolt, I remember.

I remember it all. How I was standing at the school bus stop last year. How I put my foot on that first step.

How the thought hit me: If two hundred and fifty people die in bus crashes every year, I could be one of them. I could die.

Or what if Mom dies?

While I’m far away, taking a quiz or eating Tater Tots in the cafeteria or playing dodgeball, Mom could need me. And I won’t be around to help her. Like I couldn’t help Dad. What if she can’t get to a phone, and she’s alone and scared, and what if this morning was the last morning I ever see her?

And she’s just gone—poof!

No goodbye or ever after or happy ending at all.

Just like Dad.

If I get on this bus, everything could change. Again.

That’s the thought that stopped me from getting onto the school bus that day. That’s the thought that made me fall onto the pavement. That told me to go home. Where it’s safe. And bad things don’t happen to good people.

“Miss?” the bus driver says again.

I shake my head. And it’s not because I’m scared. Okay, maybe it’s a little because I’m scared. But mostly it’s because standing there, remembering, I realize something: This story didn’t start with the pencil. It started long before that.

And maybe that’s what Dr. V’s been trying to tell me this whole time. I have to go further back. Before the bookstore. Before the pencil. Back to the day the world turned upside down.

Maybe that’s the only way to set it right again.

“No—no, I’m sorry,” I say. “Wrong bus.”

He smiles again and pulls the big lever to shut the doors. The bus takes off, splish-splashing as it goes.

And me?

I start to run.
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Chapter Forty–Five


In the deepest deep of the woods, Kat could no longer see the light. But she could see the cave. And inside, the one with the answers—the keeper of the magic.

—The Magic of Ever After



The wind pushes against me. I push back.

The rain pelts my face. It stings. I think I might be crying, too. The drops taste like salt.

I go past the service station. Past the middle school. I don’t slow down when I cross the train tracks. Another thunderclap splits the sky. The storm’s getting closer.

I run faster.

The road ahead of me is a blur of rain and tears and leaves blowing horizontal through the air. But I know these streets. They were my home. I could find my way back here in the darkest dark.

I can feel my soggy socks as my boots clunk-clunk-clunk on the pavement.

Until finally, I stop.

I shouldn’t be here, I think. I don’t live here anymore. We don’t live here anymore. We’re not we anymore.

But I climb up the steps anyway. One, two, three, and I’m back, safe in my tree house.

I lie down on the wooden slats, just like I did the day the policemen came. After Dad didn’t answer his phone. After I realized he wasn’t coming home.

I lay there alone, trying to make sense of everything, of anything. Dad had already been dead for three hours. One hundred and eighty minutes. While I was joking with Lena at lunch. While I was in math class. While I played dodgeball. Dad was already gone.

All those minutes, in the time between Dad ending and me knowing, I lived in a world where he didn’t exist.

And even if I had a million magic pencils, he’d still be gone.

The truth of that splits me into a million little pieces.

“I’m sorry, Dad. I’m so, so sorry. I’m sorry you didn’t get a happy ending. I’m sorry you were alone. I’m sorry I was playing dodgeball when you needed me.”

I’m talking to the air. To the wind. To the rain that’s pounding down on the wooden slats above me. I feel pretty silly. But I can see why Mom does it. It’s like he’s here, listening. Like he’s not in the past tense—not yet.

“I should have been there to help you. I let you down, Dad. I’m still letting you down. Because I tried to see the magic, but all I can see is the things that could go wrong. The people I could lose. If you were here, you’d know how to fix it. But you’re not here. The numbers are here. And I’m scared, Dad. All the time. Of everything. I’m so, so scared.”

The rain falls in big heavy drops. It slams into the roof of the tree house. It’s loud, loud, loud, and maybe that’s good because I’m kind of yelling now.

“And it’s not fair! Because bad things do happen. I can’t stop them. And you’re not here to help me. Or help Mom. Or be part of our story anymore. And sometimes I’m just so mad at you for leaving, I think I could scream.”

So I do.

I scream and scream and scream into the wind.

Until there’s nothing left in me.

Empty, I curl into a ball in a corner of the tree house that my dad built. A flash of lightning sparks up the sky, and I don’t have time to count any Mississippis because the thunder booms so loud and so fast.

The storm is here.

And my tears fall hard as rain.
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Chapter Forty–Six


At some point, every hero will find themselves in a deep, dark forest. Whether it’s a real forest or a metaphorical one, your hero has to find the way out. But the path to their old life is gone. The path forward is blocked. The only choice? Create a new path.

It’s the only way to reach the light.

—Raven M. Wells



I must fall asleep at some point because the next thing I know, someone’s jostling me awake. I sit up, blinking. I’m wrapped in a fuzzy blanket. The rain has stopped. My tears have dried. And Mom is here.

“Oh, Zo-Zo,” she says, pulling me to her chest. She rocks me like she used to when I was little. And even though I’m not little anymore, I let her.

“How did you find me?” I ask.

“The Costins called me. They live here now.”

Of course. The Costins. With the little girl. This is her playhouse now. Her safe place. Not mine.

A deep growl of thunder echoes through the air. It’s farther away, but it still makes me jump. I hold on tighter to Mom.

She strokes my hair. “You know what Dad used to say about thunder?”

I whisper into her chest, “It means you already survived the worst part.”

I can’t see Mom’s face but I can tell she’s nodding.

“All the rest is just noise,” she says.

I don’t know if it’s hearing her say Dad’s words or letting her rock me like I’m not a twelve-year-old who’s way too old to be rocked, but I can’t hold everything in anymore.

I take a deep breath, and the truth comes out. Okay, it pours out. About the pencil and Derek and ComicCon and Lena’s new friends and how I wanted to write the perfect story with the perfect ending. I tell her everything, even the parts that hurt. Like erasing Mr. Jensen and cursing Lena to lose. Mom listens to it all.

When I’m done, the only sound is the drip-drip-drip of the water off the top of the tree house.

“Zoey…,” Mom finally says.

“No. Don’t. Don’t tell me it’s not real,” I say. “Don’t tell me it doesn’t make sense. You know what else doesn’t make sense? A dad getting on the bus to go to work and never coming home. And I know you say bad things happen to good people, and you’re right. But a bad thing didn’t happen to a good person; it happened to the best person. Dad’s story just ended. No happily ever after. And that means bad things could happen to me or you, and friendships can end for no reason, and life can change just like that.” I swallow the big hard ball in my throat. Mom’s gone all blurry. I blink a couple of times. “So don’t tell me the magic isn’t real. It has to be. It’s the only piece of Dad I have left.”

Mom tilts her head a little. That’s when I notice that her eyes are teary too.

“I was going to say”—she smooths down my hair, cupping my chin in her palm—“that I see so much of him in you.”

Mom holds me again, and she smells like sugar and frosting and all the things that are sweet and good in this world. I’m safe wrapped up in her goodness.

If I could write the story I really want, it’d be that I could stay in this tree house forever. Just me and Mom and the memory of Dad where nothing bad could ever happen again. But I can’t.

Dad’s story may be over, but mine isn’t.

And even though the chance that I’ll find the answers I need at Books for Days is pretty much zero, it’s my only shot. I have to find out, once and for all, if the magic is real. If it could still help me. So I tell Mom about going back to Books for Days.

“I know it doesn’t make any sense. And I know you’re gonna want me to go see Dr. V like every day, and fine, I will. I’ll do whatever you want, but right now, I need to get to that bookstore. I need to figure out how to fix everything.”

Mom kisses the top of my forehead, right in the part of my hair.

“Then”—she dangles her car keys in the air between us—“what are we waiting for?”

As we drive away, I see the Costins looking out the family room window. The little girl holds her hand up to the glass like maybe she’s waving. She gets smaller and smaller as we get farther away, until finally, she disappears.
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Chapter Forty–Seven


Kat stood at the threshold. The cave gaped open before her. She stepped into the dark.

—The Magic of Ever After



The roads run with rain. The big branch down on Main Street means Mom has to drive the long way around town.

I’m not gonna say I’m not scared. That would be one of those half-truths. Because the rain is falling again and the windshield wipers are swish-swish-swashing so fast that I don’t know how Mom can see anything. But the truth is, I’m not thinking about the rain or any of the numbers from WhatAreTheChances.com.

I’m thinking about getting answers. About fixing what I’ve done. For everybody. Even if I’m not the hero, I can do that.

Mom doesn’t say much the whole way there. Neither do I. But it’s not a mad silence. It’s the kind where there’s so much to say that words aren’t enough. Sometimes, the silence says it best.

When we pull into a spot in the Books for Days parking lot, Mom breaks the quiet.

“Zo. You said something back there. About how the magic is the only piece of Dad you have.”

She turns off her wipers. She watches the water stream down the glass. I think she’s trying to find the right words.

“I don’t think that’s true,” she finally says. “There are pieces of him everywhere. You just have to look for them. He was the one who dreamed up A Dash of Magic, you know. And who do you think named the dog after Queen Guinevere? That was all him.

“And then there’s you, Zo.” She reaches out to hold my hand. “His story isn’t over, because you are the story now. From the second you wrapped your little finger around his, you were his happily ever after.”

Mom wipes her eyes and laughs.

“Look at me crying like a baby.” She turns to me. “I haven’t cried like this since—”

“Me neither,” I say because I know exactly when it was—the day we came home from the funeral. When all the cupcakes were gone. The guests had all left. It was just her and me in that big old house. Her and me and an empty space at the table. And there was nothing left to do but cry.

Mom points to the store. “Want me to come?”

I shake my head. “I think I gotta do it alone.” I hop out of the car. Before I shut the door, I lean my head back in. “But you’ll be here, right? If I need anything?”

Mom smiles.

“Always.”



Books for Days doesn’t look as scary as I remember it. Maybe it’s because it’s not packed with people. Somehow, it’s different. Or I am. Who knows.

The table where Raven M. Wells was sitting that night is gone. There’s a display with a sign that says NEWEST IN MIDDLE GRADE FICTION in its place.

I look around the bookstore and try to remember where I was standing when Jada handed me the pencil. When I think I find the right spot, I close my eyes. This is where it started. But how. And why?

“Can I help you, darling?”

I open my eyes and turn around. An older lady smiles at me. She’s wearing a green smock that says I HAVE NO SHELF CONTROL with a picture of a crowded bookcase.

“Oh,” I say. “I’m here about the Raven M. Wells signing.”

Her eyebrows, the same almost purple-white as her hair, push together. “I’m sorry, honey, that signing was more than a month ago now,” she says.

“Uh. Right. I was there.”

She picks up a copy of The Magic of Ever After from the table. “Did you need another copy?”

I shake my head. “Oh. No. Actually, I’m here about a pencil.” I hold up the itty-bitty remains of the eraser and lead. “It used to be bigger. Blue with gold letters. Did you see anything like that at the signing?”

The woman smiles and tells me to follow her. She walks behind a little stand in the middle of the store. Behind the counter, she opens a drawer. “Like this?”

I hoist myself over to look. The drawer’s filled with blue pencils.

“But with gold letters,” I say.

“Oh, yes, we get these printed with different sayings for our author visits. Let’s see here, for Raven M. Wells I think it was—” She fishes her fingers down to the bottom of the pile, kind of rummages around, and then pulls one up, beaming. “Ta-da!”

It’s just like mine. Gold letters. MAKE YOUR OWN MAGIC.

It’s like she’s poked a pin into me, and all the air and hope rushes out at once. My face must not be hiding my disappointment because she quickly adds, “Oh no. Have I said something wrong?”

I shake my head. “I just… well, I just thought it was kind of, I don’t know, special. Like maybe it was her pencil.”

“Who?” She puts her hands on her hips. I’ve confused her again. Then her eyes go wide. “Oh. Her her.”

I nod.

“Sorry, sweetie. Just a regular pencil. Buy ’em twelve for a dollar at the party store down the street.” She closes up the drawer, and all the magic with it.

I thank her quickly and head back outside before the nice white-haired lady sees the tears filling my eyes.

I lean against the brick building and slump to the ground. A silly souvenir from a party store. This whole time. Was there really never any magic?

The door to the bookstore opens.

“Oh, good, you’re still here,” the old lady says. She holds out the MAKE YOUR OWN MAGIC pencil. “You left this! And also, I thought of something that might cheer you up.”

I muster a weak smile but don’t take the new, unused pencil. Whatever she’s going to say, it’s not going to undo the fact that my pencil isn’t what I thought it was.

“Well, I have it on good authority that the woman at the signing wasn’t Raven M. Wells, anyway.”

I look up at her. “What?”

Except what I really want to ask is, What’s your problem? She already told me the pencil’s a fake, and now Raven M. Wells is too?

The lady nods. “Yep. Rumor has it that the real Ms. Wells never does her own signings. Hates speaking in public. Uses a nom de plume.”

“A nom de what?”

“De plume. A pen name. Kind of like a fake name for authors. I’ve heard she even attends her own events in-cog-nito.”

She says this last bit slowly and dramatically like it’s three different words instead of one. But I’m still having a hard time keeping up.

Then who was the woman at ComicCon? And who writes the books? And why am I only finding more questions when I came looking for answers?

The bookseller leans in closer. “Rumor has it she started writing after her daughter died. Named the character after her and everything. Kathleen or Katrina or—”

Something clicks in my brain.

“Kathryn?”

“Could be. This mind of mine isn’t the best at remembering anymore.”

My own mind is spinning: Jada’s daughter was named Kathryn.

Jada was at the signing and ComicCon.

I shake my head. No, it can’t be.

Can it?

“I do recall,” the old lady continues, “that she picked the color of Kat’s hair because her daughter’s favorite color was—”

“Blue!”

“Yep,” she says. “Kind of like your hair, I suppose. Hey, wait. Did you want it?” The lady waves the pencil after me, but I’m already up and sprinting toward the car.

“Don’t need it!” I yell back.



The door jingles as I burst into Ever After Books.

“Jada!” I shout as I walk through the stacks.

My heart is jumping, just like it was all the way home from Books for Days.

Jada’s not in the history section. Not in the kiddie reading area with the stuffed-animal chairs. Not in the fantasy section. Like always, there’s a huge display of Raven M. Wells books. I grab the red book on the top—book number three.

“Jada!” I yell again.

Finally, I hear her voice from the storage room. She comes out with her glasses all wonky.

“What? What? What’s with the shouting?”

I hold up the book. “It’s you,” I say.

Jada straightens her glasses, brushes the black and blue braids out of her face.

“What’s me?” she asks.

I point to where it says RAVEN M. WELLS on the cover in big bold letters.

“This. Is. You.”

Jada smiles. “Sounds like it’s time we had a little chat.”
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Chapter Forty–Eight


Inside the cave, there was only a mirror. Kat looked at her reflection, and there, in the center of her chest, flickered a small blue glow.

—The Magic of Ever After



I have a million questions. They come out all at once.

“Why didn’t you tell me? Who was that lady at the signing? Does anyone know? Oh my gosh, did Dad know? He would die! Yikes. That was dark. Oh wow, I just—”

Jada puts a hand on my shoulder.

“Let’s take a breath.” She inhales loudly. We breathe out long and slow together. She flips the sign on the door over to CLOSED and waves me over to my thinking corner.

I sink into my chair. I don’t really want to sit because I have all this energy pumping through me. I want to jump or do cartwheels or something because Jada is freaking Raven M. Wells!

I can’t believe it.

I can. Not. Believe it. And that’s from a girl who believes in a party store pencil. Because I do believe. Whatever is happening here is definitely, 100 percent magic. I mean—it’s Jada! Of course it’s Jada. All those signed editions of The Magic of Ever After. And her bookstore that is named after the freaking books! Dabbles in writing, she said—ha! And what about the picture I saw in her apartment, the one of Kathryn? The same wild hair as Kat, and of course, the blue in Jada’s. The blue!

How did I not see it?

“You didn’t sanitize,” Jada says, nodding to the leather chair as she pulls up a folding chair for herself.

I shake my head. I didn’t get the plague or anything when I didn’t wipe this chair down with Derek. I think I’ll survive.

“Hey. Don’t change the subject.” I point at Jada. “This is about you.”

Jada chuckles. “Okay, okay, tell me what you think you know,” she says.

“That you are the real Raven M. Wells.”

She makes a little teepee with her fingers and props her chin on it like she’s thinking real hard. “That’s an interesting theory.”

“Jada!”

“Zoey!”

We stare at each other for what seems like forever.

Finally, she breaks. “Okay, before I say anything, you have to swear never to repeat what I’m going to tell you. To anyone.”

I nod.

“You have to say it,” she says.

“I swear!” My voice is all high and excited.

Jada takes in a big breath. “After Kathryn died, I started writing—”

“I knew it!”

Jada frowns, but with a hint of a smile. “Do you want to hear this or not?”

“Yes, yes, sorry.” I make a zipping-up-my-mouth motion.

“I couldn’t accept it. You know? Living in a world where Kathryn didn’t,” she says. “So I created a world where she did. Where she wasn’t the sick kid in a hospital bed. She was the hero. I gave her the story—the ending—she deserved.

“And one book became two and then a whole series. When the books got published, my editor wanted me to do book signings and talks and stuff like that,” she says. “But I’ve never been able to talk in front of people. And it just got worse after Kathryn was gone.”

“Kind of like Derek?”

Saying his name makes my stomach pinch a little. Maybe my heart, too. He needed the magic and I didn’t help him. I turned my back on him just like Ian did.

“Sort of. I’m fine one-on-one, like this.” She gestures between us. “But in big groups, no way. It’s like my skin’s on fire.”

“So you hired a stunt double.”

Jada laughs. “Well, without the backflips. And actually, she’s my sister. She’s the one who helped me dream up the Kingdom of Knolls. She knows as much about Kat and Ametus and magic as I do.” She leans back in the chair. “So she does the public events, and I do the writing.”

“Like a team,” I say.

Jada considers this. “Exactly. And I still get to go to the events and talk to people who love Kat too,” she says. “People like you. People who keep Kathryn alive. Who keep her here.” She shakes her head and dabs at her eyes. “That probably sounds a little nutty, huh?”

I look down at the book in my hand. “Sometimes when I’m reading, I can almost hear my dad,” I say. “Your books keep him here too.”

And even though that doesn’t make a lot of sense, Jada seems to get it.

“The people and stories we love stay with us long after the end,” she says. “That’s the real magic of ever after, isn’t it?”

Magic. The word makes me remember something else. Jada is the one who gave me the pencil that night. Even if it is just a dumb party-store pencil, maybe it’s special because of who gave it to me.

Just like Kat’s locket.

My questions come again in a rush.

“How did you give the pencil the magic? Wait, is it magic? Or did you call Mr. Jensen to help my mom? And what about the Lyft to ComicCon? Is Clarence like a friend of yours or something? He’s a total weirdo, by the way. But what about Ian and the pool? You weren’t even there! It had to be magic.”

I dig into my fanny pack while I talk until I find the little blue nub that’s left of the pencil. I hold it out to her.

She takes it, turns the itty-bitty remains in her hand. “This is the one I gave you at the signing?”

I nod. I wait for her to explain the magic. When she doesn’t, I say, “I wrote these stories with it.” My voice is shaky. I wish it wasn’t. Not in front of the real Raven M. Wells. “And, well, I sort of believed they came true.”

I don’t look up at her. What if I’m wrong? The last thing I want to see right now is my favorite author of all time looking at me like I’m a little kid talking about fairy tales.

“That’s pretty stupid, huh?” I look up at her then, and she doesn’t look like she’s laughing at all. Actually, she looks pretty serious.

“Believing is never stupid. It just might be the bravest thing we ever do,” she says. “So tell me, Zoey Turner, what do you believe?”

I slump back in the chair. “I believed this pencil could fix everything. Maybe even me.”

“Fix you?”

I take a deep breath. “Make me fearless. Like Kat.”

Jada laughs loudly. “Who told you Kat is fearless?” she says.

I hold up book number three. “Look at her!”

On the cover, Kat is racing into battle on top of a white horse. Her sword is drawn. Her face is stony. Totally unafraid. Everything I’m not.

Jada frowns. “Do you not remember how Kat was shaking so hard right before this battle? Or when she almost didn’t go into the cave at all in book one? She’s as scared as everyone else.”

“Yeah, but she’s the hero,” I say. “She knows everything’s gonna be okay in the end.”

“Honey, nobody knows that.” Jada looks at me like she’s seeing something in me, something I’m not sure I want her to see. “But she learns to live with her fear, to walk beside it. Bad things are gonna happen, to all of us, but we decide how those things change us.”

She takes the book I’m holding.

“I mean, I can’t even talk about my own books in front of people! But I put my words out into the world, and for now, that’s enough. That’s my brave.” She flips open the front cover of the book. “And by the way, being a hero doesn’t always involve a sword or a dragon. Sometimes, it’s just being there when a friend needs you.”

She hands me the open book. On the first page, there’s a signature.


To Derek—

Adventure awaits.

Raven M. Wells



“Where did you get this?” I ask.

Jada gets a funny little smile on her face. “Derek sold it to me. Said he had to get you to ComicCon.”

The pieces fit together in my mind.

“That’s how he bought the tickets,” I say, more to myself than to Jada.

I think about the first night I met him. How he was all dressed up in his elf costume. He stood in that line with all those people around. He must have hated it. But he did it to get this book signed. And then he sold it. For me.

And he asked all those questions in front of a million people at ComicCon.

I’m getting that I’m-about-to-cry feeling again.

“Even if the pencil is magic, I don’t know how to write a happily ever after. At least not one where everyone gets what they want,” I say.

Jada sits on the arm of my leather chair. She gathers my blue hair into a bundle behind my head.

“Oh, honey, I never give my characters what they want,” she says. “Only what they need.”

Jada hands me a tissue. I wipe the tear that has escaped down my cheek. Summer is over next week—I’m out of time.

“What if it’s too late for a happy ending?” I ask.

“Zoey. Your story’s not ending. It’s just barely starting!” She turns my chin so I’m looking at her. “Which means there’s only one thing to do.”

She presses the little nub of wood and eraser into my palm.

“Keep writing.”
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Chapter Forty–Nine


Kat understood: The magic was not in the talisman.

Or in this cave. It was in her. And it always had been.

—The Magic of Ever After



When I get home, Mom’s asleep on the couch in our living room. I cover her with a blanket and tiptoe so I don’t wake her. She needs a good sleep, and I can tell it’s a good one by the way her chest is going up and down real heavy.

In my room, I sit on my bed. Guinevere snuggles into my side. She’s forgiven me for shutting her out yesterday. The world could use more Guineveres.

In front of me are two books from the Magic of Ever After series. The first one is Derek’s—book number three. Jada said I could help her restock books a couple of times a week to work off what I owe her for it.

“And I do mean work,” Jada said before I left. “It’s signed by Raven M. Freaking Wells, for goodness’ sake.”

I open the front cover of the second book—the one Dad and I have read so many times. There on the first page, right below Dad’s signature, is a new one in loopy handwriting and a shiny blue permanent marker.


Believe.

Raven M. Wells



Jada’s sister usually does all the signings, but Jada made an exception for me. Well, after telling me like five times again that I couldn’t tell anyone that she and her sister are the real Raven M. Wells. I crossed my heart and touched my fingers to my lips, which means her secret is super safe.

I think Dad would be happy to have his name on the same page as his favorite author in his favorite book. I hold the book to my chest and think about what Jada wrote: Believe.

What do I believe? The stub of blue pencil looks so small, so unmagical at the moment. And yet, all the magic this summer did happen. That much I know for sure, even if I don’t know how, exactly.

I think about the other things Jada said too. About continuing my story. About how she doesn’t give her characters what they want, just what they need. Maybe I’ve been going about this happily-ever-after thing all wrong.

I wanted a perfect ending—like a storybook. But what do I need?

And what about Lena and Derek? They jumped into a pool for me. What would I do for them?

What do they need?

I think and think and think until I shut the book and catch Kat’s eye from the cover. What would she do?

It’s a no-brainer. She’d stop thinking. And do.

Because a hero doesn’t sit around wishing for a happy ending; she makes it.

I open my notebook and start writing—with a pen from my desk, not what’s left of the magic pencil. I’m gonna need that for something else. Besides, I believe I can write this ending on my own.

I fill a whole page. The words rush out of me. It feels like when Dad and I used to make up stories—the pieces just click. Like my brain is sparking with ideas I can’t get down fast enough.

I take Jada’s advice and stop trying to control the words. I just see where the story takes me. I listen to it, let it tell me what I need to know. How it should go.

When it’s done, I reread it. It’s not as amazingly good as my stories with the MAKE YOUR OWN MAGIC pencil. And it doesn’t turn out exactly how I thought it would, but I guess the best stories never do.

I rip the page out of the notebook, fold it three times, and stick it into my fanny pack next to the tin of gloop. I sharpen what’s left of the blue pencil, watching as the gold letters disappear. I stick it into my fanny pack too. And then I grab Derek’s book.

This story started with a book, a notebook, and a pencil, and that’s how it’s going to end.
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Chapter Fifty


Kat scooped up the wounded fairy. The blue glow went from her into the little creature, reigniting the magic. Because Kat had understood something else in the black of the cave: no one could fight the darkness alone.

—The Magic of Ever After



The state swim meet starts at 11:00 a.m. the next morning at a pool two towns over. I need to get to Lena and Derek before they leave.

Lena’s mom answers the door after I ring twice.

“Oh, Zoey, hi,” she says. She’s still in her pajamas. “Haven’t seen much of you around here lately. You feeling okay these days?”

“Yeah, I’m feeling… well, I’m feeling pretty good, actually,” I say. I realize as soon as I say it that it’s true. I didn’t wake up with a stomachache like I normally do, and that little ache in my chest is gone. “Is Lena here?”

She shakes her head and takes a sip of whatever’s steaming in her mug. “She’s already left. Team meets at the pool early, you know.” She looks at her watch. “They’re leaving around nine. Probably loading up the team bus right now.”

“But I need to talk to her before the swim meet.”

“Well, I’ll be leaving in about an hour or so if you want to ride along. But I can’t promise you’ll get to talk to her. Coaches won’t let us near her once they’ve done warm-ups. Say she’s in the zone.”

I touch my fanny pack, which contains the story and the pencil. Derek and Lena need me. Now.

“No, that’s okay,” I say. “I’ll walk. Gotta catch ’em before they go.”



Except I can’t walk. Not down Main Street, anyway. A police car is blocking the road, and a big red wood chipper is taking up the sidewalk, chomping on the branch from yesterday’s storm.

The whole road and sidewalk are blocked off with an orange strip of tape saying CAUTION.

I look at my watch: 8:50 a.m.

Mom can’t drive me with Main Street closed. And she’s right in the middle of the morning pastry rush anyway.

I’ll never make it by nine if I have to walk the long way around. It’ll take me at least twenty minutes.

I need to get there in under ten.

What I need is something fast.
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Chapter Fifty–One


Ametus was near. Kat could feel his drenching darkness.

It wrapped around her like a wet woolen shawl—heavy on her shoulders. But deep within her, the blue light glowed.

—The Magic of Ever After



Sometimes in life, you walk. Slow and steady.

Careful.

But sometimes you don’t have time for all that.

So I dust off my old helmet in the storage room behind the kitchen. Then I head to the alley. I whack down the weeds clinging to my purple bike. They try to hang on, and they’re pretty strong. But I’m stronger.

I check the chain, check the brakes, pump some air in the tires, and then get on. I wedge Derek’s book between my stomach and my fanny pack, and then, I’m off.

I pedal like I’m being chased by fire-breathing dragons. Down the alley. Up the backstreet. Faster and faster, until my lungs are tight and my thighs burn and the wind whips at my face.

I forgot how good it feels. How the whole world looks different as I zoom past. I don’t think about all the bad things that could happen, because I can’t slow down. Not now.

Before I know it, I’m at the pool and I’m ditching my bike and helmet in the grass and then I’m standing in front of the steps of a big yellow school bus.

And I think about Kat. How she wanted to run away from the dark forest. How she was scared too. And I think that maybe that’s okay. Because maybe before you can be brave, you have to be a little scared.

So I let myself feel it. The way my insides are knotted up and my palms are sweaty and the thoughts are super loud.

Run away, they say.

What if something bad happens?

It’s too risky.

But there are other voices now too.

Mom tells me, You are the story now.

Derek asks, What would Kat do?

Jada says, Keep writing.

And Dad. Dad’s voice comes through loud and clear as I stare at those bus steps—so real that I’d swear he was standing right next to me.

Everything’s gonna be okay, Zo. Find the magic.

So I tell the bad thoughts to shut up. Because this is my story, not theirs. And because I know something the numbers don’t: I have to take this risk. My friends need me.

So even though I’m scared—maybe more scared than I’ve ever been—I take a deep, deep breath.

And I climb the first step.
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Chapter Fifty–Two


Your hero will have help on her journey. But in the end, the hero is the only one who can do what needs to be done.

She must take all she has learned—all she has become—and enter the final stage of the quest.

—Raven M. Wells



I nod to the bus driver like I belong here.

No big deal. Just another swim team member loading up for the meet. He looks at me and has no idea that my heart’s about to bust through my rib cage. Or that I’m squishing Derek’s gloop in my fingers to keep myself from running right back off.

And then I’m on.

All my years riding a school bus come zooming back. The smell that’s like chicken nuggets in dirty socks. How everyone’s voices bounce off the metal insides loud, loud, loud. How I have to walk kind of sideways to get down the aisle.

I scan the bus quick. No Derek. But Lena is sitting all by herself two seats back from the driver. She’s looking out the window, her back partly turned toward me and everyone else.

Ashley’s in the back. She’s passing a beach ball back and forth with Ian. He hits it super hard, sending it bouncing around the bus. The driver yells at everyone to “sit down right now!” Ashley sees me but pretends like she doesn’t.

Lena finally notices me standing there. “You’re on a bus,” she says.

I squish the life out of the gloop. “I’m on a bus.”

She looks out the window again, but she scoots over the tiniest bit. Or maybe I imagine that, but still, I sit.

“Why aren’t you sitting with Ashley?” I ask.

Lena talks toward the window instead of me. “Because she’s a jerk.”

“This from the breaking news department.” I say this in a broadcaster voice. Lena doesn’t laugh.

“After what happened at the pool, she said I had to choose.”

“Choose what?”

In the reflection of the window, I see her face flinch.

“Them or you.”

I don’t mean to be happy when she looks so miserable, but I can’t help it. My chest kind of flutters.

“You chose me?”

Lena holds her swim bag tighter and scoots closer to the window. “I chose not to choose.”

The coaches get on, and I scrunch down in my seat, hoping they don’t notice me. They don’t. They just tell everyone to settle down, and then the doors close and the bus starts moving forward.

Here we go.

And suddenly, I have another memory flash, about how all the buses would park in line after school, side by side, so close that if your bus was next to your best friend’s and you both reached out the window, you could touch each other’s hands. And then when one of the buses started to pull forward, you honestly couldn’t tell if it was her or you that was moving away.

I close my eyes and try not to think about the fact that we are moving at all. Or about how buses don’t have seat belts. I breathe in all the air I can fit into my lungs and then imagine myself blasting all the bad thoughts right out as I exhale. All the numbers and what-ifs and things that could go wrong.

I try to focus on what I came here to do. I pull the folded paper out of my fanny pack.

“I wrote you something.”

Lena looks down at it but doesn’t take it. “I’m not really in the mood for stories.”

“Okay, then,” I say. “I’ll read it to you.”

I begin:


“There once was a girl named Zoey. She had a best friend named Lena. They did everything together. And when the worst thing ever happened to Zoey, Lena was there. Always. Until one day, Lena started making new friends and wearing bracelets that Zoey didn’t have and wanting to fix Zoey’s horrible hair. And Zoey got scared. She was pretty much scared of everything, but losing her best friend was scarier than buses or diving boards or lightning storms.”



Lena’s looking at the paper now. I keep reading.


“So Zoey did something kind of terrible. She didn’t mean it to be terrible, but it was. And she wishes she could unwrite it. But she can’t. Because real life doesn’t work like that. Bad things happen sometimes, even to the good guys. There’s no way around it. And yeah, that’s pretty scary, but it’s just part of the story, not the whole thing.

Because guess what? Good things are gonna happen too. Because Lena and Zoey believe in each other. Lena believes Zoey can be brave. And Zoey believes Lena is the fastest mermaid in the state. And she’s going to win.

And Lena’s best friend will be there with her frizzball hair to cheer her on. Always.”



Lena doesn’t say anything but I know she heard it. We just sit there, quiet, for a bit. Outside the window, a town I don’t recognize flashes past. I grab on to my seat a little, trying to ignore how fast we’re going.

I think Lena notices because she puts her hand on my arm. She doesn’t make a big deal about it or say anything, but best friends don’t have to.

The beach ball bounces off the back of my head and I hear Ian and Ashley laugh.

“Oh, Ashley,” I say to Lena in my deepest macho voice. “Doesn’t this big round beach ball remind you of my enormous bald baby head?”

The corner of Lena’s mouth inches upward. “Why, yes, Ian, it does,” she says. “And I love how the sun bounces off your scalp. It’s so… majestic.”

She giggles, and I giggle, and we don’t stop for a whole five minutes. Finally, Lena looks at me and her face is serious.

“You really hurt me, Zoey.”

“I know. I’m sorry.”

Lena takes the paper from my hand, folds it into a tiny little square. “I’m still mad at you. But just so you know, you could never lose me.” She tucks the paper into her swim bag. “Also, your hair’s not that bad.”

I tug at one of the bouncy ends. “It would take an army of flat irons to fix me.”

My hair pops right back into place when I let go. Lena reaches out and tucks it behind my ear.

“Maybe it doesn’t need to be fixed.”

And this time, she smiles for real. A true Lena smile that tells me everything’s going to be okay.



For the rest of the ride, Lena tells me everything that’s happened in the last few weeks. She got her personal best in the butterfly. She and her mom went to the beach for two nights to “not think about” her parents’ anniversary. Oh, and her dad got a new girlfriend, which “kind of sucks but she’s actually not that bad.”

“Where’d you get that?” Lena says, looking at the gloop I’ve been scrunching and squishing while she talks. My heart isn’t pounding anymore but I am on a bus, and now very far from home.

“Oh, Derek gave it to me,” I say. “It helps me. Like when I get scared.”

Lena reaches out her hand. I put half the gloop into it. She mashes it between the palm of her hand and her fingers.

She giggles again. “That feels weird.”

“Super weird.”

“So you and Derek are friends now?”

“Yeah.”

“Cool.”

“Why isn’t he on the bus?”

Lena hands me back the gloop. “His mom always drives him to the meets. I think he doesn’t really like being around people or something.”

I put both our gloop piles back into the tin in my fanny pack as the bus pulls up to a ginormous pool. A sign out front says WELCOME, LEAPING LEPRECHAUNS!

Everyone is standing up now, so I do too. Lena and I file out of the bus.

“Where can I find him?” I ask Lena before the team heads to the locker rooms.

“Who?”

“Derek.”

“Oh. I don’t know. He usually hangs out with his mom until the meet starts. Why?”

I don’t have time to explain the whole thing, but I promise myself I will later. No more secrets.

For now, I just pat my fanny pack and tell her the truth.

“I have something he needs.”
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Chapter Fifty–Three


The fairies gathered the guardians, who came with their own powers and swords and sparks of magic. With them by her side, the light within Kat began to swell, just as Ametus stepped out of the shadows.

—The Magic of Ever After



The grassy area around the pool is packed with people, and the sun is blazing. A little punch of panic hits me. I didn’t bring sunscreen or a hat.

Well, I think, nothing to do about that now. Because I need to find Derek. I work my way through the crowd.

I don’t see him. But I do see Ian. He’s walking out of the pool locker room with that beach ball under his arm.

I’m not really sure what happens next. All I know is that one second I’m staring at the beach ball and the next, I’m yanking it away from him. And I’m pushing the tip of the magic pencil into the vinyl like it’s a teeny-tiny sword.

“Where’s Derek’s leprechaun head?” I demand.

“Who?”

I mutter as low as I possibly can. “Derek’s mascot head. You took it.”

Ian chuckles to himself. “Oh, you mean Tuna?”

“No, I mean Derek. Where. Is. The. Head?”

He shrugs. “Beats me.”

I take a step toward him and push the pencil farther into the ball.

Ian raises an eyebrow. “Go ahead. Stab it with your ridiculously small pencil,” he says. “I’m not scared of you, Baby Zo-Zo.”

His smug little Ametus-look-alike bald head and smirk make something snap in me.

“Oh yeah?” I say. “Not even if I know your secret? The real reason you’re bald.”

Ian rolls his eyes and puts his hand up like he’s making a little wall in front of my face. He tries to push past me but I don’t move. I shove him back with the ball.

“L-I-C”—I stretch out each letter—“E.”

Ian’s eyes get wide. His face has an expression I’ve never seen on him: fear. Like an animal caught in a trap. Or maybe, if I squint my eyes just right, a bald-headed sorcerer about to be vanquished.

“So what?” he whispers, looking around frantically. “You gonna go blab to everyone about it?”

I should. I can only imagine the amazing nicknames: Itchy Ian, Sir Scratch-a-Lot, Bug Boy.

Ian’s trying to act like he doesn’t care, but he so does. I’ve got him right where I want him. I mean, I may not have Kat’s powers of divination, but I can tell—he’s terrified.

And in that second, he’s not Ametus anymore. He’s just Ian Moore. A boy. And he’s scared.

Because of me.

And as much as I want to tell every single person about Ian’s secret (and as much as he deserves it), I don’t want to be the reason someone looks like that.

I look at my hand holding the pencil against the ball. Kat never used her sword unless she absolutely super-duper had to. No matter how bad the bad guy was. She always found a better way.

Because darkness can’t beat darkness—only light can.

I pull my tiny pencil away from the ball. Maybe Ian doesn’t need to be vanquished. Maybe he just needs to be reminded.

“Do you remember when you moved here? And you had no friends?” I say. “Is there a teeny-tiny, itty-bitty part of you within that bug-infested brain that remembers the one person who was there for you back then?”

His face has gone from scared to confused. “What does that have to do with—” He looks to the right and left and then taps his bald scalp.

“It has to do with Derek,” I say. “The guy who’s about to get up in front of all these people and dance without his mask because of you. The guy who helped you when you needed it. Who used to be your friend.”

Ian looks down at the ground. “Well, things change.”

“Yeah, but we decide how things change us. And Derek needs your help now.”

Ian groans. “I told you. I really don’t have the leprechaun head. There’s nothing I can do.”

“I’m sure you can think of something,” I say.

Ian squints in the sunlight at me. “And if I don’t, you’re gonna tell everyone about the lice, aren’t you? You’re blackmailing me.”

I shake my head. “No. I’m not going to tell anyone. I promise.”

Ian’s face squinches up, more confused than ever. “Wait, what? Why not?”

“Because I’m not gonna be the bad guy in this story.” I toss the ball at his chest. “But, Ian, Derek needs your help. So who are you gonna be?”

Before he can answer, another voice yells my name.

“Zoey!”

It’s Lena from across the pool. She’s pointing to something. I follow her finger to a tree by the back fence.

There, sitting in the shade, is the loneliest leprechaun I’ve ever seen.
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Chapter Fifty–Four


Ametus looked smaller in the light.

—The Magic of Ever After



I run to him. He’s sitting cross-legged, jabbing at the dirt with a stick.

“What are you doing here?” he says.

I pretend like I don’t notice the way he says you, like he’s definitely not happy to see me.

“Did you find your leprechaun head?” I ask.

“No.”

“Is your dad here?”

“Yes.”

“So what are you gonna do?”

“Right now the plan is to hide under this tree for the rest of my life.”

I sit down next to him, hiding the book I brought behind me. But I hold out the ridiculously small pencil in the palm of my hand. It’s tiny. Almost gone. Basically a little strip of blue with an eraser.

“Would this help?” I ask.

I can tell he looks at it out of the corner of his eye, but he keeps jabbing at the dirt.

“I thought you couldn’t waste it.” He’s still using a sort-of-mad voice.

“I’m not,” I say. “If you hurry, you might be able to write something before you have to dance.”

“It’s too late.”

“No, it’s not! You could write that your head appears just in time. Or that everyone can’t see for like ten minutes during intermission. Or that a huge hurricane comes out of nowhere and the whole meet gets canceled. Whatever you want!”

Derek keeps poking at the ground. I pull his book out from behind my back.

“Also, I think this belongs to you.” I hand him book three. “Jada told me what you did for me.”

Derek’s cheeks flush pink. I pretend not to notice.

“It was no big deal,” he says.

“Oh, yeah, totally.” I try to act extra casual about it. “That’s just what friends do. Just like what I’m doing with this pencil.”

I grab his hand, open it, and put the tiny pencil in. The second I do, a strong, warm wind rushes over us, shaking the leaves on the tree and sending my hair flying into my face.

Derek looks at me, eyes wide. He holds the pencil up like he did the very first time, like it’s made of extra-breakable glass. In the sunlight, even though the gold letters are gone, I swear on all the Raz-Ma-Taz cupcakes in the world that it gives off a little glow.

“You still believe it’s magic?” he asks.

I brush my hair out of my eyes. What are the chances of a party-store pencil being magic? Probably one in a gazillion trillion. But also, what are the chances of Raven M. Wells living right next door to me? Or that I’d do any of the things I did this summer?

Probably not big enough to make it on WhatAreTheChances.com. So maybe the numbers don’t really matter. Maybe believing anyway is what matters. Like Jada said, it’s the bravest thing we ever do.

“You know what I think the first rule of magic is?” I say. “Believing. And right now, I believe nothing’s impossible. And I believe in you. So forget the rules, Derek. You can do this, with or without this pencil.”

“I could neve—”

“Just like you could never talk in front of a huge room full of people?” I dig out the gloop from my fanny pack and press it into his hand. “And I could never ride a bus. But that’s how I got here, Derek. I did it. And you can do this. I believe it.”

He smiles a little now. Like maybe he’s trying not to but it sneaks onto his face anyway.

“Yeah, but you believe in magic pencils,” he says.

I give his shoulder a little shove, and his smile breaks free. Then he looks right at me, all serious-like.

“You don’t need it?”

I shake my head. “Not anymore.”

“And you really rode a bus?” he says, holding the tiny pencil up between us. “Just to give me this?”

I nod. “Some people are worth the risk.”
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Chapter Fifty–Five


The lights from within all the guardians gathered in the sky, a bright beam piercing the night. Light scattered the darkness, and Ametus had no choice but to flee.

—The Magic of Ever After



I’ve never been nervous like this.

I mean, I’ve been nervous a million gazillion times, but this is different. My stomach’s all fluttery. Will Derek dance? Will Lena win? It’s not like the panic when I think something bad’s gonna happen. It’s more like something good might happen. Like I’m nervous and excited all at once—nervocited.

Lena’s parents are sitting next to me. I can tell they’re nervocited too, because her dad keeps checking his watch, saying, “When are they gonna get this show on the road?” and her mom is chattering about how the humidity has got to be some kind of a record.

Behind us, I spot Derek’s mom and dad. His mom waves to me. His dad is looking at a cell phone, so I can’t see his face very well, but I can tell he doesn’t look nervous or excited. Just bored.

Come on, Derek, I think. You can do this. Show him what you can do. Show ’em all.

The meet starts and there’s still no sign of Lucky the Leprechaun. When we get to the butterfly race, Lena’s parents inch forward until they are literally on the edge of their seats. Lena gets onto her starting platform and waves in our direction. All three of us wave back.

And then she’s off.

Big, strong strokes take her from one side of the pool to the other and back again. It’s pretty close between her and one other girl. Everyone else is way far behind. The flutters in my stomach are going wild. Lena’s parents are clutching each other’s hands. Not in a romantic way or anything. More like they need something to hold on to, someone to lean on.

Mrs. H catches me looking. She reaches out and grabs my hand too.

When Lena and the other girl touch the wall to finish, we all look at each other.

“Did she win?” Mrs. H asks me.

I have no idea.

“Did she win?” she asks louder.

Lena and the other swimmers get out of the pool and stand there, dripping, while the referees huddle in a little circle. Finally, one of them emerges, takes the mic, and says, “It seems like we have a tie, folks. Congratulations to Suzanne Morrison and Lena Hadid!”

Mr. and Mrs. H and I jump up and down, cheering.

“That’s our girl,” Mr. H says.

At intermission, Lena comes over and gives us all big hugs. Her parents do a bear tackle with her in the middle. She loves it. She doesn’t say so or anything, but best friends just know.

And even though it makes me a little sad that my dad isn’t here too, I’m happy for her. That she gets to have things the way they were, for a moment, anyway.

When the music starts, I get that nervocited feeling again. I watch the locker room door. Derek has to dance. He just has to. I take another peek at his dad. His mom is kind of hitting him on the shoulder like get off your phone and he’s saying “okay, okay” and putting it into his pocket.

The door to the locker room flies open.

It’s the other team’s mascot. A big gray shark. He waves to the crowd and dances to “Baby Shark.” When he’s done, the crowd cheers, but the cheers quickly turn into whispering. “Where’s Lucky?” I can hear the question being passed like a hot potato.

And then he’s here.

Without the leprechaun head. His face is a deep pink, almost red.

But he’s here.

The team’s Irish jig theme song starts playing over the sound system. From here, I can see that Derek is squeezing his gloop with one hand. His eyes are shut tight.

But he starts dancing. It’s a mix of the electric slide and a little Irish jig where he kicks up his feet and spins around. His green coattails whip behind him. His face is red, red, red now. And his eyes are still shut tight, tight, tight.

The audience is dead silent.

The swim team is lined up behind him, watching. A few of them are trying to hide their laughter behind their hands. One of Ian’s friends elbows him in the side like, Can you believe this guy?

Ian smiles but doesn’t full-on laugh like he usually does. Instead, he looks at me. I stare right back at him. He kind of rolls his eyes the way I do at Mom sometimes when I really don’t want to do something but that little niggling feeling in my chest tells me I should.

Ian closes his eyes for a split second, and when he opens them, he lets out a little “Whoop!”

And starts to clap.

His friend looks at him like he’s lost his mind. But Ian shoves him with his elbow, and even though his friend is clearly totally confused, he starts clapping too.

Slowly, more people join in until the whole team is clapping. It’s slow at first, and then faster. They whoop for Lucky too.

Derek opens his eyes.

His face is still red, and he looks like he has no idea what’s going on. But the swim team keeps chanting, “Go, Lucky! Go, Lucky!” And the more they cheer, the more Derek starts getting into it, sidestepping and jigging and doing the little hop turns to the beat. I stand and start cheering too, and Lena’s parents join in next, and it’s like a wave goes through the crowd with people getting up and cheering him on.

The swim team members are dancing along now, moving back and forth, doing the line dance. Ian’s really getting into it, doing a spin move at the end of each line. A lady in front of me grabs her daughter’s hands and starts spinning her to the music. Behind me, even Derek’s dad is rocking his hips a little, smiling and clapping.

I wish Dad were here to see this. He would have loved the serendipity of it all—like things are working out just right. But the funny thing is, the thought doesn’t really make me sad. It makes me happy just to know he would have loved it.

And I get to be here, to see it for both of us.

And I don’t know if this is what happily ever after feels like—or if that even exists—but right now, through the crowd, Derek smiles at me. The red is gone from his cheeks. All my nervous and scared are gone too.

And all that’s left is happy.
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Chapter Fifty–Six


From time to time, Kat still catches glimpses of Ametus lurking on the edge of the forest, whispering ink-black words to any who will hear. For darkness never fully disappears. But Kat can see him clearly now—he’s little more than a shadow. And no match for magic.

—The Magic of Ever After



I don’t ask Derek if he used the pencil.

I think it’s better that way—not knowing.

Since his epic Irish jig, I’ve been thinking a lot about how scared he was. And I’ve been thinking about how Jada said everyone’s scared sometimes. I’ve been watching, and I think it’s true. Mom’s scared she won’t be able to do everything on her own. Lena’s scared of not fitting in. Ian Moore is terrified of having everyone find out about his lice infestation.

I’d bet a Raz-Ma-Taz cupcake that even Ashley Cliven is scared of something. Maybe if she just told someone about it, she wouldn’t have to be such a meanie. That’s the other thing I’ve been thinking about lately. About how when you share your fears with someone, they seem, I don’t know, not so heavy anymore.

I guess that’s what Jada meant about being brave. We all have fears. But we keep going. We keep writing. We believe. And somehow, the faith is stronger than the fear.

Maybe that’s its own kind of magic.

Which is why, on the morning of the first day of school, I’m loading up my backpack with hand sanitizer. I check the battery on my cell phone so I can call Mom if I need her. And even though I know I can do this, a little piece of me wishes I had a magic pencil to pack in my bag too.

Just in case.

Outside, the little yappy dog is already barking in front of the pawnshop, and Mr. Ibrahim is whistling while he rinses the sidewalk.

I can hear Mom’s mixer whirring downstairs. The bang of a tray in the oven. The little ding of the bell at the door. Mom’s voice through the air vents, cheery and bright.

It’s not the melody we used to have, but the new music is good too. And it’s ours.

When I come down, Mom pushes a berry croissant over to me at the counter. I eat it even though my stomach feels like a washing machine, all swishy and swashy and upside down.

“I’ll be right here when you get home,” she says.

“Promi—”

I stop myself right there. Because Mom can’t promise that. Or that everything will be okay today or the day after that or the day after that. No one can.

“Cupcakes after school?” I say instead.

“Raz-Ma-Taz?”

“Obviously.”

I stand up and put on my backpack. I stop for a second. Because I’ve been thinking about something else, too. About endings and beginnings and how some stories take a turn in the middle, and happily ever after doesn’t look like what you thought it would. And maybe that’s okay.

“Seems like a shame to have Mr. Jensen’s favorite cupcake and not invite him,” I say.

Mom cocks her head to the side. “It’s up to you, sweetie.”

I nod. After all, this isn’t just my story.

“I think I’ll let him know,” I say. “Just in case he needs a first-day-of-school cupcake chat too.”

Mom wraps me in a gigantic hug. Her sugary smell fills me. In a few minutes, I’m going to be far, far away from her for a whole school day. I take in a few extra whiffs and squeeze her a tiny bit tighter.

The bell above the door jingles.

“You ready for this?” Lena asks. She’s wearing the new first-day-of-school outfit her mom bought her at the mall. Her hair hangs in loose waves by her face. Her mom’s been showing her how to use all the right products so she can keep her curls without the frizz. My hair is still wild even though I spent twenty minutes trying to tame it in the mirror. But that’s okay. I kind of like it that way. And friends don’t have to do everything the same, anyway.

“Ready!” I say.



The bus stop is one and a half blocks away. Jada waves to us from the bookshop window as we walk by. She winks at me when Lena’s not looking. I wink back.

At the bus stop, I take some breaths. I’ve practiced this part a bunch of times with Dr. V this week. We’ve imagined how the bus will come, how I’ll step onto it, what it will feel like to walk into the school with all those people and what-ifs filling the halls.

And now it’s actually happening.

When the bus lurches to a stop in front of us, Lena grabs my hand. And maybe some kids would say it’s babyish to hold hands with your BFF at the bus stop on your first day of middle school, but I don’t really care. And I’m glad Lena doesn’t either.

We walk up together, one step, two steps, and we’re on.

Derek’s sitting halfway back, right across the aisle from Danni. They look like they’re having a super-serious conversation. After the last swim meet, the four of us have been meeting up at the pool every day. Danni’s actually pretty nice. She likes to be the seeker in Marco Polo, and no one likes to be the seeker. So she’s good to have around. She’s also amazing at FantasyQuest. Derek’s been teaching us to play at his house. His mom puts out a whole spread of cookies and drinks (the good super-sugary kind).

As we walk down the aisle, I can hear them talking about this one extra-tough level that has a dragon. No matter how hard we try, we can’t beat it. But we keep trying.

When we get to their seats, Danni looks at Lena’s and my hands tight together and says she can move so we can be on one seat.

“This is good,” I say, plopping next to Derek.

He scoots toward the window so I can fit. Lena sits with Danni, but she’s still close.

“Got your gloop?” Derek says.

“Check!” I hold up the golden slime I’ve been squeezing since the bus stop. “Feel like you’re about to vomit?”

“Double check!” He gives me a goofy thumbs-up.

The bus pulls away from the curb. We pass all the little shops that are just waking up for the day. Mom is standing on the front steps of her bakeshop, just below the Dash of Magic sign. She waves as we roll by. My stomach pinches a little as I think of how far away she’ll be. Thoughts about all the things that could go wrong start whispering to me.

“Hey!” Derek snaps his fingers in front of my face. “You still with us?”

I shake off the bad thoughts. “I’m here. I’m okay. Just scared,” I say. “But okay.”

“Yeah,” he nods. “Just scared. I like that.” He leans back in the seat a little and smiles. “But we got this.”

Lena reaches across the aisle to hold my hand again. “We totally got this,” she says.

“As long as no teachers make us stand up and say one interesting thing we did this summer or something,” Derek says. “I will riot!”

I laugh, and he and Lena and Danni laugh, and the sound of it pushes the worries right out. Poof!

Like magic.

Only better.
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