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ONE

 

 

MY FIRST DAY of school—ever—and I’m wearing a pair of blue jeans my mom picked out, a shirt my dad gave me that says INTERIM FATE: YOU BETTER BELIEVE IT, BABY all in pink glitter, and a pair of Jimmy Choos (also pink) that I conjured the last day I had my magic. I was going to wear pink beads at the base of my cornrows, but I couldn’t fasten them right, and so twenty-four hours before I’m heading to a place my mom calls high school and her neighbor calls hell, I’m heading to the beauty parlor (where no one is beautiful) and getting my locks chopped off.

Now I’ve got a modified afro (that’s what Mom calls it) that only needs a pick to keep up, some glitter eye shadow Mom let me buy at a place she calls the mall, but whose sign out front says Valley River Center, and some matching glitter polish that was harder to put on than I remember.

Not that I ever did anything the old-fashioned way when I had magic. Back then, I’d snap my fingers and get what I wanted. Literally. Sometimes I had to say a spell, and sometimes I said it wrong, but mostly, I was good at magic. So good, my dad appointed me and my sisters the head of all magic for about a year.

Now I’ve got to be driven places in a car that’s older than I am. My mom goes everywhere with me, and she’s explaining stuff in this really fast voice because she knows I spent my entire life (except vacations) on Mount Olympus—not the one on mortal maps, but the one where the gods (mages, really) live—and she’s a little worried I’m not going to survive my first day on my own.

I’m a little worried too. I’m learning too much to absorb—and I’m the smartest of the three of us sisters. The other two have been farmed to their moms (we all have the same dad, but not the same mom—more on this later), and we used to work as a team. Brittany and Crystal would remember things I couldn’t. Right now I don’t have my backup memories—one’s in New York (which is kinda cool) and one is in Northern Wisconsin, wherever that is, and we’re not going to see each other until winter holiday break.

I didn’t even know there were such things as winter holidays before, even though I’ve seen movies about Christmas. More on that later, too.

First, a little bit on now:

I live in Eugene, Oregon. I can give you the street address if you ask, but Mom says I shouldn’t go divulging information to strangers unless it’s necessary—which I find to be mystical talk of the first order. Same goes for the landline and the cell numbers. Mom didn’t want to give me a cell, but she finally decided to give me my own with extremely limited hours. She decided to give me mine after sending me shopping in that so-called mall—three stores on my own before I saw something I liked, and then I learned about this concept of paying. Weird and a bit cumbersome. But most stuff here is cumbersome. A lot of work for very little reward. Which, my therapist says, is One Of The Reasons I’m Here.

My mom’s name is Serena VanDerHoven, which makes my name Tiffany VanDerHoven because my dad, Zeus, doesn’t have a last name at all. He’s like Madonna or Cher—so famous he doesn’t need one. He met my mom when she was on some college-sponsored year abroad in Greece, and the rest, as Mom says, is history. Only I’m just beginning to find out about all the delicate negotiations that went on before history could happen.

Mom says that in order to explain things to my teachers and future friends, I have to say that my dad had custody for the first fifteen years of my life, and I lived everywhere (kinda true if you add “and nowhere at the same time”) but never spent any real time in the United States. Because of our weird lifestyle, my dad home-schooled me (not true; I learned mostly from my older sister Athena, who hated that we younger kids didn’t have much education, so she set up this little temple and…oh, never mind. That’s one of those digressions Mom says I can’t make), and because of that home-schooling thing, I didn’t spend a lot of time with people my age.

I’m having trouble keeping track of the lies and the half-truths—the things I can say and the things I can’t say—and, as I said, that’s weird for me because I’m the smart one.

Although I don’t feel that way as I stumble through the doors of Central High (Home of the Cougars! whatever that means). We have to go through metal detectors, which I recognize from the movies, and which seems kinda strange just for going to school.

Mom’s beside me, looking stern, which I’ve never seen before. She’s taller than me, and has that whole world-class beauty thing going for her. If I had to describe her, I’d say she was a cross between Halle Berry and Wonder Woman (see, I know some cultural references) but that description doesn’t quite get at the whole I’m-smarter-than-you-are-and-you-better-respect-it thing she can do with her face.

She’s wearing that face now as she drags me down this wide hallway filled with badly dressed kids who are, I guess, my age. They all watch me stumble, looking at me like I’m the strange one, when half the guys wear pants that hang off their butts and bag at the knees. Don’t they watch TV? Don’t they know that’s—in the words of Alicia Silverstone of Clueless fame—so five minutes ago?

The whole place is in Sensurround—everywhere something new. You come in the main double doors to more double doors, only this little airlock part smells like bubblegum, hairspray, and cigarettes (which I thought were illegal). Then you go through those doors and the metal detectors and you’re in this big echoy room with brick walls and a high ceiling and a lot of glass.

Trophy cases line up near the open window that leads to the office, and hallways branch off each side. Only you can’t see all that right off because the big room is filled with kids my age. Some of them are talking really fast and some of them slouch against the brick wall and some of them have coupled up and are groping near the trophy cases (where, I guess, you can’t easily see them from the window). Everybody has backpacks except me, and everybody knows everybody except me, and no one looks at me, but all the guys stare at my mom, which is, I gotta say, totally normal.

She marches right up to that window, says, “Serena VanDerHoven for Principal Meyers,” as if she’s my stepmom Hera (wife of Zeus and one of the Powers That Be) and Principal Meyers is some poor captain of the guard. The woman behind the window, who is clearly younger than Mom but nowhere near as pretty, says she’ll take care of it, and we should wait, and we do, and I watch these kids move around like amoebae in that one science experiment I got to do in Athena’s temple class before Dad pulled me out to be head of all magic.

In movies about high school, there aren’t this many students, and all of them dress better than they do here, except for the handful of losers and the theater club (upgraded losers) and of course, our hero (or heroine), who learns how to dress and how to talk and how to Fit In.

I watched a lot of movies to get ready for this, not to mention lots of TV shows and tons of YouTube videos. So while I’m prepared for lots of drama and tons of backbiting, I’m not quite ready for all this space filled with so many people who haven’t even noticed me, even though I’m the best-dressed person in the room.

The woman behind the desk bleeps open a door that almost magically appears in the wall (I say “almost” because once I stared at it, I realized the door was cut into the wall; I just hadn’t noticed it before). Mom yanks me through the door, and I trip over the sill, and Mom says something about my Jimmy Choos, which I don’t think anyone should say in the office of someone in authority.

Back here, it smells like coffee. Computers run on nearby desks and so do some security feeds, mostly of the outside of the building, which surprises me (there are kids out there smoking and, from what I gather from some disgruntled employee, one teacher). Lots of desks are sprawled haphazardly and there are dying plants on most of them, along with stacks of files and uncapped pens in pen containers. A few chairs have sweaters hanging off them, which seems weird to me, given how warm it was out front, but the longer I’m in here, the more I realize it makes sense, because air coming from the vents is icy cold.

A wood door is open in the back, and on it is a sign that’s got to be older than Mom. It says Principal’s Office, and since I’ve heard such awful things from so many movies (or maybe because everything’s so dang new), my stomach clenches up like I ate a bad oyster or something.

“Ma,” I say, “I don’t think I can….”

Then she turns that look on me, that look that says one-more-word-and-I’m-sending-you-back-to-your-father-in-disgrace, which is somehow worse than staying here where everything’s so new. (You see, my dad’s really mad at me. I’m the one who started the whole you’re-an-unfit-parent dialogue in the therapist’s office, but I’m always the one who starts conversations, and besides, that day I was really mad [and, according to Megan, my therapist, I was right, too. Like beyond right. All the way to who keeps letting this man have children? But more on that later.])

Mom clenches my arm real tight and drags me through that door into a pretty room (all wood) with living plants and a large window with a view of the parking lot. The woman behind the desk is tiny—not even five feet tall—and pretty in a wholesome way, and as she leans forward, extending her hand, I realize that this little person is Principal Meyers.

Now, if you watch the movies and stuff, you know that principals are either ugly middle-aged mortal men or even uglier not-quite-so-middle-aged mortal women. Their meanness shows on their face, and you just know they’re going to be the bad guy.

But she doesn’t look mean. She looks nice in a tough, sort of don’t-mess-with-me kinda way.

“Take her hand,” Mom hisses, like I don’t know what a handshake is (which I guess is logical on her part, since I don’t know a lot of basic mortal stuff), and I do, and Principal Meyers shakes my fingers authoritatively, and then lets go.

She says, “Welcome to Central High,” but she doesn’t add Home of the Cougars, so I guess that’s not always required. Then she sweeps her hand toward the two uncomfortable looking wooden chairs in front of the desk, which is, I guess, a command to sit, and we do, and she does, and she smiles at me.

“I hear you’ve had quite the exciting life, Tiffany.”

I look at Mom, surprised that Mom would tell Principal Meyers about my past, but Mom shakes her head just enough that I realize she hasn’t said a word except the lies and half-truths that I’m supposed to remember, and I blush, which is embarrassing in and of itself.

“Yeah,” I say in my best slouchy American manner (even though I know I don’t have the accent exactly right), “I guess.”

“It’ll probably be hard for you to adjust to the regulated lifestyle we have here at Central High,” Principal Meyers says, as if my slouchy attitude is something she expected. “If you have any troubles, just let one of your teachers know that you’d like to get in touch with me.”

I don’t see how come I can’t get in touch with her directly if I want to be in touch with her, and I open my mouth to say that when Mom kicks me in the shin.

“Okay,” I say, and Principal Meyers thinks I’m talking to her when I’m really talking to Mom. I’m beginning to wonder how I’m going to get through the day without Mom hanging on my every word, when Principal Meyers slides a sheet of paper in front of us.

“Here’s your schedule,” she says to me. “We’ve done the best we could with what’s open and the fact that you’ve been home-schooled overseas. We’ve learned that our overseas students are often ahead of our local students in areas like math and science, so we put you in advanced classes there—”

I look at Mom, terrified. I had arithmetic, thanks to Athena, but real math—like, hello!, who needs math when they can conjure anything they want?

“—and we’re putting you in three remedial social studies classes, figuring your American history is probably a bit behind, and—”

“Actually,” Mom says, “I think we’ll have to redo this. Tiffany will be excellent in things like Greek Mythology.”

I glare at her again. Doesn’t she know that “myth” word pisses off the Powers That Be? And then I remember that the Powers That Be aren’t monitoring my every move any more. I’ve been demoted from head of all magic (actually, that was me, as Interim Fate) and my powers taken away until I’m menopausal (like, y’know, a thousand lifetimes from now) and no one cares if I say or do something bad because it won’t have magical consequences.

And while I was censoring all that, Mom was going on about my schedule and the fact that I need remedial algebra (whatever that is) and basic science and she and Principal Meyers are staring at the various openings on the computer and finally, Principal Meyers turns to me and says,

“Good heavens. What did you study at your father’s house?”

I shrug and say, “You know. Basics. Like History of the Magical Universe, and Spellcasting 101-200 and—”

Mom kicks me again, and my blush gets worse. “Her father is very New Agey. You can see why I was finally able to get custody.”

The principal looks at her in sympathy. “I should say. Well, we’ll just redo this, and let Tiffany find her way.”

Then she looks at me and says, “You know, there’s a large fundamentalist contingent in this community. While we try to be open-minded, you might want to keep some of your magical history to yourself.”

I swallow real hard, then the principal goes back to her computer and I glare at Mom. I mouth, You said she’d have trouble with this, and Mom glares back (probably because she can’t understand me) and I have a hunch we’ll talk about this later. That’s Mom’s answer to everything. Talk. Which is better than Dad’s, which is to pat me on the head and tell me it’ll all work out. If he listens at all.

So they hand me this schedule, tell me I’ve already missed P.E. (Principal Meyers proudly says they’re one of the few schools in Oregon that can still afford regular P.E., whatever that is), and send me off to American History (Overview) which is one of those remedial social studies courses that somehow stayed on my schedule. The principal also gave me a map (!) and a few directions, and Mom waved at me, saying she’s going to stay to wrap up a few things—probably clean up some of the dumb things I said—and off I go, into the sea of people I’ve never met.

All mortals. Of which, apparently, I am now one.




 

 

 

 

TWO

 

 

OKAY, HERE’S THE thing, and I know it’s going to be hard, not just because Mom and I spent most of last night talking about it, but because I can already feel it.

My dad broke the rules. He’s always broken the rules, which is beside the point, but usually he breaks them for him. Only he also figures his kids are part of him, so they don’t get any rules either.

What you need to know, and what you probably don’t know (not that I know who you are, but I like to pretend that you’re there), is that there are two classes of people: the magical and the mortals. We’re all mortal, but the magical live longer (like hundreds of years longer), so we call the short-lived, non-magical creatures mortals. Confusing, I know, but it gets worse.

The magical don’t come into their powers until after menopause for women and around twenty-one for men. Unfair, and lots of people are fighting that rule right now because it is arbitrary (and has something else to do with my dad, who is a conniver of the first order), but that’s neither here nor there. What is here and there is that Dad let all us kids have our powers right from the very start, which is how he got custody of us.

He was really careful. Except for a few Greek women waaaaay back at the dawn of time, he never slept with mortal women. All the women he’s been involved with (and seriously, that’s like a thousand) have been mages-to-be. They haven’t come into their powers, but they will.

He’s been married to my stepmom Hera forever. But he has affairs. In fact, he’s famous in literature for his affairs, and he always has kids from them, and the kids are magical, and my mom knew about the affairs when she got involved with him in her senior year abroad or whatever graduate program she was doing in Greece before I was born.

He treated my mom like he treats all the women: he has his fun, sends them home (usually pregnant), and waits. They’ve all had these magical babies who, because they’re Zeus’s kids, have fully formed powers. So the baby can create fire just because it sees a fire, and the mom can’t do anything about it, and so the mom calls my dad, who appears and makes a deal.

The moms are tired, they’re angry, they’re feeling alone and overwhelmed. They agree to whatever my dad wants if he’ll only control the baby’s magic. And the deal is always this: Dad’ll raise us (he doesn’t, though. He usually sends us off to Naiads or someone else for the bulk of the time) and he’ll take care of everything: education, food, clothing. The mom has to agree to spend the summer at Mount Olympus with all the other moms and all the other kids, which is great for us, but, I never realized until this year, lousy for them.

Because my mom is so tough, she got Dad to agree to give her time alone with me in the place of her choice once my magic got a little under control. So I know my mom as a mom, unlike Crystal, whose mom got tired of the whole thing, gave up the Olympus trips, and remarried. I think about Crystal a lot, and I worry, but we can only talk on the weekends now—we have a conference call and it’s not long enough—and we’re not allowed e-mail until after the winter holidays for the sake of adjustment.

At least, that’s what our therapist says. Mom says it’s so we have time to bond with our mothers. Yeah, right.

Anyway, the tough part of all of this is that until a few months ago, I thought of the world as mages and mortals. I figured I was a mage and then there were these little mortal creatures wandering around. I had no idea that all mages have a few decades as mortals (except for Zeus’s kids), so they have more empathy for mortals and some of them even have sympathy for them.

But here I am, mortal now in that I don’t have magical powers anymore, and I am, in Mom’s words, worse than a baby in my approach to what she calls the real world, and I’m supposed to interact with all these people that I used to think of as nothing, and I’ve seen the high school movies.

These people are going to be mean to me. And I’m ashamed to say it, but I’m scared.

I’m walking down this hall, looking for a room called 201A, when this kid—he’s tall and gangly and he wears clothing two sizes too big—sidles up to me, and he says, “So what’s an Interim Fate?”

I can’t give the real answer. Mom said the shirt would be a problem, but me and Brittany and Crystal all promised each other we’d wear these shirts on our first day of school, so I am.

“Well?” he asks. He’s got great brown eyes and a strong chin. He’s kinda cute in a Zac Ephron sort of way. Which makes him a little too nice-guy for me.

“It’s a rock band.” I had a bunch of other prepared answers, but they seem too lame for a guy like him.

“You’re in a rock band?”

I shrug and keep walking, pretending to be cool, because as everybody knows, pretending is halfway to being cool.

“Seriously, you’re in a rock band?”

“I was,” I say, clutching my little pink purse against my side. “We broke up.”

And for some reason that makes me tear up. I don’t want him to see it (besides, it would mess up my mascara), so I blink really hard.

“I’m Josh,” he says.

“Tiff.” And then because he looks like the kind of guy who’ll ask too many questions, I beat him to it. “You know where 201A is?”

“Down the hall to the left. You got Mr. McGuillicuty, huh? I thought he was only for losers.”

I glare at this Josh, wishing I could turn him into a toad, like I would have done (even if it would’ve made Athena mad), but he doesn’t seem to mind. He laughs, and says, “Good luck,” and then points around the corner, and adds, “You go thataway.”

So I go thataway, down this narrower corridor that has only five rooms in it, like someone forgot to finish off this part of the school. Room 201A is at the very end. It’s big, with those desks like you see in all the movies, with the chair and the desk built together, and I slide into one toward the back. Who knew these things would be so uncomfortable? There’s no cushions, and the wood is splintery, and the desk is sticky.

The other kids are already there and they have these big thick books called, of all things, American History (like they’d say Greek History in an American History class), and the books are open. Some kids are sleeping on top of their open books, others are actually drawing in them, and a few are reading.

A couple of kids look at me sideways, but no one says anything. The guy up front, who has to be the teacher, is short and kinda paunchy. He’s wearing one of those thin summer sweaters that only look good on guys like Brad Pitt, and his hair is falling out. I’ve never seen guys with hair falling out. Mages only use that as a disguise, since they can repair their hair, so this guy looks even more pathetic than usual to me.

“Do you have something for me?” he asks, staring at me. No hello, no you must be the new girl, no what are you doing here. Just do you have something for me, which is kinda rude and a little suggestive and I’m blushing again.

“He means,” the girl next to me whispers, “do you have paperwork for him.”

“I can tell her what I mean, Ms. Foster,” the guy says. And then he doesn’t. “Well?”

I hold up the schedule. “All the principal gave me is this.”

“Um-hum,” he says. “I’m supposed to initial it for you. And I need your name and information for roll.”

Roll. I blink. I don’t understand that either, but I figure if I pretend I do, I’ll look a little normal. I get out of the chair/desk thing—and that’s harder than it looks—and I head up to the big oak teacher’s desk, which has an even larger version of American History on it, along with a couple of red, white, and blue pamphlets marked Study Aids for American History. Next to it are some hand-scrawled notes and computer printouts, with names and markings on them.

He takes the schedule from me and initials it. Then he studies it. “Not a rocket scientist, are we, Ms. VanDerHoven?”

I blink again. Kids are chuckling behind me, and I have a sense that he means something other than what he’s saying, but I have no clue. So I say, “Nope. Just a student, sir.”

A student who, last month, could have turned you into the weasel you are. I glare, but my glare no longer has power. It’s just a teen-girl-glare, which, the movies have convinced me, is a common thing.

“You’re here from Greece?” he says that really loud, like he’s trying to embarrass me in front of everyone.

“There and a bunch of other places,” I say. “My dad travels a lot.”

“And now he’s here?”

I square my shoulders. “My mom has custody now.”

He doesn’t even have the grace to be embarrassed. I’m beginning to think weasel’s too good for him. My fingers are twitching. They want to snap, have magic slide from them and sparkle through the air, and turn him into something awful, but they can’t. I mean, they can snap, but nothing else’ll happen.

“Well, your fancy European education won’t get you very far in my class,” he says.

“Nothing does,” someone says behind me, and everybody laughs. Mr. McGuillicuty looks at them, his beady eyes narrowing.

“Does someone want to share with the class?” he asks.

Everyone looks down.

Then he turns back to me. “You realize you’ve enrolled two weeks late. You’re behind.”

“I know, sir,” I say.

“Sirs and fancy accents aren’t going to make it with me.” He’s not the only one who has mentioned my accent since I’ve moved to Eugene. Apparently I speak English with a combination Greek and upper-class British accent. And not modern Greek either, according to my mom, who actually studies this stuff. She’s a professor of Greek and Mediterranean Studies at the University of Oregon, which is the only way she can justify all those trips to Mount Olympus over the years.

“I expect my students to do the work.”

I had tuned him out for a second and it takes a moment to focus back in. “Okay,” I say cautiously.

“So you’ll have to catch up. Read the first forty pages of text by tomorrow, so that you’ll be able to participate in class.”

I swallow. Mom said this school was one of the better ones in the area, although she said the public schools leave something to be desired. So I really didn’t expect homework. I expected time to concentrate on learning weird stuff, like how to make my own breakfast, not on reading a moldy old book—which was too much like that job I had to do for my dad that got him in all the trouble.

Which reminds me. “I don’t have a book.”

“As if we have enough to just give them away,” Mr. McGuillicuty mutters. “They stuff my classroom with too many students, refuse to buy new textbooks, and expect me to cope.”

I know he didn’t say that for me, but still, he should’ve kept it to himself. I keep a lot of stuff to myself these days. Like the fact I still want to turn him into something. A rat, maybe.

“I can’t read the chapters,” I say, “unless I have a book.”

“That’s obvious, missy.” He turns around, opens a cabinet, and pulls out this mass of paper. He fumbles for a minute, then it becomes clear that what he’s holding is a book without the covers. He grabs sections and piles them on top of each other, and then hands the mess to me.

Not only does it lack a binding, it also has writing on every page. And I don’t mean printing. I mean writing, like doodles. Only some of them are so crude they make me blush.

Again.

I wish I had just enough magic to cast one last spell so that I’ll never blush again.

“That’s the best I can do, Ms. VanDerHoven,” he says. “I know in your private European school you probably got to read Voltaire in the original at the government’s expense, but here, you get to read a ten-year-old textbook that just might have all the pages.”

My stomach jumps a little. I promised Mom and Megan, my therapist, and vowed to myself that I’d do the best I could. I’d try, you know? Because if I didn’t, then I’d be just as bad as Dad, trying to get by on charm, and stuff.

But I just hit my first roadblock. How can I do my best if I don’t have the right tools?

“You may return to your seat, Ms. VanDerHoven.”

“But sir,” I say, knowing I’m probably digging my own grave. “What if it doesn’t have all the pages?”

Mr. McGuillicuty looks at me like I spoke Greek. The old kind my Dad loves, not the new stuff that Mom speaks.

Mr. McGuillicuty probably thinks I’m being snotty.

I’m just being scared.

“I’m sure you can figure out something, Ms. VanDerHoven,” he says, and waves his hand toward my desk.

I sit down and spend the next fifteen minutes putting the book in some kind of order. He’s writing on a blackboard, taking about French wars with Indians (I didn’t know the French went into India, and how come he’s talking about that in American History?) and the boy next me has actually fallen asleep.

No one is listening—not even the teacher, I think—and I’m short pages 39-55. But I don’t say anything because I don’t want this teacher to yell at me again.

Now I understand why everyone has all these backpacks because how do they carry the falling-apart books without them?

The bell rings, stopping Mr. McGuillicuty mid-sentence, and everybody stands and starts talking at once, except the sleeping kid next to me.

The girl who whispered to me stops beside me. She sticks out her hand. “I’m Jenna Foster.”

I juggle the papers into my free arm and take her hand, shaking it once. Weird habit, this one. “Tiffany VanDerHoven.”

“Where do you go next?”

I have to juggle some more to find the schedule. “Journalism.”

“Wow, cool. I don’t have cool classes like that one. You’re not on the total loser track.”

I frown at that, not sure exactly what she means. She looks at my schedule, then helps me get organized.

“Come on,” she says. “I’ll walk you there.”

I’m really, really relieved.

She takes me down this hallway, then says, “You don’t have to read those pages.”

There’s a million kids and they’re all scurrying from place to place or hanging by the water fountain and yakking or watching me walk by. Lots of the girls are just staring at me, and a few of the guys too. Only the guys make me wish I had on more than my t-shirt.

“Why not?” I ask.

“Because Mr. McGuillicuty just repeats stuff out of the book,” she says, “and then he tells us what’s going to be on the quizzes so that we get good grades.”

I actually stop in the middle of the hall because I’m so stunned. One kid bumps into me, mumbles an apology, and goes around, then so does everyone else.

Jenna stops after a second and looks back at me. “You okay?”

“Why would he do that?”

“Do what?” she asks.

“Mr. McGuillicuty.” I’m frowning. I can feel it. And Aphrodite, who likes to pretend she’s my aunt even though we don’t know who she’s really related to (except her son Cupid), says I should never frown because my face’ll get stuck that way. So I try to unfrown. “Why would he give us the answers?”

Not even my dad gave us the answers when Brittany, Crystal, and I were acting heads of magic. He made us use books and stuff (which meant I had to use books and stuff because Brit and Crystal refused to study). He wanted us to think for ourselves.

“Mr. McGuillicuty doesn’t like the new rules.” Jenna looks pointedly at her watch. “If I’m going to get you to the J room and then get to my class on time, we gotta hurry.”

“Okay.” I walk with her again. The other students no longer flow around us. “What new rules?”

“You know—oh, you probably don’t. Teachers get fired if their kids don’t do well these days. It’s that whole government Common Core Left Behind thing. Those are the only real tests we study for, at least in Mr. McG’s class.”

I’m confused. She says all this like I should know what it is, and I suppose if I was a real good American kid, I would, but I’m not, so I don’t.

“So I don’t have to study?” I ask.

“Just for Mr. McG.,” she says. “You got some toughies on your schedule.”

I put my schedule on top of the pile. “Like who?”

She bends over it, like we’re studying together, forgetting, I guess, that we’re in a hurry. She points at each class and gives me the rundown.

My math teacher’ll be tough, and so will science, but the social studies teachers—all three of them—are just “marking time to retirement,” whatever that is. Then there’s the English teacher who sometimes gets “a bug up her butt” and “makes people study” but sometimes doesn’t care, and the journalism teacher who thinks the world is going to end tomorrow and expects a lot from his kids.

Then she stops at P.E. and says, “Whoa, you have Mrs. Yates.”

“Yeah?”

“Get in shape, girl,” Jenna says. “She’s a drill sergeant.”

A bell rings, and Jenna curses. The halls are mostly empty.

“We’re late,” she says. “I gotta go that way.”

She points behind us.

“And you go three doors down. You can’t miss it.”

I thank her, head three doors down, and see two doors across the hall from each other. If one wasn’t labeled Journalism Lab, I would’ve missed it altogether. As it is, I have to shove the door open—late again—and everyone looks at me—again.

The man up front is skinny and he has glasses and he’s balding too. He takes my schedule slip without comment, and then he smiles at me, and except for Jenna, he’s the first person who makes me feel welcome.

“Well, this class’ll be quite the education for you, Ms. VanDerHoven. Does your family subscribe to a newspaper?”

I shrug. I don’t even know what one is.

“Do you have cable?”

I shrug again.

“Internet?”

“Yeah,” I say because I’m forbidden to be on the Internet without Mom around. I’m too naïve, she says.

“Okay, then. Find out about the other two. We’re studying how the mass media affects our perceptions of the world. I also need to know how well you write. So if you can write a short bio for me by tomorrow—”

“In English?” I ask. I’ve never written in English. I can read it, and stuff, but mostly I’ve been writing in Greek (and not modern Greek either).

“Yes,” he says, sounding surprised. “We do all our work in English here.”

I’m so screwed. I’m not sure I can do any of this stuff. And, I have a hunch, I can’t blow off the short bio like I supposedly can the forty pages.

“You can write in English, can’t you?” he asks.

“I dunno,” I say. “I’ve never done it.”

Everyone is staring at me. I mean, like I’m a thing that’s crawled out of the woodwork staring.

“Well, give it a shot,” he says. “We’ll see how it goes.”

“What’s short?” I ask.

For a minute, I think he’s going to give me a definition of the word, then he says, “A full page.”

I nod like I can do this.

I’m not sure I can do any of it.

And by the time I go through two more classes, I’m convinced I can’t.




 

 

 

 

THREE

 

 

HERE’RE MY ASSIGNMENTS by the end of the day:

 

1) I have to read forty pages for American History, twenty pages for American Government, and a bunch of dumb poems by someone named Shakespeare.

2) I have to write a short bio for Journalism, a book report on those dumb poems (by the end of the week), and an analysis of the Greek government for Comparative World Studies.

3) I have to complete fifteen arithmetic problems by tomorrow and show the work so that the teacher knows I didn’t use a calculator (which I can’t use since I don’t know what one is).

4) I have to take pictures of the plants around my house and label them by the end of the week (Internet okay for this); this for my science class, which supposedly covers biology, chemistry, physics, and astronomy. I’m not sure what category this assignment falls under.

 

And I don’t even know what the drill sergeant who runs P.E. has in store for me tomorrow.

I tell all this to Mom when I get home, but I don’t tell her about lunch.

I can’t talk about lunch. Not yet anyway.

You see, I knew lunch would be an issue. Anyone who watches teen movies or teen TV knows that. Lunch has its own arcane rituals, like who sits where, and who gets what. And it’s no different here. Except that these arcane rituals somehow never made it into any sort of on-screen life.

Here, the kids with money go to the burger joints at the strip mall a block or two away from school property. (When I blushed at the word “strip,” someone else giggled and said, “Not that kind of strip.” I’m beginning to think that movies as a source for life in America aren’t always good.) I have money, but I did see Supersize Me, and I know better than to make a steady diet of fatty foods, especially now that I don’t have magic to counteract any weight gain.

Mom didn’t pack me a lunch—some kids have these brown bag things that look a little greasy by the middle of the day—so I had to buy food at the cafeteria. Food there is provided free for really poor kids (who show some kind of card) and everyone else pays by the item.

I’m beginning to figure out the rules behind buying stuff, which feels like real progress.

Anyway, I looked at all the food behind glass cases and the stuff that looked edible (which wasn’t a lot of it) seemed to have a lot of cheese and noodles and fatty stuff, so I didn’t order it. I could also get a slice of pizza reheated in the microwave (yeah, I know what those are) or someone could fry me a burger.

So I was right back at the burger conundrum.

I finally grabbed an apple, a banana, and a piece of cake, just because I was so stressed out. I took a bottle of water from the iced display and paid for everything, then sat down at the closest table.

All by myself.

I knew better than to sit at someone else’s table—every teen movie has that scene, and it’s always bad—and unlike in the movies, this lunchroom has lots of open tables. I brushed all the crumbs off mine, then sat down and thought about opening a book, but changed my mind.

A book made me look too nerdy.

But if I just sat there, watching everyone else, I looked needy.

I realized that I had never, ever eaten a meal by myself before. Not once in my whole life. It was either me and Mom (on our trips together) or me and Brittany and Crystal (most of the time) or me and the whole dysfunctional family at some heroic banquet or something.

Never just me.

I didn’t know what to do.

I ate the cake first. It was too sweet and kinda gooey, and I set it aside.

No one noticed. No one even looked.

Then I ate the banana kinda slow. It was a little green, but I didn’t care. I was really hungry.

The kids one table over were playing cards with real cards. The boys two tables over were passing around some pictures on their phones and giggling—I mean giggling. I’d never heard boys giggle before.

A couple of girls were sharing earbuds, with a phone between them, like they were listening to the same music or something. Some guys leaned against the wall, phones in one hand, messing with the screens with their thumbs. For some reason, that made me really nervous.

Three girls sat at separate tables all by themselves. They read their schoolbooks. Another girl sat alone and read a novel. They were all either overweight or wore ugly glasses or had awful clothes.

A boy sat alone too, but he was tapping stuff on a tablet computer thingie, and seemed like he didn’t care about what was happening around him.

Kids came from the cafeteria, talking and laughing and gossiping and texting all at the same time, and they didn’t notice me either. It was like, by sitting alone, I’d done an invisible spell or something. I almost—almost—wanted to go to some table and start a scene, but I didn’t.

I didn’t have the stomach for it.

I was still pretty afraid.

I ate the apple. The crunches seemed like they echoed, even though they didn’t. They just sounded louder than normal apple crunches because I felt like everybody was listening, even though I had a hunch no one was.

Then I drank my water, threw out my banana peel and apple core, and left.

I was shaking by the time I got to my next class (English, home of the Shakespeare poems, if you’re wondering). I almost walked out the front door and just went home. I’d never been invisible before, not even when I had magic. I never saw the point.

Twice I checked to make sure my hands were still visible. They were. To me, anyway.

I thought about asking someone if they could see me, but then I decided that was too dorky.

They probably could see me, and they’d think I was weird, and that was all I needed.

But at least they’d think about me. No one had talked to me—except teachers—since Jenna had after my first class. I went through the rest of my day all silent, like the invisibility spell carried.

When I got home, I wanted to tell Mom, but I couldn’t. I still can’t. She’s making a special dinner—a celebration of me surviving my first day of high school—and she seems pretty cheerful. She’s happy I seem so calm.

And here’s the sad thing: My mom doesn’t know me well enough to realize that I’m always calm when I’m upset. It’s Brittany who cries and wails and makes a scene.

I usually don’t say much of anything, just hunker down and do whatever I need to do. Megan, my therapist, says Brittany does the crying for all of us.

That’s something else I’m supposed to learn. How to emote for myself.

Like that’ll do anything.

I’m in my room, which is pretty nice, with my books and my ripped-up history text scattered on the heavy wood desk that Mom says belonged to her father, and papers alongside it, and my bed, looking really pretty and girlish with its white spread and its overflowing pillows and the pile of stuffed animals that Mom put there to make me feel at home.

(I don’t have stuffed animals at home, but I’m not going to tell her that.)

I don’t have a TV or a computer in here. No phone either. My cell has to stay in the living room where Mom can see it.

The room smells like oregano and something tomatoy—whatever Mom’s cooking—and I suppose I should feel comforted.

But I just feel invisible.

Still.

Like I could do nothing for the rest of my life and no one would notice. No one would care.

I put my head down on my desk.

I’m not sure I’m going to survive this.

I’m not sure anyone can.




 

 

 

 

FOUR

 

 

SATURDAY DIDN’T COME soon enough. I actually started marking the days off on my calendar. P.E. turned out to be easy stuff like running and climbing ropes and throwing balls. I can do that, so there’s one class I understand. Mom had to help me with the Greek government thing for Comparative World Studies because she saw my first paper (she’s reading all my stuff just to make sure I don’t slip) and she says there is no such thing as Powers That Be in the real world—or the Muses or the Fates, who rule over everything, especially true love.

That’s one of those things that makes my head spin. Because I know the Muses personally, and I was an acting Fate when my dad tried to get rid of true love. (Long story. The short version, according to Megan, is that he wanted to get rid of true love to live the way he wanted to; Mom thinks it was so that he could get a divorce from Hera [who believes in true love for some reason I can’t fathom]; and my sisters think my dad just likes to be in control of everything. I’m with my sisters.)

Anyway, Mom told me about Greece’s parliamentary system (and she explained what that was) and she showed me how to research stuff on the internet (even though she prefers books—she has a lot of them in the room across from mine, which she calls an office, but she says should probably now be called the library).

No one’s been talking to me except Jenna, and she always apologizes because she thinks she’s a big loser and I’m not, and I have no idea how she comes to that conclusion, but I figure maybe I still have some glimmer of magic or something.

I eat lunch alone, I walk to class alone, I sit in the back of every room, and now that the teachers have autographed my schedule (which I had to hand in at the office), I don’t talk to anyone (except Jenna for five minutes before and after American History [and yeah, she was right: I didn’t have to read that stuff, which just frosts Mom because she thinks I need an education]).

So, Saturday.

I get to have my conference call. Then, on Sunday, I get my appointment with Megan. We sisters all have different times to see her. She’s supposed to hold us together through the week, help us adjust and stuff.

I don’t know how she can in just an hour, but Megan’s the only person besides my stepmom Hera who can control my dad, so she’s some kind of miracle worker. Maybe she can get us through this.

Maybe she can take me to someone with overt magic so that they can undo this invisibility spell I seem to be suffering from.

Mom doesn’t think it’s a spell.

“You’re so pretty, honey, and you dress so beautifully. I’m sure you intimidate everyone.”

Yeah, me, right. I intimidate people. I would intimidate them if I had magic. Sometimes I imagine myself commanding these teachers to shut up and watching them struggle to open their mouths, unable to, of course. And sometimes I imagine everyone bowing in front of me, not that I’m a megalomaniac like my dad, but just because it’s the opposite of ignoring me. And sometimes I just wish someone—anyone—would look at me, anyone at all.

Mom says once they get used to me, they’ll talk to me.

I don’t know what there is to get used to, since I’m not talking to anyone, and they can’t see me.

The phone call’s at three in the afternoon. That’s six for Crystal in New York, and five for Brittany in the Midwest. The moms set up this conference calling thing from Crystal’s mom’s office and it’s way cool. Crystal’s mom wanted to do some internet video thing, and we wanted it too, but Brittany’s mom couldn’t afford the bandwidth (whatever that is)—and she wouldn’t let Crystal’s mom pay for it either—so we’re just doing a standard phone call on a landline, which Mom says is ridiculously old-fashioned.

Mom lets me sit in her big plush chair, the one with all kinds of levers and pulleys and stuff to make it perfect for her. I’ve learned not to say that, once upon a time, I could have made a perfect chair for her with the wave of hand. First, she knows that, and second, she really doesn’t care.

She’s pretty entrenched in this mortal world, and that’s what I’m supposed to become. The difference is that she’ll get magical powers someday. She doesn’t know what having them is like. I do. I had them once and had to give them up.

Waiting to get them again—waiting decades—is awful. I can tell you that right now. It’s awful.

I press my fists against my forehead. I have to stop thinking about that. I have to stop thinking about a lot of things. I made the choice to give up life with my dad. I gave it up because it had a lot of bad elements, and even when I go through the menopause thing and get my magic back, it won’t be the same. I’ll be older and fuddier like Mom is, or maybe worse than her.

Maybe I’ll even be wedded to this world, where you have to do everything—like adjust chairs—all by yourself.

I sink into the seat and wait for the phone to ring. My stomach is jumping. Mom stands by the door.

She has her arms crossed. I’ve been looking forward to this; she hasn’t. She thinks we shouldn’t have any contact at all—the better to adjust to the new life, I guess. Megan says we need to remember who loves us, and when Mom heard that she softened a little.

I’m not sure she’s sure that Brit and Crystal love me. She has these weird notions of love, which I think come from living so very alone. I mean, this big house in this mundane town with no family at all around her. How normal is that?

(Actually, I can’t answer that question, since I really don’t know. It’s not normal for me. I’m used to having half brothers and half sisters everywhere and real aunts and uncles and fake aunts and uncles and all their spouses and former spouses and lovers and ex-lovers all over the place. I know that’s not normal for the kids at Central High here in Eugene, but it’s normal for me.)

The phone rings and I grab it so fast that I almost feel magic again.

“Hi!” I say breathlessly.

“Tiffany VanDerHoven?” says an unfamiliar male voice.

I feel myself wilt into the chair. Mom is frowning. She doesn’t know what’s going on. Me either.

“Yes,” I say cautiously.

“Hold for your sisters.”

“Okay.” I learned hold from the movies. Hold I understand. Kinda. I had no idea it was this hard to just listen to some really bad music when all you want to do is talk to your sisters.

“Tiff?” Brittany’s on the line.

“Brit?” I say. “It’s me.”

She sounds a little funny. Her voice is thinner than I remember, but that’s got to be the phone.

Mom smiles and mouths, I’ll be downstairs.

I nod. I really don’t care where she’ll be.

“It’s good to hear you,” Brittany says.

“Brit?” That’s Crystal. She sounds even more breathless than usual.

“And me, too,” I say, not wanting to be forgotten.

“Tiff!”

We squeal and yell and if we were together, we’d be hugging and stuff, but we’re not, so we just do some laughing and joking and kidding around.

“Gosh, it’s good to hear you,” Brittany says again.

“Gosh?” Crystal asks.

“Here you can’t say bad words without people looking at you weird,” Brittany says.

“Bad words?” I have a hunch I know, but I’m not sure. I’m not sure of anything anymore.

Bad words, Brittany explains, includes tons of stuff we used to say, stuff not included in the swear words list I got from the movies. Brittany is talking a lot. I guess she hasn’t said much since she moved.

She doesn’t like it there. All the kids in her school have been friends since they were little kids. Her mom has a husband and an ex-husband (who was divorcing her when she met our dad) and Brit has two half brothers she’d always heard about but never met.

“It’s really, really isolated here,” she says, “and they tell me winter’s coming and that’s even worse.”

We make soothing noises, but I can tell Crystal’s heart isn’t in it. Mine kinda isn’t either. I’m waiting for my turn, only I don’t know how to explain what’s going on here. On the surface, it seems pretty okay.

Mom and I aren’t fighting, like Crystal and her mom are, and people aren’t actively being mean to me like they are to Brittany. How can I complain about being ignored when these guys probably want to be ignored?

Crystal tells us about her school where all the kids are rich except for one or two, and her stepfather who is never home, and her mom who isn’t home either. She has a housekeeper who never heard of her until she showed up, and an au pair (for the younger kids—she has mortal siblings too) and she lives in two floors of this really ritzy apartment building—like the one in the remake of Dial M. For Murder—and there are rooms where she’s not allowed to touch anything. She can buy whatever she wants with her own credit card but she has to be careful because her mom goes over the bill at the end of the month to make sure there’s nothing illegal.

I’m not even sure what’s legal, so I wouldn’t know, and when I say that, Crystal says her mom’s mostly afraid of drugs.

Drugs. No one’s offered me any, not that I’d take them because I know they mess up your mind. But my movie sources (and the TV ones too) tell me someone should’ve offered me drugs by now.

“How’re you, Tiff?” Crystal asks.

“Yeah, Tiff, how’s it going in U-gene?” Brittany asks.

“It’s Eu-gene,” I say, just like Mom does when someone mispronounces her town, “and it’s pretty good.”

The lie just comes right out.

“Good?” Both of my sisters sound surprised.

“Yeah,” I say. “Mom and I are getting along…” which is true “…and I’m not having any problems at school…” which is also true if you don’t count the invisibility thing “…and nothing really bad has happened so far…” again, if you forget that invisibility thing.

“Really? Seriously?” Brittany asks. “Everything is fine?”

I shrug, but they can’t see that. “I guess.”

“You like everyone?” Crystal asks.

“There’s just my mom,” I say. “I don’t have siblings or a stepdad or anything like that.”

“What about people at school?” Brittany asks with an intensity that I probably should pick up on, but I don’t feel like it. I don’t want to take care of them.

“People at school mostly leave me alone,” I say. Which is the problem, but how do I explain that?

“I wish they’d do that with me,” Brittany says.

“Is it like Mean Girls at your school?” Crystal asks.

“No, more like Buffy without the magic,” Brittany says, and they go on to discuss all the stuff that’s happening to them at their schools and don’t even notice that I’m not saying much.

Then that male voice comes back on (“It’s Mom’s secretary,” Crystal whispers as if the guy can’t hear her which he so totally can) and tells us that time is up and he’s sorry but he was told to follow strict rules. And we all shout at each other that we love each other and we can hardly wait for next week and we’re still shouting when we get cut off.

I hold the phone to my ear for the longest time, wishing that the call had never ended. The phone is quiet. It’s just silent on the other end, which is weird.

Finally Mom comes upstairs, but she stays in the doorway.

“You okay, Tiff?” she asks, and it seems like she can see right through me.

“Fine,” I say and put the phone down.

“You want to go shopping or something?” she asks.

I shake my head. She gives me that funny look for a minute longer, and then she backs out of the room.

I look down. My hand is still on the phone, like I can’t let go. I’ve been waiting all week for that call. I thought I’d feel better.

But now that the call’s over, I feel worse than I ever have.




 

 

 

 

FIVE

 

 

THE NEXT DAY, I wake up mad. Raining fire mad.

Mom’s made pancakes, and I tell her I hate them. She’s listening to classical stuff on the radio, and I tell her it sucks. She wants to talk to me about my feelings, and I tell her I don’t have any.

Honestly, I think the problem is Megan.

How do I explain Megan? I mean, I say that she’s my therapist, but she’s not like Dr. Phil or the therapists on TV. First of all, she’s an empath, a real one. Second, she doesn’t even live in Eugene or Oregon or even in the Pacific Northwest. She lives in Los Angeles with her billionaire husband, who is also a mage who’s been around since the Dark Ages (whenever that was), and she just swans into places like this when she’s needed.

Only when I met her, I didn’t know what an empath was, and she didn’t know she was needed, and I was an Interim Fate, which technically meant I had more power than she did. She didn’t know she was an empath either, her not-yet-husband helped her figure that out because of the way she treated us girls.

Mostly, she listened to us. No one else ever had. Our moms are too confused by this whole magic thing and our dad, well, I told you about our dad. The extended family (and honestly, there are thousands of us) has its own issues. No one really thought about us kids.

Megan just asked us questions, and suddenly all that emotion was pouring out. Or it seemed that way.

Later I learned that empaths are the most talented mages of us all. They’re the only ones who come into their magic when they’re born, mostly (the theory goes) because my dad doesn’t believe anyone who can draw out emotion can do magic. My dad mostly doesn’t believe in emotion.

But that’s another story.

What’s relevant here is that he believed that emotions weren’t important, so therefore empaths didn’t exist, so he didn’t ask (hundreds of years ago) to have them subjected to the rules that the other mages had to follow.

Which meant that Megan, who is all of thirty-something, actually has her magic. She could even draw out my dad’s emotions, which is something to behold. She figured out that for all his bluster, he’s really insecure. Which I don’t believe, but if an empath says it, it must be true, right?

I used to think so, but then I gave up my magic and came here, and now I’m wondering if Megan knows anything. This week was hard, and I’m not just talking about learning how to tie my own shoes. Mom doesn’t get anything, I’m all by myself, and I feel stupid all the time.

I’ve never felt stupid in my life.

It’s all Megan’s fault. She’s the one who convinced us to leave Mount Olympus and try the real world. She’s the one who convinced our dad to let us stop being Interim Fates. (Actually, we didn’t want to be anymore either—it’s hard to run the magical world when you really don’t understand it, and all you are is a pawn for some weird chess game your father is playing.) And she’s the one who decided that our mothers wanted the chance to nurture us.

Maybe that is true: I mean, my mom is trying—consider how many heart-to-hearts she’s tried to have with me—but this whole separation from Brittany and Crystal, that was Megan’s idea too, and it just sucks. I mean majorly.

So by the time I go to Megan’s office, I’m even madder than I was when I woke up. Mom parks in front of the building, which is in downtown Eugene near the performing arts center which is, for some reason, called the Hult, and we go into Megan’s office together.

Megan’s real office is in Los Angeles. That’s where she and Rich Boy live. But because he’s rich, she’s now got branches in Eugene, Northern Wisconsin, and New York. She gives me an hour on Sundays, Brittany an hour on Thursdays, and Crystal an hour on Tuesdays. Our moms get the hour after ours, and theoretically Megan’s spending time with Dad too.

Mom says that’s a full plate. I think it’s hardly working. When we were Interim Fates, we were working all the time. (Of course, when I said that to Mom, she said, Then it shouldn’t be hard for you to go to school for six hours and do your homework for two, should it? I used to think she was easy-going. I was wrong.)

Megan’s building also has an optometrist, a few lawyers, and a dentist. I guess she rents to them, but they’re never around on Sunday. Megan has the entire upper floor.

She showed me and Mom around during our first Eugene appointment. The upper floor has a “group” room for group therapy (a big room with a thick carpet and lots of pillows. Chairs stacked against the wall—and no windows! I hate it), two waiting rooms (you get assigned a waiting room so that you don’t see the other patients, although I don’t think she has other patients in Eugene), a really fancy bathroom, and the main therapy room. There’s also a library, where I get to wait for Mom to get done, and maybe do my homework.

Mostly, I go down to this coffee shop not far from City Hall, have a latte, and watch people, trying to see how mortals act when no one’s paying attention to them. I sneak back up about fifteen minutes before Mom’s done, and pretend I’ve been doing my homework the whole time.

I don’t know if she’s figured me out yet, and I’m not sure she cares. Last week, she came out eyes red and face tear-streaked, which freaked me out a little—who knew that Mom cried?—but she seemed to get herself together okay.

I haven’t cried at all when I talk to Megan, except when she told all three of us girls that we couldn’t spend any time together for months and months and months. Brittany cried first, and then Crystal started sobbing, and I’d’ve looked unsympathetic if I didn’t shed a tear or two.

Besides, it’s hard not to cry when they’re bawling like babies.

Anyway, Mom and I go inside and take the elevator up. We don’t say anything as we ride to the top: she’s mad at me for my unreasonable attitude, and I’m just mad. She told me to save it for Megan, and I have.

Believe me, I have.

Megan’s waiting for us. She gives us both hugs, then takes me into the therapy room. I don’t even say good-bye to Mom. I have no idea what she does when I’m spilling my guts to Megan, but I suspect she goes to the same coffee shop I do. Sometimes she even forgets to bring a book, which for Mom is almost like forgetting to put on clothes.

The therapy room is big and blue, with a soft chair near the only window and another soft chair across from it. There is a large comfy sofa, but Megan doesn’t make you lie down like in those New Yorker cartoons. She’d rather have you sit across from her, or walk around, or even sit on the floor, so long as you’re comfortable.

I used to think Megan herself was comfortable. She’s this chubby woman, round all over, with really pretty red hair and nice green eyes. But she can be tough. Remember, I said she’s the only one besides Hera who can take on my dad. And Megan does it with a look. Her eyes go flat and then they go cold, like bright green ice chips, and it’s really, really scary.

I think it even scares my dad when she does that, and I didn’t think anyone could scare Dad.

“So what’s making you so angry?” Megan asks as she settles in her chair.

By the Powers, she can sense it. I hate empaths.

I had this all planned. I was gonna tell her everything was fine, and life was good, and I’m okay with school, and instead, I blurt:

“Your stupid rules.”

Megan tilts her head like I’ve said something interesting. “What about my rules?”

“I want to see my sisters,” I say.

She nods sagely. I hate that.

“I hate it here.”

“I figured you would,” Megan says.

That stops me. “If you thought I would hate it, why did you make me come?”

“I didn’t make you,” she says calmly. “You volunteered.”

She’s right; I did. In fact, getting away from Dad was really my idea. But I hate having that pointed out because it violates my sense of fairness. I can’t scream at her for something that was my idea, even though I want to.

I really, really want to.

“I’m stupid here,” I say.

“You’re not stupid,” she says. “You’re just inexperienced. There’s a difference.”

“Really?” I ask. “I couldn’t even tie a shoe until last week, which, Mom informs me, most mortals learn when they’re three. I can’t find my way around the dumb school, and nobody likes me.”

I didn’t mean to say that last, but it just slips out. I hate that too. Back when I was at Mount Olympus, I looked up empaths after we first encountered Megan, and I learned that sometimes their very presence makes stuff slip out that should remain secret.

Maybe Megan shouldn’t have a presence around me anymore.

“What do you mean nobody likes you?” Megan asks.

“Nobody likes me,” I say, louder this time, like she’s deaf rather than dense. “They don’t even see me most of the time. It’s like I’m wallpaper. I go from class to class and nobody even says hello.”

I’m exaggerating a little. Jenna says hello in the morning, and I pathetically look forward to it. On Friday, I counted how many people spoke to me, then divided the speech into required speech (“What would you like for lunch?”) and non-required speech (“Hello” qualifies) and found that most of my conversations—like more than half—were required. It was down to only two non-required if I took out any conversation I had with my mother.

Megan looks surprised at this news. Like I made it up or something. I’m still not sitting down, but she doesn’t seem to care that I’m towering over her. Instead, she puts her chin on her hand. She’s had a manicure. It looks nice, but not very Megan. I’m a little surprised myself.

“I would have imagined everyone notices you, Tiffany,” she says. “You are beautiful, you’re smart, and you have your father’s charisma.”

I snort. Like I’m any of those things. I don’t dress right—I stopped wearing the Jimmy Choos on day two (not only were they wrong for school, they hurt my feet)—and I’m not intelligent. I know a lot of big words in more than one language, I like to read like Mom does, but I had no idea until Thursday that the French and Indian Wars happened in the United States (only it wasn’t the United States yet, which I also find confusing, and how come people from India and people from France were fighting in the U.S.? No one would explain that either, not that I asked).

And as for my dad’s charisma….um, what? My dad has charisma? I guess he’d have to, to get all those women into bed with him, but I always thought it was because most of them (my mother excluded [ick. Mother. Father. Bed. Ick]) thought he was a real god—I mean, Zeus, Supreme Ruler, Lord of the Sky, Rain-King, Cloud-Gatherer. The guy who controlled the thunderbolt. You know, that Zeus. The one Homer wrote about. (Dad always brags about being in Homer and those other famous writers. Dad says he wouldn’t have had half the power he did if he hadn’t been able to fool those men [Homer, Socrates, Euripides, and those guys] into thinking he was really terrifying.)

Hera always said it’s not hard to fool a blind man and his little friends, but she always says stuff like that, especially when Dad gets too pompous. And as he reminded me once when she said that, Homer made her a goddess, number two in the power structure, actually (even though Dad says she’s not—I think he’s wrong, but what do I know? It seems like I know less and less).

“You can snort,” Megan is saying, “and you can ignore me and disappear into your thoughts, but that won’t help you.”

“The only thing that’ll help me,” I say, “is some magic.”

“You opted not to have any.”

I flounce onto the sofa, and almost bounce back to my feet. I forgot how springy it is. “Well, I changed my mind.”

“You can’t. I didn’t cast the spell taking your magic away. The Powers That Be did as a collective, and the deed is done.”

She says that like it’s a good thing.

“So we have to deal with your feelings as they come up,” she says, “without magic.”

I cross my arms.

“When you cross your arms,” she says, just like I knew she would, “you’re not listening.”

I shrug.

“I know it’s hard to be without magic,” she says.

Yeah, right. She’s never had any except this empath stuff, and she’s never been without that.

“But that’s not all that’s bothering you, is it?”

I don’t say anything. What’ll she do if I’m quiet for the whole meeting?

She stares at me for a long time. We sit like that for maybe five minutes and it takes all of my control not to fidget. I think I’m going to hold to this silence thing.

“That’s amazing,” she says. “You have no magic, and yet you can just disappear.”

“Huh?” I ask, then curse myself silently. She got me to speak, the wily woman.

“I just watched you,” Megan says. “When you’re quiet like that, you vanish. It’s as if you take your personality and hide it.”

I frown at her. I’m not sure what she means.

“Have you been quiet at school?” she asks.

“I’m stupid,” I snap.

This time she doesn’t contradict me. She says, “You’re being quiet because you feel stupid?”

“Because I am stupid,” I say. “Everybody knows how money works. Everybody knows where their next class is. Everybody knows that Skinner Butte is a hill in the middle of town. Except me. Every time I open my mouth, I prove how damned dumb I am.”

She doesn’t stop me from swearing like my mom did yesterday. Megan doesn’t even seem to notice that I learned that word this week on top of everything else.

Instead, she’s looking at me like I’m a particularly attractive puzzle and she’s trying to unravel me.

“How does it feel,” she asks, “being ignored like that?”

“I’m not being ignored,” I snap. I like snapping. I’m good at it. “Nobody even knows I’m there.”

“How does that feel?” she asks in the same tone of voice, like my snapping doesn’t even bother her. (Maybe it doesn’t. Megan is notoriously unflappable.)

And that’s when it happens—that pully thing she does. The words come out of me even though I vowed not to say anything about this.

“It feels,” I say quietly, “like I don’t even exist.”

Megan nods. I get the sense that she not only understands this, she expected it. And if she expected it, how come she didn’t warn me? It’s not fair that I have to go through all this stuff and she just gets to sit there and listen and pretend like everything’s going to be all right.

“In a way,” she says, “you’re right.”

“Huh?” I ask again. That sound just kind of eaps out of me when I least expect it, mostly when I’m trying not to say anything.

“The Tiffany who lived on Mount Olympus and had everything she wanted at the snap of a finger, the Tiffany who was part of a threesome with her sisters Brittany and Crystal, the Tiffany who is Zeus’s daughter, isn’t the girl who has come to Eugene, Oregon,” Megan says.

My arms cross before I even think about it. “Yes, it is.”

“Tell me how it is,” Megan says.

“How what?”

“How your life here is like your life there.”

I frown. I’m still the same Tiffany. I’m the girl who had close sisters and Zeus for a dad, and a mom who only visited once a year. But I also had everything I wanted (and servants, which I’ve never told Megan, but I think she suspects it), and if I didn’t have it, I could get it.

I thought I was pretty smart about popular culture and America and stuff. I mean, most of the movies we saw (DVDs, really) were set here and all of the TV shows, except one about immortals in France and a few in England (and some great Mexican soap operas—okay, not all, but most). I thought it’d be pretty easy.

And it would’ve been if I still had magic. Imagine what I could’ve done to Mr. McGuillicuty. Or to those kids who don’t notice me. Or to Jenna to make her slouch less. Imagine.

“Tiffany?” Megan asks. “Tell me.”

I lick my lips. Then I bite the lower one. It’s not the same. It’s not the same at all.

“I’m the same person,” I say.

“Are you?” she asks.

“Yeah.” The mad is back, and it came back fast. One second I wasn’t mad at all and now I’m ready to spit. “I’m exactly the same.”

“Only you’re here without your sisters.”

“That’s your fault.”

“And your dad can’t protect you.”

“He never did.”

“And you live with your mom.”

“I like her.”

“And,” Megan pauses like it’s an effect, “you don’t have any magic.”

“I hate that,” I say.

We stare at each other. I’m breathing hard like I’ve been running in P.E.

“What would you do if you had magic?” Megan asks.

I shrug. I’m not going to tell her about turning Mr. McG into a toad or making Jenna feel better or getting the attention of the other kids.

“Besides getting revenge on everyone who made you angry,” Megan says with a smile.

Just a little smile, but it’s enough to keep me mad. “I wouldn’t do that,” I say. “It’s forbidden. I know that.”

“Okay,” she says in that voice which means she doesn’t believe me. “What would you do with the magic?”

“I’d go home,” I say. The words just came out. And there wasn’t even a pully-thing. It was like they were waiting to escape.

“Where’s home?” Megan asks.

I’m about to snap at her again—Where do you think?—but for a minute, I don’t have any words. I mean, Mount Olympus is technically home, but it wasn’t what I was thinking about when I said that.

I was thinking about Brittany and Crystal.

I shrug.

“Where, Tiffany?” she asks.

“I just want to see my sisters,” I say.

“They’re home?”

I nod. Then I look at my hands. I’m blinking hard. I will not cry in here. I promised myself after the last time. Crying is for babies.

“In Mount Olympus?”

“No, dummy,” I snap.

“A little respect, please,” Megan says, but there’s no edge to it. “They make you feel at home?”

“They make me me,” I say.

“Ahhhh.” She leans back and temples her fingers like I’ve made some kind of revelation. “Can you be you without them?”

“No!” I’m yelling without any build-up. I don’t expect that either. How come my emotions are all over the place when I’m with Megan? Does she do that on purpose? If she does, I want her to stop.

I want to be able to ask someone how she does what she does, but Mom doesn’t know and I can’t go to the magic libraries on Mount Olympus until next summer and I can’t conjure Athena or Dad or anyone else from home, either. I just have to wonder, which isn’t fair.

None of this is fair.

Megan is staring at me, almost like she can hear what I’m thinking. And if she can hear it, I’m leaving.

Although I know she can’t. We looked that up the first time. She can feel what I’m feeling, and sometimes, because of that, she can guess what I’m thinking pretty accurately, but she doesn’t hear the words.

“Have you ever thought about the future?” she asks.

I pause. I didn’t expect her to say that. I expected her to tell me that I can be me without them or that I am me even when I’m with them or that I can lose me because of them, but she doesn’t say that. She asks about the future, and I say, “Huh?” before I can stop myself.

“The future,” she says. “What if you girls remain side-by-side for the rest of your lives? Don’t you have separate dreams?”

“Dreams?” I ask.

“Goals,” she says, like that explains it. “Don’t you want to be something when you grow up?”

“Huh?”

“I don’t know,” Megan says. “I wanted to be a fireman when I was really little. My brother wanted to be a basketball star.”

I’ve met her brother. He’s an accountant.

“You’re not a fireman,” I say.

“But children have dreams,” Megan says. “Don’t you have any?”

“What does that have to do with my sisters?” I ask.

“What if they have different dreams?” Megan asks.

“So?”

“How can you fulfill those dreams if you are always with each other?” she asks.

“We don’t have any dreams,” I snap.

She nods, her eyes looking sad.

“I know. We’re going to have to change that.” Then she glances at the clock beside her chair. “Oh, and by the way, time’s up.”
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TIME’S UP. TIME’S up. She always says that, like time’s important to her. Like someone besides my mom is in the waiting room. No one is. She has no other patients in Eugene.

(I hate that word “patient.” I’m not sick and neither is my mom. I asked Megan to use client, but she wouldn’t. Patient, she says. Look it up. Look up its roots. See what other words it’s related to. I did. Found patience. Didn’t like it much. Just like I don’t like time’s up.)

I stand, get my purse, and give Megan the obligatory hug, even though I want to slap her (and I know she can feel that, so it’s kinda my revenge) and then I let myself out of the room.

Mom is in the hall, not the waiting room like she’s supposed to be, and I see from the big round clock above the door that we went over five minutes.

“You okay?” Mom asks.

Of course I’m not okay. I just went to see my therapist. She just told me that I’m not me. She says I can’t be with my sisters until I figure out what “me” is, and I can’t be me without them, so I’m just screwed.

That’s another word I learned this week: screwed. It’s pretty appropriate to the moment.

“I’m fine,” I say. “She’s waiting for you.”

Then I head to the waiting room like I’m going to spend the next hour there. I peer through the half open door, see Mom go into Megan’s therapy room, and count to ten. When I reach five, I let myself out and take the stairs to the first floor.

I’m not really worried that Megan’ll say anything to Mom about my temper tantrum. Mom’s supposed to talk to Megan about the problems dealing with a formerly magical teenager who has to live like a “normal” person, and Megan’s vowed not to divulge any secrets—mine or Mom’s—unless the situation is dire.

When Megan set up that rule, I asked what dire was, and Megan said that dire was if one of us was getting violent or abusive or stuff like that. What about suicidal? Mom asked, and Megan looked at her like Mom had said a dirty word. I got the sense Megan didn’t want that idea floated anywhere near me.

That was before we had officially left Mount Olympus, and I didn’t think depression was an option. Or suicidal depression. Or anxiety. Or loneliness.

I just planned to swan through my life here, like I had swanned through my life there until Dad made us Interim Fates and everyone in the magical world started to hate us for not knowing how to do the job. Of course, they blamed Dad since it was his power-play, but still, it didn’t feel good.

It really didn’t feel good to be used by my father for political purposes.

I’m thinking about all that as I bust out the door of the building and head to the coffee shop. Eugene is kinda different from where I grew up. Okay, a lot different. There are cars here, for one thing, that just swoosh past as if no one’s paying attention to anything.

In Eugene, the streets are regulated, so the cars go one direction on one street and the opposite direction on the next street. Away from downtown, that regulation changes, but downtown is ordered and everyone follows the rules.

That’s different from home too.

A few blocks from Megan’s office is the river. It’s wide and slow moving and has great trails beside it. I wish Mom’s appointment was longer because then I’d spend my Sunday afternoons walking along the river. But it’s not and I can’t so I have to go to the coffee shop.

I stop anyway and look at Skinner Butte. It’s like the center of town, and it’s kinda the backdrop for the whole downtown. It’s covered with fir trees (we don’t have those at home) and it looks like the opening of almost every Christmas movie ever made, only without the snow.

I want to climb to the top sometime, but I don’t think I have time for that either with Mom’s appointment.

The butte makes the downtown seem like it’s shoved against a mountain (a tiny mountain) and kinda makes it feel protected. Even though I screamed at Megan that I didn’t like it here, I was lying.

I like this part of it. I like downtown and I like how weird Eugene is compared with living in the clouds on Mount Olympus. I even like the way the traffic swooshes by and the way the traffic lights cheep at you when it’s time to cross the street (Mom says that’s for blind people so they know when to cross; I wonder how come somebody doesn’t just tell them) and I like the way the sun filters through the buildings to make everything seem sharp-edged and new.

Mom says the sharp-edged and new look comes from the lack of humidity in the air and that it goes away in the winter, but right now, the height of fall, it’s great.

The coffee shop isn’t half bad either. It’s better than any other place I’ve been in, including the ones in Los Angeles that I went to when we were first talking to Megan. First, it smells of really, really good coffee. My mouth waters the minute I enter. Second, it plays great music. Not the stuff the kids at school listen to. Stuff my mom says is old-fashioned. Jazz and popular song (which is a category: go figure) and blues.

Last time I was here, they played someone called Ella Fitzgerald and showed me the CD which was Ella Sings Cole Porter and I loved it and mentioned it to Mom and she actually bought me a copy the next day, which I’ve been listening to over and over again in my room on a CD player, which my TV/YouTube/movie watching tells me is so ten years ago.

But my cell phone isn’t smart—whatever that is—so I can’t put digital music on it, not that I would know how. So I’m stuck with no magic and old tech.

Today in the coffee shop, they’re playing something all instrumental—pianos and stuff—and I like it but not as much as Ella and Cole.

There are fresh pastries in the little window beside the coffee machine and money’s in the tip jar, and no one is sitting at my favorite table, which is by the window, across from the big clock on the post office so that I can keep an eye on the time.

I reach into the pocket of my jeans, checking to make sure I have money. I’ve learned to do that much, at least. I have a crumpled five which is just barely enough for a regular mocha with sprinkles and one of those great-looking chocolate-dipped cookies.

I get in line to order, and the guy behind the counter turns around, and who is it but that Josh kid who talked to me on the first day.

My cheeks get all hot and I actually look at the door, wondering if he’d notice if I bolt.

But he hasn’t noticed me so far, and if things are anything like they’ve been lately, he won’t notice me anyway, so I just wait, clutching my five.

The girl in front of me is talking to him about piercings, probably because she has dozens of them, all on her face, and he manages to speak to her anyway when I’d be saying, “Dude, gross!” right to her face. He hands her a paper cup with a lid and one of those cardboard cup holder thingies. She steps away to put in sugar or something and I step up, and he says,

“Hey, it’s the Interim Fate. Can you believe it?”

My face gets really hot and I almost drop my money. How does he know who I am (or more precisely, who I was)? Then I remember the t-shirt I wore the first day of school, and I flush even hotter. He read it. And remembered it. Which meant that when we were talking, he wasn’t looking at my face.

Which should, according to my stepmom, bother me, but it doesn’t. Instead, I clutch that five a little tighter and say, “Wow. You have a long memory.”

He winks at me. “For pretty things.”

I’m not a thing, and I don’t think of myself as pretty, but I don’t argue with him. My Aunt Aphrodite says never to contradict a man who finds you attractive, so I don’t.

Instead, I just stand there looking dorky.

“You want something?” he asks.

I want this conversation to go on and on, I think, but I don’t say, because that sounds needy and I promised myself that today, even with my appointment with Megan, I wouldn’t sound needy.

He tilts his head, like I’m some strange bug, and then I realize he’s waiting for an answer to the question. A coffee-style answer, not a life-style answer.

“Um…” By the Powers, I’ve forgotten what I want.

“Hey,” the guy behind me says, “if you haven’t read the menu, can I go first?”

“A regular mocha with sprinkles,” I say as if I’ve just remembered the answer to a pop quiz (man, that sounds even worse than needy), “and a chocolate-dipped cookie.”

This Josh kid grins at me, then shouts the order to the guy at the coffee machine. Not that the guy couldn’t have heard me; the store’s that small. But Josh shouts anyway, and the guy nods anyway, because it’s a coffee store tradition or something, and then Josh says to me, “That’ll be four-fifty.”

Which leaves me barely enough for a cheesy tip. Tips I get. Tips are how you impress the servants here. Which makes me flush even more. Josh’s a servant, and I’m thrilled he’s been looking at my chest.

I hand him the crumpled five.

He punches the cash register, which makes beepy computery noises, and says, “You ever find that room?”

School. Yeah. That conversation we had that first day, which apparently he remembers better than I do, which is weird because I thought I’d been replaying every single sentence anyone voluntarily spoke to me.

“I found it,” I say. “Not sure I wanted to.”

“Mr. McG isn’t bad,” Josh says. “He just gave up a long time ago.”

“Which I’m going to do if you don’t stop flirting,” says the guy behind me. “And then I’m coming back and talking to your manager.”

Josh rolls his eyes at me, then hands me fifty cents. I put the fifty cents in the tip jar, wishing I had more money (okay, so I like this servant) and go over to the little window where you’re supposed to wait for your order.

The guy behind me orders a triple shot of something caffeinated with a spurt (his word) of liquid sugar, which means he hasn’t learned the language of coffee, which, my mom told me, is one of the first things that marks you as a Northwesterner. You have to have the lingo down. Which I pretend like I do. Because without magic, I really don’t want to call too much attention to myself. At least as someone different.

The coffee machine guy sets the mocha in front of me, and I take it, thanking him, then head to my favorite table. I crack open American History, but I’m not really looking at it. I find the dang thing confusing. Apparently everybody knows who this George Washington is and what he did except me. (When that came out in class, the looks I got were incredulous [which is another word I learned last week, only that one in English class] and I felt like a total loser. When the losers think you’re a loser, then you’re really lost.)

I stare out the window, wondering what the heck a dream is or a goal like Megan was talking about when that Josh kid comes over and straddles the chair across from me. He isn’t wearing his green coffee shop apron anymore, and his hair, in the back, is sticking up like it got tangled when he took the apron off.

He hands me a chocolate-dipped cookie.

I take it, frowning.

“You forgot it,” he says. “Unless it’s a tip or something.”

“Oh,” I say, and delete the curse I was going to add. Because my curses are weird here. I said “By the Powers” the other day and some teacher in the hallway looked at me like I’d grown fangs.

He sets the cookie between us.

I swallow hard. “You can have it if you want.”

“You look like you need it.”

What does that mean? How does a person who needs a cookie look? Pathetic? Interesting? Pretty?

“Thanks.” I take it, break it in half (keeping chocolate dip on both pieces) and hand one to him.

He grins. “So, I couldn’t find any rock band named Interim Fate on the web.”

I shrug. “We weren’t very famous.”

“I guess.” He leans his chair back and grabs a to-go coffee cup from the napkin/sugar packets/stirring stick table. Apparently he left it there, a ploy maybe, so he could sit at my table.

And I didn’t even notice. Daddy would’ve yelled at me. The magical must be aware of everything around them, he would’ve said.

But I’m not magical anymore and he’s not here, not that he ever was. Just a naggy voice stuck in my head.

“So how come you’re downtown on a Sunday?”

“I got an appointment with my therapist.” The words come out before I can stop them.

“On Sunday?” he asks. “Now I know you’re yanking me.”

Yanking. As in yanking my chain, not that anyone has a chain. I’m just learning the slang and not entirely understanding it.

I could lie to him, tell him, yeah I’m yanking you, but I don’t want to. This is the first conversation I’ve had with someone interesting in a while.

But I also don’t want to be that pathetic girl who has a therapist. You know, the one in all the movies who is so hopeless that no one can rescue her: not her family, not her therapist, not even our heroes who are the last people to try.

“She flies in from L.A.,” I say, hoping the flying-in part mitigates the therapist part. Even though she doesn’t fly. She just kinda pops in, like Nicole Kidman in that Bewitched movie.

“You’re kidding,” Josh says, and he sounds impressed.

“I wish,” I say and close American History.

“Then you come here for a much-needed cookie,” he says, biting into that much-needed cookie.

I shrug.

“Or are you waiting for someone?”

“My mom,” I say.

He nods. “You must be important for someone to fly in for you. I thought you were from some European place or something, not L.A.”

“Greece,” I say. “But I spent the summer in L.A.”

“And your therapist flies in just for you?” He leans back in the chair and cradles his coffee cup. “You must be special.”

No, just different. I shake my head.

“I’m sorry,” he says. “This’s all personal, right? And I’m being nosy. I don’t mean to.”

“It’s okay,” I say, but my voice comes out really small.

“Let’s start over,” he says. “I’m Josh and I just got off work at this wonderful” (he says that really sarcastic) “coffee shop and I’m wondering if you’d like to walk to the river with me.”

“I’d like to.” I glance at the clock. I got a half an hour, maybe less if I want to look settled back in the waiting room. “But I gotta meet my mom.”

“Now?”

“Twenty minutes,” I say, so I have time.

“So this must be different from Greece, huh?” Josh says.

I nod.

“Do you like it?”

Why does everyone ask me that? I eat my cookie and decide I don’t want to answer it. In fact, I’m never answering that question again.

Instead, I lean forward, and say, “How long have you been here?”

“In the coffee shop?” he asks. “Since ten.”

I brush crumbs off the table. I must really be dumb. I don’t even understand simple answers to simple questions.

“You mean in Eugene?” he asks, his voice different, like he’s trying to be nice now. “I was born here.”

I try to imagine what it’d be like to be born in a place like this. Births are religious at my home. I mean, everyone’s there, and the baby goes through some great ceremony (unless it rises out of the sea foam like my Aunt Aphrodite [who was a grown woman when she did it] or emerges from my father’s forehead like my sister Athena). But the ceremony is really cool, with the baby at the center. There’s bubbles and sacred animals bowing down and lots of feathers and—

I shake it off. I can’t think about home. Not the home of Brittany and Crystal, and not Mount Olympus either. Right now, Eugene is home.

“Then you stayed here?” I ask.

“Like I have a choice,” Josh says. “My dad teaches at the U of O.”

“So does my mom,” I say, and he grins at me. “Only I didn’t grow up with her.”

“Harsh,” he says. And then he tells me that his dad teaches chemistry and everybody expects Josh to be good at science and he couldn’t care less and he’s gonna be an artist someday, but he has to get into art school, which is hard without someone supporting him—like a teacher or something—but the school cut art a long time ago and his folks won’t fork out for extra classes at the U because his parents don’t think artists can make any money.

“Who do they think does all the drawing for ads and comic books and storyboards for movies and games and stuff? That’s like the largest industry in the world right now.”

I nod. I get about half of what he’s saying. Mostly I get his tone, all peeved (like me with Daddy when Megan finally got me to let go), and kinda wanty at the same time.

Wanty, not needy. There is a difference.

“So that’s your dream?” I ask him. “To be an artist?”

He nods.

“Is that your goal, too?”

He frowns, like I just asked something weird.

“I mean, my therapist says I gotta have dreams and goals and I’m not sure they’re different.”

“Oh.” Josh’s frown leaves and he sips from that coffee again.

I haven’t even touched mine, but I don’t really want it.

“I think they are different,” he says. “My older brother, he wants to be an actor, but that’s another thing my folks think is a waste of time, and he accepts that, so he thinks he’ll get a degree in drama and teach it, and then act in his spare time.”

Now I’m frowning.

Josh sees it and says, “You know. Like his dream is to be an actor, but his goal is to be a teacher.”

“Why would he do both?” I ask.

“So he can afford to act, I guess.” Josh shrugs. “I don’t pretend to understand my brother. You got a brother?”

“I’ve got about five hundred of them,” I say before I stop myself.

He raises his eyebrows.

“Or, I mean, it seems that way.”

He grins like I said something funny, and I feel sad. Mom said that would be how people reacted when I covered. It seems that way is one of the phrases she taught me to fool people into thinking my honest answer was a jokey one, and I hated having to do it just when it seemed like me and Josh were becoming friends.

“You come from a big family?” he asks.

I nod.

“Did they move with you?”

I shake my head. “I’m my mom’s only child,” I say. “My dad—he’s—um—”

I don’t know how to say that my dad has been fathering children for thousands of years and while he’s married to Hera, he doesn’t even know the word faithful.

“He’s been married a few times, huh?”

“Just once,” I say, and flush.

“But there are other kids?” Josh tries not to look shocked. He sets his coffee cup down. “I’m prying again, aren’t I?”

I shrug.

“Look,” he says. “I think you’re interesting. That’s why I’m asking so many questions. The people who come to Eugene are usually pretty white bread, if you know what I mean.”

I nod, even though I don’t.

“So I’m sorry if I’m butting in.”

“It’s okay.” I look over at the clock. I only have five minutes to get to the waiting room. “I gotta go.”

He nods and looks down, and for the first time, I wonder if I’ve hurt his feelings. I did sound kinda harsh.

I touch his hand really lightly. His skin is warm. He looks up, surprised.

“Thanks for talking to me,” I say, and then I bolt out the door. As I run toward the streetlights, I see him reflected in the window’s glass. He’s watching me like he’s never seen anything like me.

Which he probably never has.




 

 

 

 

SEVEN

 

 

SO MOM EXPLAINS white bread on the drive home. I tell her about hearing the word (and hearing it describe Eugene) without telling her that I actually had a conversation with a guy from school. She’d freak out more than I did. I’m still wondering if I pissed him off leaving like that.

Mom says white bread means bland, plain, normal. She says it could also mean racially similar. When she moved here, she says, she was one of the only black people, and there still aren’t that many.

Now I’ve seen enough movies to know that black people doesn’t mean black, like so dark that you disappear into the night. I know it refers to people who look like my mom and people who look like me, even though Mom thinks I’m pretty Mediterranean-looking, like those ancient Greeks on the vases. It’s the dark eyes, I think, and the thick eyebrows, and the shape of my cheekbones, which aren’t nearly as sculpted as Mom’s. But I’m guessing because I don’t really understand this racial stuff. It doesn’t make any sense to me.

Mom says there’s more ethnic diversity now, with all the Hispanics who’ve moved in in the last decade and the Asian-Americans who came down from Portland, but she says the town is still pretty white bread, and then she looks at me (she’s driving, but she’s not looking at the road, which I’m not sure is a good thing), and she says, “No one gave you trouble, did they?”

I don’t know what trouble would be, and I’m not sure I want to guess. “No.”

“Good,” she says in that tough Mom voice that I haven’t heard since the first day of school. “Because if anyone does, you send them to me.”

Now, I’m not sure what Mom can do about anything, being without magic and all, but I don’t ask anymore. The one time I did, she got all huffy and said that people without magic are still people too. Whatever that means.

We get home and I go to my room to pretend to do homework (I already did the stuff for the teachers who check: amazing how quick I figured that out), and Mom goes into the kitchen to cook dinner. The house is pretty small for two people, and I can hear her banging around in there.

I kinda get the sense that she wants me to come and help, but what can I do in a kitchen? It was tough enough learning how to make my bed. But after a while, I go in there—the cookie wore off and I’m hungry—and Mom’s at the stove using two utensils to move food around in this giant pan she calls a wok.

The kitchen is a great room. It’s divided into the cooking part and the eating part. The eating part has this big table (and I wonder what Mom used it for before I moved in because it’s much too big for two people, let alone one) and there are windows all around it, with French doors (dunno why they’re French, maybe that’s where she ordered them from) that open into the backyard, where Mom has this great flower-filled garden and two hammock trees (her words). There’s a fence, so the neighbors can’t see in, and when I first got here, I spent a lot of time out there, lying in the grass and staring at the sky.

The blue sky sometimes feels like the only part of my past life that’s still with me. And even that’ll disappear, Mom says, as winter comes and everything here gets gray or rainy.

Still, I love the backyard, and I love the windows that look out to it, and I love the giant table.

In the other part of the kitchen are these granite countertops with tons of appliances. Mom loves gadgets. She’s a good cook too. I asked her why she doesn’t get someone to cook for her and she gave me this lecture on self-sufficiency and how non-magical people (what a mouthful, I want her to say mortals, but she won’t because she hasn’t come into her magic yet, and identifies with these people) do everything themselves and enjoy it.

I’ve watched mortals at work, and I don’t think they enjoy much of anything. Yeah, they laugh a lot, but they bitch a lot too. And they talk about money too much, like it’s all important or something.

I can see where they get that because no one gives you anything if you don’t give them some cash first, but I think there’s a lot more important things than money. Like being able to hang with your sisters or run with the centaurs or just sit on the stairs of Athena’s temple (she goes when the tourists leave—and sometimes she just banishes them [to where I don’t know]) and contemplate the universe.

There’s nothing like that here, and the one time I mentioned it to Mom, she shrugged and said, “There’s good stuff in Eugene. You just have to find it.”

Like I have the freedom to do that. She won’t even let me use her car because she says I need a license for that.

Anyway, I come into the kitchen and Mom immediately gives me orders. Set the table, pour the milk, make some tea. She’s training me to do all this manual stuff and she doesn’t care what I think about it. I have to “pull my weight.” I must “learn to be competent.” I need to “survive on my own.” And all of these things, the setting of tables, the pouring of milk, and the making of tea, will somehow do that.

I’m getting the plates from the cupboard near the sink, and as I stagger back with them (the cupboard’s kinda high for me), I hear myself say, “Mom, is it okay to like servants?”

Mom sputters and turns toward me, looking over her shoulder. At that minute, something in the wok pops and gets on her hand, and she curses and tells me to get butter. I do, but I don’t know what to do with it. She takes the wok off the burner, then holds out her hand.

There’s a red mark near her thumb that looks sore.

“Where’s the butter?” she asks.

I hold it out to her, and she grabs it with her other hand, then sticks her finger in it—which she expressly told me not to do that first day I was in the house—and rubs the butter on the red patch.

Then she explains about burns and how to cure them without magic and I’m watching like I’ve never seen anything like this before (and truthfully I haven’t) and I’m not sure why I should care since I don’t get injured as one of the magical and then I wonder if that rule’s been rescinded too.

Probably. I’ll ask Megan.

Mom picks up the wok and pours the contents over some rice she made (I didn’t even notice until now), then she hands me the bowl with the rice and the other stuff (broccoli, water chestnuts, mushrooms, baby corn, and things I don’t recognize, all in a brownish sauce) and tells me to put it on the table.

I do, she comes over and sits, so I feel like I can sit too. Then she says, “What did you ask me before?”

My face gets hot again. I wish this blushing thing would end, but I’m beginning to think I’m cursed with it for the rest of my life. I’d hoped she’d forgotten all about my question because it would steer the conversation too close to Josh and the stuff I talked to Megan about and I don’t want to get near either of those topics.

“I asked if it’s okay to like servants,” I say quietly. I don’t know what I’m thinking. Maybe that speaking quietly will prevent her from hearing the question, but then she’ll only go “What?” and I’ll have to repeat it all over again.

So what I do is pretty simple: I just load up my plate with food. That tends to please Mom, who says I’m too thin.

“Servants,” she says.

I shrug.

“What do you mean by servants?” she asks.

“You know,” I say, stirring the food around. It smells like garlic and ginger and stuff I can’t recognize and my stomach rumbles.

“No,” she says, “I don’t know. Illuminate me.”

She says stuff like that. Like “Illuminate me”: she’s not giving some magical command to cover her with a stream of light. She’s being all intellectual and stuff. Daddy says the reason I have a good vocabulary in all my languages and Brittany and Crystal say the reason I like to read is because Mom is all brainy. I think they’re wrong, but I am the only one of my close siblings (the ones exactly my age—all twenty of them) who likes to read and to learn.

“Tiffany,” Mom says with caution in her voice. It’s like a warning sign. Don’t do what she says and she becomes supermom, with anger that just makes me all quivery.

“Hmm?” I ask, taking a bite of dinner. It’s good. It’s like some Chinese food we got in L.A.

“Tell me what you mean by servants,” she says.

I’ve said something wrong, but I’m not sure what it is. So I have no choice but to answer. “Y’know,” I say, trying to put it off. “People who do manual labor.”

“Like what?” she asks.

“Like, I dunno.” I don’t want to say, Like cook dinner because that would reflect badly on Mom, since she just did. “Like, wait tables or something.”

“Those are servants?” she asks.

I shrug.

“You had servants at home?” She still hasn’t touched her food. My stepmother would have refused to eat at that point, thinking someone was trying to poison her. But I know better. My mom won’t poison me, no matter how bone-headed I am.

“Yeah,” I say slowly. “We have servants.”

She probably missed them because she wasn’t there much. Besides, Daddy tries to make sure the mothers never see exactly how we live our lives on Olympus. He says it would spoil them. So we have a kind of fend-for-yourself party when they’re around at which, come to think of it, the mothers do most of the work.

My flush gets deeper. I know because my cheeks feel hotter. Have I just insulted her? I didn’t mean it if I did.

“And you’re not supposed to fraternize with them, I assume.”

Fraternize. Frater which has its roots in Latin and means brother. So I guess the word is some bastardization of brother and in context it seems to mean become close to or something, but I’m just guessing.

“We’re supposed to keep our distance,” I say.

“Because?” she asks.

“They’re servants,” I say in the exact same tone. I’m getting a little tired of the way she judges everything I say. “So you don’t want to get involved.”

“Because?”

“Because what?”

“What happens if you get involved?”

I shrug again. This dinner isn’t going well. My stomach is growling, but I’m wondering if I should take another bite because Mom still hasn’t eaten. Her eyes are spitting sparks too—not literally, not yet (that menopause thing), but she’s going to be a danger with this look when she comes into her magic.

“What happens when you get involved, Tiffany?” She’s a half step away from yelling.

“They expect things,” I say.

“Like what?”

I keep shrugging. No one actually said what the servants would expect, only that it was bad.

“Tiffany…”

“I don’t know,” I say. “Magic, maybe.”

“Who made the non-fraternizing rule?” Mom asks.

That one’s easy. “Hera.”

“Ah.” Mom leans back and wipes her mouth with her napkin even though she hasn’t taken a bite. “So if you fraternize with the servants, you might become like your father.”

“Huh?” I ask.

“Your father fraternizes with a lot of women, and…” Mom pauses, as if she’s considering her words. Then she goes on as if she’s come to a decision, “…and a lot of them end up like me. Pregnant. Pregnant women expect the father of their babies to own up to their responsibilities. Is that what Hera means?”

“I don’t know,” I say, “but I can’t father any babies. My magic doesn’t work that way.”

Mom’s eyes bug out for a minute, and then she laughs. “No, that’s true. But you can have babies yourself, you know.”

I know. Mom and I have had this talk, as a matter of fact, every year since I turned ten. It gets more and more graphic over time, and I don’t want to have it again.

“I’m still intrigued by this ‘servant’ word,” Mom says. “It implies an us-against-them mentality.”

I don’t know what that means either, and I’m getting really frustrated. “Things are just different here,” I say, stirring my food again.

“They are.”

“So I want to know how to treat the servants. You already said to tip them.”

Mom rubs her forehead with the first three fingers of her right hand. She braces her thumb against her temple like she has a headache.

“You haven’t gotten very far in American History, have you?” she asks, finally.

“I’ve only been in school a week,” I say.

“No Constitution yet?” she asks.

“What?” I say.

“No All Men Are Created Equal?” she asks.

“What about women?” I ask.

“Precisely,” she says, then sighs. And shakes her head. “Okay. The short version: everyone in America is considered the same as everyone else. So you treat all people you encounter with kindness.”

This confuses me even more than the other stuff she said. “But not everyone is the same. Criminals are different.”

“Because they chose to break the law,” Mom says. She finally takes a bite of the dinner, but she chews automatically. She’s still staring at me like I’m nuts.

“And rich people have servants. At least in the movies.”

“Rich people do have servants,” Mom says. “They pay their servants. I suspect Zeus doesn’t.”

“We don’t have money,” I say primly, but I’m really not sure why the servants work at Mount Olympus. I was raised to ignore them, so I have. I have no idea if they got money or time alone with my dad (the women) or all their wishes come true when they’re done working. I have no idea at all.

“Theoretically,” Mom says, “being a servant is like being an employee anywhere else in America.”

When she says theoretically, I know she’s on shaky ground, but I don’t know why.

“So you tip them,” I say.

Mom shakes her head. Then she sighs again. “This is going to be tougher than I thought.”

She gets up and goes into the cooking part of the kitchen. She opens the fridge and gets a bottle of wine and a glass, then brings them back to the table.

It’s like the short walk gave her time to think because after she pours the wine (it’s red and looks as good as some of the stuff Dionysus used to bring us), she says, “To answer your question, yes, it’s okay to like servants.”

“But there’s more to it, isn’t there?” I ask.

“Only the entire history of our race,” she says, then rubs her forehead again.

“So what should I do?” I ask.

“Stop thinking in classes,” she says.

“Then why go to school?” I ask.

She looks at me through her fingers, and I get the sense that she meant something else, something I didn’t understand. She sighs a third time and says, “Just eat, Tiff. Okay? Just eat.”
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SO I EAT. Then I hang out a bit and watch some TV (weird, seeing it live. I don’t like those commercial thingies) and then I go to bed. Mom doesn’t say anything more about servants. Not that night, not the next morning, not all week.

I go through my routine and I try not to say stupid stuff. I don’t call anyone a servant. I barely call people by name. I almost never get called on either—the teachers avoid me, like they expect me to be dumb or behind or both.

The only thing I seem to be good at is P.E. I can run faster than anybody, especially at short distances. I’m really good at jumping too, so Mrs. Yates wants me to go out for basketball in a few months. I’m too embarrassed to tell her I don’t know what basketball is. I actually have to Google it when I get home, and then I learn that it’s this important American game that I should be honored to be a part of, that it’s like a religion to hundreds (maybe thousands, maybe millions) of people, and if I’m really good, I can get scholarships to college when I’m older.

The girls in my P.E. class hate it that I’m good. I guess one of them—Helen?—used to be the best runner, but I can beat her with my shoes off. She says I’m good because I’m Greek, and she doesn’t make it sound nice. So finally I turn on her one morning.

She’s this flashy blonde with no fat at all. Her gym suit (we all have to wear these dorky two piece things that the school provides [for the poor kids] or that we buy and leave [again for the poor kids] so no one feels left out or dorkier than someone else) has pink embroidery around the collar and some rhinestones on the sleeves, even though we’re not supposed to “tart things up” as Mrs. Yates says.

Mrs. Yates never yells at Helen because Helen’s too good to get yelled at, I guess. Helen always stands near the bleachers when she’s not participating. Our gym is regulation-sized (whatever that means) and has a full basketball court. We’re going to have to use a community center in the winter for swimming (I don’t know how you swim in a center, but I guess I’ll learn) but everybody’s really proud of the gym floor. We’re not even allowed on it without special shoes, which my mom calls tennis shoes, but everyone here calls Nikes even if they’re not.

Anyway, during class on Monday, Mrs. Yates tells everybody that I’m the best runner she’s seen in twenty-five years of teaching, and Helen’s all smiley. (I looked; I know she hates it when I get attention.)

Then we go into the locker room to shower and change out of the stinky gym suits, and Helen says, really loud, that the only reason I’m good is because I’m Greek.

I can’t take it anymore. Helens have been trouble for my family since the dawn of time. I glare over my shoulder, wishing for some kind of magic power, any kind or maybe even just a guardian: y’know, someone from my past who’d zoom in and zip up Helen’s lips or turn her into a baton or something.

“I thought Africans were good at running,” one of the other girls says. I never learned her name. She always drops things when people throw them at her, and she complains when we have to do laps. “That’s what they say on the Olympics.”

Helen gives this evil smile and she says, “The Greeks invented the Olympics. They put in running because they’re good at it.”

I roll my eyes. “You’re confusing marathons with the Olympics. The original Olympic games didn’t have distance running. There were footraces and a pentathlon and some wrestling and stuff. And some poetry contests sponsored by my…um…by Aphrodite and the muses and stuff. But the marathon is something else.”

“Wow, girls,” Helen says. “Listen to that accent. It even makes garbage sound good.”

“Look it up,” I say, sounding just like my mom. “You’ll see how wrong you are.”

“I’m never wrong, honey,” Helen says.

“You’re never right, either,” I say and pull on my favorite white shirt. I bought it at the mall with the money Mom gave me, and it fits better than some of the stuff I magicked over the years. I slip on some jeans too. I’m just sitting down for my socks when Helen puts a manicured hand on my shoulder.

“You think you’re something, don’t you, Little Miss I’ve Lived All Over The World.”

Actually, I don’t think I’m much of anything these days, but I’m not admitting that to Helen. Instead, I say, “I’ve met people who are something. I can’t keep up with them. What does it say about you that you can’t keep up with me?”

Helen frowns at me. I can tell she knows I’ve insulted her, but she can’t tell how. Then she flushes bright red.

Mission accomplished. I take her hand off me like it’s a dead squirrel and let it drop. Then I finish getting dressed. Most of the girls need an extra five minutes for makeup, but I don’t. I decided not to wear any this year after my early attempts at putting it on manually failed.

Instead, I walk out of there like I own the world. I get some water at one of the fountains and I’m halfway to Mr. McG’s lame American History class when Jenna catches up to me.

“You shouted down Helen?” Jenna asks.

I shrug. “I wasn’t shouting.”

“Wow,” she says. “No one stands up to Helen.”

“Why not?” I ask, expecting the whole Mean Girls answer, y’know, Helen’s too mean to people who cross her and her parents are rich and the school bows down to them, and as a result bows down to Helen.

I’m so prepared for that answer, I almost don’t hear the real one.

“She’s the smartest, prettiest, most successful girl in school,” Jenna says with something like awe. “She’s good at sports, she’s in college prep, and she never misses on a test. She’s had the same friends her whole life and she’s really loyal. And she’s always going out with the best guys.”

Jenna actually admires Helen. Maybe because Helen doesn’t scowl at her from the gym floor.

“I don’t like her,” I say, which isn’t exactly true. I’m a little intimidated by her too. That scowling thing is pretty powerful. “Do you like her?”

“She doesn’t even know who I am,” Jenna says, which really isn’t an answer. I mean, you can like someone without them knowing you, can’t you? I like Brad Pitt—or I did until I learned about the whole Angelina/Jennifer thing—and I’m sure he has no clue who I am or even that there are mages in the world.

I decide to push it. “Yeah, but you know who she is. So do you like her?”

“I want to be like her,” Jenna says as the bell rings. We hurry to Mr. McG’s class and get to our desks just before he closes the door, which is to say, in the nick of time.

He’s talking about revolution today. Battles and stuff like that. I grew up hearing about battles. Epic battles still celebrated in story and song. I really don’t care about some minor revolution in some faraway land called Massachusetts.

So I sit there thinking and looking at Jenna out of the corner of my eye. She’s hunched over her book, scribbling notes. She’s not pretty like Helen. Jenna’s skinny and she doesn’t dress well at all, and she looks like she’s never stood up straight in her whole life. But she’s nicer, and that’s got to count for something, right?

That’s what all the movies teach anyway.

But I’m thinking about her last few words, and Megan’s from the day before. I mean, if dreams and goals are what you want and desire, your hopes and plans for the future, then what does it say about Jenna that she wants to be Helen?

Is that Jenna’s dream or her goal? Or is it just something she said to throw me off?

I plan to ask her after class, but just before the bell, Mr. McG tells me to talk to him after class and I miss my chance.

He wants me to do make-up work since it seems that I’m not absorbing the important stuff. I have no idea how makeup will help me with history, and I tell him.

He gives me that “how dumb is she” look, and then tells me that he means I have to catch up to everyone else. “You do understand ‘catch-up’ right? You use so much slang, dated as it is, that I thought you understood idioms.”

“I get slang,” I say (although I had no idea that what I say is dated. I guess that means old. And does that make me sound stupider than I already do? I have no idea). “I don’t know what idiotums are.”

“Idiotums.” He laughs. “Sometimes, VanDerHoven, I can’t tell if you’re Gracie Allen or Roseanne Roseannadanna.”

I frown. I’m going to have to jot those names down when I leave so that I can Google them later to understand what he means.

“I’m just me,” I say as primly as I can. “I have another class.”

He hands me a slip of paper with printing all over it. “Extra reading,” he says. “And a pop quiz once a week. You’re probably going to want some tutoring help, so if you can’t get it at home, see me and maybe we’ll assign someone. You have no real concept of America at all, VanDerHoven, and that makes this class really hard for you. Weren’t you ever in the States before this year?”

I shake my head.

“Well, here’s a tip,” he says. “Everything we’ve talked about in this class has happened in the United States.”

“Then why were you talking about French and Indians?” I ask.

He shakes his head. “Roseanne Roseannadanna, you’d better go before the next bell.”

And I scurry out of there, wondering how come he suddenly cares.
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BY LUNCH, IT’S all over the school that I “took on” Helen. People actually mention it to me. They’re talking to me like I’ve done something major.

It doesn’t seem major. I just corrected the airhead about her misconceptions about my people. I tell the kids that who stop to talk to me, and they want to know about “my people.” By that, I guess they mean Greeks, because they don’t know about mages. So I say a few things, and suddenly I’m totally exotic.

Finally, after lunch, I see Jenna in the hall, and I know I meant to ask her something, but I can’t remember what. So I stop her and say, “Is my slang dated?”

She grins. “You sound a little Valley Girl.”

“I don’t know what that is,” I say.

“Like you come from the Valley, y’know?”

“This is the valley,” I say.

“This is the Willamette Valley,” she says. “Valley Girls are from some valley in California. They’re very 90210 or Clueless, that movie, you know?”

“I love that movie,” I say.

“It’s ancient,” Jenna says. “If you’re trying to learn stuff to fit in, don’t get it from the movies. If it’s in a movie, it’s already too old to be cool.”

“Oh.” I nod, and worry all the way to English class. I’m not sure what I say that’s slang and what isn’t. I just learned to talk like my favorite characters. It seemed like the best way.

I’m not even paying attention as I go into class. The English classroom is my favorite room in the whole school. Mrs. Fiddler has busts of famous people on various shelves and books everywhere, and plants blooming in the windows. The room even smells good, like vanilla with a hint of lavender, which I’m guessing is her perfume. She has posters all over the wall—mostly quotes from the writers she’s having us read—and they’re pretty inspirational, even for me.

I sit in the back. In the other classes, I try to be in the back but near the door, so I can escape fast; but here I’m in the back near the window, by the violets, which are always blooming, it seems (which I guess is some kind of great feat because violets are hard to nurture—so says my friend Google. I’m beginning to think Google is magic all by itself).

Mrs. Fiddler isn’t nicer to me than anyone else or meaner, and I don’t like her class the best. Just the room, which seems more like a room in a house or a library than one of the school rooms around here.

Mrs. Fiddler is kinda flamboyant. She wears dresses when most teachers (women teachers) wear pants and she drapes scarves over everything. She used to be the drama coach, but I guess the school dropped drama a few years ago and assigned her English, and she’s making do.

At least, that’s what she said on my first day.

Then she ignored me like everybody else.

Only today, when the bell rings signaling the start of class, she lasers right in on me (is that slang? Crap. I don’t know what sounds right and what doesn’t). She closes the door and follows her bright blue gaze with, “Tiffany, I hear you are an expert on Greek myths.”

Great. That means Helen told her. Or someone. I feel that heat rising up in my cheeks.

“Not really,” I mumble.

“Now, don’t be modest,” Mrs. Fiddler says. “Most of my students don’t know the Greeks had myths, let alone the details of the first Olympic games. Is this something you studied in your European classrooms?"

Everybody is looking at me. Some of Helen’s minions (I mean friends) sit up front and they’re so intense they look like they’re trying to film everything with their eyes. A couple of the boys blink like they’ve never noticed me before. And everyone else just stares with a little relief, probably glad they’re not on the spot.

“I was homeschooled,” I mumble. By Athena half the time, I want to say, but don’t. If I can’t magick people to mess with them, I wish I could say stuff that’ll mess with their heads. But I can’t do that either.

“Well, in your homeschool then,” Mrs. Fiddler says, “did you learn about myths there?”

Mom warned me about the whole myth/truth thing—that what’s true and historical in my family is myth to everyone else, so I don’t slip this time.

“I learned it from my mom, mostly,” I say. “She’s a professor of Greek Studies, you know.”

“Hmm,” Mrs. Fiddler says, which I’m beginning to understand as mortal-adult-speak for “No, I didn’t know.”

“She would tell me the myths when she came to visit me in Greece.”

Everyone’s still staring. Imagine how they would look if I told them that Mom showed me the difference between the magical Mount Olympus (truly a place in the clouds) and the mountain the Greeks call Mount Olympus, which is spectacular, yes, but certainly not like home.

“Well, then,” Mrs. Fiddler says, “you know who Zeus is, then.”

I almost blurt, Yeah, he’s my dad, but I catch myself at the last minute. I’m getting irritated enough to drop some kind of bomb into the waters here, though. Maybe if I do mention my dad’s name, then people would leave me alone.

Although I get the sense that there’s no real respect for the Greek gods here in America.

“I know him,” I say.

“Can you tell us who he is?”

Mom prepared me for this too. I say, “It depends on who you read, Homer or the later works. He’s sort of an amalgam of all sorts of mythical figures, which is why he’s seen as promiscuous. My mom says that scholars believe that he’s like the great almighty, who, when the myths moved to a new town, took over for the local god, and as a result, in story and in song, got the local god’s wife.”

I didn’t say—and neither did Mom when she was telling me all this (she didn’t have to)—that in real life, my dad often took over for the local “god” (no magical person is supposed to set himself up as a god, according to the Powers That Be, not that it stopped anyone in my family) and really would get the local god’s wife.

“Well, yes,” Mrs. Fiddler says, looking a little uncomfortable. “Zeus is rather popular with the ladies.”

That’s rather an understatement, given how many women have flocked to him over the centuries.

“But he is married, isn’t he, Tiffany?”

She uses my name like a club. I don’t like it, and I’m not really fond of this attention. I’m really not fond of lying about my family.

Only I don’t have to lie here.

“He’s married to Hera.”

“Who is, for all practical purposes, the queen of the Gods.”

“Not really,” I say. “There’s a lot of dispute between Hera, Aphrodite, and Athena. They fight about a lot of things—not just who is the strongest or the most powerful, but also who is the fairest. That’s how the Trojan war started, not the way that it started in that dumb Brad Pitt movie.”

Mrs. Fiddler brightened. “You’re familiar with the Trojan War.”

Familiar? Beyond familiar. I had to travel back to the origins once just to see the stupid golden apple that Eris tossed out marked To the Fairest. Hera had me look to see if Aphrodite should’ve won that competition after all, not telling me, of course, that Paris, the guy who chose Aphrodite, chose her because she promised him that the most beautiful mortal on earth would be his forever. That would be the fair Helen, for whom Gym Class Helen has probably been named.

Helen’s just an unlucky name, that’s what I think. It should probably be banned.

“I know the true history of the war,” I say, “not the movie version, although I’ve seen that too.” Because I never miss a chance to see Brad Pitt without a shirt. Never.

The class is starting to stir. Like I’ve said something controversial. Hey, Jenna just told me movies can be wrong. That can’t be news to these people.

“Now, Tiffany, surely your mother has taught you there is no ‘true’ history to the war. There are the myths and there’s the Iliad, of course, but most of the scholarship that exists is divided on the actual historical facts.”

Because they aren’t privy to most of the facts. I resist the urge to sigh, and say instead, “I mean the mythical history. Y’know, the horse and everything.”

She nods as if she approves. “Have you read Homer?”

“Who hasn’t?” I ask before I can stop myself. My dad is proud of all that old blind guy wrote, even when he was wrong.

“So you’ve had quite an education, after all,” Mrs. Fiddler says.

Everyone is looking at me like I’ve vomited green blood all over the desk in front of me. I’m not making friends here, not that Mrs. Fiddler cares. She’s just amazed I know stuff.

“Not a good one,” I say.

“Not many students can claim to read Homer,” she says.

“Yeah, but I’m going to school in America now,” I say, “and I’d trade Homer any day to find out stuff everyone else takes for granted, like the fact that Massachusetts is a state, not a country, and everyone puts up with the idea of being equal.”

“Puts up with?” Mrs. Fiddler asks just as someone next to me says, “Huh?”

I shrug. “Mom’s trying to explain the whole equality thing to me. It’s new.”

“Greece is a democracy, isn’t it, class?” Mrs. Fiddler asks in a way that makes me thing she doesn’t know either.

“Not in my household,” I mutter, and to my surprise people sitting closest to me laugh.

“Anyway,” Mrs. Fiddler says, “we’re going to be studying the Greeks in a few weeks, and I’ll be calling on you to help me a bit then, Tiffany. All right?”

I frown. I have no idea if that’s all right. It’s probably geeky and unpopular and stupid, but as I said, I promised myself I’d try here, and that would be part of trying.

“Um,” I say before I can stop myself, “can I ask why we’d study Greek stuff in an English class?”

Mrs. Fiddler clasps her hands together as if she couldn’t wait for someone to ask that question. “Well, you see, class, the Greek myths and their Roman counterparts are, like Biblical literature, the basis for much in Western fiction…”

And off she goes, onto new topics so fast that I’m getting lost.

The girl beside me, a dark-haired Goth chick wearing all black with black makeup (that is still called Goth, right?), leans toward me.

“Cool you took on Helen,” she says.

I want to say I didn’t take her on, but there’s no combatting rumor, I guess.

I shrug.

“Can you tell me about Greece sometime?” she asks. “It’d be cool to grow up somewhere other than here.”

“Sure,” I say, wondering what I can tell her. How blue the sky is and the way the Mediterranean looks in the middle of summer? How good olive oil really is when it’s fresh and how feta cheese tastes when it doesn’t have yucky preservatives?

I have a hunch that’s not what she’s interested in.

“When do you have lunch?” she asks.

I tell her—I’m finally beginning to remember which period is which—and she smiles.

“Me, too,” she says. “Tomorrow, then. You can tell me everything.”

Like I’m holding some great secret.

“Did you have something to add, Olivia?” Mrs. Fiddler says.

The girl across from me scowls. Apparently, she is Olivia. “No.”

“Then please refrain from talking until class is over.”

“Okay,” Olivia says and flounces back in her seat.

The girl behind me whispers, “Like she can’t say ‘please stop talking’ like a normal person.”

It takes me a minute to realize the girl means Mrs. Fiddler. I guess there’s specific ways of speaking for everyone, not just students, and I don’t know any of them.

I scrawl in my notebook, not words really, just doodles. A couple of kids, mostly boys who also sit in the back, are still staring at me. What, were they so gone in their heads that they missed the new student until this week?

I sigh, and wish I was back home with Brittany and Crystal. At least I understand them.

I don’t seem to understand anyone else.




 

 

 

 

TEN

 

 

AND MAYBE I don’t even understand Brittany and Crystal. When I get home from school, tired and cranky (mostly because Mom has a class on Monday, Wednesday, and Friday, and she expects me to walk, like a common…ah crap, I shouldn’t use that word. But I will. Like a common servant), there’s this package on the porch.

Now, I’ve seen a lot of movies, so I know that packages on porches are usually bombs. Especially if they’re from someone you don’t know. But how are you supposed to know if the package is from someone you know if you can’t see the package?

So I sneak up on it, worried that the vibration of my feet might set it off. I lie to myself and say that Daddy wouldn’t let me die—if something got blown off or if I lost a lot of blood, he’d appear out of nowhere and magick me back together again.

But I don’t know that and for the first time, I feel really mortal.

I mean, I am, as I said, just long-lived. We, the magical, can be killed if something bizarre happens or if we use too much magic, which theoretically shortens our lifespans, but Daddy futzed with that for our family too, only I don’t know if the futzing still holds for me since I left home without magic.

I sigh.

There’s a wind. It’s dry—a desert wind, Mom would call it, even though we’re in a rain forest—and the leaves rustle on the rhododendrons beside the porch. Across the street, a guy—a neighbor, I guess—mows the lawn, and farther down the street, some dog is pulling its owner along on a leash.

I take all this in, like I’m a superhero or something. Maybe that’s a movie thing too. I mean, I’m supposed to be a little responsible, right? If this thing is a bomb, and it goes off, then I have to make sure no innocents get hurt.

Except, of course, me.

Because I can’t imagine who’d send me a bomb. So if it’s intended for anyone, it’s intended for Mom.

All the looking around gave me time to make a plan. I’ll look at the package, and if I don’t know who sent it or if there’s no return address at all, I’ll leave it here, and let Mom decide what to do with it. but I won’t let her pick it up either if she doesn’t know who it’s from.

I look, I see my name, which surprises me (I really did think this was for Mom), and then I note the return address. Crystal Chandler, something something Park Ave, NYC, along with more numbers.

My sister. Crystal.

No mad bomber could know her address and her new last name. And Crystal might get mad at me, but she’d never bomb me into oblivion.

Still, my heart’s pounding. I unlock the door and push it open before I pick up the package. Then I carry the package gingerly inside, holding it steady so that I don’t jar it.

Just because it has the right names doesn’t mean it can’t be booby-trapped. It just means it’s less likely to be booby-trapped.

I close the door with my foot, then carry the package all the way to the kitchen table, the big one that looks too formal for us half the time. I’m shaking too much to open it though.

Instead, I get myself some orange juice and an apple (only healthy foods, Mom says, or I’ll balloon up, considering how I ate at home). Then I sit in my favorite chair and stare at the package.

I could call Crystal, I suppose, but that’s against the rules. I can leave the package for Saturday, and open it after I’ve spoken to Crystal, but that leaves the mystery too long. Besides, if it is something dangerous, it’s lurking in the house way too long—nearly a week—unopened, which might make it even more dangerous.

And besides again, if it is dangerous and we have to catch whoever sent it, then I can’t be moving it around and messing up the fingerprints. The CSI people wouldn’t like it.

So I sit there, trying to gather enough nerve to open it.

Then Mom busts in the side door.

She doesn’t bust, really, or even burst. She comes in with her normal exuberance. Mom likes her job and she likes that I’m here, and she’s mostly cheery most of the time, which may be what attracted Daddy in the first place.

She sees me, smiles, hangs her keys on the key holder beside the door, then turns back to me. The smile has become a frown.

“What’s going on, Tiff?” she asks.

I nod to the package. “I’m afraid to open it.”

“Why?” She has a briefcase and she sets it near the stairs, so she can take it to her office later.

“Because,” I say, “even though I know who it’s from, I’m afraid it might explode.”

Mom squints at me, and I can tell she wants to smile. Then the urge leaves her, and she takes a deep breath, like she’s about to deal with a new problem. Then she nods, as if she’s had an argument with herself and won.

“Do you have exploding packages back home?”

“Not like you do here,” I say. “Aren’t you scared when you get one?”

“I like packages,” Mom says. “I don’t get enough of them.”

“But they explode.”

She comes into the kitchen and sits beside me. “What makes you think that, Tiffany?”

“I’ve seen it,” I say.

“In person?”

“Heck, no.” I sound as shocked as I feel. Does anyone see it in person and live? I guess a few people, or they wouldn’t have the rules about keeping the packages steady and not opening from someone you don’t know and stuff like that. How else would they know than if someone survived it?

“How have you seen it, then?” Mom asks.

“TV. Movies. You know.”

She laughs. A deep, amused belly laugh, the kind that comes when you really find something funny and you can’t prevent the laugh. She puts her hand over her mouth, gasps once, then manages to stop laughing, although her eyes twinkle.

My face is so hot, it feels like it’ll explode. I feel humiliated, and I’m not sure exactly why, except that Mom found my panic funny.

She touches my hand. “I’m sorry, baby.”

I pull away.

“Truly.” She wipes an eye with her other hand, then she takes mine, as if she can hold me in place.

I want to tug away again, but I guess that would be childish. But so is laughing at someone who’s panicked.

“Baby,” she says—she hasn’t called me baby in years—“we have to teach you how reality really works.”

I know how reality really works. There’s her reality and my reality, and I have to lie about mine because the people in hers won’t believe me or they’ll think I’m whacked or something.

I can feel my lower lip set in what Crystal calls Tiff’s Angry Face, but Mom doesn’t seem to notice.

“Movies, honey,” and I hear laughter in Mom’s voice, lurking there, like a sea monster, “movies aren’t reality.”

“I know that,” I say.

She starts to say something, then nods, then looks at the package. “If you know that, then why do you think all packages explode?”

“Because,” I snap. “If that was something made up, it wouldn’t be common in movies.”

“Like murders?” she asks.

I shrug.

“Or superheroes with machine guns who never get prosecuted?” she asks.

“There’re mages,” I say. “We don’t get in trouble.”

“Really?” she asks. “Is that why your dad agreed to let you girls go? Because no one gets in trouble?”

I felt my face get even hotter. “I’m not in trouble.”

“No, sweetie, you’re not. But your dad is. He’s in trouble for meddling with things that only belong to the Powers That Be.”

“He is a Power That Be,” I say.

“I know, sweetie,” she says—and I’m getting sick of this sweetie thing. I can tell we’re not used to each other yet or she’d stop doing the baby-honey-sweetie thing. No one called me that at home.

“But,” she continues, “it’s my understanding that the Powers That Be have to work in tandem, not alone, and your dad tried to do everything alone.”

I shrug again. I’ve heard this. I had to testify in front of all the Powers, which wasn’t fun. My sisters were there, but they made me talk for them. I was there as an “Interim Fate,” not as Daddy’s little girl.

And he stared at me the whole time like I was betraying him.

“He’s in trouble, and part of his penance is to learn how to be a good parent.”

“That shouldn’t be a penance,” I mutter.

“I know that,” Mom says. “But he thought he was a good parent. You and your sisters told him otherwise, remember?”

How can I forget? Those first few sessions with Megan—who in her empathic way figured out that we three Interim Fates were really unhappy, and probed to find out why—were a rollercoaster. First I talked (and talked and talked, Brittany said) and then Brit and Crystal did, and then everyone else chimed in, from Athena to Apollo and Artemis, and even Ares showed up, which scared all of us. When the God of War (even though he’s really not, but he’s good at anger, let me tell you) gets mad, everybody knows about it. Even Daddy.

“Why are we talking about this?” I asked.

“Because you say that mages don’t get in trouble,” she says. “They do, and will continue to get into trouble. Just like people do in what you call the mortal life when they do things wrong.”

“So?” I ask.

“So people in movies get away with a lot,” she says.

“So?” I ask again.

“So things like package bombs aren’t really very common.”

“Somebody made up the Unabomber guy, then?” I ask.

Mom looks at me sideways. “You can Google him,” she says. “He only sent a few packages. The problem is that they worked.”

“Oh,” I say.

“I don’t know anyone like him, and I doubt you do either.”

“Okay.” My face is so hot it hurts. My eyes are filling with tears and I don’t want Mom to know. This is embarrassing. First Jenna tells me I use ancient slang, and now Mom thinks I’m hilarious because I’m trying to get along.

“I’m not sure how to show you how things really work,” Mom says, more to herself than to me.

“I’m sure I’ll pick it up.” I shake my hand free of hers and get up. I go over to the counter and grab some sharp scissors. Then I head for the box.

Mom is watching me as if she expects me to do something wrong. And I probably will.

I should’ve thought this through. Before I gave up my powers—voluntarily, to learn how to be a proper mage, how dumb was that?—I should’ve spelled real world knowledge into my head or taught myself how to behave like mortals or something.

But spells can backfire, and even if I’d thought of it, I probably would’ve done it wrong. Me and Crystal and Brittany might’ve been powerful, but we were sadly lacking, even in the magical side of our education.

“I’m sorry if I hurt your feelings, Tiffany,” Mom says.

I keep my back to her. I use the blade of the scissors—like I’ve seen on TV (so there, Mom!)—and slice open the box.

“You didn’t,” I say.

“I didn’t mean to laugh,” she says again.

“I know,” I say. “You couldn’t help it.”

The box tears open, and white foam stuff falls everywhere. On top, there’s a letter in calligraphed handwriting, and the signature on the bottom is Crystal’s.

Who knew she could do that?

I set the letter aside. I’ll read it after I see what she sent.

I reach inside the white foam packing stuff and pull out a box. On top, it says iPhone, and it has a picture of a gadget on the cover.

Mom comes over and makes one of those frowny sounds.

I ignore her. I don’t want her here, seeing my stuff—which is not a bomb, just like she knew (I feel so dumb)—but I don’t tell her that. I can’t, really. I don’t have any power here. I’m not sure what to do when I get angry. I can’t cast a spell, I can’t run away, and I sure can’t tell her to get lost (is that modern slang?) because she’s the one who owns the house.

I’m dependent, worse than I’ve ever been in my life, and it frightens me.

She picks up the letter. I snatch it from her hands.

 

Tiff—

We’re not supposed to e-mail or chat or call, except on Saturdays, but no one said anything about texting. I discovered it here in New York and it’s wonderful. I got us a subscription to a network. You, me, and Brit are on a family plan. We can send each other notes all day and no one’ll be the wiser.

I wish I could show you how, but the instructions that come with the iPhone should be clear for someone as smart as you. We'll probably have to tell Brittany what to do on the phone on Saturday.

I miss you so much!!!!!!!!!!!!

Love,

Crystal

 

“No one’ll be the wiser, huh?” Mom’s looking over my shoulder, reading my mail. I thought Americans value privacy. The movies say that too, but what do I know? I have a skewed sense of reality.

“I don’t think she thought you’d be here,” I say. And if I hadn’t had that bomb moment, she wouldn’t have been. No one would’ve been the wiser.

“I see your sister hasn’t learned about money yet,” Mom says.

“What?” I pick up the box. It doesn’t look expensive, but what do I know? Everyone says coffee is expensive, and it doesn’t seem that way to me. Clothes seem expensive, and so do cab rides, and I can’t figure out food prices at all, but coffee seems pretty consistent from café to café.

“Networks,” Mom says. “They’re expensive.”

“But Crystal already bought us into one,” I say.

“She subscribed,” Mom says. “She didn’t pay.”

It takes nearly a half an hour for Mom to explain to me the difference between subscribing and paying. Then she has to take me to the internet to show me how billing works for texting and cell phones and e-mail and stuff. Each minute, each call, each texting thing costs something, except you get some of those things free for being in the network, but you’d use them up pretty fast.

“So we won’t use them up,” I say.

“You’d use them up in an afternoon, and then who is going to pay your phone bill, hmm?” Mom asks. She’s sounding really frustrated. “It won’t be me.”

“Well, it can’t be me,” I say. “I don’t have any money.”

“We’re going to have to change that,” Mom says.

That sounds like a good thing to me, and I say so.

Mom grins. “You’ll have to become a servant.”

“Huh?”

“Work in a coffee shop or in a restaurant or some other menial task. For which they’ll pay you.”

“Okay,” I say, even though I’m not sure I want to do it.

“We’ll talk to Megan,” Mom says, “but I suspect it’s too early for you. There’s so much you don’t know.”

“So?”

“So I don’t want someone else to assume the liability. School is difficult enough at the moment.”

I turn to the computer so she can’t see my face turn red again. I’m feeling like a steam machine, all hot, then cold, then hot again, and just because of embarrassment.

So Mom’s figured out how dumb I really am. Would Crystal think that if I don’t use the iPhone thing? I have no idea, and I don’t know how to tell her either.

“She wants me to use this thing,” I say.

“We can’t pay for it,” Mom says. “We’re not incurring that kind of expense.”

“But Crystal’s mom is,” I say.

“Crystal’s mom is rich,” Mom says. “I’m not.”

“So Crystal’s mom can pay,” I say.

“No.” Mom actually crosses her arms and glares at me.

“No?” I say. “Just like that? I get a gift and you say no?”

“That’s right,” Mom says. “You can’t do everything you want to here.”

“That’s for sure.” I stand up and stomp away from the computer. “I can’t do anything I want. I can’t go where I want and I can’t read what I want and I can’t talk to my family when I want and I can’t even figure out how things work. You just want me to be alone all the time.”

Mom reaches for me. “Honey—”

“Don’t honey me,” I say, staying out of her range. “You don’t know me, and you’re being mean. I miss my sisters. I used to be with them all the time. You know what all the time is, right? Like every minute?”

“I know,” Mom says softly. “We all decided—you and me and Megan and Zeus and your sisters and their mothers—that you girls needed to learn how to be alone. How to be separate. Otherwise you won’t have your own identities.”

“Well, I have one,” I say. “It’s stupid, it’s dweeby, and I hate it. I want to go home.”

Mom’s face goes gray. “You are home.”

“No, I’m not. I’m in some backwards town with stupid servants and I’m supposed to be nice to everyone, and I have to lie to them, and I don’t want to. I just want to be me.”

“And who is that, honey?” Mom asks in the voice she uses when she’s pretending to be Megan.

Who am I? What kind of question is that?

But I don’t have a ready answer.

I glare at her. I remember what it’s like to make your body grow five feet in a second, to make yourself so big you scare the person you’re talking to. I remember how to spit fire out of my eyes, and how to take command of mortals as if they’re flies. I remember all that.

I can’t do it anymore, but I remember it.

That person, the one who could do all those things, that was me.

This person, this one who has to lie and walk everywhere and be alone, this is someone else.

“I’m using that iPhone thing,” I say and stomp to the kitchen. I take the box and the letter, and go to my room.

And, for once, Mom doesn’t follow me at all.
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I LIE ON my stomach, reading the iPhone instructions. They’re not making a lot of sense, no matter what Crystal said. I stare at the gadget and then at the instructions and try to figure out what to do.

Mom designed this room for me before I even got here. In fact, she says, she had it for me from the time I was born (she’s owned the house a long time). I guess I stayed here as a baby. There’s a smoke stain on the wall that Mom kept to remind herself why she couldn’t raise me without Dad’s help.

But, I guess, she always expected me to move in, or at least stay the summer or something. She says she bought the bed when she redid the house after getting tenure (whatever that is), and the bed does match hers. It’s made of cherry. The headboard is this neat red color. There’s a matching dresser and nightstand.

When I mentioned I wasn’t really into pink, Mom took me to the mall and had me pick out my own lamps and bedspread and sheets and stuff. We got towels too. I bought really tame stuff for the spread—y’know, browns and deep brownish red to go with the cherry—but the sheets are all flamboyant, with You Go Girl written across a blue background in bright red.

I bought them thinking I’d get to share them with Brittany and Crystal—that’s how I thought about everything then (and still do when I’m not catching myself)—but now I’m pretty sure they’ll never see this place, with its ballerina lamps and movie-poster walls.

I’d heard Helen tell some of her friends that she has a TV and a computer in her bedroom, even though (she says) that’s becoming redundant.

I just have books in mine. And a clock radio and a CD player and a bunch of CDs that I conjured before I came here. I can’t afford to buy many now, even though they are old technology.

But I opened this phone, and the paper instructions tell me to go online for help, and I can’t. The screen’s in Mom’s office, and she actually has spyware on there and key trackers so that she can keep an eye on what I’m doing even when she’s not home.

You’d think, if someone’s going to make a product that needs instructions, they’d give you all the relevant instructions with the package, not tell you to go to some FAQ (it took me weeks to understand that’s a Frequently Asked Question) on some website.

But noooo. You have to go to the stupid website if you can’t figure things out on your own.

Which I can’t. I can’t even type in (with my thumb: whose idea was that?) my name and my address, let alone anything else. I did swipe the screen and get the start-up process started, and I was half-tempted to make the language of the phone Greek, until I remembered that the Greek used in this world wasn’t the Greek I spoke.

Mom hasn’t come to my room at all, which is weird, because the one other time we fought (not nearly so bad as this one) she came right away. Maybe she’s not so afraid of losing me now.

She should be. It’s not all new anymore, and I’m getting so very homesick. I’m beginning to think I made a mistake leaving everything behind.

Megan said if we three girls kept on the path we were on before she met us, we’d be evil someday. Like evil witches or something, because we’d have no sense of other people.

Maybe I’ll risk evil for a chance to be with people who actually care about me.

Mom doesn’t care enough to check to see how I am.

So, I figure I can use this iPhone thing without her permission. Crystal has the subscription, and I’ll ask her to pay for it, even though Mom said no.

If I can get the thing to work and can text her.

I shove the device in its box, put all the papers back in, and clear off my bed. Then I tuck the box under my arm and open my door.

I can hear Mom’s voice, really faint, but I can’t tell where it’s coming from. Sounds like she’s talking to someone.

Good. She won’t know that I’m on the computer looking at FAQs until it’s too late.

I sneak down the hall—I’ve already learned where the creaks and groans in the floor are (I had to learn this because Mom has eagle ears—she can hear anything if she wants to, which means I’ve got to be super quiet).

Mom’s voice gets closer. I stop by the fake potted plant near the office door and peek around it. She’s at her desk, clinging to the mobile phone and tapping something on the computer.

I let out a sigh of annoyance—not loud enough for her to hear—and am about to head back to my room when she says,

“I don’t care what she’s doing. This is important. Tell Mrs. Chandler I need to speak to her now.”

Mrs. Chandler. Crystal’s mom.

My heart starts beating hard. Why would Mom call? And if she has a beef (is that slang?), how come she doesn’t take it up with Crystal? How come she has to talk to her mom?

“Do I have to use the word ‘emergency’? Because I will,” Mom says, as if an emergency can be decided by just using the word. It doesn’t seem like an emergency to me, but Mom is pretty mad.

After a minute, Mom says, “Get her,” in that tough voice that seems to scare everyone.

Then she bangs on the keys for a minute, the phone cradled between her ear and her shoulder. She’s frowning as she does that too.

I can’t stand it. I’m about to go in when Mom says, “Monique? It’s Serena.”

Then she sits up and grabs the phone, holding it tight.

“Serena VanDerHoven…Tiffany’s mom….. You know, we met at Megan’s in Los Angeles. When we talked to Zeus.”

Mom’s cheeks are starting to turn red. Maybe I get this lovely trait from her.

“Your daughter is violating our agreement. We all decided that the girls wouldn’t have contact for the first three months, except on Saturdays….”

Mom explains the whole iPhone thing, but her voice is rising. She’s getting more and more frustrated. It takes her a while to explain exactly what has her undies in a bundle (now that has to be slang) and finally she pauses, which means Mrs. Chandler is saying something.

Then Mom grimaces. It’s an ugly look that would have anyone trembling, except that Mrs. Chandler can’t see her, of course.

“It’s not a matter of money,” Mom says, which is news to me, because she told me it’s a matter of money. “It’s a matter of principle. Tiffany is just starting to get a sense of herself, and if she’s texting your daughter all the time, she’ll lose that….”

My stomach clenches. What does she mean, beginning to get a sense of myself?

“I do see this as serious,” Mom says. “I see it as very serious for all three girls.”

I’m getting dizzy. It takes a minute to realize that I’ve been holding my breath.

“I’m not trying to tell you what to do with your daughter,” Mom says. “I’m trying to tell you that your daughter has spent a great deal of your money on something that my daughter and I will have to turn down.”

Mom’s mouth drops open, as if she can’t believe what she’s hearing.

“I do consider this important, and no, I didn’t exaggerate when I said emergency.”

I thought she did too, but what do I know? Apparently Mrs. Chandler’s giving her a bit of a dressing down, though, because Mom looks madder and madder.

“Maybe you don’t care what your daughter does, but I care a great deal for mine. You can tell your daughter that we will be sending her iPhone back. We have no need of it.”

Mom slams the phone down, stares at it, and mutters, “Bitch.”

Now I haven’t heard Mom swear at all before, and I can’t stay out of this any longer.

I move away from the fake plant and come in the door. “So you’re sending this back.”

“We are,” Mom says.

“It’s mine,” I say.

“It’s Crystal’s,” Mom says.

“Her mom didn’t think so,” I say.

“You heard that?” Mom asks.

I nod.

“Then you know that Crystal’s mom is….” Mom stops and shakes her head.

“What?” I ask.

“It’s none of our business,” Mom says, tapping a button on the computer. It makes a bell-like sound, followed by the log-off chords.

“It is too,” I say. “Crystal’s my sister. If something’s wrong, I want to know.”

Mom looks at me, her eyes sad. “It’s just that her mom isn’t as hands-on as I am, that’s all.”

I frown. “What does that mean?”

“She didn’t realize what Crystal had done,” Mom says.

“So?” I say. “I don’t report to you everything I’ve done.”

“You don’t have access to credit cards and all the shopping you want either,” Mom says. “It’s just you and me, not you, me, and the servants.”

“It feels that way,” I say.

“I mean real servants,” Mom says, then rubs her forehead. “I’m confusing you, aren’t I?”

I shrug, which is becoming my default for yes.

“Her mom has a staff of employees who work in their apartment. Apparently she leaves it to them to keep track of what Crystal is doing.”

“So?” I say.

“So, that’s no way to raise a child,” Mom says.

“You let Dad keep track of us and he had other people raise us,” I say.

Mom looks away, but not before I see something in her eyes. Sadness? Regret? Anger? I can’t tell.

“I didn’t know,” Mom says.

“Well, now you do.”

Mom sighs. “I’m trying to make up for that.”

“Now that I’m manageable,” I say.

She turns toward me. There’s no expression on her face at all, like she’s hidden who she is or something. “What do you mean?”

“Without my magic,” I say, thinking of that smoke stain in my bedroom and how she never really told me what happened. “You can handle me when I’m dumb and powerless and clueless.”

Mom lets out a half laugh. “Handle you? Honey, I can barely figure any of this out.”

“So let me have my iPhone.”

She shakes her head. “We made an agreement. We’re going to stick to it.”

“Even if Crystal and Brittany don’t?”

“Even if,” Mom says. “That’s what agreements are. They’re something you honor.”

She stands up, and holds out her hands.

“Let me have the iPhone,” she says. “I’ll send it back.”

“It’s mine,” I say.

She shakes her head. “I told Monique that we’d send it back.”

“Like she cares.”

“I care,” Mom says. “Give it to me.”

She has that look, the one that scares me.

I hand her the iPhone. My hands are shaking. I’m torn between anger and something else, something really sad. If I say something, I’ll either scream or cry. I’m not sure which.

So I don’t say anything.

As she takes the iPhone, Mom pats my hand.

“Thanks, Tiff,” she says. “You’ve done the right thing.”

It doesn’t feel like I’ve done the right thing. It feels like I’ve betrayed who I am again. Like I’ve betrayed Crystal and Brittany. What if Crystal did this because she needs me as much as I need her? Maybe more, if her mom isn’t paying attention.

We’re all by ourselves here, and for some reason, the adults think that’s a really good idea.

I walk back to my room, even though Mom’s calling after me. She must’ve seen something on my face. I can hear her getting closer, but I just keep going, and when I get to my room, I go inside and close the door.

Mom says closed doors are necessary for privacy. We have to respect each other’s closed doors. Well, she gets to test that now, because I’m not opening the door for days.

She was wrong. That package is a bomb. It’s a bomb that she tossed in the middle of our relationship, and I’m not ever going to forgive her.




 

 

 

 

TWELVE

 

 

EVENTUALLY, I DID have to come out of my room (unlike both Crystal and Brittany, I don’t have a private bathroom—and I got hungry too), so I figured I wouldn’t talk to Mom except the necessities. Y’know, yes, no, whatever. That kind of stuff.

I managed to keep it up through breakfast, but I was pretty relieved to get to school. Not talking to the one person who actually talks to me is getting old. Still, I had something to look forward to when I arrived at school—lunch with Olivia.

English is after lunch, so I don’t see her until I get to the lunchroom. I almost don’t go—I’m so nervous about this I feel like a baby. I mean, really, why should I care if some Goth chick meets me or not? Some mortal Goth chick, whom I’m probably going to outlive by centuries.

Why should I care?

But I do. I care so much I almost don’t go because if I go, I’ll know if she forgot or blew me off or invited her little Goth friends to laugh at me like people do in movies.

Although Mom says I can’t believe movies.

How am I supposed to live my life then? Nothing makes any sense anymore.

In the end, I decide to go, mostly because I can’t stand the suspense. I mean, is she there? Isn’t she there? I have to know.

So I wait in the girl’s bathroom about as far from the lunch area as you can get. I sit on the can (now that is slang, but I’ve heard girls here use it, so I feel okay about it) and look at the second hand on my watch, giving it two full sweeps before I even let myself out of the stall.

A couple of girls whose parents disapprove of makeup (which to me is like disapproving of breathing) are reapplying their mascara. They have these claw-like things that they clamp onto their eyelashes to make them curl upwards. Until I came here, I’d never seen anything like it, and I’m told (by Mom and Google, among other things) that these “eyelash curlers” aren’t really in style.

Can’t tell it from good old Central High (Home of the Cougars!). Here, eyelash curlers, blue eye shadow, and cheek glitter will be in style forever.

The girls don’t even acknowledge me, not that they can, with their mouths open and their eyes half closed, their eyelashes fluttering like butterflies about to be trapped in a net. I wonder if their boyfriends know how ridiculous they look.

Probably. And they probably don’t care. One of the books Megan gave me (she gave me a pile on practical stuff) says boys and girls in their teen years are victims of their hormones (and yes, it explains hormones), so some understanding should be applied in interactions with them. Meaning, one of the books says, if a guy looks at your chest before looking at your face, it’s only because his hormones make him check you out. It’s your job to correct him—tell him to look at you like a person and stuff like that.

Apparently girls have mood swings, but how can you tell when everyone here is so moody anyway?

I gave up on that book almost as soon as I opened it, but some stuff sticks with you. Like the stuff about boys being interested in anything in skirts that’s interested back. Not that anyone but the cheerleaders here wear skirts, but you know what I mean.

So I head through the empty halls (everyone’s in class except one or two dweebs trying to get there before second bell) about three minutes late. I decided on three minutes last hour, figuring it’s not so late that I’m impolite, nor is it late enough to miss the actual buying of the food, but it’s not so early that I seem eager, and it’s not on time, which seems to be a crime here (unless you miss class, and too many tardies mean you lose grade points—and yes, someone has explained grade points to me. I plan to get straight As, or at least I did, until I realized that everyone else has all these cultural assumptions ahead of me—like having had arithmetic [it’s assumed they did!] and the same cultural history [no myths until last year] and a basic understanding of U.S. geography, which still has me bamboozled).

Anyway, I get to the cafeteria and there she is, standing just outside the door, looking as nervous as I feel. Only because I’m approaching, I get to check her out before she sees me.

When she sees me, she gives me this goofy, black-lipped grin (I don’t get the black makeup thing either) and says we can go to McDonald’s—she’s buying.

“I’m not big on McDonald’s,” I say, looking into the cafeteria, almost with longing. It’s not that I want to eat in there. I just want the people who’ve ignored me to notice that I’m eating in there with someone else. “That whole Supersize Me thing.”

Which reminds me that I’m getting all my information from movies, and maybe I should see for myself.

So before she can say anything, I add, “But who cares? Once isn’t going to hurt me, right?”

“Naw,” she says, shoving her books into an oversized bag with fringe at the bottom. “Besides, they got salads now.”

I didn’t know they didn’t have salads before. Maybe I should try stuff before I let someone else’s judgment get in the way of mine.

We push open the double glass doors that lead to the parking lot. Those are the only doors open during the school day, and they’re monitored, not just by bored-looking teachers on monitor duty, but also by cameras, in case someone comes in with a rifle or something like Bowling For Columbine. And that I know is the case, because Mom told me there was some real bad tragedy here (not Eugene, but its sister city, Springfield [just across the bridge]), and even though it happened, like, years ago, everyone’s still “justifiably” paranoid.

I’m not sure exactly what that means except that the doors are locked and kids actually have to go through these metal detector things before we go into the school proper and we don’t get to have lockers except in gym class, but we can’t store anything in them except our smelly gym suits, so what’s the point?

Outside smells of cigarette smoke. A bunch of students huddle near the building, and a couple of teachers lounge there too, even though they’re careful to stay outside of camera range (like no one knows what they’re doing. Hello!). Once we get past the smoke zone, the air is pretty fresh. Not as fresh as on the Mediterranean, but I’m beginning to realize that some parts of home (and not even the people parts) can’t be replicated just anywhere.

Me and Olivia cross the parking lot in silence. A bunch of other kids, including some of the Helen Minions, are several yards ahead of us, all heading to McDonald’s. Maybe that Supersize Me movie isn’t true, because all the Helen Minions go to McDonald’s and none of them are even approaching fat.

I say that to Olivia, and she grins at me.

“That’s because they yack,” she says.

I can feel a blush starting, but I will it away. If I can’t magic it away, I’m going to stop it by sheer force of personality. And to my own surprise, I do.

“I’m still pretty new to this country,” I say, “and one thing I don’t exactly get is the slang.”

“You don’t know yack?” Olivia says.

I shake my head. “Except like that song my mom likes about yackety-yack.”

“Your mom is old,” Olivia says.

“My mom isn’t old,” I say. “My dad is.”

Olivia looks at me sideways. Her black eyes glitter, like mention of my dad is the dish she’s been waiting for.

“He’s the one who had to give you up?” she asks.

“He didn’t give me up,” I say. “I’m still his daughter.”

“I mean, he lost custody of you, right?”

I shake my head. “No one has custody of me. I’m my own person.”

Who lives with her mom and doesn’t have money and no longer has magic and seems totally out of control. But hey, besides that.

“But you can’t live with him anymore,” Olivia says. I’m not sure I like how bright her eyes are.

“I chose to live with my mom,” I say, which is basically true. “It wasn’t working with my dad.”

“He beat you, huh?” Olivia opens the doors leading into that little anteroom that all American businesses seem to have. It’s like a Star Trek airlock between the indoors and the outdoors, but unlike in Star Trek, doesn’t seem to have any real purpose.

The air here smells greasy, and the smell gets worse when we get inside the McDonald’s proper. I didn’t expect the place to be so big. And off to one side are parents, peering through windows at something called Playland, where a bunch of little kids jump on balls and go through tunnels and scream a lot.

The noise level in here is outrageous. In addition to the screaming, everyone’s talking at once, and there’s some kind of syrupy music on the overhead speakers that gets interrupted now and then with some name or number. Students are sitting at all the tables. The guys are eating these huge burgers and the girls are picking at salads but steal the guys’ French fries.

“You were going to tell me what yack is,” I say as I watch some girl inhale a big box of someone else’s fries.

Olivia grins at me. Then she sticks her tongue out and her finger down her throat in the universal gesture for barfing.

I make a face. I’ve heard of this forced barfing stuff, but I didn’t believe it. I guess that is one of the things from the movies that is true.

She leads me up to the counter. I let her get in line ahead of me so I can check my purse. I do have enough money to order something, but not a lot. (I hadn’t asked Mom for lunch money today because—y’know—we’re not talking.)

I get some kind of chicken sandwich without the fries (it’s not that I don’t want to try them; I just can’t afford them) and the guy at the counter—who is obviously too old to be in high school—laughs when I ask for free bottled water. He gives me a tiny cup and tells me to fill up from the pop machine.

“Just get soda,” Olivia says, but I don’t. I decide I’m going to suffer with the little water cup. I’ve had soda and it makes me loopy. Mom says it’s all the sugar. I’m not used to all the sugar this society eats, not at all.

Olivia shows me how to get water out of the soda machine, which seems like an unnecessarily complicated procedure, and then the guy from the counter says Olivia’s name. On a tray is her salad and hot apple pie and my chicken sandwich, which is deep fat fried and doesn’t look half as bad as the movies made these things out to be.

In fact, by the time I get a bite—after we’ve found a table near the window, away from the cool kids and their potential yack—I realize it doesn’t taste half bad either. It’s certainly better than the crap I’ve had for the past week or so in the cafeteria.

“So,” Olivia says, “you were telling me about your dad. What did he do to you? Beat you?”

I’m shocked. I can’t believe she’d ask that question. Not because it’s unlikely—in Olympus, we learned about all kinds of weird stuff—but because we don’t know each other. Sometimes I wouldn’t even tell my sisters stuff I was thinking.

I certainly am not going to tell some stranger that my dad’s a beater—which he most certainly is not. My dad wouldn’t beat anyone. That requires fists and my dad is too sophisticated for that. But I can’t say anything that I want to say, like my dad prefers magic to punching or whatever.

“I thought you wanted to know about Greece,” I say.

“I want to know about you,” Olivia says. “You’re the stranger.”

“To you,” I say, “but everyone here is strange to me.”

She grins, like I’ve been really witty, and says, “I can see how that goes.”

She picks at her salad, then opens the apple pie. It’s steaming and it smells of cinnamon. She eats a big bite of it before saying, “I’ve lived here my whole life. My parents were born here. My grandparents too. They hate how I dress, which is why I started to do it, but now I just do it because I like how it looks. Do you like how it looks?”

I shrug. “I don’t know how you’d look any other way.”

She laughs. “You’re not a diplomat. I’ll say that for you.”

“Is that good?” Because I know back on Mount Olympus my lack of diplomatic skills (my willingness to say what was on my mind) was one of the many problems the Powers had with my Interim Fate duties. Only they (the Powers, not the duties) assumed that my lack of diplomacy came from my age, not my personality.

I wonder if it is because of my personality. There seem to be diplomatic kids here, even if they mostly stay away from me.

“Hell, no,” Olivia says. “I like people who speak their mind.”

“Then you’ll like me,” I mutter.

She lifts her paper Coke cup and tilts it toward mine, straw and all. “Here’s to that,” she says.

I lift my cup and touch it to hers. Then I take a sip, which pretty much drains the water from the whole thing.

Before she can ask another question, I’m up to get myself more water.

“If it isn’t Interim Fate, you’d better believe it,” a voice says behind me.

I turn around. It’s Josh. My heart leaps and I try to tell it, “hey, he’s just a servant,” but I remember Mom’s lecture (and how I might be sold into servitude) and I think maybe that’s not so bad.

“How are you, Josh?” I ask, sounding lame.

He grins. “Didn’t know you had lunch at this time of day.”

“It’s my first visit to McDonald’s,” I say.

“Yeah, or I would’ve seen you. How come you never came before?”

I shrug. “I watch too many movies.”

He frowns, and then the frown clears when he gets it. “You mean that one about the guy who got fat eating fast food? It’s a myth, kiddo.”

I smile in spite of myself because I can actually say what I’m thinking, be truthful, and not give anything away. “You know, I’ve learned, coming from Greece, that a lot of myths aren’t all that far from reality.”

“I bet,” he says. “I hear there are temples there to the Greek gods. Is that true?”

I nod. “I used to go to school in Athena’s temple.”

I figured I could say that because it’s true too, and the temple exists for mortals as well as mages.

“I thought you were homeschooled.”

“My sister would take me there,” I say.

“Cool. Do you miss it?” He leans against the soda machine like he owns it.

“Being homeschooled?” I ask.

“Greece,” he says.

“Yeah,” I say quietly. “I miss it a lot. My whole family’s back there. Except my mom.”

“How’d she end up here?” he asks.

“They offered her tenure, whatever that is,” I say.

He grins like I’m being witty. I guess being honest passes for witty in Eugene, Oregon.

“But your dad is still in Greece, huh?” Josh asks.

I’m not sure why he cares, but I’m kinda glad he does. Okay, I’m really glad. He’s the most interesting person I’ve met so far, no offense to Olivia, who just seems like she’d trying to rebel (and not doing it real well), and Jenna, who’s just trying to survive from one day to the next. Even Helen seems like somebody I would have expected to meet, given what I’ve seen in movies (sorry, Mom, but sometimes they have some truth).

But Josh, he’s different. He has a job, and he doesn’t seem to care that people see him talking to me, and he remembers stuff, like my t-shirt. (Okay, he probably remembered that because he was checking out my chest, but he wasn’t that obvious about it, and he hasn’t said anything lame about it either, like how come you don’t wear t-shirts anymore? Or something like that. He’s being cool, at least what I think is cool.)

I step up to the soda fountain and get more water.

“Here,” Josh says, and hands me a bigger cup. “Use this.”

I frown at him. “But they gave me this.”

“And they don’t monitor anything in this place, not when the high school crowd is here. We’ll just tell them it’s mine if they ask.”

“Okay.” I feel a little surprised—both at him and at me—I mean, I’m not usually one for rules (although I’m trying) and he seems pretty cavalier about the whole thing.

“So you don’t want to tell me about your dad?” Josh asked.

“No,” I say. I’d actually forgotten the question in my ruminations about Josh’s motives. “I mean, I don’t mind. He might be in Greece. I don’t know.”

“You don’t know?” Josh sounds surprised. He takes the cup from me and presses it hard against this metal bar. Ice pours into the cup. Then he hands the cup back.

I stare at it, surprised at all the ice.

“Now fill it with water,” he says.

He doesn’t seem to mind that I’m clueless about this stuff. My hand shakes as I press the button marked “water” in teeny tiny letters.

“My dad, he goes wherever he wants,” I say.

“Now that he doesn’t have custody, he feels free, huh?” Josh nods. “I get that. My dad was the same way.”

I want to correct him about my dad, to tell him that my dad always felt free, but Josh hasn’t volunteered much before now.

“Your dad lost custody?” I ask.

Josh shrugs one shoulder. “Never tried to get it. Mom had to force him to pay child support and to set up visits, not that he ever comes. Always some lame excuse.”

He smiles, but the smile’s sad.

“Wow,” I say. “We’re having trouble making my dad back off.”

“If he’s that interested, how did he lose custody?”

I put one of those lids on my cup, then grab a straw. “He’s only interested in the stuff he can’t have.”

“Harsh,” Josh says.

It’s my turn to shrug. “But true.”

“Tiffany?” Olivia has made her way over. “You okay?”

“Fine,” I say, trying to keep the annoyance out of my voice. She doesn’t know that I’m enjoying this conversation. She probably thinks I’m trapped or something.

She glares at Josh and he tips an imaginary hat to her. Then he goes back to his friends.

“You like him?” she asks in a voice that’s way too loud.

“He’s nice to me,” I say.

“That’s weird,” she says. “You got your water?”

I nod.

She leads us back to the table. Her apple pie is gone, but her salad looks like it did when she got it. My chicken sandwich is missing the single bite I took.

We sit back down. I take a big slug of water (it does taste better with the ice) and then another bite of my sandwich. Out of the corner of my eye, I see Josh, waving his hands as he talks to the two boys he’s sitting with.

“How come it’s weird that he’s nice to me?” I ask.

Olivia stirs the lettuce in her salad. “Because he usually goes for blondes. Airheady blondes. You know, cheerleaders and stuff.”

I think of Brittany. She seems airheady and she’s blonde. And beautiful too. But she can be smart when she wants to.

Suddenly I miss her so much my stomach hurts.

“You okay?” Olivia asks. Maybe that’s the only question people feel they can ask me.

I nod.

“I don’t mean anything by it,” she says. “I mean, he’s okay for one of the cool guys. Maybe he’s interested because you’re so exotic.”

“Exotic?”

“How many other people here look like you? That skin, those eyes—all black like that—your accent. You’re exotic. We don’t get exotic here much.”

“That’s what interests you, isn’t it?” I ask before I can stop myself. “I mean, you wanted to talk to me because I’m from Greece, you said, and then you ask for dish on my family.”

She grins. Then shrugs. Then her grin grows wider. “I’ve known most of these people since the third grade,” she says. “I know who their parents are and when each one had their first kiss and from who—”

“Whom,” I mutter. I am good at grammar in all my languages, even when I choose not to use it.

“Whatever,” she says. “I know everything about them, and sometimes too much, as you’ll figure out in gym soon enough.”

I frown. I’m not sure what that reference is to, and I’m not sure I want to know.

“And you don’t like Josh?” I ask.

“I didn’t say that,” she says. “I just think he’s predictable, you know? He likes blonde cheerleaders, girls he can lead around. And suddenly he’s chatting you up. That’s weird. I notice weird.”

“Do you approve?” I ask.

Her grin is so wide it looks like it might eat her face. “It’s not up to me to approve.”

The other students are getting up. I guess it’s nearly time for class. I shove a few more bites of chicken in my mouth and stand too.

Olivia hands me my cup. She keeps hers too.

“But I do approve,” she says really soft. “Not because I like Josh or know much about you. But because you’re something new. And together, you’re something fascinating.”

“We’re not together,” I say.

She shakes her head. “Whatever,” she says again, and hurries out of the restaurant.
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LUNCH LEAVES ME confused, but I’m beginning to think confusion is my natural state—at least here, in the mortal world. I’m not sure why Olivia wanted to talk to me, and I’m really not sure why Josh keeps coming up to me, but I’ll talk to him if he wants to talk to me.

One thing lunch did do is leave me so homesick I can hardly breathe. I sit in English class, listening to Mrs. Fiddler natter on about the way certain story archetypes recur in different cultures. (She’s been talking about this since that myth discussion a few days ago. I don’t understand any of the archetypes as she describes them, but then, I know a lot of the people she calls archetypes. By name, I mean. Y’know. Like Apollo, who is a half brother of mine. Or I know of them. Like Thor, a mage who gives my dad fits because they’re both considered thunder gods. [And sadly, the real Thor looks nothing like Chris Hemsworth.] And these people are nothing like what Mrs. Fiddler describes. Of course, her information is thousands of years out of date, but still.)

While she’s talking, I’m thinking about Josh and blondes and about how, if we were home or I had that iPhone or if I hadn’t agreed to talk to my sisters only once a week or better yet, if I hadn’t given up my magic, I could introduce him to Brittany. If he likes bimbo blondes, my sister would intrigue him from the start and by the time he figured out how smart she is, he’d be hooked.

Not that Brittany needs help meeting guys. They always hang off her because, in my world, she’s exotic—there aren’t a lot of blondes in Olympus—but sisters help each other, right? And since he can’t be interested in me except as something exotic and rare, then he might like my sister.

As if they’d ever meet.

I sigh and try to pay attention. I doodle in my notebook and write down the assignment (something about the difference between myths and fables), and wish I could go home. That’s what I’m coming down to. I want to go home more than anything.

I’m still thinking about this as I walk back to the house. No one talks to me the rest of the day (Jenna waves hi, though) and I manage to avoid getting called on in the rest of my classes.

My stomach burbles all afternoon from the chicken sandwich, which seems to be my reaction to a lot of the food in this town (my mom says it’s because I’m learning whole new cuisines and my system isn’t used to it), and I feel a little logy. Although the logy part could simply be a reaction to the confusion—or maybe because I haven’t been sleeping well.

When I fall asleep, I dream I’m back in the library where we stayed as Interim Fates. It’s this cool place that goes on and on forever. It’s filled with magic law books and books on spells and the history of magic. Every book ever written by a mage, conjured by a mage, or loved by a mage is in there (which means there are some mortal volumes as well, not that I read them then, although I looked at a few of them.) We kinda trashed it, because we didn’t know we had to hire our own maids (or spell them or whatever) and I complained a lot about the place because we were surrounded by books all the time with nowhere else to go.

But I’d rather be there now than here. This is like a bigger version of that library—this strange town with its even stranger customs—and I really and truly have nowhere else to go, even if people say I could drive out or fly out or whatever it is mortals do when they travel.

I let myself in the house, which is cool and dark in the warmth of the afternoon, and go to my room, pretending I don’t know where Mom put the iPhone as she prepares to send it back. I could call Crystal and Brittany on the phone, too, and maybe, if Mom keeps coming home late, I will. Just because. It’s pretty clear that Crystal’s mom won’t tell—she won’t even notice. It’s just Brittany’s mom who’ll get her undies in a bundle (yeah, I like that phrase) and if we do it right, she might not notice either.

But what’s keeping me from it is all that time Mom and I spent looking at sample itemized bills for the iPhone, and I keep wondering if regular phones have those too. Because if they do, I’m screwed, at least as far as the afternoon phone calls go.

So I head to my room to pretend to do homework and maybe figure out some plan so that I can at least talk to people who care about me and don’t find me exotic. I drop my backpack on the rug beside the bed, then flop on the coverlet, letting the entire thing bounce me a little, which is more soothing than I want to admit.

I’m almost asleep when something goes Ka-zap!

I open my eyes.

My dad is standing at the foot of the bed. He has his hands on his hips and he’s surveying the whole place.

“Daddy?”

He turns toward me. He’s short and people say (I’ve heard them) that he looks a little like a bull because his features are coarse. I have his eyes—all black and intense—but not the rest of his features or even his shape, which, Crystal says, is a blessing because who would want to be short and square with no neck?

“Heard you wishing, honey,” he says. “I can sure see why.”

He was spying on me! He’s not supposed to do that.

I sit up, then glance at the door. Mom’ll be home at any minute.

“You’re not supposed to be here.”

“Hello, and how are you?” he says, raising his black eyebrows. “I missed you, Daddy. It’s great to see you.”

He’s being sarcastic, implying that I’ve been rude. Maybe I have, but I did just see him a few weeks ago. And I’m not homesick for him.

I hope he doesn’t hear that thought. He normally doesn’t listen into thoughts, but if he heard my wishes, he had to be doing some illegal mental spying.

I can feel the blush beginning.

But he’s turned around again, and is looking at the smoke stain on the wall.

He shakes his head. “I don’t know why I agreed to any of this. You girls are all unhappy. I hate it when my girls are unhappy.”

I cross my legs and plump some pillows against my back. I don’t even have the urge to hug him. If this’d been the movies, I’d’ve run across my room and given him a big old hug before yelling at him.

But Daddy’s never really been the huggy type—at least not with his kids. New girlfriends, now that’s another matter.

“You don’t usually notice if we’re unhappy,” I say.

He grabs the white chair that matches the desk I never use. The chair looks too flimsy for him, but if he breaks it, I’ll make him fix it.

Magic. It’s so convenient.

He slides the chair over and sits beside the bed, almost like he would if I were sick or something.

“I notice when my girls are unhappy,” he says.

I shake my head. “Then you don’t usually care.”

“You’re always tough on me, Tiffany,” he says. “Why is that?”

I don’t know the answer to that. I do know that most of the other kids—even the grown ones—are a little afraid of him. I’m not. I never have been, not really. I’m not even sure I like him much, even though he is probably the most interesting person I’ve ever met.

“What do you want, Daddy?” I ask.

“You’ve been wanting to go home,” he says. “I want to take you home.”

“That’s not what we agreed,” I say.

He rolls his eyes. “Already you’ve become one of those hidebound mortals? You’ve only been living like this a few weeks. Don’t tell me you like it here.”

I can’t tell him that because that would be lying.

“There’s some cool stuff,” I say, because that much is true.

“Cooler than doing anything you want?” he asks. “Cooler than having the world at the snap of your fingertips?”

It’s not even the same, I think, but don’t say.

His expression doesn’t change—and my dad’s not really good at hiding his moods—so for the moment, at least, he’s not listening in.

But I’m a bit surprised at my own thought. I mean, I should say that magic is cooler than living here, but it’s just so different. Magic, at least the way me and Brit and Crystal have lived it, is all about doing whatever you want when you want, and this place with Mom is all about rules and structure.

The real Fates once told me that good magic is about rules and structure too, but Daddy laughed when he heard that. He says they only like the rules because they make up the rules.

My confusion is growing worse. So is my stomachache, and I can’t tell if it’s from the stress or from that stupid chicken sandwich.

“Are Brittany and Crystal going home?” I ask instead of answering his question. Because if they are going home, then I will too. Not that I’m a follower, but we all agreed to do this together, and if we can’t be separate together then we should be together all the time.

Even if Megan doesn’t think so.

“They’re not happy either,” Daddy says.

He is studying me like he can see through me. Maybe he is listening into my thoughts.

But if he was, then he’d’ve answered my question differently. Because he would know how important truth is to me. How important it’s always been to me.

Not that he’s lying about them being unhappy. Even I know that, just from the short phone calls.

But the question is…

“That’s not what I asked,” I say. “I want to know if they’re going with you.”

His mouth thins. It makes him look even more bullish. “You’re the first one I’ve asked, little girl.”

That makes me feel good and makes me uncomfortable. “How come?”

“Because they listen to you. They can’t sneeze without your permission.”

“That’s not true,” I say. “They’re living whole lives without me now.”

“And your little empath—” by that, he means Megan “—seems to think that’s a good thing.”

“I know,” I say, because I’m still confused about this good thing/bad thing idea. “She says we can’t be real people until we know ourselves.”

“That’s modern crap,” Dad says and stands up. “You want to know yourself? Let’s start at the beginning, shall we? You want to know why your mom gave you up? Here.”

He touches that smoke stain and suddenly the whole room fills with flame. Only I can’t smell the smoke. The smoke is terrible and the fires are coming from the fingers of the fat baby lying in the middle of her crib.

Me.

I’m really round and naked and the only thing about me that looks like me is the eyes. They’re black and intense and sparkling. Baby Me is having a great time, even though the room is burning down around her.

Mom comes in and screams. Her hair is long and cornrowed with beads at the bottom (hypocrite!) and the beads click as she leans over me. She reaches for me and I zap her with fire. Her hair catches fire and instead of screaming, she grabs a blanket and snuffs it out.

Then she tosses the blanket on me, and grabs me and runs from the room. Down the stairs, out the front door, and past the neighbors who are staring at my room like it’s the most fascinating thing they’ve ever seen. Fire trucks show up, and men in fire suits go into the house and bring in hoses and they work on the flames while Mom keeps me wrapped in that blanket.

A paramedic shows up and tries to take me from Mom so that he can tend to the burns on her scalp, but she pushes him away. Tears run down her face, making tracks in the soot, and finally, she says—in a hoarse voice I barely recognize—“Zeus.”

That’s all it takes. A soft-spoken “Zeus” and the entire scene freezes. The water stops moving, the people stop moving, the fire stops moving. Only Mom is still moving. Mom and me, as I pry my way out of the blankets and eye the unmoving flames with more intensity than the adult me likes.

Daddy pops in like he just did in my room. And he looks the same. Mom looks lots younger and very scared, but Daddy looks no different.

“I warned you,” he says.

“Spell me,” she says. “Give me the power to stop her spells. Help me take care of her.”

He tilts his head. “You know the rules.”

That’s rich. Daddy hates rules. But Megan always says Daddy’s good at using rules to his advantage, not caring about anybody else.

“You break them all the time,” Mom says. “Help me. I can’t get rid of her. She’s my child. My only child. You have an entire battalion of children.”

“And I know how to raise them,” Daddy says. “She’s special. She doesn’t belong here. You’ll constrict her, make her something small. She needs to be big and glorious and free.”

“She’s a baby,” Mom says. “She needs her mother.”

Daddy grins. He looks almost satanic (yes, I know what that is. I saw Little Nicky).

“You have three choices,” Daddy says. “You can keep her here, and hope you survive the next few months. You can give her to me, and I can raise her. Or you can try to find some magic couple that’ll take her.”

Mom’s lower lip trembles. I’m surprised at how hard she’s working to keep me. Daddy always said she just handed me to him, and Mom always said she had no choice but to give me up.

“I’ll give her to you,” Mom says, “if you let me come with her.”

“You’d give up your life here?” Daddy asks.

Mom nods.

“Everything, your lovely house—” He says that with his trademark sarcasm. “—your university job, your all-American beloved freedom?”

“Yes,” Mom says. “I need to be with her.”

“Hera doesn’t let me have girlfriends anywhere near Olympus,” Daddy says.

“So take us somewhere else.”

“Then how can I raise her?” Daddy asks. “It’s either me or some magic couple.”

“Like an adoption,” Mom says.

“And you’ll never see her again.” Daddy sounds almost gleeful.

I’m not sure why he’s showing me this. Does he know how bad he comes off? Or does he think I’ll hate Mom after watching this?

“How come you want her?” Mom asks. “You’ve never spent any time with her.”

“She’s my daughter,” he says. “You know how special all my children are.”

“No,” Mom says, the tears gone now. “I don’t. I’ve only heard of a handful, and most of them are several thousand years old.”

Daddy rolls his eyes. “I’ll raise her to be one of the best of us. I wanted to give you a chance to see how you could do.”

“I’m not giving her to you,” Mom says. “Not unless you let me come along.”

“I can’t do that,” Daddy says. “But I can get Hera to look the other way for a week or two every once in a while. You can visit Tafandra then.”

“Tiffany,” Mom says. “Her name is Tiffany.”

Daddy shrugs. “It’s not a very good name, is it? We’ll have to change it.”

Mom stands. She’s holding Baby Me so tight that I squirm. Both mes. The me watching and the me being squeezed.

“Her name is Tiffany,” Mom says. “The name stays, just like I do. If you want the best for this child, you’ll take me too.”

“If you want the best for her,” Daddy says, “you’ll let her be herself. You’ll let people who know how to deal with her raise her.”

Then he sweeps his hand toward the still frozen fire, pouring out of my bedroom window.

Mom looks at it too, and wilts, just a little.

“How about a compromise?” she says. “How about some magic couple we both know raises her for a while and I spend my time there. It’s away from your wife—” And now Mom’s using a tone I’ve rarely heard. It’s just as nasty as Dad’s only without the magical threat, “—and I can still be with my daughter.”

“Tried that about three thousand years ago. Hera killed the couple, stole the baby, and threw me out of Olympus for most of a year.”

“Why do you stay with her?” Mom asks.

Daddy shrugs and walks around the small area that’s not frozen. He doesn’t even look at Baby Me. Except for the time when he was pointing at me, he hasn’t looked at Baby Me at all.

Mom shifts Baby Me to her shoulder, but keeps my hands wrapped in that blanket. She looks intent.

“You stay because you’re afraid of her, aren’t you?”

Daddy bows his head.

“Is she more powerful than you?”

He roars—which I’ve only heard him do a few times. It means he’s really angry.

“No one’s more powerful than me,” he says.

“Prove it,” Mom says. “Give me custody of my daughter. Give me the magic to raise her. And if you won’t do that, take me with her. Ignore your wife.”

Daddy walks over to Mom and—still not looking at Baby Me—touches her head. He heals the burns and restores her cornrows. Her eyes fill with tears.

“She’s better off with me,” he says.

Mom doesn’t blink. I recognize that move. I use it when I don’t want the tears to fall either; when I’m hoping no one notices they’re even in my eyes.

“How’s this?” Daddy asks. “How about you spend summers with us? I’ll find a way to keep her away from Hera during that time.”

“How about you keep your wife away from her all the time?” Mom says. “How about keeping my daughter with me?”

Daddy shakes his head. “If I had more control of the Powers That Be, I’d do that. But I can’t. Summers is the best I can do.”

Then he unwraps the blanket around me. My little baby fingers are fried at the tips. He shows that to Mom.

She gasps and the tears do fall. She cradles me against her and rocks.

Daddy lets that happen for a few minutes. Then Mom bundles me up and hands me to him.

“Let me see her whenever I want,” she says.

He shakes his head.

“Then give me private time with her in the summers,” Mom says. “Away from you people and your magic. Find a way to do it.”

He looks at her with something like compassion. I say “something like” because in all the years I’ve known Daddy, he’s never really shown real compassion.

“I can do that,” he says, and then he vanishes.

With Baby Me.

Leaving Mom alone in the middle of a frozen scene—fires not quite burning, people not quite moving, water not quite falling.

She looks at it, and then it activates again, and the paramedic is saying, “…you all right, ma’am? Are you all right?”

And she shakes her head. “My baby,” she says.

“Is it inside, ma’am?”

And it becomes clear to her—and to me—that the paramedic doesn’t remember Baby Me. No one else seems to. Just Mom, who sits there, like she’s been burned really bad.

Only Daddy removed all the burns.

And he removed me too.

And Mom didn’t fight it.

Because she couldn’t.

He bamboozled her, just like he bamboozles everybody else.

The scene is fading. I’m staring at Mom, her eyes the eyes I remember—not young and frightened, but old and resigned. And then she disappears, and there’s only Daddy, looking just the same, standing in front of that smoke stain.

“See?” he says. “She gave you away.”

“You didn’t give her much choice,” I say.

“You’d’ve killed her, given a few more weeks,” Daddy says.

“She was right,” I snap. “You could’ve broken the rules.”

“Ah, sweetheart.” He sits back down on that white chair. “Why do you think I fought the real Fates? Tried to get you girls to take over? The Fates enforce the magical laws. I nearly got nailed just for that little bit of interference. Imagine what would have happened if I had given your mom what she wanted.”

I look back at the stain. Raised here? With magic? I can’t imagine it. This is a completely different world.

I’d know everybody since they were little, just like Olivia, and I’d know if Josh was really interested, and I’d understand American history.

“Let’s give you a taste of it,” Daddy says.

He opens his fist. There’s a vial inside, and inside the vial is a drop of liquid. He floats the vial to me.

“What’re you doing?” I ask.

The vial opens itself, and tilts. I back away, but the vial follows.

“What are you doing?” I ask again.

The drop falls out of the vial and lands on my leg. It burns for a minute, then disappears. My stomach settles down immediately.

“What did you do?” I ask.

Daddy grins. “I gave you some of your magic back.”

“But that’s breaking the rules,” I say.

“It’s so small, no one’ll notice,” he says.

“I notice,” I say. But I feel better. A little stronger.

“You’ll get one spell out of that,” he says. “A weak one. Or two wishes. So be careful what you’re thinking.”

“Daddy, I promised I wouldn’t use magic.”

“So blame me. You always do anyway.”

He grins. I don’t like that grin.

“Daddy,” I say, “I gave my word.”

“So?” he says. “That only means something to someone who cares.”

“I care,” I say.

His grin widens. “Then don’t use the magic,” he says, and vanishes.
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DON’T USE THE magic? That’s like handing a starving person food and telling her not to eat. I pound the pillow with my fist.

“Daddy!” I shout. “Get back here! Now!”

But he doesn’t come back. I yell until I’m hoarse, but he never reappears.

Even though I know he’s listening.

And probably laughing.

I stand up. I don’t know what I’m going to do. I know what I should do. I should tell Mom and have her get Megan. Not that Megan has the kind of magic that’ll get rid of this drop Daddy’s given me, but she’ll know someone who can.

But I don’t want to do that because that means Mom’ll know I talked to Dad, and that’ll just cause a scene. I’ve caused scenes—with Daddy—and I hate them. But that’s what I’m good at, or so he says.

Then I frown. He asked me how come I’m always hard on him. Is he doing this to me because of that? Is he testing me? Is that why he showed me that bit of the past with Mom? Does he want to turn me against her or show me how powerful I was?

Because I know he was lying to her. He didn’t want to raise me—he didn’t raise me. He let other people do it—he just wanted me in his control.

This is probably about that too. Me being in his control. Because until this afternoon, I wasn’t in his control.

I get off the bed and pace around the bedroom. Outside, the scene is different than it was when I was a baby. The people across the street painted their house white, so now it glitters in the sunlight. The sun is bright and strong. The tree beneath my window is still green. The street is still pretty empty.

It’s not that much later than it was when Daddy got here. Maybe it’s no later. Maybe he froze time with me, just like he did that time with Mom.

And now I’m mad. I went from what I thought was calm to pissed off in like three seconds. I want to throw things around the room. I want to break that chair he sat on because he touched it.

How come he put me in this position? I mean, I understand the control part (Megan’s only been harping on that from the beginning) but now I have a dilemma—and it’s not the kind of dilemma I’ve been expecting or even living through.

It’s multifaceted. It’s huge. It goes like this:

If I use the magic, am I giving in to Daddy? Am I giving into my worst self? I am breaking my word, aren’t I? Even though I agreed to have the magic taken away—and that happened—I didn’t agree not to get it again. In fact, I gave it away with the express understanding that it would come back one day. This just isn’t the one day I’m expecting.

Do I tell anyone? Mom’ll be mad. Megan’ll be mad and she’ll confront Dad. If I tell Brittany or Crystal, they might be mad, especially if Daddy didn’t give them a drop of magic. Megan says this is the kind of chaos that Daddy loves. If I tell people, do I give into that?

But if I don’t tell people, am I doing what Daddy wants? Megan says dysfunctional families always have secrets from each other. Of course, she told me this while agreeing that I have to lie to all the mortals I meet, which gives her the moral authority of a rotting donut, in my mind. I just talk to her because…well, because she’s the first person who ever really listened to me, or Brittany, or Crystal, and she actually did help us, back when we were Interim Fates and supposed to be in charge of everything. Of course, we were in charge of everything except Daddy and the stuff he didn’t want us in charge of, which is different from the real Fates, who have their powers back and now can control Daddy, which probably pisses him off.

Is that why he came to me? Is he making some new power play? If so, I have no idea how I’m involved. He’s probably just irritated that he has nothing to mess with, so he’s trying to mess with the thing that screwed up his plan to take over the universe—namely, me, Brittany, and Crystal.

I sit on the edge of the bed. The more I think about the three of us screwing Daddy up, the more I think I’m onto something. Daddy doesn’t get mad. He gets even.

And because we didn’t perform well as Interim Fates—heck, we weren’t even good mages. (I still don’t know why us out of all his kids—I mean, there were actually older kids who’re better at magic, but still young enough to be influenced by him; and younger kids who could’ve been molded more.) He said it was because he liked us best, but it’s Daddy. He probably says that to all his kids.

Stupid me, I believed him then.

And I believed him earlier when he told me that he’s doing this because he cares about me.

Just like he told Mom he would raise me.

What did Megan say as she helped the Powers That Be thwart Daddy’s plans and make him listen to us in that first therapy session? She said that Daddy doesn’t understand the finer emotions like love.

He showed me all that stuff about Mom, thinking I’d fall for the logic, not realizing that I saw the love and terror in her eyes. He thought I’d agree with what he did (because he’s so egotistical, he can’t think anything else). He didn’t have a clue that I’d actually feel sorry for Mom.

I mean, what was it like, giving up your baby? Especially to a magical nutball like Dad?

I rub my hand over my face. I don’t even want to think about that. I don’t want to think about any of this—and I get mad all over again.

Dad’s put me in this position.

So…

If I wish my way out of it, asking that the drop leave my body, am I doing magic? Am I giving into Dad’s stupid plan? Is that what he expects me to do?

I growl and fall backwards on the bed. I actually have the beginnings of a headache.

As if school isn’t bad enough. As if learning how to navigate this silly town isn’t hard enough. As if learning how to do all the practical stuff that Mom says most humans learn as children isn’t embarrassing enough.

Now I have to cope with this—and broken promises—and Daddy.

That’s what’s making me maddest of all. I kinda thought I wouldn’t have to deal with Daddy for a while.

Maybe that’s why I agreed to live with Mom and go through all this stupid rigmarole and learn how to be mortal even though I know I’m not, and learn how to do the stuff that servants do, even though I’ll have them when I get magic again.

I’ve been lying to myself. I don’t want to go back home. Not Mount Olympus home. Because with all the troubles I’ve had here, none of them are as mind-bogglingly difficult as dealing with the manipulative minefield that is Daddy.

And then he has to go and show up here.

Screwing me all up.

Okay. I need a plan.

And here are my options in shorthand:

Tell Mom.

Tell Megan.

Tell Brittany and Crystal.

Make Daddy take the magic back somehow.

Wish the magic away.

Use the damn thing and forget about it.

And here are the reasons I can’t do any of that:

Mom—I shake my head. I can’t. I just can’t tell her. She’ll be so upset.

Megan’ll tell Daddy and confront him, and then he’ll just be mad. Things’ll get worse because Megan doesn’t have the power to defend me or Mom.

Brittany and Crystal might not have had this opportunity, and they might be hurt/mad. Besides, when they have problems, they come to me. I never go to them. I’m smarter than both of them combined—or at least, that’s the role I was given (according to Megan; which kinda hurt my feelings when she said that, truth be told).

Make Daddy take the magic back—like that’ll happen.

Wish the magic away—which means I’ve used it. Hello! That’s what he wants.

Use the damn thing and forget about it. Which is what he wants. And then he’ll be back, meddling even more.

So I don’t have any options, except the one I’m just not strong enough to do: I can’t just ignore the magic. Because one day, I’ll say something dumb using that phrase which I can’t even think at the moment, at least not in order, but it’s a two word phrase with the words “wish” and “I” in it.

I’m trapped, trapped, trapped.

I close my eyes and think for a moment. The Powers control Daddy kinda, but he is a Power, so he’d know if I went to them. But the Powers listen to the Fates, and the Fates understand magic rules, and they’ll do what they think is best, and they can handle Daddy—and he won’t know if I went to see them or not because sometimes the Fates watch over stuff, just like the gods in those myths Mrs. Fiddler has us read.

The question is: can I get to the Fates without using the magic?

I sit up.

I have to try.

I walk over to that smoke stain, wondering if there’s even a trace of magic left in it. I touch it, and it vibrates. See? I remember some of my reading from Interim Fate days.

The vibration makes that spot on my leg ache. I lean as close to the smoke stain as I can, and say, “Fates, if you can hear me, I need help. I need to see you. Please? I’m asking as a former (and repentant) Interim Fate. Please?”

And before I get out the last please, the smoke stain disappears. I’m in a wall of white, and I feel dizzy. Transporting has never made me feel dizzy before.

But I’ve never done it without magic before—letting someone else control it.

I breathe as best I can, and suddenly I’m tumbling onto a marble floor—which knocks my breath out of my chest, but doesn’t really hurt me.

I slide forward and stop, right in front of a spa. There’s a swimming pool beside me, with a waterfall tumbling into it from outside. The ceiling overhead is blue, with painted clouds and stars and some kind of ambient light that makes it look like the sun is shining even though it’s not.

As I get my breath back, I realize that I have skinned my elbows. They burn just a little, but that spot on my calf burns more.

I sit up, and there they are—all three Fates, looking pretty and powerful…and naked.

They look at me and grin in unison.

And suddenly, I’m very, very scared.
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AND WHY SHOULDN’T I be scared? Here I am, lying on the floor of a spa, in some place—any place, maybe even a place out of time—with three of the most powerful women who’ve ever lived. And to make things worse, I helped Daddy betray them. He convinced the Powers that the Fates were screwing up, made them reapply for their own jobs, tried to impose term limits, of all things, and somehow convinced them to give up their powers and live among mortals for a while. (Hmm, sounds familiar…except that Daddy opposed us girls doing it. The giving up powers/living among mortals part, anyway.)

In the meantime, me, Brittany, and Crystal took their places—without the thousands of years of knowledge or a clue about the overall grand scheme or any real help from Daddy or the Powers.

But we did relinquish the Fateness, and it was my idea. Well, our idea.

And Megan helped.

Still, the Fates are scary. I mean—they’ve been at this since the beginning of time—maybe literally—and some say they have the power of good and evil at their fingertips. But from the books I read, and what Megan says, and what the Fates really claim, their biggest task is to protect True Love.

Which is why Daddy really wanted to get rid of them. He doesn’t believe in True Love. Not that I blame him. Who would, married to Hera?

Anyway, the Fates don’t look anything like the mythology pictures that Mrs. Fiddler passed out one day in class. Those women are wearing long, old-fashioned Greek robes and look—I dunno—classic. But in real life, they’re pretty and, like I said, naked.

Clotho—who in that picture is holding the spinning wheel from which they used to get their powers (they got stronger over the years and no longer need it)—has a green beauty mask all over her face. She looks like a grown-up version of Brittany—all blonde and skinny. She grabs a towel and wipes off her face, The better to see you, my pretty, I think and then regret, because sometimes the Fates can hear thoughts (if they want to. I’m hoping that at the moment, they don’t want to).

Lachesis—who according to that silly drawing is supposed to give people their destinies at birth (The Disposer of Lots, the picture said)—is tall and heavy and redheaded, Rubenesque, Mom would say, even though I still don’t know why being heavy is called that. Lachesis wiped off her white beauty mask and is glaring at me with those green eyes that are uncannily like Crystal’s. She and Crystal share red hair, and I’m beginning to wonder if maybe Daddy picked the three of us just because we’re blonde, brunette, and redheaded like the real Fates and we’re close in age.

Which would mean that Atropos is my counterpart. In the drawing, she’s got a pair of scissors in her hand because she cuts the thread of life. Mortals think she ends their life—or used to think it, when they believed Fates were gods. But they’re not. Gods, I mean. They are really powerful mages from the beginning of time, and they do have some remarkable abilities.

As for power over death, yeah, sure, I suppose. A little. But I never had that responsibility—or if I did, I didn’t know it.

Atropos’s eyes are dark and so is her hair, but her skin isn’t. That’s where we differ.

That and our ages, of course.

“So,” Clotho says, “you say you need us.”

“You realize,” Lachesis says, “that throwing yourself at the feet of the court isn’t always a good idea.”

The other thing I didn’t mention—which is part of the Fate destiny or whatever (it happened to me, Brit, and Crystal too) is that the Fates must speak in a particular order. When they got back to power, the order reestablished itself as Clotho first, Lachesis second, and Atropos third.

So I just look at Atropos. She’s going to speak next, whether she wants to or not.

But she doesn’t say anything. I guess in the scheme of things, I’m supposed to speak next—and tell them why I’m here.

“I need your help,” I say.

“The entire world needs our help,” Atropos says. “We usually decline, unless it has something to do with destinies and love.”

“You’re too young to worry about true love,” Clotho says.

“In fact, if you fall in love now,” Lachesis says, “it won’t be true.”

I sit up and cross my legs, ignoring the burning in my elbows and calf. The air smells of sulfur and is waaaay too hot. But it’s a spa, and apparently a natural one.

The Fates line up on one side of their pool and stare at me. The staring makes me even more frightened, and that’s probably why they’re doing it.

Since they’ve come back into power, they’ve decided to use it more. Or so it seems to me, not that I have a lot to base anything on. I mean, I never met them before I took over their job (that I remember) and then afterward, they were more concerned with repairing the mess that Crystal, Brittany, and I made than with us in particular. In fact, even though they wanted some kind of action, they really didn’t blame us much at all.

They barely noticed us.

“I’m not here about love,” I say. “I’m here about Daddy.”

All three Fates sigh as if I’ve brought a bad smell into the room. Maybe I have. After all, it’s Daddy who has been trying to defeat them all these years. They probably hate him.

And for that reason alone, I probably shouldn’t’ve come.

“What has he done this time?” Clotho asks.

“We shouldn’t ask the child to tell on her father,” Lachesis says softly.

Atropos makes a rude noise. “The child came here to tell on her father. Let her talk.”

Clotho peels a long strand of green mask off the side of her face. “I would rather get back to relaxing. Can we hurry this along?”

She looks at me.

I shrug. “I’ll talk as fast as I can.”

“Better yet,” Lachesis says, “give us the setup.”

“We’ll divine the rest,” Atropos says with something like a sneer.

So I remind them about me and Brittany and Crystal giving up our magic and going to live with our mothers.

Clotho says to the others, “Really, we should have come up with a better solution.”

“It wasn’t our solution,” Lachesis says.

“You girls claimed you wanted it,” Atropos says. She seems kinda hostile to me. The other two seem to take me in stride, but Atropos glares at me the whole time.

Does she feel like I took her job—hers and not theirs? Because I didn’t even know the job I had was hers until now. Maybe I should say something.

I grab my ankles and lean forward, about to say just that, when Clotho snaps, “Setup, remember?”

“Yeah,” I say, and then I tell them about my promise not to think about magic and how we’re trying to be normal mortals, and how we’re not supposed to have contact with each other except on Saturday—

“That’s a silly rule,” Lachesis mutters.

“Let the girl finish,” Atropos snaps.

—and how Daddy can’t see us at all because he interferes. Then I get to the part where he magically appears today, and as I start to tell them about it, Clotho waves a hand.

“We’ll watch from here,” she says.

So for the second time in a single afternoon, I watch myself live a part of my life. Then I watch me watching my baby self and I begin to feel really dizzy. It’s like looking through a series of mirrors, only instead of getting a clear sense of myself, I get no real sense at all.

But the Fates stare with great fascination. After the whole flashback within a flashback happens (Mrs. Fiddler would be proud of me, remembering and illustrating that term [although probably not in any way she ever imagined]), Lachesis waves an arm and the action freezes.

“Your father does realize how badly he comes across, doesn’t he?” she asks.

“Oh, puh-leeze,” Atropos says in a good imitation of me (at least, I think she’s imitating me. She can’t be imitating Alicia Silverstone [my heroine] from Clueless, can she? Can she? Jeez, that freaks me out even worse).

“It’s Zeus,” Clotho says. “He just wanted the child. He wants her to know he wants her, even though he treated her mother shabbily. He assumes her loyalty is with him, not with her mother, and he might be right.”

I don’t like being discussed like I’m not there. “My mom is cool,” I say, even if that’s not entirely true. I mean, she’s cool for a mom. And I’m starting to feel sorry for her.

“Besides,” Lachesis says as if I haven’t spoken, “Zeus really doesn’t care about what other people think. He only cares about what he wants.”

“Strange that he always wants his children, and then doesn’t seem to do a good job of raising them.” Atropos looks at me when she says that. She’s trying to make me mad, and it’s working.

“I know all that,” I say, even though it’s nice to hear some of my suppositions confirmed. “I’m not here because Daddy came to see me or because he showed me what he did to Mom.”

All three Fates look at me. Blue, green, and black eyes—all focused on me. I can feel that silly blush rising, and I almost, almost, waste a wish on getting rid of it.

But I don’t.

Not yet.

“I’m here,” I say a little softer, “because of what he did after.”

“After?” Clotho asks as if she doesn’t want to know.

“After he showed me all that stuff,” I say, and I’m about to tell them when Lachesis waves her arm again, and the scene starts up, like a movie just taken off of pause. I didn’t know you could do that with real life—or at least, with real life memories—which might’ve made my life easier (just a little) when I was an Interim Fate.

Anyway, this time, I stare at the Fates, not at me. (Besides, I could’ve combed my hair and my shirt is wrinkled in the back [which makes me tug it down now and run a hand through my hair] and I look kinda dorky even though I didn’t mean to. Who wants to watch dorky?) They’re watching pretty intently, and then when I tell Daddy off—or kinda tell him off—Lachesis actually applauds.

Clotho frowns at her, and Atropos frowns at me. My stomach turns. That queasiness is back.

Then, finally, we get to the drop of magic part, and that’s when I say, “That’s what I’m here about. I’m not supposed to have magic.”

Lachesis snaps her finger and the image of me (just me by then) disappears. She gives me a sad look. “Your father is a master manipulator.”

“And he has violated I don’t know how many rules,” Atropos says.

“He’s not supposed to present himself to mortals anymore,” Clotho says.

“We’ll have to take this up with the Powers, since he’s out of our sentencing purview,” Lachesis says.

“But that’s not why I’m here either,” I say.

“You didn’t let us finish,” Atropos says with a snarl.

“Go ahead, child, tell us exactly,” Clotho says kindly.

I smile at her, thankful that at least two Fates seem to be on my side. “I want to know what to do. I can’t tell Mom…”

And then I go through all the arguments I’d been having with myself before I got here.

“…and so that’s why I came to you,” I say.

“For advice?” Lachesis asks, like that’s unheard of.

Well, I couldn’t remember anyone doing it with me and Brittany and Crystal either, but we were just kids. These guys are the real deal, as the saying goes, besides which, they have all this experience.

“We can’t give you advice,” Atropos says.

“Why not?” I ask.

“Because this is your problem, child,” Clotho says.

“Obviously, your father feels that he can seduce you with your old powers. Is that correct?” Lachesis asks.

I shrug, even though I was tempted just a few minutes ago, to use that wish to get rid of my blushing.

“Because you do realize that the first one is free, right?” Atropos asks.

And I recognize the slang. She does watch movies.

“You mean, if I use this drop, he’ll give me more magic?” I ask.

“And expect you to use it,” Clotho says.

“Until you’re horribly compromised,” Lachesis says.

“And the Powers have no choice but to bring you back to Olympus,” Atropos says.

“You’d be in your father’s control all right,” Clotho says.

“But believe us when we tell you that petitioning for the return of powers is harder than getting rid of them,” Lachesis says.

“There’s a chance you’d be here without much magic at all,” Atropos says and actually smiles.

I shiver. I’ve seen how some mages treat people without magic. It’s not pretty. (And I’ve been guilty of doing some of it myself. Only I can’t think about that now. I can’t think about any of it.)

My blush is growing worse. “You think Daddy would do that?” I ask. “Why me?”

“No offense, child,” Clotho says.

“But it’s not personal,” Lachesis finishes for her.

“He only wants you because he can’t have you,” Atropos says.

“Again,” Clotho says.

“Like before that fire,” Lachesis says.

“You have to know he was just waiting for a moment like that,” Atropos says.

“So that he could take you away from your mother,” Clotho says.

“He’s nasty that way,” Lachesis says.

“But he soon tires of new playthings,” Atropos says.

“So he’d forget about you once he has you,” Clotho says.

“What do I do?” I mean to say that really calmly, but it comes out like a cross between a whine and a moan.

Lachesis leans her elbows on the side of the pool. She smiles at me. “There’s a good way out of this,” she says, “if you only do what you do best.”

“What’s that?” I ask, sure Atropos will never tell me. So I look pleadingly at Clotho.

But Atropos is the one who answers.

“It’s pretty simple, kid,” she says. “Just think.”




 

 

 

 

SIXTEEN

 

 

THE NEXT THING I know, I’m back on my bed. My pillow’s in the middle of the floor and the white chair is too close to the bed, but otherwise, there’s no real way to tell that Daddy’s been here or that I got whisked off to the Fates.

Except for my headache.

I grab the pillow and hug it to my chest. Just think. How sarcastic can Atropos get?

I flop back on the bed. From down below, I hear some banging in the kitchen, which means that Mom must’ve gotten home. She probably thinks I’m still mad at her, because I didn’t yell hello when she got here.

I have no idea how I’m going to pretend I had a normal afternoon.

Just think.

Think.

I did think. That’s how I got to the Fates in the first place, and they told me they can’t help me.

I close my eyes.

But they did tell me that the Powers won’t notice the magic use until it gets egregious. So maybe I have a few chances to solve this thing before that.

My bedroom door creaks open. I sigh and open my eyes. Mom stands in the doorway. She looks a lot older than she did in that flashback/memory/whatever. She’s got lines under her eyes, and they’re not laugh lines.

They’re sad lines.

“I know we’re supposed to knock,” she says. “I’ve just been worried about you all afternoon, and when you didn’t say hi…”

I open my mouth, preparing to lie, but what comes out is, “I have a headache.”

“Have you taken anything?”

“Hmmm?”

She frowns at me, then smiles a little. “Of course you haven’t. Come with me.”

I sigh, shove the pillow aside, and follow her into the bathroom. Where she proceeds to explain aspirin, Tylenol, and a bunch of other drugs to me like I’m going to need this stuff.

Which sort of terrifies me. What kind of culture needs all of this to survive?

One without magic, of course. One that can’t just will a pain away, but has to live with it.

The same fear I felt with the Fates engulfs me. I sit on the toilet, and Mom puts her hand on my forehead.

“You’re not too warm,” she says.

Why would I be too warm? What don’t I know about being here? Probably as much as I don’t know about everything else.

Just think.

I am thinking and I’m not coming up with anything. Mom grabs one of the plastic cups she has in a little dispenser near the sink and fills it with water. Then she hands me two pills.

“This’ll help,” she says.

It won’t, but I humor her anyway.

“Now lie down for a while,” she says, “and I’ll call you when dinner’s ready.”

Is this what being maternal is? Is this what moms do in the mortal world?

I have no idea. I wonder if Mom does either. I mean, we’re both figuring this out together.

“Daddy wasn’t very nice to you, was he?” I blurt before I can stop myself.

Mom freezes in the act of putting the Tylenol away, one hand resting on the door of the medicine cabinet, the other clutching the white bottle trimmed with red.

“Why do you ask?” she says, her expression neutral.

I can’t exactly tell her what happened—I won’t, not yet anyway. I guess I need to know how she feels about him before I do.

“I dunno,” I say. “I was just thinking about it, y’know, and looking at the smoke stain.”

She nods. “It was for the best.”

“But it wasn’t fair, was it?”

She puts the bottle away, then turns and rests her hands behind her on the countertop like she’s bracing for the conversation. “Honey, what happened that day is between me and your dad.”

“But it wasn’t fair. He didn’t raise me.”

She actually winces. Then she sighs. “Look, Tiff. Your dad and I have a lot of problems. I didn’t understand what they were when I got pregnant, and I didn’t appreciate the special circumstances of raising a magical child.”

“Because nobody does it,” I say, “not even mages. Daddy bent the rules for his children.”

“Your father doesn’t entirely understand rules,” she says. “And given the amount of power he has had all his life, that makes sense to me.”

“How come you’re sticking up for him?” I ask.

“Because he’s your father,” she says, “and whatever happened between him and me should remain between us.”

“He’s not fair to me either,” I say.

She tilts her head. “What brought this up?”

I shrug.

“Tiffany?”

“I…” I close my eyes. The headache is still there, but Mom said it would take a while for the stuff to work. “I was mad.”

“I know,” she says.

“I was thinking about going home.”

She winces again. “You mean Mount Olympus?”

I nod. “Then I thought about it and realized it wouldn’t be home without Brittany and Crystal and I wouldn’t have my magic, unless the Powers took an appeal, and it wouldn’t be fair to ask them to come with me.”

“Brittany and Crystal?” Mom asks. I guess she thought maybe I meant the Powers.

“Yeah,” I say.

“So you decided to stay?” she asks and I can see how hard she’s trying to remain neutral and not sound hopeful, but she sounds hopeful anyway.

I’m still a little mad, I guess, because I don’t want to make her feel better right away. “I started thinking about Daddy and how he never notices me except when I’m complaining, and how it must’ve been for you, and how come he bugs me so much.”

Mom opens her mouth to say something, then seems to decide against it.

“If I stay with him, will I be like him?” I ask.

She closes her eyes for a minute, as if she’s gathering herself. Then she opens them and asks, “Do you want to be like him?”

“No,” I say.

“Who do you want to be like?” she asks.

I think of her face as she hands me to him, all that pain, and loss, and how she was willing to do it, even though it meant hurting herself even worse. I can’t understand that. I don’t have any skills for it. Even though I know people who’ve paraded as gods for thousands of years, none of them—so far as I know—have sacrificed anything.

Mom is staring at me.

“I wanna be like you,” I say.




 

 

 

 

SEVENTEEN

 

 

AND THAT’S WHEN it comes to me: Why kids don’t get magic right away.

They have to know how to make real choices. Like Mom did. Daddy had no clue what she was giving up (and if he did, he’s even meaner than I think he is). But I really think he had no clue. Like the Fates say, he doesn’t understand emotions—and if he had magic from the time he was a kid (he did), he’s never had to make hard choices.

Because magic’s a cheat unless you understand it.

The magic Daddy gave me isn’t quite strong enough to spell me to be like Mom, but I could wish I was, and then I would be, without any work at all. But would I be like her then? She had to work to be who she is. Me, I’d wish my way into it, and I would just be a copy, not Tiffany who admires her own mom and wants to be like her.

Is this what Megan said I needed to do when I had goals? I’d have to ask her.

“Thank you,” Mom says in this strangled voice, and that’s when I realize she hasn’t said anything for a long time. She brushes my face with her hand. I lean into it for a minute, and then realize I’m really tired.

Must be those Tylenol thingies. Or maybe just the afternoon.

“I’m going to lie down,” I say to her.

Mom nods, but doesn’t move. I leave her in the bathroom and go to my room. The bathroom door closes and I hear water running, but it sounds like Mom’s gulping too.

Or crying.

Then I shake my head. Mom’s not a crier. Mom’s too strong for that.

I pull my door closed and flop on my bed. Just think, Atropos said, like it’s obvious what I should do. As if I could make the afternoon never happen. As if…

I sit up. Well, duh.

That’s what I’ll do. That’s what I’ll wish for. But first, one selfish little wish. I’m going to prevent the blushing. I’m going to…

Only I stop that thought. Would Mom do that? Would it be wise to take away a natural reaction?

Instead, I clench my fists and control my thoughts real hard. I think about the wording in little chunks so that I don’t form a complete sentence until I’m ready.

First, I say, “I wish Daddy would stop giving me magic that I’m not entitled to.”

And then I say, “I wish he never gave me that drop of magic this afternoon.”

Two wishes. Two simple, small wishes.

And suddenly, for the third time today, my life flashes before me. Only it’s going in reverse, and I can see it. My talk with Mom, the pills, the bathroom, the door, and then the Fates talking, talking, talking, and then magic vial, and then Daddy, and then the flashback, and then Daddy again, and then I’m lying on the bed, just like I did this afternoon before the whole dilemma started.

And just when I’m wondering if I imagined the whole thing, Daddy pops into my room. Only he doesn’t end up at the foot of the bed like he did before. Instead, his hands part the air and his head sticks through like the fabric of reality around us is just a curtain.

“Why do you do this to me?” he asks.

“What?” I ask.

“Reject everything I give you,” he says. “And how come you don’t like me?”

I sit up. My headache is still there, or maybe it came back or maybe I never got rid of it in the first place. I rub a temple and finally say, “It’s not about you, Daddy.”

“It’s always about me, baby girl.”

I shake my head. “I just want a chance.”

“To be like that loser, your mother? She has no power.”

I think of the way she walked into the school on my first day of class or the way she made Daddy break some of his personal rules when she argued for custody with me. She got stuff no other mother of his children ever got.

Mom has a lot of power, and it doesn’t come from her magic, because she hasn’t come into it yet. It comes from her.

That’s what I like about her.

“You’re wrong, Daddy,” I say. “She’s got a lot of power.”

He harrumphs. “I have children who are much more special than you.”

“Then bother them,” I say.

“I will.” He vanishes.

I lie back on my pillow, and there’s another pop. He’s reappeared. He’s standing right beside my bed, his face bright red. Maybe I get the blushing from him. How weird. I thought it came from Mom.

“Why do you hate me?” he asks. “Is it your mother’s fault?”

“She’s always nice about you,” I say. “Nicer than you deserve.”

“So answer me,” he says. “Why do you hate me?”

“I don’t hate you,” I say.

“You seem like it.”

I shake my head. “It’s just that, y’know.”

He crosses his arms.

My heart is pounding. “You’re not very nice to me.”

“Nice? I made you a Fate.”

“An Interim Fate,” I say. “And you were using me for your political ends without helping me at all.”

“I gave you magic,” he says.

“That I didn’t want.”

“I offered to take you home.”

I stare at him. This is the moment, I guess. The moment when I can’t turn back.

“I am home,” I say quietly.

He harrumphs again, peers at me as if he can’t quite believe me, and then he disappears. I hug my pillow tight.

How strange that such an unfamiliar place can feel safer than my most familiar place.

I guess that’s what home is. The place where you’re safest.

The place where you’re loved.




 

 

 

 

EIGHTEEN

 

 

I WISH I could say it’s gotten easier since that afternoon. It hasn’t. I still don’t understand stuff most people take for granted, although me and Mom solved the American history problem. She got some History Channel DVDs that give me an overview of America from before the Revolution to now, and she watched them with me, answering questions.

Like my first one: If the movies don’t tell the truth, how come I can trust these things?

And she tells me the difference between fiction and nonfiction, which sounds a little like the difference between myth and reality, at least to me.

Helen’s still giving me some grief in school, but not nearly so bad as I thought from my movie examples. And Olivia doesn’t ask so many personal questions, even though I don’t talk to her as much as I talk to Jenna. Jenna’s really nice, and she doesn’t care about Greece or any of that stuff, and she doesn’t think I’m dumb when I ask what a social security number is. She just answers me, as if my questions are the most natural things in the world.

I did tell Megan about Daddy because the Fates already knew, and Megan got angry. She kinda radiated it. Empaths shouldn’t feel emotion when they’re counseling.

Still, she tried to hide it and let me talk, and then she said she was proud of me for standing up to Daddy, and she told me I should tell Mom all over again about what I want to be when I grow up, because Mom probably can’t remember.

So I’m going to. Once the right time comes around again.

But I still don’t get the entire goal thing. Megan laughs about that. She says that’ll come now that I know what kind of person I want to be.

I’m not sure I’d go that far. About knowing what kind of person I want to be. I know who I want to be like, but that’s a far distance from who I want to be.

Still, I got stuff to think about now.

And that’s all about me.

There’s Josh too. He’s really nice to me, and not just because he has to be. He waits for me at the coffee shop now after my therapy and buys me a mocha or a cookie and sometimes he just lets me sit.

Last week, he asked me to the homecoming dance, which I haven’t told Mom yet, because she’ll get all businesslike with dresses and shoes and stuff—which is necessary, but right now, it’s kinda nice that somebody likes me enough to want to spend time with me—and not just because I’m exotic.

Josh and I have talked enough that he knows I’m weird, but not all that unusual.

I did do one thing, though. I put away my Interim Fate t-shirt. I don’t wear it anymore, and Josh doesn’t mention it either. Like Megan said, I’m not that girl. I’m not a puppet for my dad’s political aims.

I’m my own person. Or at least I’m trying to be.

And—Mom says—that’s all any of us can ever ask.
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MY MOTHER CALLS me the Unexpected Consequence of a Momentary Lapse of Judgment. My older brother calls me the Unwelcome Visitor. My younger siblings don’t call me anything. They seem to think I’m going to be leaving soon.

Which, I suppose, makes sense, considering none of them knew I existed until July. Apparently, Mother never told anyone where she went those summers when she came to visit me. But Mother doesn’t tell anyone anything. It’s one of her trademarks. She’s an Independent Woman, and proud of it.

I guess someone had to force her to visit last June. That same someone reminded her that I am an Obligation, and she can’t simply ignore that, much as she wanted to. Or maybe they just told her all the other mothers were taking their children away from Daddy, and she had to too.

For an Independent Woman, Mother is awfully quickly swayed by public opinion.

My real name is Crystal, and apparently, I have a last name as well, which I didn’t know until I came to New York, and the nanny—the younger children have a nanny, and I was told, she would mind me as well because I’m “special” (which they all think means I’m of lesser intelligence than the rest of them when really, I’m probably smarter, just with a different life experience)—and the nanny handed me a student identification card for a school that I’m apparently enrolled in, a building identification card for this fortress in which we live, and a credit card embossed with my name on it.

My new name.

Crystal Chandler.

Here’s where it gets confusing or at least, where it gets confusing to me. My last name is Chandler. So is my mother’s. My stepfather’s last name is Wright, which is also the last name of my younger siblings. My older brother’s last name is Lieberman because, apparently, he, like me, has a different father than the other children.

Only he got to keep his father’s last name, and I got my mother’s—probably because my real father has no last name.

He doesn’t need one.

The entire world knows him as the Greek God Zeus.

I shy away now whenever I say that. The modern world hears that as craziness, but it’s the truth. And here’s more truth: I lived with my father, and his children—all of whom are my half-siblings—for my entire life. Until July, I had magic. At that time, I gave it up for something called a normal life.

I do regret that decision now.

Here’s what the “normal life” consists of:

A bedroom on the third floor of my mother’s Park Avenue apartment. In the castles where I was raised, this apartment would be called a wing. It’s large. Apartments in my previous homes had two rooms. This one has three spacious floors with more rooms than I’ve seen (I’m not allowed in the servants’ quarters) and feels as big as Mount Olympus itself. 

The windows in the apartment either overlook the skyscrapers and other buildings that make up New York City, or they overlook Central Park. I received a park view—something I “deserved” for the “dislocation” of being in a new place, which is what my stepfather said as he made the room assignment. My older brother, whose name is Ethan, by the way, but prefers to be called E (I think of him as EEEEEEE) groaned about this—apparently we’re on the same floor, only a few meters from one another—but everyone ignored him.

Everyone always ignores him which, I’m guessing, is the reason he picks on me. But more about that later.

By the way—and this isn’t unimportant—my stepfather, Owen Wright, is the only person in the household who calls me by my name. He’s the only one who treats me with a bit of respect, although he does look at me like I’m an alien creature.

And, compared with the rest of this clan, I am. I have my mother’s coloring—none of the others are blessed with it. That means I have bright red hair (auburn, my mother says, but I’ve seen auburn, and I ain’t got it. What I have is bright red), bone-white skin, and bright green eyes.

What I lack is my mother’s figure. I got my figure from the Greek God side of the family. I’m large-boned and large-breasted, something that is certainly not in fashion in New York. Even though I don’t have an ounce of fat (I know this because the first thing my mother did was drag me to her personal trainer so that I could lose weight, and the trainer did a body fat index on me and said I was less than 1% fat, which, Mother snapped, had to be impossible because I was so large [her word, “large,” not anyone else’s] and the trainer took me to the nutritionist who confirmed it. They said, Mrs. Chandler, your daughter is just a big healthy girl, to which my mother responded, How do we change that?).

I’ve seen three fashion designers, one of whom specializes in plus-sizes (which I’m not, according to that lovely woman) and now I have my own buyer, who makes sure I look as thin as possible, given my large bones and elephant nature.

These people here also want to change my hairstyle—I cropped off all the red because it was unusual on Mount Olympus too (most everyone there is dark-haired, olive skinned, and dark-eyed, except my favorite sisters, Brittany and Tiffany. Brittany’s a blond, and stood out even more than I did, and Tiff has the dark hair and dark eyes, but her skin color is dark chocolate, which made her as odd as me and Brit). 

These people here want me to get something called a perm and have natural curls which will accent my face. I figure it’ll access my “largeness” and have so far refused.

Mother also wants me to get rid of my tattoos, which are all little images of me at various ages (except the miniature roses scattered in between). Apparently there’s a doctor who can remove these things and “not leave scars” which I had to look up. Scars are scary. He’s not touching me. I like my tattoos, and no one can take them away.

Although they did manage to take away my diamond studs. I wore one in my nose and the other in my belly button. Mother says they’re unladylike, and she doesn’t care that they’re in fashion. She believes I must look my best at all times, which is becoming more and more clear that I must look what she considers to be my best at all time.

I used to wear green because it accented my eyes. Now I wear this rosy-taupe color that gives my skin “some color” and “tones down” my hair. I can’t wear crop tops or low rise jeans, and heels are out of the question, unless I pair them with a skirt and a loose top.

I have volunteered for prison, and I’m not sure how to get out.

Not that my previous life was much better. There, I lived on top of a mountain—actually on a cloud above the mountain, but that wasn’t immediately obvious—and couldn’t leave either. However, I could spell myself anywhere I wanted, which I most certainly cannot do here.

I bitch about that a lot. I bitch about everything a lot, but no one pays attention. Even when they do pay attention, they don’t believe me, so what’s the point of talking? 

I thought nothing could make me miss my previous life, but this place does. Theoretically, it’s nice. I have a huge bed all to myself (in Olympus, Britt and Tiff often crawled in with me—usually to annoy me) and a private suite to one side, and my own bathroom, which has a dual shower that can be set with computer controls.

I spent one entire day exploring that bathroom, learning all its gadgetry. If Olympus is about magic—and it is—this place is about gadgets. Just my bathroom alone has the coolest stuff. We won’t discuss the commode (because we’re not supposed to) but suffice to say it has both an automatic flusher and a scentilator, which immediately clears odors from the air and adds perfume. And then there’s the mirror cabinet with its own remote control—I can make the mirror rise or turn or become a make-up mirror (it shows your pores) with the touch of a button from across the room. And the shower: the shower is heaven. Not only does it have two different heads, like I said, but they can steam or pound; make the water feel hard or soft; or add shampoo and soap if you use those settings. 

Then there’s the Jacuzzi, which took me two days to figure out because I’m not asking anyone here how to do anything. But now that I have it figured, I practically live there. What else is there to do around here?

I can shop, of course. That’s expected. Besides the wardrobe which I’ve had to buy, I’ve also bought Egyptian cotton high thread count sheets (because I saw them on sale), a down comforter (even if it is a warm fall for New York) and a puppy. The only thing I’ve ever had to take back was the puppy. The housekeeper informed me, followed by my stepfather, E, and my mother, that animals are not allowed in the apartment because they’ll ruin the floors.

It made me angry enough to nearly ruin the floors myself.

My younger siblings—all boys--watch TV most of the time or play games on their X-Boxes or use the computers to download things that they’re not supposed to have. E is trying to get into Columbia, so he studies all the time.

We’re supposed to have dinner as a family—and we kids usually do—but Mother and Owen almost never make it. Their phone calls are predictable—usually one hour before the meal should start, one or both call to say that they’ll be late. Often late is after bedtime.

When I first got here, we kids would sit there and stare at our food. Or, rather, I’d stare at the room. It’s pretty big, with huge windows that overlook the park. After about three days, I got tired of staring at the food, so I just decided to eat, and E decided to bring some thick textbook to the table. The younger three started bringing their tablets. The three of them would stick ear buds in their ears, and play games or watch whatever show they’d somehow missed the night before.

If it weren’t for the housekeeper, I wouldn’t show up at all. But she fetches me like I’m the puppy and brings me into the formal dining room to make certain I “interact” with my new family. 

Yeah. Interact.

Here’s the interaction:

Day Four. 

E looks at me from his specially prepared meal—apparently he’s doing something called kosher, which I don’t completely understand—and says, “So who’s your dad?”

Like that’s appropriate dinner conversation.

Me, I’m eating roast beef with baby potatoes and some grilled asparagus. It’s not bad. The younger three have shoved their potatoes and asparagus aside and are focusing on the beef like it’s the only real food in the world.

They look up when E asks the question.

Here’s the thing about the younger three. They’re “stair-stepped”—the oldest being 10, the next nine, and the youngest eight—and they look like miniature Owens, which means they have dark hair, blue eyes, and skin that’s almost gray. (I think in a place with real sunlight, it might be some kind of mid-level white—but here, gray. I kid you not.) The only way I can tell these three apart is by height. 

The oldest—Danny—puts his elbows on the table, like he’s actually interested. So the middle one—Fabian (called Fabe which rhymes with babe)—does the same. And the youngest, Gordon, scowls at both of them, as if they’re betraying him by paying attention to me. Which they are.

I stare them down, and they look away. Maybe I’m wrong. Maybe they don’t call me anything because they’re scared of me, not because they think I’m leaving soon. Or maybe they do think I’m leaving soon and they’re scared of me.

I don’t know.

E says, “Aren’t you going to tell us? I mean, your father is a mystery man.”

Mystery man. My father isn’t a mystery man. There’s been more written about my father than any other man alive. Well—that’s probably not true—but there’s certainly been more written about him than about their fathers. Combined.

“What did Mother tell you?” I ask, trying to dodge the question. One of the big rules I got before coming here is that I can’t tell anyone the truth about my father. Not because my mother is ashamed of him (although I think she is—or maybe she just doesn’t believe the magic stuff) but because the mages—the magical people I come from—don’t want the mortals (that would be E and the three siblings, as well as Owen and the staff and anyone else I come into contact with) to know about the magical universe.

I got this instruction so many times before I landed in New York that my stomach twists just thinking about it.

But E doesn’t seem to notice how twisty I am. Instead, he shrugs his shoulders. “Mother says that he’s some major Greek tycoon, like Aristotle Onassis or something.”

“I Googled that Onassis guy,” Fabe says. “He was ugly.”

“But rich,” Gordon says, like that’s a good thing.

“He’s been dead forever,” Danny says.

“He’s not my dad,” I say.

“Mother says he’s like your dad,” E says.

“Sure,” I say.

But something in my tone—maybe the dripping sarcasm—makes E set down his fork. 

“Is Mother lying?” he asks. And I can’t tell from his tone whether he thinks Mother lying is a good thing, a bad thing, or something I’m supposed to deny.

“Mother has her own version of reality,” I say.

“What’s yours?” Danny asks—and there’s no mistaking his tone. Completely hostile.

“My version of reality?” I ask. “It’s a little different.”

“Spill,” Fabe says, and at first I think he means I’ve spilled my water, which I did the first night at this table, and you’d think I nearly ruined it. Legions of staff (we’re not allowed to call them servants) scurried in from the kitchen as if they’d been watching (and later, I learn they have—on closed circuit television or something like that, supposedly without sound) and wiped and polished and cleaned while one guy held my plate and asked me if I wanted to continue eating while he held it (creepy, I think) and another guy refilled my water glass.

But then I realize that Fabe wants me to talk, and yet again, I’ve encountered slang I don’t know. Before we all came to the mortal plane, Tiffany made us watch a ton of movies and TV shows so we could get the English dialects and slang just right, but I’ve found that those things are worse than useless. What slang I learned is out of date, and my accent is hopelessly tinged with an odd mixture of ancient Greek and Upper-crust British, and no matter how hard I try, I can’t get rid of it.

“How does your version differ from Mother’s?” Gordon asks, his mean little eyes bugging at me.

“Mine just has a little more magic than hers,” I say.

“Huh?” E asks.

I pull my plate closer and stab some asparagus. “I’m not supposed to talk about my father.”

Which, of course, makes matters worse. Now they want to know everything, and they pressure me through the dessert course, which I’m not allowed to have because I’m “large.”

So finally, I give up and say, “Yes, my father looks like Aristotle Onassis. Only, if you want the truth, Onassis looked like my dad because my dad has been around a long, long time.”

“Onassis was really old when he died,” Gordon says in his snobby way. (I have no idea how eight-year-olds can be snobby, but this one sure is.)

“He was married to that Kennedy lady, and she was old when she died,” Danny says.

“Which is before you were born,” E says, and for all I know (and I don’t know a lot about this) it might’ve been before E was born too. I think it might have been before Mother was born, which is just weird all around.

“So how old is your dad?” Fabe asks.

I shrug. I don’t know this kind of math.

“C’mon,” E says. “You have to know how old your dad is.”

“Why?” I ask. “He doesn’t even know.”

“How can he not know?” Danny says, like I’m the one lying about it.

“Because,” I say, “he was born sometime after the world was created, but before people started measuring time.”

They all look at me like I’ve just ripped off all my clothes and thrown them out the window.

“You could just say you don’t know,” Fabe says.

“I did say that,” I say.

“Then you elaborated,” says Gordon the Snot. “You didn’t have to elaborate.”

“You asked,” I say.

“No,” Gordon says. “E asked.”

Like it’s E’s fault for being curious. His gaze meets mine and he just shakes his head. 

“Some people don’t know how old they are,” he says to the other three. “Some places don’t have birth certificates, or didn’t even in the middle of the 20th century.”

I decide to leave it at that, but Gordon doesn’t. 

“Is that true?” he asks. “Is Greece so primitive that it doesn’t have birth certificates?”

“Greece has been around a lot longer than this place, buddy,” I snap.

“So?”

“So?” I say. “So most of your culture comes from us.”

“Us?” Fabe says. He caught the personal tone in my reply.

“Yeah, us,” I say.

“I thought you’re American,” Fabe says. “Mother says so.”

“Because Crystal’s an American citizen, dummy,” Danny says. “Anyone born to an American citizen is an American.”

“Even if they don’t know where the Empire State Building is?” Gordon asks, keeping his gaze on me.

They’re never going to forget that incident. I was standing at the edge of Central Park, looking directly at the Empire State Building, and that’s when I asked where it was. How was I supposed to know it was in my line of sight? How was I supposed to know what it looked like? I was lucky just to know it existed.

“What do you care about culture?” Danny says. “You didn’t even know what Lincoln Center is.”

“Leave her alone,” E says, and I look at him gratefully. He smiles, just a little. “So your dad is really old.”

“Yes,” I say.

“Then why was Mother interested?” E asks.

“He doesn’t look old,” I say and then bite my lip. That gets into the magic. Mages don’t age the same way as mortals. We do age, but only with extreme magic use, and like usual, Dad found a way to exempt himself from that.

“How come?” Danny asks. “Plastic surgery?”

“He’s not like Mother,” I say and there’s a collective gasp around the table. I guess we’re not supposed to talk about Mother’s too-smooth face, either.

“So how does he look young?” Gordon asks in that tone that just tells me he’s going to criticize whatever answer I give.

So I smile at him. It’s my breezy, I-don’t-care smile. “He’s magic.”

All four of them stare at me like I’ve smashed each plate on the dinner table. 

“Magic?” Danny asks.

“Yes,” I say.

“You believe that?” Fabe asks.

“I know it,” I say.

“Prove it,” Gordon says.

“Look it up,” I say. Tiff used to say that to me, and I’ve been wanting to use that one on someone else for years.

“How can I look it up?” Gordon asks. “I don’t even know what your dad’s name is.”

I answer so fast that I don’t even give myself time to think about it. “It’s Zeus.”

“Zeus what?” E asks.

“Zeus,” I say, beginning to get annoyed. 

“One name?” Danny asks. “Like a dog?”

“Like a god,” I say. “He’s the Zeus.”

They stare at me again, and this time, I can feel the malevolence.

“Jeez,” E finally says. “If you didn’t want to tell us about him, you could’ve just said so.”

“Yeah,” Gordon says. “It’s not nice to lie to people.”

“Or to make fun of them,” Fabe says.

I, of course, never tell them that they’ve been making fun of me. I’m outnumbered. 

That was Day Four. They tried again on Day Seven, and one more time on Day Ten (and no, I don’t know if they waited three days on purpose or because that’s how long their attention span extends). I kept telling them the truth, and they kept accusing me of lying, and then they stopped talking to me altogether—except on those rare occasions when Mother or Owen came to dinner.

Then we’d discuss our days or the books we were suppose to be reading or the shopping I still needed to do to make myself presentable. 

And that’s my home life. I have a life outside of the home. I’m supposed to go to school, and I do sometimes. But mostly, I shop. Because I can.

So far, it seems, that credit card doesn’t have a limit—at least that I can find.

Supposedly, that credit card is a perk of my new lifestyle. That’s what my real sisters, Brit and Tiff, say. They’re envious of the unlimited money, because, they say, it’s hard to learn how to use the stuff properly.

I haven’t really learned. I just use the credit card.

I used it to get them each an iPhone, so we could talk and text whenever we wanted to. I sent the phones to them, and their mothers Freaked Out, like major big time. 

Their mothers called my mother, and it got ugly. My mother hates dealing with me, and she had to after that.

So I was in trouble for being nice.

Everything gets me in trouble. Just breathing gets me in trouble. And without the iPhones or my sisters, I can’t tell anyone how I feel.

Because no one seems to care.
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Read more in the next Interim Fates book, Crystal Caves, available from your favorite bookseller.
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