




1

PARIS, 1789

Yves Rencourt, the chandler’s apprentice, had lost his wig.
After the last customer left the shop, he searched through baskets of curl-

ing wicks and blocks of beeswax and teetering stacks of bills. Rien. It was
nowhere to be found. And he needed the wig for tonight: he alone was to
deliver candles for the Comte d’Astignac’s party, which would last until the
sun came up. This was Yves’s chance to be noticed. To rise. And he didn’t
want to show up wearing his own hair, looking ridiculous. He had to look
promising. Like someone who could be Somebody.

At least his coat was good, he thought, as he lifted the dove-gray silk
from its hook and shrugged it on. And voilà—there the damned wig was,
its long white hair tied back with a black satin bow. He pulled the wig on
and cocked an admiring eyebrow at his reflection in the window: he was no
longer a tradesman’s apprentice. He was absolument parfait.

Into a canvas satchel he tucked his most precious candles, the ones he’d
tinted the hazy apricots and violets of dawn. All he needed now was money
for the carriage. From under the counter he heaved up the strongbox and
lifted its lid to reveal a shining pile of coins: rivulets of gold louis and livres
and tiny sous. Candles were good business. No matter how little bread there
was, how few people bought snuffboxes or plumed hats, they all needed
light. In the back, Maître Orland kept the cheap tallow candles that reeked
of hooves. They sold more of those every day. But in the front of the shop,
nestled in boxes and dangling from their wicks were Yves’s own lovelies:
wax candles, their colors like enchantments. A rose pink that made old
women seem young, a watery gray that reminded him of the ocean. And

1



one day soon—he dreamed—he’d make candles for the queen.
For like himself, Marie Antoinette loved extraordinary things. Yves

would make candles to suit her every fancy, candles she’d never even
dreamed of. He’d be asked to make thousands, because in the endless
rooms and halls of Versailles, candles were never lit twice.

From his coat pocket he pulled a leather purse and began to flick livres
into the bag. Clink, clink, clink. But one coin made him pause. It was a louis
d’or, seemingly no different from the others. Yet to someone who handled
candles, always checking the soft wax for imperfections, it felt off. Holding
it to the fading afternoon light, he saw nothing wrong. He put the gold coin
between his teeth and bit it. It was as hard as any other. And yet. He found
another louis and held one in each hand, weighing them. He closed his eyes.
Yes—the one in his right hand was lighter. Still, who but a true craftsman
such as himself would notice? He was about toss it back in the box when it
twitched.

The louis d’or was moving.
Yves yelped and flung it onto the counter. The coin spun in a tight circle

and dropped flat. As it lay there, its edges began to ripple, like beeswax in a
flame.

“Mon Dieu,” he muttered. What in God’s name was happening?
The louis twisted upon itself and flipped over. The king’s face with its

curved nose had vanished, the familiar crown and shield, too. And as Yves
stared, the coin lost its roundness, thinning and separating until it looked
like a bent harness buckle. He reached out a tentative finger to touch it.

It was a bent harness buckle.
With a cry, he reached for the strongbox. Mixed in with the coins was an

ugly tin button, dented on one side, and a crooked piece of type, a letter Q.
Worthless scraps of metal.

He remembered her exactly. He’d even flirted with her. Red hair, freckles
across her sharp cheekbones. Hungry. Not that that excused it. How she’d
done it he had no idea—but what a fool he was to take a gold louis from a
girl in a threadbare cloak. If he hadn’t been dreaming of the figure he’d cut at
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the comte’s house, he would have thought twice. Idiot! Maître Orland was
going to kill him.

He wrenched open the door and yelled into the crowded street. “Help!
Police! We’ve been robbed!”

Enchantée
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But Camille had already slipped away through the arches of an arcade,
across a tiny cobbled square, down a narrow lane perfumed by the scent of
fresh bread, and into the bakery, where she now stood. She set her heavy
basket, filled with candles and a rind of cheese, on the floor between her
feet.

She inhaled deeply. Heaven must be like this. Like piles of raisin-studded
rolls, braided brioches that flaked a rain of buttery gold when you bit into
them, baguettes as long as your arm and still warm inside, sweet pastries
that made your mouth water. The women ahead of her took their time,
complaining about the cost of bread.

“Don’t blame me,” the baker’s wife snapped. “Blame the weather! Blame
the queen! She’d rather fill her wardrobe than her people’s bellies.”

“It’s true!” another woman grumbled. “Madame Déficit spends money
like it’s going out of style. And how does she pay for it all?” The woman gri-
maced. “With our money! They’ll tax us even after we’re dead and in the
ground.”

Camille’s fingers twitched with impatience. People complained about
the king and queen and they complained about the nobles, even when there
was absolutely nothing that could be done to change things. Her father
the printer had called the nobles bloodsuckers, but even he’d needed their
business.

Hurry. Soon it would be evening, shadows gathering in the city’s crooked
places. Pickpockets would slink out, madams looking to trap young girls,
men who didn’t keep their hands to themselves.

“Oui, mademoiselle?”
Camille nodded at the day-old loaves. “I’ll take one of those.” She hesi-
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tated. “And a sweet pastry, s’il vous plaît.”
Snugging her cloak around her shoulders, Camille stepped out into the

lane. Over the rooftops of Paris, the sky hung like a lead curtain, and the air
tasted of metal. This morning she’d found a skin of ice stretched over the
water jug in the kitchen. But cold May or not, there was nothing for it; she
had one last errand and the blurry sun was already sinking behind the tow-
ers of Notre-Dame. Leaving the lane for a busy street, Camille dodged piles
of manure and pools of horse piss, not to mention whatever filth people
tossed from their windows. To keep from gagging, she burrowed her nose
into her worn cloak. It smelled faintly of her mother’s perfume.

Her pocket felt too large and empty, only a few sous wedged against its
lining. With her fingertips, she traced the coins’ thin edges. Still round. She
didn’t dare to take them out and count them, not on the street. There’d be
enough for Alain’s wine.

As long as the coins didn’t change.
At the wine merchant’s, she chewed the edge of her fingernail, waiting

for him to fill a wine bottle from a barrel. When she left, she kept her basket
pressed close to her side. She avoided the quarter’s crumbling passageways,
their entrances as narrow as the doors of tombs. She could almost feel the
hands that waited there. Somewhere above her in the tilting buildings, a
child sobbed.

As Camille turned the corner, a girl as young as her sister came running
down the street. Her white face was rouged with hectic circles, her hair
aflame, her eyebrows darkened to seduce, and her corset pulled tight to
give curves to her child’s body. Under the dirty hem of her dress, bare feet
flashed as she dodged shoppers and workmen.

“Stop, whore!” shouted a constable as he pushed through the crowd.
A prickling of fear made Camille pull her cloak up over her own red

hair. But she couldn’t take her eyes from the half-dressed girl, running like a
spreading fire. She was living the life Camille feared—her nightmares made
flesh.

“You there!” the constable shouted at Camille. “Stop her!”
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Camille shrank back against the wall. As the running girl dashed closer,
Camille glimpsed the whites of her eyes in the half-dark. The raw leanness
of her face, the bruises on her arms—and the tiny roll of bread she clutched
in her hand. How many days could she make that last while her stomach
churned with hunger? And then what? Camille felt in her pocket for her last
few real sous.

“Thief!” yelled the constable. His face was wild with anger as the girl
slipped away through the crowds.

It was too risky. Camille clenched her empty hand as the sadness welled
up inside her. It was wrong not to help—but it was too dangerous. With the
constable coming, there was nothing she could do. The horror of living on
the streets was too big, a wall of fear that blocked out everything.

As the girl fled past, her scared eyes flicked to Camille’s.
Then both girls vanished into darkening Paris.
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Camille lived at the top of an ancient building on the rue Charlot. The stone
building had once stood proudly, but now it leaned against its neighbor,
as if tired from standing straight all those years. Unlocking a heavy door,
Camille let herself into the courtyard. In the close darkness, a dog yelped; a
neighbor’s hen flapped against her skirts. Up in their garret window, a light
glowed: Alain had returned. She imagined her older brother hanging up his
officer’s cloak and kicking off his boots, sitting by the fire and roaring with
laughter at some jest, tickling the cat. The way he used to be.

She started to climb the stairs, the heavy basket bumping against her
legs. The once-grand staircase spiraled up seven treacherous flights, but she
knew where the rotten spots were. As she passed the third-floor landing, a
door swung open.

“Mademoiselle Durbonne? A word.” Wearing a grease-flecked apron,
Madame Lamotte raised her candlestick toward Camille. “The rent is two
weeks overdue. This is not a charity home.”

Camille blinked. She had nothing close to the full rent of two hundred
livres—eight fat gold louis—and she couldn’t risk giving magicked coins to
Madame. When they reverted to scraps—and they would, because Camille
couldn’t get the metal to hold its shape—Madame would throw them out,
bien sûr, no matter how much she’d liked their parents and felt sorry for the
orphans. Then they would be tramps, living under a bridge. Prostitutes. Or
dead.

Camille hated to beg. “A few days?”
Madame Lamotte nodded begrudgingly. Camille curtsied and began to

climb the stairs again. “One more thing,” the landlady called after her. “Your
brother.”
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Camille stopped. Even Madame had noticed. “I’m sorry,” she said, trying
to keep the exasperation from her voice.

“I haven’t said anything yet!”
“Go on, madame.” If it had to do with Alain, it was bound to be bad news.
The landlady pitched her voice low. “Just be careful. Keep an eye on him.”
“Of course, madame.” It was impossible, a fairy-tale task. It’d take a thou-

sand eyes to watch him.
When Camille reached the seventh floor, she paused, listening. Was

that—music? She opened the door to their apartment. In the middle of
the bare room, her little sister, Sophie, was dancing a sarabande while Alain
piped on his army piccolo. In the candlelight, her hair shone pale gold, her
wide-set blue eyes bright with amusement. She looked so much like their
mother with her delicate features and slightly upturned nose, a princess in
one of Perrault’s fairy tales. Sophie had always been small: feet and hands
dainty as cats’ paws, an enviable waist that seemed even tinier as her skirts
spun around her.

When Sophie saw Camille, she paused midstep. Her face was happy but
flushed, the pulse racing in her neck.

“Join the revels, Camille!” Alain lounged in the best chair, boots on the
table. The fire’s light caught on the scruff of his unshaven cheek, while the
cocked hat he wore slid the rest of his face into shadow. His hair, once
golden like Sophie’s, had darkened to amber and was tied with a black rib-
bon that threatened to come undone.

“I know you love to dance, darling,” Camille said carefully as she watched
Alain out of the corner of her eye, “but you’ve been so ill—”

“Alain asked me to.” Sophie’s narrow chest heaved. “He wanted to see if I
was still a good dancer.”

“And she is!” Alain’s smile gleamed. “I’ll find her a husband yet. See if I
don’t.”

“Don’t tease, Alain. No one will marry me now.” Sophie bent her head so
her hair hid the few smallpox scars on her forehead. “Isn’t that so, Camille?”

Camille hesitated. There was no good answer to this question.
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“Whatever Camille says, don’t listen! At court the grand ladies wear
beauty patches to cover their pocks.” Alain raised his wineglass. “To Sophie!
Keep up your dancing and your needlework, and we’ll find you a husband,
handsome as a prince.”

“She’s fifteen, Alain.” Camille shot him a dark look. “Come sit by the fire,
Sophie. Catch your breath while I put out the food. Boots down, Alain.” She
gave his feet a shove; it was a relief to set the heavy basket down. Brush-
ing off the table, she placed the cheese and bread, along with a knife, on a
scarred wooden board. The sweet pastry she handed to Sophie.

“Oh, it’s too much,” she said, but her face shone.
“Bien! Fatten her up, Camille. You’ve let her go to skin and bones.”
Camille nearly snapped: I let her? It was my fault? but she pressed the

words down.
“Something in the basket for me?” Alain demanded.
Camille set the flask of wine on the table.
“Bien—nicely done,” he said. “Pour yourself a little glass, too. We’ve

plenty now.”
“What do you mean, ‘plenty’?” She saw a bottle by the fireplace and her

heart sank. “Alain, where’s the chicken?”
“What chicken?”
Camille sensed Sophie stiffen. The room suddenly felt very, very small.
“You know how Monsieur Dimnier always admired Maman?” Camille

kept her voice even. “I asked you to pick up the chicken he’d set aside for us.
One that hadn’t gained weight, one he’d had to kill early.”

Alain frowned. “You didn’t tell me anything about a skinny chicken.”
She had, but it didn’t matter now. “I’ll go fetch it; it’s not far.” Camille

held out her hand. “I’ll need the money back.”
Alain laughed. “You’d better make some more, then, because I don’t have

it.”
“What?”
“Just what I said.” Alain took a swig of wine and wiped his mouth with

his sleeve. “It’s gone.”
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“You can’t just squander our real money!” She reached into her pocket.
Just as she’d thought, apart from a few real sous, the rest had lost their magic
and were now what they’d been this morning: bent, useless nails she’d pried
out of a broken door. “I can’t pay Dimnier with this!” she stormed. “We
have to give him real money, remember? If he stops selling to us, what
then?” She threw the nails onto the table so hard they caromed to the floor.

Alain shrugged. “Just go farther away.”
Camille stamped her foot. “There is nowhere else! You’ve no idea how

far I had to go just for the bread. Dimnier’s the last one in our quarter who
trusts us. And you threw away our chicken for a bottle of wine.”

“How was I to know you’d remember to buy some?”
Blood thrummed in Camille’s head. It wasn’t easy to make ends meet us-

ing la magie ordinaire—everyday magic—to transform bits of metal into
coins. These days, her hands never stopped shaking, and she’d become
nearly as thin as Sophie. Little by little, magic was erasing her. Sometimes
she felt it might kill her.

She grabbed the bottle of wine.
“Don’t.” Alain swayed to his feet. “Give that to me.”
“You don’t deserve it!” Hoisting the bottle over her head, Camille hurled

it into the washing tub. A grinding shatter—and the acrid scent of wine
filled the room.

Alain grabbed the knife on the table and pointed it at her. “That was my
wine.”

“It was mine, idiot. I worked for it. I bought it.”
“Hush, Camille!” Sophie said, desperate. “Please don’t argue! Alain

stands in our father’s place now. You must listen to him.”
Camille rounded on her sister. “Our father wasn’t a nineteen-year-old

wastrel!”
Alain lurched toward Camille, steadying himself on the table. Despite

the cold, his face glistened with sweat. His eyes had a faraway look that
raised the tiny hairs on her neck.

“Go sleep it off, Alain. I’ll clean up—comme d’habitude,” she added in
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an undertone. As always.
Before she could think, his knife was at her throat. She froze, sensing

each throb of her pulse just under the skin.
“What are you doing, Alain? Put away the knife.”
Alain’s hand shook, and then—a bright line of pain. A trickle of blood

curled into the hollow of her collarbone, hot and wet. All these weeks of
threatening to hurt her, and now, drunk on who knows how many bottles
of wine, he finally had. She wanted to rage and to weep at the injustice of it.
But she did not flinch.

“You aren’t my master, Camille Durbonne,” Alain growled. “I’m a soldier,
and I earn my keep.”

“Then go earn it. Show up for duty for once. Pay the rent.” She didn’t
move. Everything in her was shouting at her to run, but she would never let
him see her fear. Never. “I can’t keep on like this.”

“Oh, I’ll do my part. And in the meantime,” he said, so close that Camille
was forced to inhale the sour stink of his breath, “do the only thing you’re
good for. Go work la magie.” Dropping the knife, he stumbled toward the
door and flung it open.

Furious and heartsick, she listened as his stumbling footsteps echoed
down the stairs. Working magic would be easy now, thanks to him. The
petty magic of la magie ordinaire took all the skill she’d honed under her
mother’s supervision—and it took sorrow. Without sorrow, there was no
transformation, no magic.

Tonight she would have plenty to spare.
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That night, nightmares tore through Sophie’s sleep. They’d begun when she
was sick with the pox. Sometimes in her dreams, she’d told Camille, she
went back in time, six months, a year, to when their parents were alive, kind
and happy. Other times they only seemed alive, for when Sophie embraced
them, they crumbled to ash in her arms. Or it was three months ago, when
they were dying of smallpox, and Sophie had to retch up whatever scrap of
food she’d managed to eat in order to feed them. It was an endless horror of
fear, guilt, and anguish.

Perched on the edge of Sophie’s bed, Camille watched as Sophie’s eyes
seesawed under their bluish lids and tensed each time Sophie drew a shud-
dering breath. When she was close to waking she gasped for air, like some-
one drowning.

Then she woke, her eyes pinched tight. “Please,” she begged. “My sleep
medicine.”

Camille held the brown bottle of laudanum up against the candle flame.
It was nearly empty. She spooned the last few mouthfuls between Sophie’s
lips. It didn’t take long before the drug worked its drowsy lull. Her eyelids
fluttering, Sophie sank back into the thin pillow. “In my dream, Maman had
no fingers,” Sophie mumbled. “She had sold them all for food. Stay with me,
Camille, so the dreams don’t come back.”

Holding Sophie’s thin hand, Camille tucked her knees up under her
chemise and rested against the wall. Sophie’s coverlet rose and fell, rose
and fell, as her breathing slowed, grew even. When the fire sank to embers,
Camille pulled the blankets from Alain’s empty bed and tucked Sophie un-
der them all. Her black cat curled himself against her stomach, his low-
pitched purr thrumming in the air. “Ah, Fantôme,” Sophie breathed, letting
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go of Camille’s hand to clutch at his fur.
“That’s right. Sleep now, ma chère.” Camille smoothed Sophie’s sweat-

dark hair off her forehead. Her hair would need washing in the morning. For
that, they’d need more wood to heat the water. More wood, more money,
more medicine, more magie.

She tentatively touched the place above her collarbone where Alain’s
knife had cut her. It had already stopped bleeding. It could have been worse,
she told herself as she fingered the wound. Sometimes she hoped he’d never
come back. It would make Sophie sad, of course. Camille knew she should
pity Alain, or have sympathy for him, since he’d tried, at least in the be-
ginning, to feed and clothe them. It wasn’t his fault that he couldn’t work
magic; Dieu, he had wanted to. But all that came after? How he seemed to
take refuge in the gambling and the drinking? That wasn’t the brother she
knew.

Perhaps her real brother was never coming back.
Alain had little money in his pockets but that wouldn’t stop him: soon

he’d be shouting out his bets at the gaming rooms at the Palais-Royal, the
grand Parisian palace belonging to the king’s cousin and notorious gambler,
the duc d’Orléans, who’d opened his house to the public. There Alain would
stake whatever he had to win whatever he could, drinking on credit until he
could no longer sign his name. She knew how the story went. In a week or
two the collector would be standing on their threshold, Madame Lamotte
peering in behind him, the man jabbing a grimy bill in Camille’s face.

This was a certainty.
Closing the bedroom door behind her, Camille padded barefoot through

the other room and paused at its far end, where a small door led to a room
under the eaves. Slipping a key from its hiding place under a loose floor-
board, she turned it in the lock. The little room was wallpapered with a
faded pattern of cabbage roses. In the half-light, the flowers gawked at her
like a crowd of faces. A few rolled-up old carpets, too worn to sell, lay in the
gloom, and next to them, two wooden trunks. One of them looked as if it
had been burned in a fire, its charred black surface greasy in the candlelight.
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Camille stepped past it, trying to pretend it wasn’t there. Though of course
that was impossible. Because just to think of it was to hear Maman’s warn-
ing in her head—Do not touch the burnt box, for it is more dangerous than you
could ever imagine—and to feel a haunted breath along the back of her neck.

Maman had taught her that there were three kinds of magic. Magie or-
dinaire, for changing things. Glamoire, for changing oneself. And magie
bibelot, for imbuing objects with magic, making them sentient.

It was ridiculous to think the burned trunk was looking at her, but it felt
that way. She pulled her shawl closer.

The other trunk was a strongbox, bolted to the floor.
From a secret pocket she’d sewn into the seam of her skirt, Camille took

out a handful of coins: the change from the magicked louis she’d used at the
chandler’s shop. Twenty whole livres. Alain had drunk up the money she’d
given him for the chicken. But he hadn’t gotten any of this, the real money.
She felt a twinge of regret as she dropped the coins into the box and locked
it. Sophie certainly needed strengthening. But money for the rent was more
important than meat, and she had only a few days to get another hundred
and eighty livres.

Though her body swayed with fatigue, sleep felt like a distant country.
There was so much to do. Closing the little door and locking it behind her,
Camille stepped through the pale lozenges of moonlight that lay on the
floor to kneel by the fireplace and warm her hands over the embers. From
a stack on the floor she took a handful of smudged proofs—Rise Up, Citi-
zens, one of the pamphlets encouraged, Our Day Is Come!—left over from
her father’s print shop and tossed them on the coals. Flames stretched up
through the paper, bright and hungry, illuminating the mantel. The costlier
curios that had once stood there—a porcelain shepherdess, a Chinese lac-
querware lion with a wavy mane—were sold when her parents died. Now
only a few paper figures tilted against the wall. She picked up a tiny boat and
blew at the sails so they billowed.

Bagatelles, Papa had called them—little nothings. Queens with towering
wigs and milkmaids dangling pails from their hands, knights with lances
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and dragons breathing flame: all made from inky test sheets for the pam-
phlets Papa had written. Even now, his words marched across the
schooner’s sails: It Is Time We Act. The flames sparking from the dragon’s
mouth spelled out Liberté! though the L faced backward.

She prickled with embarrassment, remembering. It took skill and prac-
tice to set the type backward into the frame so that all the letters came out
facing the right way, or so Camille had learned when she’d begged Papa to
let her be his apprentice. He’d swept her up in his wiry arms and swung her
in a circle when she asked, his face a blur of joy and pride. It was hard la-
bor for a little girl. It wasn’t just the hours standing on a stool while she set
the type, but also rubbing the type with ink balls so it was black as black,
hanging on the lever that brought the plate down so the inked letters kissed
the paper. And inevitably she made mistakes: mixed-up letters, blots and
streaks. She didn’t want Papa to see, but he found the sheets where she’d
hidden them. He knuckled away her tears and told her: To try is to be brave.
Be brave.

So she wouldn’t feel like her smeared test sheets were worthless, he
folded them into ships, cut them into wigs, or made them into dancing
bears. Most of the bagatelles had worn out long ago. The paper didn’t hold.
One icy night someone had burned most of them for fuel. But a few
survived.

She kept them so she’d never forget.
She’d never forget the way Papa taught her his craft and art so that she

might one day be the best printer in Paris, even though all the printers were
men.

Nor the way his pride gleamed when her broadsheets hung drying on the
line. She’d not forgotten the thrill when the paper went from blank to black,
nor the excitement that came from knowing Papa thought her old enough
and clever enough to think about the world they lived in. And by setting let-
ters into a printing frame, to change it. A printing press took the thoughts
from someone’s mind and inked them onto a piece of paper anyone might
read. It was a kind of magic. A magic to alter the world.
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But that was all put away. Sometimes when she tucked into the bed next
to Sophie, her feet aching from tramping and her soul bruised from work-
ing magic, she’d console herself that she’d get a chance at it again one day.
Yet each day, that someday raced further and further away until she couldn’t
see it anymore. She tried to press the rising sadness down but it raked at
her ribs, her throat. She could even feel it throb in her little finger: a pulsing
ache.

She didn’t want to do it—not now, she was so tired—but she had no
choice. If she was awake, she might as well.

Setting down the paper boat, she fetched a heavy hatbox that rattled with
metal bits. In it was broken type from the printing press. She ran her finger
along the letters’ curves: their metal edges remained unbent. They’d come
from an experimental border she’d been working on before Papa had to
close the printing shop and sell the press. How empty the workshop had
been when everything—presses, paper, cases, type—was gone. All that was
left were dust motes hanging in the light and the liquid scent of ink.

Empty, empty, empty.
As Camille remembered, sorrow rose in her and ran like wine or lau-

danum, dark and bitter and relentless. She didn’t try to stop it. She didn’t
tell herself that one day, things would be better.

Instead she worked the broken type between her fingers until it warmed
and began to lose its shape. She smoothed it, over and over, while she held
the memory of her parents’ deaths in her mind. How the first spots had
pricked their skin like bites before they swelled. How the angry marks were
followed by weeping sores on her mother’s arms and chest, and how her fa-
ther raved as his fever swallowed him up. How lonely Camille felt when Ma-
man told her she would have to work magic now, that it was up to Camille
to tap the source of her sorrow and use it to keep the family alive.

She hated la magie ordinaire, but it was all she had.
Sitting at the worn table, Camille went back, again and again, to the shad-

owy, bottomless well, to the memory of their deaths and beyond that, to her
memories of their lives as they used to be. Then she reached past even those
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for a deeper sorrow, one that glimmered darkly, like a silvery fish deep in a
black pond. Maman. Papa. Alain, too, the brother who’d held her safe on a
window ledge to show her a swallow’s nestlings, was gone into that fathom-
less water. Tears came but she kept working the metal, until what once had
been broken took on the hard, useful shape of a coin.
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In the morning, Sophie’s cough was better. She’d been up before Camille,
rekindling the fire in the stove, deftly toasting ragged ends of bread and
heating old tea leaves for breakfast, which she brought in and set on the
floor next to the chair in which Camille had fallen asleep.

“It smells like summer.” There was a tiny, expected thrill in Sophie’s voice.
Camille sat up and squinted. Sunlight poured in through the little win-

dow above the eaves. “What time is it?” She touched Sophie’s hair where
the sunlight warmed it to gold. “You’ve washed your hair.”

“Clever of me, wasn’t it?” Sophie fanned it across her shoulders. “And it’s
nearly dry.”

“Alain carried the water up this morning?”
“Last night. Before you came home.” Sophie’s face clouded. “Do you

think something’s happened to him?”
Beyond drinking himself into a stupor? Wishing she had sugar for the tea,

Camille swiveled the cup so the chip faced away and drank. “No.”
“But imagine if he were pickpocketed at the Palais-Royal? It happens

there all the time, he told me. Or—what if he’s fallen into the Seine?”
“I’m certain he’s somewhere safe, sleeping off his . . . mood.” In her hand,

the teacup shivered on its saucer.
“You’re shaking.”
“A little tired, that’s all.”
Sophie stretched her fingers toward Camille’s throat, but she didn’t touch

the wound. “It’s not right.”
Camille raised an eyebrow. It wasn’t like Sophie to see anything negative

in her big brother. “He frightens me, sometimes. I don’t know what’s hap-
pened to him to make him like this.”
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“Not that it’s an excuse,” Sophie said, “but he gets so angry about our sit-
uation.”

“Does he?” Camille bit back the rest of her words. Once, Alain had been
a real older brother who’d cared for her. A brother she’d adored. But now he
was a burden, one she seemed to bear the brunt of more and more.

“You needn’t have turned coins last night. It takes too much from you.
I know Alain will bring us his winnings.” Sophie squeezed Camille’s hand.
“Écoutez-moi. I have an idea—let’s go out and have fun, just this once? I
don’t mind walking however far we need to. We both need new shoes.”

Camille drank the last of her weak tea. “You want new shoes.”
“I need them. How else can I look becoming? S’il te plaît?” She draped

her arms around Camille’s shoulders and whispered in her ear: “Please.”
“Someday soon, ma chère,” Camille said. “And until then, you do know

you’re becoming no matter what, don’t you?” Camille slipped out of her
sister’s arms and stood up. Through the doorway she could see the table,
and on it, the scratched green tin that served as their money box. Last night
she’d used all the dented type in the hatbox, and even that wasn’t enough;
in the end, she’d resorted to prying nails out of the walls.

“But we’ve got so much now—”
“We don’t!” The words burst out, meaner than she’d meant. “I’m sorry,

darling. Madame Lamotte stopped me yesterday when I was coming up the
stairs. The rent is past due. And Alain—”

“Fine.” Sophie pushed her shoulders back stiff and tight, like a toy sol-
dier’s. “So where are we going to go?”
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At the edges of Paris, the tall buildings shrank, and the changeable May sky
reasserted itself. The houses, a few with thatched roofs, stood close to the
road, sometimes separated from its dust and mud by stone walls. Peering
over them, Camille spied the green relief of gardens: bright leaves of apple
trees, a tangle of peas twined with pink blossoms.

Sophie tilted her head up and wrinkled her nose. “It was so nice earlier.
Now it feels like it’s going to rain.”

“We’re almost there.” Attached to one of the larger houses was a farrier’s
shop, its back built into the wall that ran along the lane. Smoke drifted over
the roof; from inside the workshop door sparks flew out to fizzle in the dirt
yard where horses were shod.

“Here?” Sophie looked as if she were expecting handsome apprentices to
hand them boxes full of metal scraps.

Camille laughed. There was no point in being frustrated with Sophie.
Tucking her skirts behind her, Camille squatted in the dirt. Digging with a
fingernail, she pried a bent nail out of the earth and held it up to Sophie.
“See? No need for apprentices.”

“I disagree,” Sophie said petulantly, but after breaking off a couple of
twigs from a branch that hung over the wall and giving one to Camille, she
too sank to the ground and started digging.

Slowly, slowly a dingy pile of scraps grew between them. It wasn’t hard
work, but it was dirty, and it would be days before their fingernails were
clean again. With each shard of metal, each nail she tossed onto the pile,
Camille’s resentment simmered toward boiling. Alain never helped dig.
Nor did he wander the streets, eyes on the muck, ready to paw through
it when metal glinted there. He didn’t need to. He was full of puffed-up
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promises—when he rose through the ranks of the Guard, there would be
plenty for them all! Camille pried a long nail out of the earth and flung it
on the pile. Alain couldn’t even keep his uniform clean. He seemed hardly
to report for duty. How would he ever rise through the ranks? And his gam-
bling debts only grew bigger and murkier, though he insisted they were
nothing.

She continued to dig in the dirt, wrenching the metal bits free and hurl-
ing them at the bag, where they clinked dully together. Alain’s promises
were as worthless as the pieces of paper Papa’s noble customers used to sign.
They meant nothing. And it always fell to her to make something from that
nothing.

“Any more and we won’t be able to carry the bag home,” Camille said,
hoisting the flour sack they’d brought with them.

“Grace à Dieu,” Sophie muttered as she stood up. “We need gloves,
Camille. There’s so much dirt under my nails they hurt.”

A horse cart rumbled toward them along the lane, kicking up clouds
of dust. Before it’d even passed them, Sophie was bent over her knees,
coughing.

“Shh, now.” Camille hugged Sophie close. “Are you all right?”
“My lungs—not quite—better,” she gasped.
Nearby a low wall ran toward an open field. On the other side of it,

farmhands were cutting an early crop, their sickles flashing. A low wind bil-
lowed in their shirtsleeves. Behind the men, a band of trees crouched under
a darkening sky. Camille dropped down onto the wall, pulling Sophie close
beside her. Through the thin cloth of Sophie’s dress, her shoulder blades jut-
ted out; her breath hitched in her throat in a way that made Camille wish
she could breathe for her and spare her the pain. With Sophie’s fair head
tucked against her neck, Camille closed her eyes and wished hard: some-
how. Someday. Soon.

A moment later Sophie was kicking her heels dully against the stones.
“You’ll ruin your shoes that way.”
Sophie shrugged as if to say, They’re already ruined. “I could take in more
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work from Madame Bénard. She’s always saying I’ve got clever hands for
trimming hats. I might even wait on customers in the shop.”

It would certainly help. “Are you certain? With your health?”
With her dirty fingers, Sophie carefully straightened the pleats on

Camille’s sleeve. “Then you wouldn’t have to work la magie—”
“That would be a lot of hats.” Camille dropped her smile when she saw

Sophie’s eyes darkening.
“Not everyone can work magic.”
It had been a vexed subject ever since the beginning, when Maman had

begun teaching Sophie the simplest kind of magic, la magie ordinaire. So-
phie insisted she couldn’t do it. Camille knew she didn’t want to. And unlike
Camille, who could do it and who must, Sophie walked away from working
magic at all.

“Everyone’s struggling these days,” Camille said, pressing down her re-
sentment. “We’re not the only ones. Apart from the nobles, all the people
of France are hungry.” In the field, the farmhands worked their way through
the green rows. “Perhaps this year’s harvest will be better.”

“One harvest won’t make our lives better. Bread will cost a bit less, bien
sûr. Of course it will. But we’ll still be scraping through the mud for scraps
of metal.”

“We won’t live off la magie forever. Something will change.”
Sophie glanced sidelong at Camille. “Alain said he would take me to a

dance at the Palais-Royal.”
“And?” Camille said, uneasy.
“And,” said Sophie, dragging her finger in curlicues along the top of the

wall, “he said I might meet someone there. Plenty of noblemen come to the
Palais-Royal for the duc d’Orléans’ entertainments. He said he’d buy me a
dress to wear and a friend of his would loan me some jewels.”

“Oh?” If Sophie went, what would she find there, in the crowded gaming
tables or on the polished parquet floor of the ballroom? An aristocrat look-
ing for a wife? Hardly. A girl for an evening or maybe a week. Not the fairy-
tale romance she was wishing for. “Who’ll buy you a dress: Alain or the
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duc?”
“Alain, silly.” Sophie gave Camille’s shoulder a little push. “I can marry

rich, I know it. Find someone who’d take care of us.”
Camille wanted to scream. Or give up. Of all the things that Alain

did—his drinking, his gambling, his utter disregard for money—encourag-
ing Sophie to marry high was the worst. Even when their parents were alive,
this had been ridiculous. And Maman had encouraged it with her stories.
She told them she’d lived at Versailles when she was a little girl: she’d had
a pretty dog on a red ribbon, a white pony, her own enameled box for her
rings. But her stories had the dim, dappled feel of dreams—nothing to hold
onto. And after Papa had to sell the press, after her parents died, a rich hus-
band for Sophie was a very dangerous daydream. She caught Sophie look-
ing at her: her blue eyes large in her face, her lips parted, waiting. Hoping.

She took Sophie’s hand, the bones under the skin light as a bird’s. “You’re
only fifteen, ma chère.”

“The queen married at fourteen.” Sophie sniffed.
Much good that did her, Camille thought. The French people despised

Marie Antoinette. “Still, why not wait? You might—”
“Look!” Sophie slid off the wall. “There’s something in the sky!”
Up, up against the slate-gray clouds, a large object shimmered. Some-

thing that hadn’t been there before. It was yellow and white, like a striped
silk purse tossed high in the air.

“Dieu, it’s a Montgolfier!” Camille cried. “Remember?”
Sophie drifted into the lane, watching the flying machine. “How could I

forget?”
Six years ago, Papa had taken them all the way out to the Palace of Ver-

sailles. Before they left, at home, he’d hoisted Camille up underneath the
ceiling to feel how warm it was there compared to the cold morning floor.
Hot air rises, he said. Remember that. She and Sophie were little then, and
three bumpy hours from Paris to Versailles in a dray wagon had felt like a
long way to go for a sack of hot air. Papa knew someone at the palace, a gar-
dener who let them in through a narrow iron gate. There, in an enormous,
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crowded courtyard, it waited: a flying machine, its balloon made of paper
and decorated like an embroidered pillow.

Her father held her and Sophie in his arms so they could watch as the ani-
mals—a sheep, a duck, and a rooster—were loaded into the basket. The stiff
balloon tilted in the breeze. People clapped and cheered, chanting “Monta-
ciel! Montaciel!” Camille shouted in her father’s ear to ask who Montaciel
was; her father laughed and tweaked her nose. Montaciel was the name of
the sheep, “Rise-to-the-Sky.” How the crowd roared when the assistants re-
leased the restraints and the flying machine rose into the sky.

It rose, but not like a bird. Like a saint in a church painting, straight up to
heaven.

That balloon had been made of paper—the Montgolfiers were paper-
makers—but this one was made of a rippling fabric, silk perhaps. In its char-
iot-like basket, silhouettes moved back and forth.

“We’ll get a better view by the field,” Sophie said. “Hurry! I think people
are in it!”

The balloon sailed toward them, higher than any church’s tower. Higher
than anything. Like a dandelion seed, Camille thought. Like a wish.

One of the two silhouettes bent over the brazier in the center. The other
stood at the chariot’s edge, a spyglass to his eye. The wind caught his dark
hair. Behind him, banks of clouds darkened to storm as the pale undersides
of the poplar trees flipped over. Rain was coming.

“It’s like something from a fairy tale,” Camille said, her voice low and
reverent.

“There aren’t balloons in fairy tales.”
“In mine there are.” Though Camille knew hot air kept the balloon afloat,

it still seemed impossible. The balloon rushed down toward them, its gon-
dola swooping over the treetops.

“It’s going to land right here!” Sophie dragged Camille forward, toward a
gate in the wall. “Come!”

As the balloon crested the trees, moving faster now, one of the figures
heaved something large over the edge of the basket: an anchor. It plum-
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meted to the ground, then scudded into the dirt. But the balloon continued
to speed across the field, the anchor dragging uselessly below.

Thick smoke billowed from the brazier. The machine floated too low, nei-
ther landing nor going up.

“Something’s wrong, isn’t it?” Sophie bit her lip.
Over the field, the balloon’s silk shuddered as it rushed along. One of the

figures in the balloon shouted to the farmhands, “Help us, mes frères! Catch
hold of the basket!”

Frozen by fear or wonder, the workers stared gape-mouthed, sickles dan-
gling from their hands, as the balloon dropped. Inside the gondola, the two
silhouettes braced themselves.

“They will die!” Sophie wailed, pressing her face into Camille’s shoulder.
“Why won’t the farmers help them?”

Suddenly the balloon careened into the ground, spraying dirt and stones.
The impact flung the gondola and the balloonists back into the air, like
leaves tossed in a storm. Lost. Powerless. Almost gone.

In death, her parents’ bodies had looked heavy, but empty. As Sophie
wept, they were hoisted onto wooden boards and carried down seven dark
flights of stairs. Camille followed them. Papa’s arm had fallen loose of the
winding sheet, his skin blackened with smallpox, the tips of his fingers gray
with faded ink. All that light, snuffed out. She wanted to weep when she
thought of the space Maman and Papa had left behind, like holes scissored
from the sky.

“Stay here!” Camille shouted. Then she grabbed her skirts and ran.
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Past the flowering chestnut trees near the fence, through the open gate, and
into the soft soil of the field, Camille ran. She ignored the shouts of the
farmhands and the violent jump of her pulse.

The balloon sped toward her, now only a few feet above the ground.
“Messieurs! Save us!” yelled the dark-haired balloonist. But the

farmhands scattered, shielding their heads with their arms and careening
toward the trees.

Camille lost her footing in the loose soil, caught herself, kept running.
With each breath, her chest fought against her stays. Her lungs ached, sharp
dust in her throat.

As she drew closer she saw the balloonists weren’t men at all but boys,
not much older than she. One of them—small, thin in his shirt-
sleeves—was pulling hard on a rope tied to the balloon’s opening over the
brazier. “The release valve is broken, Lazare!” he yelled.

“Whose fault is that?” the other one said. Behind him, his hair streamed
out like a flag, his cravat a flash of white under his soot-streaked face.

“Yours!”
“If we’d had enough ballast, we wouldn’t be in this predicament!” the

dark-haired one shouted back. His face was tight with fear.
Far away, as if in a dream, Sophie called her name.
Camille was almost there. She saw how the gondola was fashioned only

of woven willow branches, with simple leather straps holding its door
closed; she saw how the taut ropes vibrated with strain. It was so fragile.
In an instant, it could be smashed. Smoke poured from the brazier as the
white-faced boy braced himself against the basket’s edge.

Faster. Faster. She forced her legs to pump.
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The chariot thudded hard against the ground. The basket did not break;
the boys clung on.

Four lengths. Two lengths. Then she was an arm’s-length away.
Crouched against the railing, the black-haired boy braved a smile, his

eyes on Camille as she ran alongside them. “Save us, mademoiselle! Grab
the edge!”

In his gaze, she saw herself as someone else. Someone who might do
something.

She grabbed the gondola with both hands.
The balloon’s momentum yanked her into the air. Under her feet, the

field rushed sickeningly away. Scrambling over the objects in the gondola,
the black-haired one grabbed her arms and pulled her higher. “Hold tight,
mademoiselle, and watch your feet!” he shouted into the wind.

“Don’t let go,” she managed to say. His face was so near she saw the flecks
of gold in his eyes, the determination in his face.

One agonizing breath.
Two. Three breaths.
And then it was over. With a sudden shudder, the balloon plunged to the

ground, sending up a cloud of dust. The gondola rocked and then was still.
Camille still clung on, breathless, her mouth sandy with grit. Her legs were
shaking so badly she wished she could sink down to her knees, right there,
in the dirt.

The boy was laughing.
Camille wiped the dirt from her mouth. “This is funny?”
“We’re not dead!” The boy threw his arm around his friend, then reached

out to Camille. “But you, mademoiselle! You saved us!”
A wild laugh burst out of her. She had. She, Camille Durbonne, whose

only talent, according to Alain, was to briefly turn nails to coins, had saved
them. And yet, here stood both boys, unbroken and solid.

“I was happy to do it,” she said, and she meant it.
The other boy sighed. “We were never in any danger.”
“Never in any danger?” Camille couldn’t help herself. “What would you
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have done if I hadn’t been here? Your balloon would have smashed to
pieces!”

“Bah,” the other one said. “It would have bounced.”
But the dark-haired one, the one who had held her as they raced above

the earth, didn’t reply. Instead, he leaned on the basket’s edge and looked at
her.

Even beneath the soot and dirt, he was ridiculously handsome, with his
warm, copper-brown skin and glossy ebony hair. High, finely cut cheek-
bones set off his deep-brown eyes, which were fringed with lashes a girl
might envy. Black, expressive eyebrows curved above them; a scar skipped
through the left one, slicing it in half. But what was most striking about him
was that his whole face was animated with a kind of light that made him the
most alive thing in the landscape, as if an artist, sketching out the scene, had
used a gray pencil to draw everything except one figure, on which he’d lav-
ished his richest paints.

“Incroyable,” the boy said.
“What is?” Camille wondered.
“You have to ask?” he said, surprised. “You, of course. Our rescuer.” Leap-

ing lightly over the basket’s edge, he stood suddenly in front of her. “Lazare
Mellais,” he said, bowing very low, “your servant, for life.”

She curtsied. “Camille Durbonne.”
“Mademoiselle Durbonne, there aren’t many people I can say this about,

but after what you did today, I’d hazard that your disregard for your own life
is probably equal to mine.”

She wouldn’t have thought that before today. The way he was looking at
her made her feel braver. A bit reckless. “What else is there to do with a life
than spend it?”

“Fetch the champagne, Armand,” the boy said, his gaze not leaving her.
“Let’s celebrate.”

“I’m not your servant,” the pale boy snapped from inside the basket. “Be-
sides, it’s going to rain.”

It was true. Behind the trees, anvil-shaped clouds loomed. Their bottoms
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were iron-gray with rain. Soon the storm would be upon them.
“I know it’s going to rain,” Lazare said. “Tell me, quickly—why did you

do it?”
Camille shifted her weight, uncomfortable. How could she explain? After

her parents died, her life had become so narrow, tight as a fetter. But some-
times surviving wasn’t enough. A person needed more than a roof and food.
She needed to hope, to believe she could do something.

“I thought I could,” she said.
“We wouldn’t have needed her help if we hadn’t we run out of fuel,” the

other boy said, coming forward. He was slight, narrow-shouldered, a streak
of white running through his brown hair like a badger’s. His fingers were
stained blue with ink and black with soot; in his hand he held a pair of shell-
rimmed glasses which he polished determinedly on his sleeve. “That was
your job, Lazare.”

“Mademoiselle, may I introduce our head engineer, Monsieur Armand?”
Camille curtsied, but the badger-haired boy merely nodded and went on

talking. “You should have brought more straw for fuel!” He polished his
glasses harder. “The air in the balloon got too cold.”

“And extra fuel would have helped?”
“More straw equals more heat!” Armand said.
It isn’t as simple as that, Camille thought. “When you burn your fuel, you

also burn some of your ballast, don’t you?”
The boy replaced his glasses and squinted at her. “And?”
“And then, if you need to rise, you’ve nothing to throw over to lighten the

load.”
A fierce blush crept up the boy’s neck. “How could you possibly know

that?”
She was about to explain but Armand looked away, crossing his arms.

She’d been so desperate to join in the conversation that she’d offended him.
And she didn’t want to be shut out from this new world that had appeared
in front of her. She tried again. “Do you know? Yours isn’t the first balloon
I’ve seen. My father took me to Versailles to see a Montgolfier.”
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“In eighty-three?” Lazare exclaimed. “I was there, too.” Something far-
away flickered in his eyes. “I kept wishing I were in the gondola with those
animals.”

“But instead, you got me,” Armand muttered, as a cool wind rushed along
the field, tugging at their clothes, the collapsed silk of the balloon.

“Don’t be angry, mon ami. We need a better release valve to let out the
hot air. Otherwise we’re left hoping the hot air cools precisely as we’re fly-
ing over a field. Or that Mademoiselle is here to help us.”

Armand scowled. “Where’s Rosier with the wagon? Any moment now
the skies will empty on us.”

“There’s still time to toast our savior,” Lazare said, bending his lanky form
into the chariot and fishing out a wine bottle. “Lucky for us, I saved this one
from being dashed on a farmer’s head.”

“Any moment those farmers will be here, ready to dismantle the basket
for firewood,” Armand snapped.

From somewhere else—his pockets?—Lazare produced a handful of
glasses. “Let’s pretend Armand’s not here,” he said in a stage whisper.

“Really, Lazare, this is too much,” Armand complained. “Besides,” he said
with something like glee, “Mademoiselle’s sister is here.”

Sophie arrived, out of breath, blond hair straggling down her back, skirts
splattered with dirt. She threw her arms around Camille. “Grâce à Dieu,”
she said. “You frightened me, Camille!”

Camille burned with shame. She’d been so caught up in the moment
that she’d forgotten Sophie. What if she had fallen from the balloon, been
broken on the earth? What would happen to Sophie then? Sophie would
be one more poor girl turned out on the dangerous streets of Paris, doing
things Camille did not want to think about to survive.

Sophie’s blue eyes snapped with fury. “What were you thinking, mon-
sieur? You might have killed my sister!”

“My apologies, mademoiselle,” Lazare said, true regret in his voice. “It
was reckless of me to ask for her help. But admit it, your sister was magnifi-
cent!”
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“She was,” Sophie said, apparently unable to resist the handsome
stranger. “Magnificent and mad.”

She had been reckless, too. Thoughtless. She could see that now. And yet.
For a moment, as she’d stumbled through the field, her lungs on fire, her
heart a drum, she’d felt alive. Free.

Lazare held up the wine bottle. “Quick, a toast! To the mad dreamers, to
all of us!”

The thunder growled again, closer now. But underneath the storm’s low
rumble, Camille heard something else. Hoof beats.

Riding toward them at a pounding gallop was a boy on a rangy gray
horse, his mousy hair frizzing out under his hat so that it seemed in danger
of pushing his hat off altogether. Tucked under one arm was a notebook
whose pages flapped in the wind. Past him trundled the covered wagon, its
horses keeping to the edge of the field.

“Très bien!” the boy on the horse shouted. “Stay just like that!
Lazare laughed. “Let me apologize in advance, mesdemoiselles.”
Before Camille could ask why, the curly haired boy was hauling his horse

to a stop and leaping to the ground. He dropped his reins in the dirt and
sprinted toward the balloon, pressing his cocked hat to his head as he ran.
He waved the notebook at them. “I saw it all! Wrote it down! Death-defy-
ing! One of the greatest moments in history!”

What? Camille snuck a sidelong glance at Lazare. He raised a dark eye-
brow, the one with the scar. When Rosier reached them, he flung himself to
his knees before Camille and clasped her hand.

“Mademoiselle! An angel!” His clever black eyes scrutinized her.
“No—scratch that out. A Jeanne d’Arc of the air! A true heroine!”

“But I didn’t—”
“Your name will be written in the annals of French history, mademoi-

selle!” he said, rising to his feet and removing his hat with a flourish.
“Charles Rosier, your servant.”

“A pleasure to meet you.” Camille tried to keep a straight face. Who were
these people? It was as if she had stumbled into Astley’s circus or a play,
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something mad and wild and wonderful—completely apart from the rest
of her life.

Rosier stood and bowed to Sophie, his hand on his heart. “Mademoi-
selle—thank you for coming to watch. We were lucky to have such a lovely
audience.”

Sophie said with a laugh “It was quite something.”
“It looked well, did it not?” Lazare threw an arm around Rosier’s

shoulders.
Rosier kissed the tips of his fingers. “Very impressive. Accidents become

you, Lazare. You might plan them, in the future. Though next time we’ll
have a paying crowd for when you land.”

Just as Camille was about to ask how one might plan an accident, the
skies cracked open. Cold, fat drops of rain pummeled their clothes and
darkened the dirt in the field. The farmers, who’d been cautiously approach-
ing, ran back toward the gate and away. Closer now, thunder rolled around
them; a fork of lightning whitened the tops of the trees.

It was ending, and Camille did not want it to end.
“Stop talking and help with the balloon!” Armand shouted. He dropped

to his knees by the balloon, roughly rolling up the silk. “One more minute
and it’ll be drenched!”

Lazare reached for Camille’s hand. “Tell me, mademoiselle, do you live
nearby?”

Camille had nearly given him her hand when she realized her mistake.
Her fingernails were packed with dirt from digging up the scraps: five filthy
black moons. Mortified, she pressed her fingers deep into her skirts.

“I—” she began.
But the light had gone out of Lazare’s face. For a moment he hesitated,

as if he were going to say something else, then with a quick bow, joined Ar-
mand. Rosier helped maneuver the wagon into place. The wind snapping in
the silk made the horses uneasy. The boys yelled encouragement and insults
at each other as they struggled to get the balloon, the gondola, and all the
equipment onto the wagon.

Enchantée

35



“If we don’t go now, we’ll be soaked to the skin.” Sophie plucked at
Camille’s arm. “Come. The boys are busy.”

In all the commotion, Camille tried to say adieu to Lazare, but his whole
attention went to the balloon and getting it packed away on the wagon and
out of the rain. It was as if she had never existed. She remembered how
when the Montgolfiers’ balloon rose into the sky, strangers in the crowd
had embraced one another. In the excitement of the moment, people did
strange things. But as she and Sophie trudged back across the field, she
couldn’t help looking back at him over her shoulder.

Lazare was steadying the lead cart horse, a reassuring hand flat on its
curved neck. Slowly, as if he could feel her gaze, he turned his head. He
waved, once, before his attention went back to the horse, the wagon, the
balloon.

What had she expected? That when the world made a door for her to step
through, the door would stay open no matter what she did?

“Camille,” Sophie said. “Let’s go.”
Beneath Camille’s shoes, the earth became mud, marbled with bright

green weeds crushed into the muck. The sack of metal scraps thumped dis-
mally against her skirts.

She determined not to think of them anymore. Out of sight, out of mind.
As they walked toward home, away from the fields at the city’s edges,

the streets of Paris grew more cramped. Shadowier. Police paced through
crowds of tired people going home; boys shouted the day’s scandals, broad-
sheets in hand; criers shouted about smashed bakery windows and bread
prices and taxmen burned in effigy. Horse carts and oxcarts churned in
the filthy lanes, and over and through it all wove the church bells’ solemn
tolling and the cries of the market-sellers and melancholy glitter of rain.

This was the Paris of the strivers, of those who dwelt low, not high. This
was not the Paris of balloonists. It was her Paris, and it was the same as it
had been this morning.

But she, perhaps, was not.
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Back at their apartment, as the rain hushed in the half-light, Sophie began
to plait a few silk roses into a hair ornament for Madame Bénard’s shop. “He
liked you, you know.”

“Who? The one with the white stripe in his hair? Or the curly haired
one who thinks I’m a Jeanne d’Arc of the Air? I think he liked you.” Camille
dried the last supper dish and put it away. In the bare cupboard, Alain’s plate
waited like an accusation. Once, Alain had tried to juggle plates, like the
jongleurs at Astley’s, and smashed two. How furious Papa had been until
Camille called it an experiment, and they were spared.

Alain was the reason there had been so little to eat, but that would
change tonight. On their way home, Sophie had stopped in the shop and
told Madame Bénard that she would be happy to do more work. Thrilled,
Madame had pressed a bundle of silk flowers and a small calico purse with
her few wages into Sophie’s hands. They’d have enough for something good
to eat. Camille’s stomach tightened at the thought of it.

“Obviously not the striped one,” Sophie replied, wrapping a ribbon
around the flower stems. “The dark one, who was so handsome. Like a char-
acter in a novel.”

“Lazare Mellais, you mean,” Camille said, as nonchalantly as she could.
In her mouth, his name felt like an incantation, a charm to bring him back.
Before Sophie could see her flush, Camille picked up a rag and ran it over
the table.

“I knew you liked him!” Sophie laughed. “Là, that must have been the
strangest way for any lovers to meet!”

Camille still felt the warm strength of his hands on her shoulders, how he
seemed to be the only thing holding her up in a landscape that was tilting
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and spinning. “How does someone our age come to have a balloon?”
Sophie pretended to think. “Money? He’s clearly quite rich.”
But the Montgolfiers who’d launched their balloon at Versailles had been

paper-makers, nothing more. “Didn’t the curly-haired one, Rosier, say
something about an audience? Perhaps they sell tickets?”

Sophie was about to reply when the sound of heavy footsteps echoed on
the stairs.

“It’s Madame Lamotte,” Camille said in a hushed tone. “Tell her we have
a plan for the money. She likes you best.”

Sophie stood up, the fabric roses in her hands. “But I thought we still had
four days?”

The footsteps paused. Someone pounded on the door so it shook in its
frame.

“It’s not madame,” Sophie said.
The door swung open so hard it crashed against the wall.
Alain stood in the center of the doorway. In the old days, before, she

would have thrown her arms around his neck and kissed him. Not now.
Now there was an empty pit where once there had been that feeling.

“No smiles? No glad greeting?” He shook out his coat. Water streamed
onto the floor. “I’d have guessed you would have been happier to see me,
sisters.”

“We are!” Sophie said, moving to greet him. “We were surprised, that’s
all.”

“To see your own brother?” Alain sauntered into the room. His blond
hair hung lank around his face, his cheeks unevenly shaven. He reeked of
last night’s wine and his shoes were caked in mud. “Well, I won’t trouble
you much longer. Just give me what money you have.”

“Our rent is due, Alain,” Camille said as calmly as she could. She’d not let
him provoke her this time.

“That’s fine.” He shrugged. “Just give me whatever you have.”
“We can’t,” Sophie said quietly. “We’ll be thrown out if we can’t pay

Madame Lamotte.”
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“But you have it?”
Camille imagined the strongbox, the iron straps binding it to the floor,

twenty real livres inside. That was all they had. The key was back under the
floorboards, though knowing that didn’t make it any easier to breathe. She
wished hard that he would give up and leave. “We were hoping you might
have some money, Alain. We’re still short by a lot.”

“If I had, why would I be here?” Alain stalked toward Camille. “Don’t jest
about that which you don’t understand.”

“I wasn’t jesting.”
“Help us understand, then,” Sophie pleaded.
Alain clenched his hands. “I’m in debt to someone,” he said in a strangled

voice. Camille could not tell if he was angry or scared. “My debts to him are
large. Larger than you can imagine. And he’s tired of waiting.”

As am I. As is Madame Lamotte. “We’re all tired, Alain,” Camille said.
Sophie stepped sideways, closer to Camille and the table where the cal-

ico purse lay.
“Still, he wants his money.” Alain fumbled in his coat pocket and drew

out a small bottle. He tipped his head back and drank, wiping his mouth on
the cuff of his coat.

“It’d be easier to pay him if you stopped drinking,” Camille said grimly.
“And went back to soldiering.”

Swaying a little, Alain let the bottle drop to the floor, where it rolled
clinking toward the center of the room. “I will, I promise, but I must give
him something now so he knows I’m keeping my word.”

How could he ask such a thing of them? “Why not tell your creditor that
you’ll pay him piecemeal, when you have the money? Tell him how Sophie’s
getting better, but still needs medicine. Surely he can be reasonable.”

“Reasonable is not the word I’d use,” he said.
“Look around this apartment,” Camille said, bewildered. “We don’t have

anything, brother. Not even a chicken bone.”
“You think this is a joke?” Alain snarled. “He is not a kind man. I’ve seen

what he’s done to others. I could tell him where you live and he would come
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here and steal you away as payment for my debt. He’d eat your flesh and
crunch up your bones.” Alain wiped spit from his mouth. “Or make you his
harlots. How would you like that, Camille?”

The girl in the street, her crimson lips, her filthy feet—a girl on fire.
Camille would not let that happen to Sophie or herself.

“You are incroyable,” she said, furious. “You drink away the money I give
you and return only to demand more. Then you threaten to sell me as a
whore to your creditor?” She took a step closer, eyes burning, chin up, defi-
ant. “Whoring is something I will never do. And if you think I’d do it to save
your pathetic skin, you are terribly mistaken.”

His demeanor changed, then. She had only time for one thought—this is
the real Alain—before he slammed his fist into her face.

Lightning exploded. The room collapsed.
Someone was wailing.
She didn’t know if it was Sophie, or herself.
Camille pulled herself to her elbows. Firelight flickered. Something was

in her eye: a kind of red curtain. With the back of her hand, she rubbed at
it. Blood caught on her eyelashes, trickled hot into her ear.

By the fireplace, two figures struggled. Alain, she realized dimly. And So-
phie. His broad back was to Camille, one fist wrapped in Sophie’s hair. The
other he shook at her white face. Something dangled from it. The calico
purse.

“Is this all you have?” he shouted.
Camille tried to get up. The room spun and she lurched onto her side.

Everything blurred. Again she struggled onto her elbows. He had gone too
far. Her true brother was never coming back. She’d get the candlestick from
the table and crack this one’s head open.

Camille grabbed at the floorboards with her fingernails, dragging herself
forward.

“This is your last chance, ma soeur,” Alain slurred. “I know you and your
lying sister have more hidden away somewhere.” He raked at Sophie’s hair
and she whimpered. “If our parents were alive, they would never say no to
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me.”
Yes, they would. You’re no longer their son. You’ve become someone else.
Camille slid a little closer to the table.
In that moment, Sophie’s eyes met Camille’s. They were enormous in her

face, their pupils black. Behind Alain’s back, Sophie motioned urgently to-
ward the floor. She wanted Camille to lie down.

The floor tilted. Camille met it with a thud.
All she could see were his riding boots, filthy from the street. The dull

glint of spurs. Straw crushed into the mud on his heels. Under his rumpled
coat, the thready gleam of his watch chain—the watch itself pawned long
ago—was strangely bare. It was missing its last remaining fob: a miniature
portrait of Sophie and Camille.

Sophie pointed wildly. “See what you’ve done to our sister! You’ve killed
her!”

Ah. Camille closed her eyes, held her breath. My sister the actress.
“Don’t be a fool. She’s not dead,” he faltered.
Sophie dropped to the floor next to Camille. “Open the window and call

the constable!”
Alain stooped to peer at her. “She’s not moving.”
Sophie pressed gently on Camille’s throat. “Her heart’s still beating.”
“God in heaven!” he exclaimed. “Let her live! I never intended it. Never.”

He picked up her hand, held it to his cheek. “You must believe me.”
“This time, she’s breathing. But Alain, think! What were you doing?”
Alain flinched. “You don’t understand. He’s not like other people.” He

started to cry, abjectly. “If he doesn’t get the money, he’ll kill me. Or worse.”
“But you hurt your sister!”
“To protect her!” he wept. “To protect all of us!”
Sophie pried his hands loose from Camille’s; Camille saw a flash of silver

as Sophie pressed some livres—how many, oh, how many?—into their
brother’s hand. “Take this and go before I call for the police. You can never
come back if you’re drunk.”

At the door Alain hung on Sophie like a too-large child. He had always
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been the biggest, the oldest, the most daring—the one who carried both
girls on his shoulders. Now he avoided Camille where she lay on the floor.
“I promise. I will change. I will get rid of my tormentor and then, you’ll see,
we’ll be free,” he said.

She didn’t believe in his promises. She wished he would go away forever.
He was still moaning as Sophie pushed him into the hallway and closed

the door behind him.
Sophie waited, still as a watched mouse, as his footsteps faded. Then she

wrenched the key over in the lock and dragged the table, its candlesticks
wobbling and legs screeching, against the door. Her chest was heaving
when she crouched down next to Camille.

“Does it hurt?”
Oh no, not at all. Camille’s ears were ringing, her thoughts banging

around in her head like a door in the wind. He had hurt her. Badly. What
about her made him so angry? There was blood on the carpet. Her mind
reeled back: the snap of her neck when he hit her. The slow drop to the
floor. Alain’s wet, crying mouth.

“Can you get up?” Sophie wriggled her arm under Camille’s shoulder and
helped her sit.

The ceiling loomed too close. “Everything’s wobbly. Push me against the
wall. Is it bad?”

“Awful,” Sophie said quietly. “His ring cut you above the eyebrow. That’s
why there’s so much blood.”

“Merde.” Camille reached up to touch her brow. The raw pain made her
wince.

With water warmed on the stove and a soft rag in her hand, Sophie
worked away at the blood. She wiped it out of Camille’s ears, off her neck
where it had dried and cracked, soaked it out of her clotted hairline. When
she was finished, Sophie looked grimly pleased. “It’s just a small cut. I won’t
have to sew it.”

Camille’s stomach lurched when she thought of Sophie’s tiny, even
stitches in her skin. “Alain took it all, didn’t he?”
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Nothing stayed. No matter what Camille did. She gathered scraps of
metal and dredged up sorrow to make them into coins, but they didn’t stay.
Maman and Papa, the printing press, her dreams, her family the way they’d
once been. Though she’d tried so hard to hold it all, in the end it ran away
like water through her fingers.

Nothing stayed.
“What do you mean, ‘all’?” Sophie wrung out the bloody cloth and

dropped it in the basin of pink water.
“Didn’t he get into the strongbox?”
“Oh, no. He took only what was in my purse.”
“But that was your wages!”
“Not all of it.” Sophie smiled. “In fact, not very much of it at all.”
“What did you do with the rest?” Camille asked, wonder in her voice.
“I threw it into the ashes when he had me by the hair.”
Camille laughed, though it made her ribs ache. “Well done, my coura-

geous sister.”
“Bah, it’s still not much. A few livres.” Sophie’s lower lip trembled. “I’m

frightened, Camille.”
Camille smiled wanly, as if she weren’t at all afraid. “We’ll get away, ma

chère. I promise.”
La magie was only trick she knew. It could get them some of the way

there, but not all. Because it wouldn’t take long before working too much
magic made her weak, liable to fall ill. Maman’s death had taught her that.
And she could not leave Sophie alone.

She needed a better way.
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Camille woke too early the next morning. Her neck ached, her ribs, too, and
under her heavy hair, at the back of her skull, she could feel a hard bump.
Next her fingers went to her eye. The flesh around it was puffed up and soft,
like a rotten apple. She could only imagine the color.

Rubbing her forehead, she wandered out into the main room. The basin
of water still sat on the floor, its bottom rusty red with her blood. Just to
be certain, she knelt by the door to the eaves and checked under the floor-
board. The key was there, safe. As she replaced the board, she thought she
heard a whispering coming from the little room behind the door. The tiny
hairs on her arms stood up. There were no words, just a hush like wind
across a silk skirt; the feeling it gave her was like the one she had whenever
she went near the burned box. As if someone was there.

“What a nervous fool you are,” Camille told herself as she stood up. She
needed some air.

From their attic apartment, a narrow window opened onto the slant of
the building’s roof. Camille often scrambled out there in her bare feet to sit
next to one of the mansard’s dormers. A metal railing ran along the edge; if
it hadn’t been there, she would never have gone out.

Sometimes she had the feeling that if she went too close to the edge, she
wouldn’t be able to control her body and that it would fling itself out and
over, into the air—and smash on the street below. Being this high up made
her stomach churn, the muscles in her neck contract.

But she was drawn to what the roof gave her, a moment of solitude and
a way to see beyond what she normally could—away to the Seine and be-
yond. So she stayed away from the drop. If she tucked her feet in close,
she could settle back against the corner where the roof met the stone wall.
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Pigeons were her companions up there, and black-clad chimney sweeps.
When they spotted her, they doffed their cloth caps and made extrava-
gant bows, their teeth flashing white against their sooty faces. They never
seemed surprised to see her there.

Beneath her perch ran the rue Charlot, and out from it, other streets,
like arteries in the huge body of Paris. Near to the Durbonnes’ neighbor-
hood sprawled the grand hôtels built by noblemen in the last century, each
iron-gated mansion so large it occupied an entire block. Between where she
sat and the watery curve of the Seine glowed a patch of emerald grass, em-
broidered with paths—the still somewhat-fashionable Place des Vosges. El-
egant phaetons and carriages circled the square. Not far off, on an island
in the middle of the river, rose the gray towers of the cathédrale of Notre-
Dame and the single iron spike of Sainte-Chapelle, and beyond them, the
rest of Paris, a haze of places she’d never been.

What if she dared to go farther? Higher? She wondered what it would be
like to go beyond what she knew. What would she see?

Somewhere there had to be a place for herself and Sophie. In that maze
of streets, there had to be an apartment where they would be safe. Was it too
much to ask, when all the nobles had their elegant, well-guarded fortresses?
It was not. There would be a window—several windows, as long as she was
dreaming—tall and full of golden light, rooms peacefully papered in pale
pinks and blues, fireplaces in all of them, soft sofas and featherbeds and
warm rugs on the polished floors, a maid to clean and scrub and carry water.
It would be a secret place, a space without drunken brothers, fists, or knives.

Over the river, a flock of birds lifted and curved into the pale dawn sky.
That balloonist—Lazare Mellais—he didn’t think about things like this. He
and his badger-looking friend were probably pondering release valves and
fuel and ballast, not wondering if their brothers would hit them and take
their money. Not wondering how they might be safe.

Her fingers ached with frustration and sorrow. She’d go make something
of it, use her sadness to make coins to buy ointment for her eye. Camille
stood up, stretching her neck. A warm June breeze playing in her hair, she
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stood—a fierce silhouette—on the roof for a moment longer, wishing.

After she’d turned the coins, Camille woke Sophie and they dressed to go
out. Standing in front of the old mirror on the mantelpiece and settling her
broad-brimmed straw hat on her hair, Camille tilted her face to the side and
inspected her reflection. The crazed glass made the bruise around her eye
even darker and angrier. “It looks like I’ve been beaten.”

“I’m sorry, ma chère, but you were beaten.” Sophie fiddled with the wide,
yellow ribbons on her much prettier hat, a loan from Madame Bénard.
She’d styled her hair so that it swooped across her forehead, hiding the
pockmarks she didn’t like. “The ointment will help your eye. And lau-
danum, for your headache. Plus the apothecary is right by the park. The
queen believes fresh air solves a multitude of problems.”

Camille frowned. She loved the fresh morning air as much as anyone, but
she hated the way she looked. Broken. In the glass, shadows hung around
her eyes, her cheekbones stood out, and her mouth felt too wide in her face.
More than anything she resembled a hungry fox. Not exactly the right ap-
pearance for a stroll at the Place des Vosges. “Too bad I couldn’t work one
of Maman’s glamoires, remember?”

“Maman did it once. She said it was too dangerous for you to do—re-
member?”

Camille did. She also remembered how radiant her mother had looked,
more beautiful than ever, as she swept into the apartment in a silk gown
Camille had never seen, diamonds at her throat and a glittering brooch on
her shoulder, smiling as Papa spun her in a circle. Her face was her face, but
not. It had been a dream face: Maman, perfected.

Which was exactly what she needed now, Camille thought, arranging her
hat so it hid her eye.

Once at the Place des Vosges, Sophie forgot completely about Camille’s
bruise and their errand to the apothecary. In the park, the sun gleamed on
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the frilled, silk parasols of women who strolled the paths. It blinded as it
reflected off the gilded ornaments of the carriages that spun, in a dance of
sleek horses’ legs, around the park’s edges. The soft thump of hooves min-
gled with the jingle of harnesses and the lazy swat of the coachmen’s whips.
Ladies waved from gold-painted carriages or rode on glossy horses, the men
next to them in tight suits and polished boots, all of them bowing and smil-
ing, exclaiming and flirting and flicking their painted fans. Birds chirped in
the clipped hedges. There was not a cloud in the sky, as if the nobles could
buy even the sun and the rain and order the weather to their liking.

As a group of women in rose-sprigged gowns passed them, Camille
tipped her head away, hiding her bruise the best she could.

“What pretty dresses—like darling shepherdesses.” Sophie sighed.
“Madame Bénard was right. Cotton’s all the rage.”

“Which means that the silk weavers of Lyon will starve, because of the
queen’s fancy to be a milkmaid.”

“And see? Such wide sashes,” Sophie went on, ignoring Camille’s scowl.
“C’est la mode. I wish we had dresses like that.”

“This way,” Camille said, guiding her sister into the sheltered arcade that
ran around the park. In its cool shade, gilt letters announcing Apothecaire
Arnaud arched across one of the shop windows. Beneath the name gleamed
row after row of glass bottles, some packed with powders and others full
of syrupy tinctures. The bell jingled and a plump, tightly corseted woman
stepped onto the street, clutching her package. She frowned when she saw
Camille’s bruise.

“You go,” Sophie said. “I’ll wait here.”
“On the street?”
“Who are you with this sudden compulsion for etiquette? In any case, it’s

hardly a street. It’s a park. Please—it’s too dull to wait in there. And it always
reminds me of Maman’s illness.”

Hopeless. Camille sighed and went in. The shop smelled of dried herbs,
alcohol, and camphor. Camille inhaled and felt her head clear a little. The
line ahead of her was long, as Sophie had suspected. Everyone relished
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the chance to tell the apothecary their symptoms before surrendering their
money. Outside, Sophie stood alone on the grass, gazing at the carriages. A
breeze played in the long ribbons in her hat. She swayed slightly, as if to mu-
sic, as she watched the wheels spin. She looked very small, not much bigger
than a child.

Sophie deserved better. They both did.
She was determined to change things. As long as Alain knew where they

lived, a new lock for the door wasn’t going to be enough. He would always
be there, taking, taking, taking. She only wished there was another way be-
sides magic.

When Papa lost the shop, all the children had to learn to work la magie.
Alain had been first to volunteer, but he hadn’t been able to turn even the
simplest things, like a torn piece of paper into a whole one. He’d been re-
sentful when Camille had done it, quickly—as if it had been easy. But it
wasn’t. Maman was exacting when it came to la magie, forcing Camille to
practice again and again before she would accept the result. She didn’t see
how Camille hated it. But when the magic caught, when Camille changed
something useless into something useful, Maman had praised her. She’d
called Camille her magical daughter, and in that moment, she felt she was.

She should have worked harder at it, she saw that now.
“Oui, mademoiselle?” the apothecary said, wiping his hands on his

apron. “What is your complaint?”
My complaints are many, monsieur. Carefully, Camille tilted her hat back

to reveal the bruise.
The man pursed his lips. “You have hit yourself on a doorjamb.”
Camille said nothing. The apothecary’s eyes dropped to his ocher-

stained fingers. “Une minute. I’ll get what you need.”
With the ointment jar and a laudanum bottle for Sophie wrapped in pa-

per and tucked under her arm, Camille stepped out of the dusk of the shop
and stood for a moment under the arcade, blinking at the bright sunlight,
searching for the yellow of Sophie’s dress.

There she was, at the far end, past the fountain. Camille was about to
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cross the street when someone called out to her: “Mademoiselle? Is it you?”
Her breath caught. Halfway down the arcade, coming toward her at a

run, was the boy from the balloon. Lazare Mellais. He wore a plain brown
suit, wrapped packages stuffed into its pockets. His cravat, as before, was
carelessly tied and his hair was coming loose. As he reached her, Lazare
swept off his hat and bowed.

“I can’t say, mademoiselle, how I’d been hoping that I might pass you,
just like this, on the street, so that I might tell you how much—”

He stopped speaking. His eyes fastened on her purple bruise with its
sickly yellow edge.

Why, of all times, did she have to meet him now? Camille stared down at
the cobbles, hoping her hat’s brim would hide her face. She saw the toes of
her shoes were dusty.

“Look at me.” Lazare put his hand on her arm. “Mon Dieu, what hap-
pened?”

“Rien.” Camille pulled her arm away. “It’s nothing.”
He stepped easily around her. “Whatever it is, it isn’t nothing.” His voice

was soft, pleading. “Please, mademoiselle—what’s wrong? I only wish to
help.”

Dropping her head, she tugged the brim of her hat as far down as she
could. Humiliation burned hot in the tops of her ears. Any moment he’d
realize what had happened to her and the awful greasy dirtiness of her life
would be exposed. “If you wish to help, monsieur, just leave me alone.”

“I can’t do that, I’m afraid.”
“Then please—please stop looking at me.” Despite her intention to be

brave, her voice shook.
Lazare stooped, his warm brown eyes meeting hers under the brim of her

hat. “It wasn’t a what, was it?”
She shook her head once.
“Then who did this to you?” he said, an edge in his voice. “The dishonor-

able—”
Camille shook her head again. Imagine if she told him. If this boy then

Gita Trelease

50



somehow found Alain and—did what? Beat him? Threatened him? Had
him thrown in jail?

Any good to come of that would never erase the humiliation of Lazare
knowing about her drunken wastrel of a brother. And that she had allowed
this, somehow, to happen. If she said anything about it, this beautiful boy
with his balloon would know her life of pinching poverty, dirty nails, two
decent dresses. Nothing could possibly persuade her to reveal that.

“Stop peering under my hat, monsieur. People are staring.”
Lazare stood back. “Forgive me. I can’t stand that someone would hurt

you—”
“There’s nothing to worry about.”
He frowned, as if he didn’t agree. He took a deep breath, exhaled. “Well,

then. This is what I’ve been thinking since yesterday, hoping to see you
again.” He suddenly looked very young and awkward, all his easy grace
gone. “Come visit our workshop, won’t you? Where the balloon is kept?
You could properly meet the others. Rosier has all these ideas.”

“Me?”
He pretended to glance back over his shoulder, as if there might be some-

one there. “Who else? You saved the balloon and us, after all. You were so
clever about the ballast, and, besides, I need all the help I can get to keep
Armand in his place.” That slow smile. “Don’t say no.”

Lazare was inviting her.
Her heart lifted. He hadn’t thought her a fool. Her bruise hadn’t repulsed

him. He hadn’t wanted to get away from her. It had just been the rain. He
had been thinking about her. He wished for her to visit his workshop. He
wished to see her again. He had been wishing it this entire time.

“Where—”
Camille’s words were cut short by a scream.

Enchantée

51





10

Across the park, one of the gilded carriages shrieked to a halt. Its chestnut
horses reared and whinnied as the coachman sawed on the reins. In front of
the horses’ legs, a young man—green suit, blond hair—bent and picked up
a body from the street. Its head bobbed loosely on his shoulder, its yellow
skirts catching around his legs.

Sophie.
The breath left Camille’s lungs with a rush. Lazare said something—she

could not heed it—she was already running. Her head spun. The park
wasn’t large, but full of people, walking slow as death, and she had to dodge
them all. A group had gathered around the carriage but Camille pushed her
way through, using her elbows and feet to get them to move.

Please let her not be hurt. Please. Let her have fainted. Anything, anything,
but not—

A dark-haired girl, white-faced and wearing an enormous plumed hat,
rushed from the carriage, her mouth a pink O of worry. She was staggeringly
pretty, with long dark lashes framing intelligent green eyes. Nearby, the boy
knelt and laid Sophie in the grass. Her face was ashen, her lips bloodless.

Not dead, please, not dead, Camille begged, as she ran up to them. “What
happened?”

“She’s fainted,” the girl murmured, without a glance at Camille. Careless
of her extravagant dress, she dropped to her knees in the grass, unstoppered
a bottle of sal volatile she’d pulled from her purse, and waved it under So-
phie’s nose. Camille threw herself down next to her sister’s still body. She
smoothed Sophie’s fair hair from her forehead.

“Wake up, darling!” Her voice shook. “Wake up!”
Sophie’s eyelids trembled, but she did not open them. Smiling a little, the
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girl gently slapped Sophie’s cheeks.
“What are you doing?” Camille snapped.
The girl raised one elegant eyebrow, daggerlike against the alabaster

whiteness of her skin. “Trust me, I’ve years of experience. Two sisters,
both excessively sensitive. She took a fright, that’s all. Poor petite!” From a
pocket the girl pulled a fan, which she flapped in Sophie’s face.

At that, Sophie opened her blue eyes. There was a smudge of dirt across
her forehead. “Camille!” she said, wonderingly. “Who are these people?”

“Mademoiselle,” the boy said to Camille, “do you know this girl?”
“She’s my sister.” Camille clasped Sophie’s hand and kissed it. “How do

you feel, ma chère?”
“Well enough.” Sophie blinked and tried to smile. “How pretty everyone

is!” she said to the girl with the fan. “What a marvelous hat!”
The raven-haired girl laughed. “Fashion is the first thing you think of? It

is lovely, isn’t it? I bought it at Rose Bertin’s.”
Camille glared at the boy. “Tell me what happened.”
“First, may I offer my deepest apologies,” he said as his strange, golden

eyes met hers. Like the girl, he looked about the same age as Camille. He
was elegantly dressed, fair and handsome, though his mouth seemed as
likely to curve into a sneer as a smile. “Just as your sister was stepping into
the street, the horses shied at a flag. My coachman pulled them up imme-
diately; rest assured, they did not touch her.” He smiled faintly. “It was my
friend the marquise’s scream you heard, not your sister’s.”

“Là,” said the girl, her emerald eyes snapping. “What else was I to do, Vi-
comte? Allow your wild animals to run over this darling girl?” Her voice had
a warning edge to it. “Never mind your reputation would be destroyed be-
yond mending if she’d been hurt.”

Vicomte. Marquise. Of course it was a pair of aristocrats who’d nearly
mown down her sister. They were as heedless as they were rich. Camille
helped Sophie to sitting. “Come, ma chère, we’ve got to be going.”

“So quickly?” There was a little color in Sophie’s cheeks now, though she
swayed a little.

Gita Trelease

54



“We’ll take you in the carriage,” the boy said. “It’s no bother—in fact, I
insist.” He held out a ringed hand to Sophie.

But before Sophie could take it, Lazare appeared at the edge of the circle,
breathing hard, his hand on the vicomte’s shoulder, pushing him aside.
“Your sister! What’s happened?”

“She fainted, that’s all,” Camille said, relieved that Lazare was finally
there. “Thanks to—the marquise—she’s quite well now.”

“All in a day’s work,” the marquise said, dropping her sal volatile into her
purse.

Lazare bowed in her direction before his eyes went like arrows to the vi-
comte. “He was involved?”

“It was the horses!” the marquise said. “And a flag that ought to be torn
to shreds, and a girl’s sweet, sensitive nature. Nothing more.” She smiled
fondly at Sophie. “No harm done.”

Lazare exhaled. “Are you well, mademoiselle?”
“How could I not be, when the kindest people in all of Paris are taking

care of me?” Sophie said prettily. She took the vicomte’s hand as he helped
her to stand.

Taking in the little scene, Camille could practically see the wheels spin-
ning in Sophie’s head. Here she was, rescued by a nobleman with a fine nose
and golden eyes! And a carriage painted Wedgwood blue and gold! She had
stumbled into her very own fairy tale and she was in no rush to leave it.
Camille bit her lip as the vicomte said something in Sophie’s ear that made
her laugh.

However well-intentioned this boy might be, she needed to get her sister
home. “Thank you, messieurs, madame, for all your help.” As both Lazare
and the vicomte started forward, she held up her hand. “We won’t need a
carriage. A walk will be just the thing to revive us.”

The vicomte bowed. “As you wish. Do accept my infinite apologies for
having frightened you both. When we reach the stable, I shall whip my
coachman and my horses to teach them a lesson.”

“Hush!” The marquise slapped his arm with her fan. “They’ll think you’re

Enchantée

55



serious.”
“Of course, I’m only jesting,” he said, but Camille wasn’t certain he was.

He passed a piece of paper to Sophie. “If there’s anything,” he said kindly,
“anything at all, mademoiselle, please do not hesitate.”

“He needn’t go so far as that,” Lazare said curtly.
“I only go as far as my morals compel me, monsieur,” the vicomte tossed

back.
Lazare ignored him, staring over the other boy’s head as if he were sud-

denly fascinated by the treetops.
Sophie ducked her head. “Merci, Monsieur le Vicomte.”
Good-byes and well wishes were traded and a moment later, the two

aristocrats were stepping into the carriage, the breeze tousling their silken
garments, the driver closing the gilded door behind them, and the horses
stepping out briskly. Camille, Sophie, and Lazare watched as the carriage
disappeared down the narrow streets.

Sophie sighed happily.
“Feeling well enough to go home?” Camille asked, as nicely as she could.

She didn’t blame Sophie—not exactly. But how could she have taken what
must have been the vicomte’s card? To acknowledge a relationship of sorts
with a nobleman such as he?

“Perhaps Monsieur Mellais will accompany us?” Sophie tilted her head
and smiled at him.

“We couldn’t trouble you—” Camille began. The thought of him coming
to their stooped building in the dingy rue Charlot made her cringe. It was
like her bruised eye; she wished she were not ashamed of it, but she was.

Lazare’s face fell. “I must be going, in any case. Good day to you, mesde-
moiselles.” He lifted his hat and turned away.

Camille watched him walk away with long strides, his coat billowing be-
hind him. Each step he took something pulled at her inside until she felt
something would snap. But to call him back? To reveal herself that way felt
too dangerous when she didn’t know how he felt. She bit the edge of her
fingernail, worrying at it.
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He was nearly at the street when he stopped. “But you’ll still come to our
aeronauts’ workshop, mademoiselle?” he called out.

Hadn’t she wanted something more, the day of the balloon? A bigger
life? Then why did saying yes to this boy feel like standing at the edge of a
precipice and stepping into air? It should have felt easy, but it didn’t.

“Say yes,” Sophie nudged. “Remember, he likes you.”
Lazare waited, fidgeting with the edge of his coat.
It was just him. It wasn’t a precipice. It was only a tiny step.
“When?” she asked.
A smile spread slowly across his face. “Truly?” He told her where the

workshop was and suggested they meet there on Wednesday. “I’ll need the
time to prepare Armand,” he said.

“He dislikes me so much?”
He shook his head. “I’m teasing. Though, on second thought, perhaps

not.”
“Well, until then,” Camille said, pointedly ignoring Sophie’s look of

triumph.
He hesitated. “One thing more, mademoiselle.”
“Yes?”
“If there is any trouble from the person who blackened your eye, tell me.

Because, pardieu, whoever he is, he will have to answer to me.”

“He would have walked us home,” Sophie said once they had left the grassy
carpets and plush hedges of the Place des Vosges.

“He was being kind, that’s all.”
“He invited you to his workshop.” Sophie rolled her eyes. “Truly, you are

the most resistant to romance of any person I know.”
She didn’t want to respond to that. The less said about the confusing boy

the better. There was something she wished to know, though. “What did the
vicomte give you, Sophie? Was it his card?”
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“Why should I tell you? You’ll only be angry.”
“Tell me.”
Sophie opened her hand. In it lay a square of the palest mint-green paper,

barely as wide as her palm, with the boy’s names and titles—Jean-Baptiste
de Vaux, Vicomte de Séguin—engraved across it, very much like the expen-
sive cards her father had resentfully printed to cover the costs of his pam-
phlets. It was soft from being clutched in her fist.

“A moi.” Camille held out her hand for it.
Sophie slipped it into her purse. “It’s mine.”
Camille gritted her teeth to stop herself from saying something she’d re-

gret. This was where Alain’s tales about girls swept off their feet by princes
led. “You don’t know the ways of the world, ma chère.”

“And you’re an expert?”
“Just—don’t trust as much. Be careful . . . of things.”
“How specific you are.” Sophie found a clump of grass on her skirt and

flicked it off.
“You know what I mean,” said Camille, exasperated.
“Do you mean runaway carriages?” Sophie said, knowingly. “Or is it

handsome noblemen we’re to be wary of? What about handsome balloon
pilots?” Sophie poked Camille in the arm.

“That hurts,” Camille said, pushing her sister’s hand away. “And don’t
think you’re being droll—you’re absolutely not.”

The look in Sophie’s large blue eyes said she knew she was very droll in-
deed. “Alors,” she said, tucking her hand under Camille’s elbow and giving
her arm a squeeze. “I will no longer be droll. But, sérieusement,
Camille—you saw how he looked at me! Don’t you see that the attention of
someone as important as the vicomte is a good thing? A way out?”

Camille fumed. Couldn’t Sophie see that a rich nobleman was no real se-
curity, nothing assured at all? “But it’s not the right way out, Sophie,” she
said, feeling she’d never convince her.

“Bah!” Sophie laughed. “In the end, who can say which way was right and
which way was wrong, as long as one of them leads to happiness?”
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On the way home they stopped at a patisserie so that, as Sophie insisted,
they could recover from their fright. They paid with turned coins and
walked away as quickly as possible. They were so hungry they ate the pas-
tries the way stray dogs would, on the street outside their apartment, while
people stared. Camille didn’t care. The buttery flakes and the sweet marzi-
pan tasted like sunbeams. After the pastry was gone, she licked her fingers,
too. Her stomach filled, a sense of well-being came to her. They had the
medicine they needed; Sophie had not been hurt. All of that was good. And
underneath, a secret, almost painful joy: she’d seen Lazare again. She would
visit his workshop in three days.

It was a far-off gleam, like a candle in a window. Waiting. Beckoning.
On the winding stairs to the apartment, Camille nearly tripped on Fan-

tôme, who was lounging on the last step. “What’s he doing here?”
“Chat méchant,” Sophie scolded as she scooped him into her arms.

“Naughty cats won’t get anything for supper but nasty mice they have to
catch all by themselves.” The black cat snuggled against her shoulder and
began to purr.

“Sophie.” The door to their apartment stood open a hand’s-width. “You
didn’t lock the door.”

“I did.” Sophie frowned. “Is it Alain? Maybe he’s come to apologize.” She
pushed past Camille into the apartment.

The little salon was empty.
“Where he is, then?” The apartment was deathly quiet, as if the garret

rooms were holding their breath. Even the light felt wrong. “Alain?”
On the table, crumbs lay scattered. Hadn’t she cleaned up the night be-

fore? Ashes were heaped in the hearth, a dirty pot of washing water left to
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cool next to it. Surely she’d thrown theirs out. In the room, the air seemed to
vibrate around her and from somewhere came that strange, insistent hiss-
ing. Perhaps she was losing her mind.

The cupboard yawned empty. “Did you eat the cheese this morning?”
“Of course not!” Sophie pressed shoulder-to-shoulder with Camille to

peer at the bare shelves. “Not only the cheese, but the rest of the bread is
gone, too.”

The room tightened around her. “Alain came back.”
“Alain might drink too much,” Sophie said, “but he wouldn’t have taken

our last bit of food.”
There was something worse he could have taken. Much worse.
Camille raced to the bedroom. There the wardrobe door sagged open.

It was empty, their best dresses snatched off their pegs. The bed had been
made when they left—now the bedclothes lay rumpled, straw loose on the
floor. The mattress had a gash in it, like a terrible smile. On the floor in front
of the little door that led to the eaves, the loose floorboard lay upturned.
The key hung drunkenly in the lock.

Camille clasped her shaking hands. There was no need to fear. Not yet.
Alain opening the door to the room under the eaves didn’t mean anything.
He still needed the key that opened the strongbox. “Bring a candle, So-
phie!”

“Maman said we were never to go in there.”
Camille nearly spit with frustration. “There are many things Maman told

us not to do. But we’ve had to do them anyway. Going into this room won’t
be the drop of water that makes the vase overflow.” Her hand trembled as
she held it out. “The candlestick.”

Once she had it, she stooped and went inside, holding the light up.
The lid of the strongbox was cracked open. Alain hadn’t even bothered

to find the key she’d hidden in a notch in the roof beams. She sank to her
knees, laying her palm flat against the dusty floor to steady herself.

No money for rent.
No money for food.
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Nothing, nothing, nothing.
“You’re white as a ghost, Camille—tell me!”
“The money I’d been saving for the rent?” Her throat was so tight she

could hardly speak. “It’s all gone.”
“How did he know where it was?”
Camille looked around the little room as if it might tell her. “He must

have guessed, after he was here yesterday. Seen me glance in that direc-
tion—”

“Maman always told us never to go in there.”
“That wasn’t because of the strongbox. It was because of something she

kept in there, to work la magie.” The burnt trunk.
“But what will we—”
“Ne t’inquiètes pas.” She didn’t want Sophie to worry. “I’ll get the dresses

back. They’re worth too much to let him keep them.”
Camille stood up, brushed the dust from her skirts. She couldn’t bear to

stay in the apartment any longer, where every empty space mocked her. She
needed to go out.If she were lucky, she’d find Alain at the Palais-Royal.

If she were luckier, he’d have the money. He’d still have their best dresses,
heaped on a chair next to him.

And if she were even luckier than that, she’d get it all back.
Tonight, she needed a gambler’s luck.
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Taking a deep breath, Camille joined the evening crowds thronging the
arcaded walk of the duc d’Orléans’ home, the Palais-Royal. She had no
powder for her hair, nor her pale lavender dress, so she made do with her
second-best, the chocolate-striped dress that she could no longer fill out.
Not that anyone here would notice. This was a place where anything went.
Like his guests, the king’s cousin loved a good entertainment. And like his
guests, he needed money—so he’d opened the arcades and invited every-
one in. Here there was no etiquette and no police constables, only the duc’s
own men and their own kind of laws.

It was a hectic carnival, a glittering city within a city. Everything was
for sale, but none of it was for her. She passed jewelers’ shops glimmering
with diamonds and watches, wig shops and hat shops, a puppet theater, a
troupe of ballet dancers, a lace maker whose fine work hung like webs in
the window. It was said that anything could be bought or sold at the Palais-
Royal: political pamphlets, pornography, pretty women. In the arcades and
in the garden, aristocrats in costly silks and laces mingled with women who
wore the same clothes, only with false diamonds around their necks. In the
crowd, no one could tell the difference. Gamblers and cheaters, drunks and
magicians. Champagne or opium, girls or boys, cards or dice, dreams or
nightmares: at the Palais-Royal, you picked your own delight—or poison.

Camille passed a darkened room where people sat transfixed for a magic
lantern show. The heated lamp projected an image onto a screen: Trappers
of New France. It showed a scene by a river. Two figures, their black hair in
braids down their backs, stood solemnly on the grassy bank. The woman
held a swaddling child, the man a quiver of arrows and a bow. In the placid
water at their feet floated a strange boat, long and narrow, curved at bow
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and stern. It was piled high with furs. Enormous trees, taller than any
Camille had ever seen, arched their branches protectively over the little
family. They were going somewhere far away on that wide, curving river, she
was sure of it. Camille waited in the doorway for the next picture, until the
barker snapped at her to pay her fee or move on. It didn’t matter, she told
herself. She had somewhere else to be.

Camille cut across the gardens, narrowly avoiding a man standing on a
table. With his crushed right hand, he waved a political pamphlet above his
head. The ink had run, it was barely dry. “Listen, my brothers, my sisters!
See my maimed hand!” he shouted. “See how the masters broke it! While
we die in the gutters like rats, what do the king, the queen, the nobles
do? Nothing! Five hundred louis for a hat with a feather in it? Ten thou-
sand trees planted at Versailles? And for us? Rien!” The clutch of men and
women standing nearby roared and hissed. “Only when we are all dead will
they care—because there will be no one left to farm their land, to clean up
their shit, or to pay their taxes!”

Her father would have applauded. She could hear his ghost whisper in
her ear: See? When the taxes go up, when the harvest fails, the bread prices rise:
see what happens. If we work together, things will change.

But they hadn’t, had they?
Camille knew she wasn’t the only one struggling to survive. There were

countless girls just like her. Girls who were caught, unfairly ensnared by
husbands or fathers or brothers; girls who had no voice nor even a free
moment to think what it was they might want to say or what to do. It was
wrong, and unjust.

In her other ear, Maman whispered: But you, ma chère—you have your
magic.

What had Maman been thinking? No magic could change anything, not
for long. And for the things that mattered—food in their stomachs, a place
of safety—magic was as useless as a sieve to carry water.

At the far corner of the building’s vaulted arcade, laughter and accordion
music spilled out onto the walk. Two drunk men, their arms around each
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other’s shoulders, stumbled down the stairs. Behind them came two of
the duc’s men, their hands on the pommels of their swords. They were
escorting the men out. One of the drunkards was laughing so hard tears
traced skin-colored rivulets down his powdered cheeks. Pushed along by
the guards behind him, the other man stopped long enough to eye Camille
as she tried to slip past. “Attendez, mademoiselle! Wait for us outside the
gates!”

As long as she kept to herself and committed no crime, Camille had
nothing to fear from them. Or so she told herself. Determined, she contin-
ued into a marbled entrance hall and then, her skirts in her hand, ran up the
staircase, her hand barely touching the banister.

If he was here, she knew where to find him.
She passed a room with blue walls where men played checkers and drank

wine. Then a candlelit ballroom, where people danced: whether the girls
were countesses or courtesans she couldn’t tell. She passed a corridor full of
landscape paintings hung floor to ceiling, a girl selling roses from a basket,
a row of closed doors, one after another.

She heard the room before she reached it.
From it came shouts, groans, and the relentless clickety-clickety-clickety

of the spinning roulette wheel. She went in, scanned the crowd for her
brother’s red hair. A few people glanced idly at her, their fans flicking; none
of them were Alain. A smaller room was lit by candelabras stuffed with wax
candles, the floor soft with Turkish carpets. Here men in silk suits played
faro, a card game so dangerously seductive it was banned by the king. It took
no skill to play and each round promised a fresh chance to win. But one
mistake and all could be lost. Applause erupted and someone exclaimed,
Bravo, bravo! but Camille slipped by without looking too closely: the stakes
in this room were too rich for Alain.

She found him in a dingy back room where tallow candles jammed into
wine bottles cast a dim light over a few bare tables and wooden chairs, two
of them lying toppled and broken on the floor. In the corners, uncomfort-
able shadows lingered along with the sickening scent of cheap wine. Her
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brother lay slumped across a table covered in a confetti of playing cards, as
if he’d dropped dead in the middle of a game.

“Alain!” Camille shook his shoulder. “Wake up!” When he didn’t stir, she
shook him harder, so that his head wobbled on his arm. Damp hair stuck to
his forehead, his eyes were shut tight; from his open mouth a line of spit ran
to the sleeve of his coat.

“You are a pathetic excuse for a brother,” she hissed at him. No response.
As furious as it made her, if she couldn’t wake him, she would have to go
home empty-handed. As Camille prodded him again, a slight figure with
ostrich plumes in her yellow hair and a sallow complexion stepped out of
the far doorway. “Does he owe you, too, mademoiselle?” she taunted.

Who was this person? There was a hunger in her eyes that made Camille
nervous. “What is it to you?”

“Oh, I’m no one important, bien sûr,” she said, swaying closer. She wore
two dresses, one on top of the other: a pale mint-green one underneath a
rose-colored one. “Someone hit you?”

Camille stiffened. “Where did you get those dresses?”
The girl nodded at Alain. “He couldn’t wait to wager them.”
“They weren’t his to wager! That’s my sister’s dress, the rose one. And

mine is the mint green.”
“I won them fairly.” The girl gave a twirl, making the dresses dance. “He

can play again to win them back, if he likes.”
Camille bit back her words. Next to her, Alain snored on. This was a ter-

rible place Alain had found himself in, and she was sorry he was a fool for
drinking and gaming, especially when he had debts, but she was not going
to leave empty-handed. Whatever Alain might have won by wagering the
dresses was rightfully hers. Holding her breath, Camille stooped over him
and slipped her hands into the nearest pocket of his coat. When her fingers
touched metal, she scooped the coins out: ten livres, a few tiny sous. It was
so little.

“Oh, that’s too bad,” the girl said, but she didn’t sound at all sorry.
Ignoring her, Camille reached across Alain’s back and into his other
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pocket. This one felt even emptier than the first. She shoved her fingertips
into the lining, checking for any coins caught in the seams.

“Nothing there?” The girl strutted closer. “You’re lucky to have found
what you did.”

Camille shook Alain again. She wanted to kick him.
“Là, he’s too far gone to wake up. Besides, he’s got nothing. Spent it all,

foolish boy.”
“If that were true—”
“Don’t believe me? Ask around.” As if she were a magician herself, the

girl gestured in the air and a second girl, just as pale and insubstantial,
slipped into the room. She wore a raspberry-pink wig, tall and frizzed. On
her powdered face, one of the circles of rouge was smudged. “Tell her,
Claudette.”

Claudette smiled. Pockets of darkness showed where teeth once had
been. “My friend Sandrine is right, mademoiselle,” she lisped. “That one
there’s got a rich friend, and now, poor thing, he’s in that man’s debt. What-
ever he makes—and it isn’t much, for he’s not the best at games, is he?—it
goes to him. The other one.”

Camille looked from one girl to the other. “Who is he? This other one?”
“You think I would tell you, even if I knew his name?” The ostrich plume

in Sandrine’s hair wobbled as she shook her head. “Not worth it to me. He’s
not kind.”

“I’m not afraid of him. He’s young, handsome,” Claudette said, eagerly.
“Wears a ring with a stone in it. Blue, maybe green? Filthy rich, of course.”

“Where might I find him?” Perhaps if Camille told this rich man what
Alain had done, he might help.

Claudette gave Sandrine a knowing nod. “Who knows? Perhaps he’ll
come by.”

“And in the meantime,” Claudette said, “I’ll give you a chance to get your
dresses back.” Watching for Camille’s reaction, Claudette swept up the scat-
tered cards and deftly squared the deck.

“Those dresses don’t belong to you. Why should I play to have them
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back?” The money clenched in Camille’s fist wouldn’t pay for one of the
dresses, let alone two.

“That’s a no, then?” Sandrine asked.
“I’ll play, too, m’selle,” said Claudette, pulling out a purse and shaking it

so the coins clinked together. “Sweeten the pot a little.” She flounced onto
one of the chairs and propped her elbows on the table. “Come on! Now or
never.”

The coins Camille had would buy a little food. But they would not come
close to paying the rent. And the rent was overdue. Alain had stolen their
last good dresses and gambled them away as if they were nothing. He’d
hit her. And whatever he’d gotten for them—he’d thrown that away, too.
Worse, he was in debt to someone these girls were loath to tell her about.

Claudette emptied the contents of her purse onto the table. Four gold
louis gleamed among the silver livres and sous. Sandrine flashed her pocked
smile. “See?”

Camille wiped her sweaty palms on her skirt. She was certain that if she
sat down at the table, she’d see the cards were marked. Foxed, or creased. A
flame of anger sparked as Camille watched Sandrine shuffle the cards. As if
she didn’t know that someone with two good dresses doesn’t wager them
for a handful of coins unless they were going to cheat! She saw the knowing
glances the girls cast between themselves, the smiles that crimped the edges
of their mouths. They were relishing what an easy mark she would be: That
idiot’s sister—coming in here and demanding the dresses, as if they were hers. As
if she had a right to them. We’ll take what she’s got just for the fun of it.

Camille couldn’t wait to make them regret it.
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“Take off the dresses and lay them here.” Camille pointed to a chair at the
next table.

“Fine.” Sandrine shimmied them off, one after another, and sat back
down, wearing only her chemise and stays. “You going to play standing up?”

“What game?”
“Vingt-et-un.”
It took until the third round before Camille caught Claudette. A small

pile of coins, including the gold louis, had grown in the middle. But neither
Claudette nor Sandrine had lost a single hand; even more suspicious, their
cards consistently beat hers. In front of Claudette lay an eight and a seven.
Fifteen.

“Another card?” Camille asked.
“Think about it carefully,” Sandrine said.
As Camille pretended to consider the dresses, Sandrine pulled a card—a

ten—from her sleeve to switch it for one of the cards in her hand. Quick as
thought, Camille grabbed the girl’s wrist.

“Tired of your cards already?” Camille snapped.
“This?” Claudette simpered. “I must have dropped it.”
Caught red-handed and yet she’d deny it? “How dare you—”
Sandrine’s eyes glinted. “Play our way or don’t play at all, mademoiselle.

We at the Palais-Royal have our own rules, n’est-ce pas, Claudette?”
Camille gritted her teeth. What else had she expected? It wasn’t as if she

could call on some authority to help her.
“If you say so.” Releasing Claudette’s wrist, Camille tossed her last ten

livres on the pile. Her determination dipped when the coins settled, but she
pressed on. “A side bet, then. I’ll keep playing, but if I catch you again, all
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this is mine.”
“Fine,” the girls said in unison as they tossed more livres onto the pile.

Thirty livres. Another six in the main stake, along with the three gold louis,
each of those worth another twenty-four livres. Rent was two hundred
livres—even if she won all of this she would not even come close—but it
would be something, at least, to hand to Madame Lamotte to show that she
didn’t have to throw them out.

But by the end of the next round Sandrine had scooped all the coins into
a pile next to her. Claudette didn’t seem the least bit worried—more confir-
mation that they were planning this together. Worry coiled in Camille’s gut.

“We’re done then, aren’t we?” said Sandrine. It was hardly a question.
“The cheat stake—” Camille said, her hand closing on it.
Sandrine slapped her away. “I cheated? How, pray tell?”
Camille had no idea how the girls had done it. It was one thing to have

a card waiting in one’s sleeve, another to hit twenty-one like this. Camille
bit at the edge of her fingernail and felt the despair well up in her. This was
not just a loss. It was a staggering one. She would have to go back to Sophie
with nothing.

“Ah, she doesn’t know!” Claudette laughed, showing the few good teeth
she had. “Go home, little fool.”

The rasp of Claudette’s laughter woke Camille from her fog. She was not
ready to give up yet. “I won’t leave without the dresses.”

“Losing badly and she still wants to play,” Sandrine said, scooping up the
cards and handing them to Claudette. “Want to win them back, m’selle? All
right. You deal.”

In the other room, the roulette wheel ticked like a clock.
Camille dealt and again—somehow—the girls bested her. Sandrine had

nineteen and Claudette eighteen. Either of them could win, but both would
be unlikely to take a third card. Camille had an eight of spades, which lay
hidden, facedown, and a ten of hearts facing up. Eighteen.

On the nearby chair lay the dresses. The pretty hems Sophie had pleated
with Maman’s help were already grimed with dirt. Her throat tightened
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when she remembered how, at the draper’s shop, her mother had held a
length of mint-green silk to Camille’s face and nodded, approvingly. This
will be like magic on you.

She exhaled, steadying herself. To win, she needed a three. It would be
easy to go over. “One more.”

Claudette took a card from the deck and placed it faceup in front of
Camille. The ace of diamonds.

Her blood went cold. Counting the ace as one only gave her nineteen.
And with a tie, the dealer won. “Will you take another hit?” she asked.

“Perhaps,” Claudette lisped. “First tell me what happened to your face.
Your husband beat you? Or your father, peut-être?”

“I bet it’s that lout of a brother of hers,” Sandrine said. “I bet he takes
whatever she makes and drinks it away. N’est-ce pas, m’selle? And if you say
anything? It’s like this,” Sandrine smacked her fist into the palm of her other
hand.

“It’s not like that at all.” Camille’s voice trembled. But of course, it was
like that. Her mind spun back to the clouded blankness in Alain’s eyes when
he’d shouted at her, the way the cords in his neck tightened and bulged, how
she fell, so slowly, so slowly, the crack of her head on the floor. Her body
still ached, but woven into the pain’s fabric was fear: the broken strongbox,
the worry that she would never escape.

“In that desperate place he is, family doesn’t matter.” Behind Sandrine’s
earlobes, dirt speckled her skin gray. “Drunk on cheap wine and laudanum,
what does he care? Bah! Not his problem. I know someone who sold his
daughter to get out of debt.”

No.
“Or that monsieur who shot himself, remember? In the Bois de

Boulogne?”
Despair and hopelessness clenched Camille’s throat. Had it really come

down to this, a card game? Why didn’t she have the ten of spades instead of
the eight? She could see it in her mind, how eight of its pips were arranged
like two walls facing one another, the other two pips in the middle. Like she

Enchantée

71



and Sophie, trapped.
She shook her head. “My brother wouldn’t do those things.” He wouldn’t

go that far.
Sandrine pressed her hand to her mouth in pretend shock. “You came

here thinking he’d give you back everything he’d taken, didn’t you? And
now you think he wouldn’t do worse than what he’s done?” Her laugh was
harsh. “I pity stupid girls like you.”

“You going to hold?” Claudette said, elbowing Sandrine. “I’ve got eigh-
teen, and you’ve got nineteen, Drine. Chances are, m’selle is under. You
want the rose dress or the green?”

Anger thrummed in Camille’s ears. This was not the world she wanted:
dank gambling dens and pain and these girls laughing while they cheated
her. Damn them to hell.

She flipped her last remaining card faceup and waited for their jeers.
Silence. Their mouths fell open.
“Merde! How is it possible?” Sandrine swore.
Next to her two red cards—the ace and the ten—lay a ten of spades. So

much like the eight, but with two wonderful pips in the middle. The eight
of spades seemed to have—vanished? Tentatively, Camille touched her fin-
gertips to the ten. It felt as real as any other. But she knew it wasn’t.

She had turned it.
Just as if it were a scrap of metal.
Quickly, she scooped up the coins, shoving them into her purse.
“Wait! One more game!” the girls shouted as Camille snatched up the

dresses, hugging them close. She had staked everything and won. Her pulse
jumped in her throat, keeping time with the question that raced through
her mind: how? How? How? But she knew.

She’d thought la magie ordinaire could only turn coins.
Apparently it could do so much more.
The girls pushed away from the table. Claudette jabbed a wine bottle at

Camille. Her voice was hard. “Sit down and play, m’selle. This isn’t close to
over.”
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“Désolée,” she said, though she wasn’t sorry at all. Camille backed away
toward the door. “I’ve had enough.”

Her mind blank with fear that the girls would catch her, she elbowed past
the gamblers watching the roulette wheel while the croupier cried, “Les
jeux sonts faits!” No more bets could be placed now. As the wheel spun,
the ball slipped from its position on the rim of the wheel and began to race,
red blurring into black as the wheel whispered its promises: riches, luck,
transformation.

Dodging a pair of the duc’s guards, Camille vanished into the crowds.
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“Count it,” Camille said as she tossed her purse on the kitchen table. The
back of her dress was soaked with sweat. She’d come home from the Palais-
Royal running the whole way, as if the two girls would come after her, their
dirty fingers reaching into her pockets to take back what they thought was
theirs.

Sophie pulled the purse open and began sorting the coins into piles.
“There’s not so very much,” she said, a tiny V forming between her eye-
brows. “Only sixty livres. Alain didn’t give you any more?”

“Alain was dead drunk,” she said, wearily. “There were two girls there—”
“What girls?”
“The kind of girls that gamble with people like Alain.”
Worriedly, Sophie rearranged the coins on the scarred surface of the

table.
There was no use pretending, not any longer. “Alain gambled away all

he’d taken from us and our dresses, too.”
“He didn’t,” Sophie said, but the downward arc of her mouth showed she

knew it might be true.
“He took all the money we’d saved for the rent.” Camille paced to the

window that gave out over the tilting roofs and chimneys of Paris. Down
there, somewhere, was the running girl Camille had seen the night Alain
pulled his knife, the girl Camille would do anything not to be. Perhaps
she was safe, hiding in a hole with her crust of bread. Or perhaps she was
caught, in prison, plagued by rats and cold puddles and hard, grabbing
hands. Who would help you when you were brought that low? No matter
how hard you toiled, you would never rise, never have enough for a safe
bed, a loaf of bread, a pair of shoes. Because in every instance, the cards
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were stacked against you. When you were that poor, no one cared if you
lived or died. Not even magic could save you then.

Fierce tears trembled on Sophie’s eyelashes. “How could he think he
could make money at cards?”

“That doesn’t matter now. He lost.” Unlike Camille, who could find no
printer willing to take her on, even for the smallest tasks, or Sophie, whose
work at Madame Bénard’s shop earned her a meager salary, Alain had a job.
He should have been collecting a salary from the Guards, and the knowl-
edge that he threw this away made her insides burn. “And the rent is due.”

“What should we do?”
“What those girls did.” They’d tried to cheat her and she’d bested them

at their own game. All the way home, running along the river, she’d been
buoyed by the thought of it. Her mind had built the idea, tested it, polished
it. It wasn’t perfect, but it was something. A chance.

“You mustn’t, those men at the Palais-Royal—” Sophie’s voice quavered
to a halt.

“What?” Camille pretended to be shocked. “Oh, not that.”
“What then?” Sophie’s thin shoulders hunched as if she were readying

herself for more bad news. “Tell me.”
On the mantel sat a stack of playing cards, tied with a scrap of ribbon.

Papa had made them when Camille was a little girl; she remembered how
quickly he’d painted the cards, sketching the girls’ faces as the queens. What
kind of queens would you be, mes filles? he’d wondered. A beautiful and kind
one, Sophie said. And you, Camille? he asked. I’d be a just and righteous one
who helps her people, she replied, very serious. Papa had turned away so she
wouldn’t see his tears.

Scooping up the worn, familiar cards, Camille sat down at the table with
Sophie.

“Cards?”
Camille nodded as she began to shuffle, hand over hand until the cards

blurred. Years of playing with her sister and Alain had made her fingers sure
and deft, the softened cards slipping through her hands like water. Playing
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cards and gambling was one thing. To turn the cards as she’d done at the
Palais-Royal was another. Excitement throbbed in her chest—fear, too. If
she couldn’t get coins to keep their shape, how could she keep the king of
clubs that she wanted from turning into a four of spades that she didn’t want
at all?

Cutting the deck carefully three times, she stacked the cards. Her finger-
tips rested on the top one for a moment as she tried to sense its shape and
color. Absolutely nothing appeared in her mind.

Frowning, she placed the deck in front of Sophie. “I’ll show you,” she
said, with more confidence than she felt.

Sophie sighed. “What are we playing?”
“Vingt-et-un. You deal.”
Sophie dealt Camille two cards, one facedown, one faceup: the ten of

spades. Then she dealt one for herself, faceup: the eight of hearts. “Hearts is
my favorite suit.”

“How am I not surprised?” Camille teased. Stealthily she bent a corner
of her facedown card. The six of diamonds. Sixteen points in total. Even if
Sophie took another card, the highest value it could have would be eleven,
if it were an ace, which would put her at eighteen points. It was a risk for
Camille, too. Unless, of course, she had la magie at her disposal. Deter-
mined, Camille took a coin from the small pile on the table and laid it in the
center. “I’ll bet a livre.”

“Oh là là,” Sophie said with a smirk as she tossed another livre in the cen-
ter. “How high we play today.” She dealt Camille another card, faceup: the
seven of spades.

Merde—at twenty-three Camille was well over. She was disappointed
but she mastered it: this was the moment. The precipice. She would turn
the six of diamonds to a four of diamonds to make vingt-et-un.

Camille placed her fingertips on the card. “Your play.”
Next to her eight of hearts and ten of spades, Sophie placed a two of dia-

monds. “Twenty! Can you beat that?”
Bien sûr. Her fingers on the six of diamonds, Camille cast her mind back
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to the Palais-Royal, the way those girls had treated her as if she were prey,
Alain’s slumped shape on the table, running the memories over and over in
her mind until the bitter trickle of sadness welled up inside of her. Hold-
ing that sorrow, she saw in her mind the four of diamonds, the symmetri-
cal arrangement of the red pips, each little diamond in its own corner. And
smiling a little to herself, she turned the card.

The six of diamonds.
“You’re over!” Sophie crowed. “I win!” And she scooped up the two

livres and set them beside herself.
Camille stared at the unchanged card. If her plan was to succeed, this

could never, ever happen again. She’d imagined the card as vividly as she
could. Which could only mean she hadn’t brought up enough sorrow to
fuel the magic. She hard to try harder—hurt more—or else her plan would
fail.

“Encore une fois, Sophie?”
“Prepare to lose,” Sophie said as she squared the cards, shuffled them,

and dealt. She started with an ace of diamonds, a seven of hearts. Camille
had two elevens, one facedown. If she could turn one eleven into a face
card, she’d have a “natural”: twenty-one without taking a hit. An immediate,
instant shock of a win.

In the apartment, the light was changing. At this time of day, Camille
couldn’t not see the dark rectangles on the walls where Maman’s paintings
had once hung nor the black soot along the fireplace and ceiling that she
couldn’t scrub away, the way that everything in the apartment had been
thinned down to just one thing for each of them: one chipped glass, one
cup, one plate, one chamber pot, one book. Maman had insisted magic
would save them, but Papa had tried to solicit help. Not from strangers, but
from people, like their grandmother, who could have helped. Should have
helped, Camille thought, anger and sadness unfurling in her chest as she re-
membered her father’s humiliation.

She needed a face card. A dark knight to carry me away, she thought, hold-
ing onto the welling sorrow as she pictured Lancelot, the knave of clubs. He
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resembled Lazare with the gloss of his thick black hair and the hooded fal-
con on his shoulder. Then she turned the card.

Lancelot’s brown eyes met hers.
“Vingt-et-un!” Camille shrieked. “I did it!”
“You need not shout,” Sophie sniffed. “Encore?”
Again and again they played, and each time Camille brought forth the

winning card. She had it now. She practiced winning with three cards, and
with two, claiming the natural four times in a row.

After the last one, Sophie slapped her hand down over the cards. “How
are you doing it?” she demanded. “I thought you hated using magic.”

“It’s just like turning coins—nothing more.”
“You’re going to go back to the duc’s and play cards like this? Trick peo-

ple? Don’t you think someone will know what you’re doing?”
The knave of clubs continued to stare up at her with his unfathomable

eyes.
One magician knows another, Maman had said patiently when Camille

asked once again why she—and not Sophie or Alain, who tried so hard to
do it—had to work magic, when it hurt so much and was so hard. You are
one of very few, mon trésor.

But how many was very few? How many magicians, if any at all, were
there in Paris, and what were the chances she’d be seen through? Maman
had been a magician. Her mother, Grandmère, had been, too. Was it passed
through families by blood? Stung by regret, Camille wished she’d asked
these questions while Maman still lived. Before, when there was still time
for asking questions. Perhaps Maman would have relented and told her
what she wished to know.

Camille met her sister’s gaze. “I’m going to Versailles.”
“The Palace?” Sophie scoffed. “You won’t be able to get into Versailles.”
“But at the Palais-Royal, it was easy to—”
“Versailles is not the Palais-Royal.”
Camille couldn’t stand the way Sophie was looking at her: knowingly, as

if hiding a sly laugh. This was Sophie’s forte, after all—court ways and eti-
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quette, fashion and rank—and in her dream to eventually become an aris-
tocrat, she’d learned as much as she could. From Maman, who’d grown up
at court but renounced it all when she fell in love with Papa and his revolu-
tionary ideals, from the courtly invitations Papa printed to bring in money,
from the customers Sophie waited on at Madame Bénard’s.

“But we went to Versailles for the balloon launch with Papa. And you’ve
been there with Alain, haven’t you?”

“We were only visitors then, and the private rooms were roped off,
guards posted at doors and stairs. It’s the home of the king and queen. The
Hall of Mirrors, the gardens—there are hundreds of rooms, suites, hall-
ways. Most of them private.” With her hands, Sophie traced labyrinths in the
air. “You won’t be able to simply slip in there and play cards.”

Camille didn’t wish to play cards. She wanted to steal things. She wanted
to cheat, and not care—take as much as she could, pawn it all, and get
away from this place and leave behind the cracks in the plaster, the empty
fireplace, her numb fingers, her hunger. Most of all—though she couldn’t
think of it without guilt—she wanted enough money to get away from her
brother.

“I must find a way,” Camille hissed. She was horribly gratified to see So-
phie flinch.

“What about Grandmère? Couldn’t she help us? I remember she let me
play in her jewel box when we visited her, when I was little. She had an
enormous house,” Sophie said, warming to the subject. “You’re certain that
Grandmère is . . . dead? When Maman told us stories of when she lived in a
grand château and went to court, wasn’t that with Grandmère?”

“I suppose.” The stories of Maman’s childhood, told while she brushed
their hair or tucked them into bed, had felt so real. Costly dresses, a tiny
lapdog, a diamond-fretted bracelet she was allowed to wear when she was
six. Beautiful stories as if cribbed from Perrault’s fairy tales. But Maman had
willingly given all that up when she met Papa. In the end that fantasy child-
hood was nothing but sweet and fleeting dreamstuff, like the fluff Alain fed
Sophie now. “I wrote to Grandmère, you know.”
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Sophie stared.
“After Maman and Papa died. I found a letter from her, from before we

were born.” Camille had unearthed it at the bottom of her mother’s bureau.
Written in an exquisite aristocrat’s hand, on thick paper, the letter informed
Camille’s mother that since she had disobeyed her own mother’s wishes
and married a printer—the word underlined so savagely Camille could feel
the gouge with her finger—she was to consider herself cut from the fam-
ily. “I hoped she would help us,” Camille said as the old hurt resurfaced, its
nails still sharp.

“She said no?”
“The letter was returned, unopened. Maybe she sent it back, or maybe

she’s dead,” Camille said, taking a shaking breath. A memory surged back: a
closed door, a crowded street, her father’s shattered face.

“But Alain—”
“Forget Alain! If you had seen him, Sophie—” The Alain who had been

her brother, juggling plates to make her laugh, was gone. “He can’t help us.
He can’t even help himself. The rent is overdue. Madame Lamotte said she
would throw us out. Now she will. I know it. Sophie, there are girls on the
street, younger than you, selling themselves in a doorway for a livre or two,”
she said grimly. “That cannot be us.”

“Then what?” Tears hung in Sophie’s blue eyes. “What will we do?”
It was easy, and it was not. “We will survive,” Camille said. “I’m going to

Versailles to gamble.” Seeing Sophie’s shock, Camille pressed on. “The man
who holds Alain’s debts is from Versailles. That’s where the stakes are the
highest, that’s where people play the richest games. And there are no duc’s
men ready to throw me out.”

“At Versailles, you must be an aristocrat—and you can’t pass for one.”
Couldn’t she? Putting her hand to her throat, Camille pulled a fine gold

chain out from under her cloak. A tiny golden key swung on it.
“Not the glamoire.” Sophie shook her head. “Maman said it was wrong.

Too dangerous.”
Nothing was more dangerous than the path they were on. They’d first
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put their feet on it when Papa began to print his revolutionary pamphlets.
At night, in secret. The money he made by printing invitations and cards
and books for the wealthy men and women of Paris paid for all of it. And
for a long time—long enough for Camille to learn how to help him print
those pamphlets—it worked. He’d pulled the wool over the eyes of the aris-
tos, and he reveled in the deception. He had not, however, expected to be
seen by the Vicomte de Parte as he nailed up a pamphlet outlining reasons
for abolishing the aristocracy. The vicomte told everyone. Papa’s rich clients
vanished without paying their bills. Then the shop disappeared. And soon
after, Papa and Maman too were gone.

What Papa had done was right. It was the world that was wrong.
But she’d not walk this crooked path any longer.
She would change it, just like she changed the cards and the scraps of

metal she dug from the dirt, until it no longer resembled anything she knew.
She would change herself.
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Camille pulled hard at the lid of the charred wooden box. It refused to
budge.

In the room under the eaves, the whispering was insistent, impossible to
ignore.

A dark and tricky magic, Camille’s mother had called the glamoire. In
their magic lessons, she’d deflected any questions about the burned box. If
Camille pressed her, she would say, pitching her voice so no one else could
hear: If you don’t like working la magie, you will not like that at all. Stay away
from that box.

The candle Sophie carried threw strange, leaping shadows onto the walls
and ancient beams of the attic space. Where the roof slanted down to meet
the floor, black piles of mouse droppings lay; in the far corner, under the
eaves, something scratched. Bats.

“I’m afraid,” Sophie said in a small voice.
“It’s just a box.” It smelled of scorch and it had a kind of warmth to it

that made Camille’s skin crawl. But glamoire was just another kind of magic,
wasn’t it? Stronger, perhaps, than the magie ordinaire she used to turn cards
or nails, because a glamoire turned oneself. Still, the glamoire wasn’t their
enemy, whatever Maman had said. She would open the trunk and see what
was inside.

“But Alain didn’t take it. What if he knew it was bad luck?”
“Alain knows nothing about magic.” This trunk would be their escape. It

had to be.
“If you can’t open it, maybe it shouldn’t be opened,” Sophie cautioned.

She was holding the candle as near as she could without stepping any closer.
Sinking back on her heels, Camille dragged the box into the candle’s wa-

83



vering circle of light. The box’s surface was blistered and ridged, as if some-
one had shoved it into a fire and then—for whatever reason—regretted it.
It had no lock, no visible hinges, only a seam the width of a hair running all
the way around the top. Camille worked her fingernails under it, running
them back and forth until she felt the lid loosen. As she shoved the lid up,
the smell of ashes hung in the air. The hair on her nape tingled.

“Camille, I think you should close it.”
“I’m not afraid,” she said to Sophie—and to the box. The box remained

as it was, leaking magic. “Bring the candle a bit closer, would you?”
With a little whine of worry, Sophie held the candlestick over the open

trunk.
In the half-light, something glimmered: wide lengths of folded fabric

stippled with gold threads. Camille reached in and pulled the bundle out.
It was much heavier than she’d thought it would be, the silk threatening to
slither out of her hands. And longer, so that she had to take several steps
backward before it slid fully from the trunk.

“Oh,” said Sophie in a hush, her hand pressed to her mouth. “It’s a grand
habit!”

Such a gown was worn only at the most formal court occasions. Wed-
dings. Easter. All the important events of the court calendar. It wasn’t de-
signed to be beautiful, necessarily, but to be costly, to show how rich the
wearer was.

Camille shook out its wide skirt. She coughed as dust—as well as a thick
fug of magic—rose into the air. Made up in cloth-of-gold, it was embroi-
dered with bronze ferns that twined among flowers and down the train.
Camille removed a matching bodice from the trunk; between the ferns’
curving leaves, crystal anemones glowed.

“This belonged to Maman?” Camille stared at the garlanded and berib-
boned skirt. What would her mother have done with this?

“Maybe it was Grandmère’s? She lived at Versailles, when Maman was a
little girl.”

Camille held the dress up. In her arms it rustled, whispering. Tears in the
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fabric showed where the trimmings had ripped away; several embroidered
garlands dangled sadly from threads. Many of the silk roses edging the hem
were dirty, the train’s creamy lining grass-stained.

“It looks like it’s been stepped on by horses.” Sophie rubbed the old silk
between her fingers. “It’s so old and worn, it’s practically falling apart. Why
ever would Maman save this?”

In Camille’s hands, the skirt felt dangerously alive. As if it had ideas,
memories. She blinked and they passed through her in a blur: dewed grass,
the press of a man’s body in a dance, the wicked flame of a candle, the black
loneliness of the box. “It’s magie bibelot—magic caught in an enchanted
object. I think I’m supposed to wear it.”

A miniature had tumbled out of its folds and lay on the floor. It was so
small she could have enclosed it between her forefinger and thumb. Set in
a frame of false diamonds, a woman gazed out at Camille with blue, wide-
set eyes that could have been Sophie’s. Above her rouged cheeks her hair
was tightly coiled and powdered, fat rubies gleaming around her neck. Her
crimson lips were parted, as if she were about to speak.

“Who is it? Grandmère?” Camille said, as old resentment flamed to life.
“That’s not Grandmère. Her hairstyle is a hundred years old. One of Ma-

man’s family, I suppose. Back in the time of Le Roi Soleil, Louis XIV?”
“So long ago, during the Sun King’s reign? Whoever she is, she looks just

like you.” Camille turned the miniature over and there, in faded ink, was
scrawled a name. “‘Cécile Descharlots.’ I can’t read the title—‘Baroness de
la Fontaine,’ I think.” An aristocrat. “You think the dress was hers?”

Sophie nodded as she edged closer to the box. “They were all magicians,
weren’t they? Our ancestors?”

“I suppose,” Camille said, slowly. Her idea of what she’d once thought
la magie to be was changing. When she was little, she’d thought it was just
something her mother did and something she’d learn from her, the way that
Sophie learned needlepoint and singing. But it turned out to be worse than
needlework, and much harder. There was so much about it she had never
learned. She imagined the world of magic stretching away from her, far into
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the distance, like a long shadow just before dusk.
“How beautiful it all is!” Sophie said as she peered into the box. “Can you

imagine how our ancestresses lived, with all of these lovely things?”
They lived by magic, Camille thought as she removed a silver-edged mir-

ror and a folded fan trimmed with feathers. Its plumes waved lazily, as if in a
breeze. She took out a pair of curved-heel silk shoes, embroidered to match
the dress. And at the bottom of the box, cushioned by a woolen cloak, lay
a brooch and small makeup box, a nécessaire. Darkened by age and smoke,
its lid was decorated with shepherds and shepherdesses dancing around a
fountain. In the clouds was painted a Latin phrase: Tempus Fugit. Time flies.

Her hands clumsy, Camille fitted her tiny key into the nécessaire’s lock.
When it opened, it made a noise like a chime. Where fingers had brushed
against it, the soft nap of the lining was worn thin. The compartments held
tiny crystal jars, an ebony comb, and several brushes, including one made
from a white rabbit’s foot. As she touched each of the objects, warmth
surged against her skin, as if she were putting her hand to a flame. With
this makeup—she was certain of it—she was supposed to paint her face. To
turn it.

The mirror had lost most of its silvering; she saw herself in it as if she
were underwater. Or only half-here. Her startled gray eyes, the pale brows
above them, the mouth her mother called stubborn, her constellations of
freckles, the fox-red of her hair. She took a deep breath and watched her col-
larbones rise like wings, and settle. Shadows collected in the hollows of her
neck and under her cheeks.

“How thin I am,” she murmured. Sophie squeezed her shoulder in sym-
pathy. “Do you remember how Maman used to tease me, saying I couldn’t
leave the house because my curves would make the boys follow me home?”
Not anymore. Her thinness said hunger. Hunger, and sorrow. Waves of sad-
ness lapped at her.

Bien, she told herself, let it come. There was no room for fear.
“What are you going to do?”
“Paint myself.” Camille picked up the rabbit’s foot, and, opening one of
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the containers, dipped it into the white face powder. As she stroked it across
her skin, her freckles faded—and then vanished. Her skin became lumi-
nous, snow-white. She ran the brush along her forehead and her cheeks;
her purple bruise dimmed, then disappeared. If only she’d known how to
do this before she’d gone to the Place des Vosges, Lazare would never have
seen her eye. Camille allowed herself a wicked smile. What if he could see
her now?

Sophie gasped. “Mon Dieu.”
With a thrill, Camille ran the brush along the tops of her hands, and

there, too, the skin whitened, its redness fading, the cracked fingernails
growing whole and smooth and clean.

“Incroyable,” she said, examining her hands in the candlelight. “It’s as
if I’ve never washed dishes or scrubbed the floor.” As if the lean years
after Papa lost his business were themselves disappearing. She touched her
palms together: her skin was so soft, like a small child’s. With a narrow sable
brush, she darkened her eyebrows; from a pot she rubbed on rouge.

“Not too much,” Sophie warned. “Only the old court ladies still wear
those big red circles on their faces.”

“You know better than I do.” Camille couldn’t tear herself away from her
reflection. “Ma chère, would you put up my hair?”

“I thought you’d never ask,” Sophie said as she set down the candle.
Deftly she gathered Camille’s chestnut hair into a subtle pouf like the mar-
quise had been wearing at the Place des Vosges. She coiled a few curls at the
nape of Camille’s neck. “And now for hair powder.”

Sophie opened the box; a cloud of powder danced in the air. “But where’s
the little bellows for blowing it on? And the cone?”

Then Camille remembered: the ebony comb. In her hand, its fine black
teeth were smooth and warm. As she’d done with the rabbit’s foot, she
dipped the tips of the comb’s teeth into the powder and touched them to
her hair. Instantly, her unfashionably red hair whitened to frost.

“Dieu, that’s even better than powder,” Sophie said, pinning a jeweled os-
trich feather so it curved across the crown of Camille’s head.
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The cloth-of-gold dress still lay draped over the trunk’s lid. Again she had
the distinct impression that the whispering was coming from the dress. “I
suppose I should put it on.”

“Don’t ask me—you’re the magician.”
Camille stripped down to her chemise and pulled the skirts of the cloth-

of-gold dress over her hips. The whispering stopped, as if it were waiting for
something else to happen.

Sophie shook her head. “Even if it weren’t falling apart, you could never
wear that to Versailles.”

Camille spun; the skirts clutched at her feet. “I can’t even walk in it! And
it smells like I’ve been sleeping in a fireplace.”

“Try these.” Reverently, Sophie set the embroidered shoes in front of
Camille and held out a glass bottle filled with amber liquid. Once the shoes
were on her feet—only a little too small—Camille touched the perfume’s
stopper to her throat, then to the dress, the scent of orange flowers bloom-
ing to mask the scent of smoke.

“That’s better. And now,” she said, taking hold of the clothes brush, “I be-
lieve I’m to use this to turn the dress.” But when she ran the clothing brush
across her dress, nothing happened. She tried again, sweeping the bristles
over the fabric more slowly this time, and still—nothing.

What was it?
With a stab of unease, she realized that it had to do with pain. Or the

lack of it. She’d been so pleased with her transformation, she’d forgotten.
Taking a deep breath, Camille began to search her memories, traveling un-
derground through dark, cold tunnels. The familiar ache of sadness coursed
through her as she saw again Alain’s grimy hand wrenching Sophie’s hair,
heard her own head snap against the floor.

Lace, she urged, as she ran the brush along the dress’s neckline. Lace, del-
icate as moths’ wings.

Nothing.
“Why are you being so stubborn?” Her voice was small. In the mirror,

her bone-white face stared at her like a stranger’s.
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Maybe she hadn’t imagined it hard enough. Or maybe she had to focus
on the fabric itself.

Camille thought of silk the color of the sky when she first saw the bal-
loon. Oyster-shell storm clouds, Lazare in the chariot. As soon as she
thought of him—the ultimate impossibility of him—the feeling dissolved
into an ache of sadness. Riding the wave of sorrow, she swept the brush
from shoulder to neckline: lace frothed along it. She ran the brush down
the bodice of her dress, the dress changing as if she were painting the worn
fabric with ink made of sky. The hem rose and the skirts swagged up be-
hind like a modern gown. Something like a sigh set the silken skirt rustling,
and as the magic crept like searching fingers between the dress and her skin,
she sensed its dark might was hers for the taking. She had only to be strong
enough to let it in.

Sophie jumped up and down. “You did it! You did it! Now, who will you
be? What’s your name?”

Camille’s eye landed on the miniature portrait with its knowing eyes.
She remembered the faint scrawl on the back. “Cécile Descharlots—the
Baroness de la Fontaine?”

It felt right—a name her ancestors had used.
“Why not?” Sophie bubbled with enthusiasm as she looked Camille up

and down. “I can’t believe it! No more freckles, no more hollows in your
cheeks, no bruise. And the dress. I couldn’t have designed one better. C’est
parfait!”

It was perfect. But as the words were leaving Sophie’s mouth, Camille’s
reflection dimmed.

“No!” The lace neckline vanished as if an invisible seamstress were rip-
ping it out, the bronzy gold of the old dress seeping into the blue, the red of
her hair flaming beneath the powder. “It’s fading, Sophie! Help me! I don’t
know how to make it stay!”

Sophie flung herself at the box and rummaged inside. “Have you used
everything?”

In the mirror, shadows rose to gnaw at Camille’s cheeks. She pressed her
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hands to her face as if she could stop them. “What else is there? What can I
do?”

Sophie held up the brooch. “What about this?”
Camille thrust out her hand. It was shaking again.
Tears of frustration pricked at the corners of her eyes. Not now. Not yet.

All magic faded, but this was too soon. She didn’t want to go back to the way
she was before: starved, worn-out, exhausted Camille. She couldn’t. There
was too much at stake. Sophie handed Camille the tear-shaped brooch.
Studded with the tiniest shards of diamonds, it glimmered like a real tear.

“Quick, Camille, pin it on!”
Fingers trembling, Camille unclasped the brooch. As she steadied the

needle against the fabric of her dress, it wobbled and pierced her finger.
Three drops of crimson blood welled up and slipped onto the fabric of her
dress.

“Merde!” she swore as she clasped the brooch into place. “I’ve ruined it!”
But the drops of blood disappeared into the dress, as if it had licked them

up.
“Look, Camille.” Sophie’s voice quavered. She pointed at the mirror.
Where the blood spilled, the dress had begun to change again, its stormy

blue spreading like a wave, until the fabric and Camille were once more
transformed. And when she took a step back from the mirror, the magic
held. She ran her hands along the dress’s silky folds, touched her powdered
hair. The hollows were gone from her face, the shaking in her hands stilled.

“It was the blood.” Sophie shrank away, her face waxen. “That’s horrible,
Camille! The glamoire needs blood.”

The dress was ravenous. Camille could feel its hunger, its desperation to
be freed from the box. Did it sense what she was willing to give it in ex-
change for its help?

Camille pressed her shoulders down and stood straight. The dress re-
sponded, the bodice tightening around her like an embrace. It was some-
how—pleased. All this time, it was the dress that had been whispering to
her, calling her. It had known, somehow, what she needed. Her new face,
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the clothes, her steadiness, all of it was armor fashioned especially for her.
A new and perfect self.

And, if she was lucky, a new life.
She tossed her head so that the plume in her hair danced. The mirror

was clear as if it’d been newly made, all its underwater blurriness gone. The
girl she saw reflected in it was as sleek and hard and perfect as the diamond
brooch she wore. Like her ancestors before her, she would use this dark and
creeping magic to go to court, to glitter, to win.

“Dis-moi, Sophie,” she said, admiring the glow of candlelight on silk.
“What are a few drops of blood?”
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Camille was determined to hate it.
The gold, the glass, the impossibly high and lavishly painted ceilings.

The carpets, the chandeliers, the mirrors, the windows upon windows upon
windows, each one costing a fortune, gleaming spotless in the sun. The pos-
ing statues, the miles of parquet, the dancing water in the fountains. The
whole gaudy place, crawling with aristocrats who’d willingly step on her if it
was to their advantage.

But she didn’t. She couldn’t. Despite her best intentions, it dazzled and
seduced her.

She felt its pull as soon as her hired coach rolled to a stop at the edge
of the enormous cobbled forecourt of Versailles, the Cour d’Honneur. All
around her, coachmen jostled for position in the flood of horses, riders, and
people, on foot and in palanquins, streaming through the gilded gates and
into the palace. Nobles in their finery as well as commoners in their drab,
rented swords at their sides, ambled toward the palace, its every surface
beckoning with gold. It was a small, shining, mazy city, where thousands of
the grandest nobles lived in imposing apartments or cramped closets, all so
they might be near to the king. Louis XIV was an actor upon a stage, and
he and Marie Antoinette played their parts for both the aristocrats and the
commoners, who could enter the palace’s public rooms at will and watch
the king and queen eat or take their exercise in the gardens.

Part of Camille wanted to sneak in, grab something—a costly knick-
knack, a watch, a necklace—stuff it in her skirt’s hidden pocket, turn the
coach around, and return to Paris. The longer she stayed, the greater the
danger of being found out and of getting caught. Who knew what they did
to thieves caught in the king’s own palace?
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But perched at the very edge of the carriage’s seat, the crowded courtyard
ahead, her humming dress in her hands, her fear disappeared. This was it.

The carriage door swung open and a coachman extended a gloved hand
to her. She pressed her fingers lightly against his and stepped out, her skirt
following behind her like a mermaid’s tail. And as she smoothed the silk of
her gown, she felt it crackle against her hands. The wrinkles fell out of the
skirts and the bodice snugged closer. The dress offered her its protection,
but in exchange, it wanted to go in.

The coachman cleared his throat. “When shall I return, madame?”
A clock above the courtyard pointed its sun-ray hands to three o’clock.
“Eight.” That should be enough time.
The man bowed. “Oui, madame.”
Camille pressed two real livres into his hand. “Don’t be late.”
Leaving the carriage, she joined the crowds funneling toward the en-

trance. A guard dressed in the white and blue livery of the Bourbon kings
ushered the commoners inside, and she would have followed them had it
not been for a footman who bowed and opened another, grander door. In-
stinctively, she swung around to see the fancy aristocrat he was admitting to
the palace before she realized he was opening the door open for her.

With a rush of pleasure, she realized she’d done it. She was in.
Smiling to herself, she was ushered by another footman into the Hall of

Mirrors. Before her lay an expanse of honey-colored parquet floor so long
she couldn’t see the end of it. Gold-framed mirrors on the interior wall
spangled the room with light; sun through the windows set the crystals in
the chandeliers aflame. Among the gilt busts or by the windows, courtiers
stood gossiping in groups of two or three. In their silks of lavender and rose
and cream, subtly whitened faces and powdered hair, they were another ex-
quisite decoration. The mirrors multiplied their jewels, their clothes, the
men’s red-heeled shoes, their swords, and the three-cornered hats crowning
their watchful faces until they seemed to number in the thousands.

As the hall pulsed with flirtation and braggadocio, talk of debt and
power, hairdressers and lovers and parties, the dress came to life. It trem-
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bled against Camille’s skin, as if it yearned for the press of other bodies, for
the click of heels on the parquet floors, for the extravagant everything that
made Camille’s pulse race. She steeled herself against trusting any of it. She
could not let herself forget that under the glamoire, her hands were chafed
red and dirt lingered under her fingernails. She could not let herself forget
where she had come from just this afternoon, the scraped-bare pantry, the
dizzying hunger, and only a few steps away, the running girl on the street a
warning of what could come.

Taking a deep breath, she entered the Galerie des Glaces, mingling with
the crowd as the courtiers contemplated her, nonchalant. No surprise, no
recognition. Doing her best to imitate their disdain and the ladies’ gliding
walk, she passed a delegation of copper-skinned men in turbans and long
white robes, a gaudily dressed French courtier prancing alongside them. As
she made her way down the long room, she looked for a staircase to take
her away from the crowds.

“Madame!”
Camille froze. Already? She’d been found out before she’d gotten inside,

before she’d had a chance to find a card game?
An older woman approached, a bird’s nest Sophie would have laughed at

perched in her powdered hair. “Tell me, how long has it been?”
It’s now or never, Camille told herself, as she faced her.
“Oh,” said the woman, her face quickly brightening from disappointment

into politeness, “I thought you were someone else!”
And she was. In the wall of mirrors, Camille spotted her own reflection

among the crowd of courtiers. No wonder the noblewoman had been mis-
taken. In the glass, the bruised, freckled, red-haired girl was gone. In her
place stood a lovely and haughty aristocrat, her skin creamy pale, her storm-
blue silk dress magnificent, her ruby lips curved just as they should be.
Footmen bowed as she passed, men nodding as if they knew her, until she
reached the end of the room, where she found an empty staircase and be-
gan to climb, slowly, as if she did it every day.

The hum of the crowd faded as she reached the first floor, where, on
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the landing, under a set of open windows, Camille stumbled onto a rum-
pled matelassé quilt. A wicker picnic hamper anchored one corner; scat-
tered across it were small pink-and-green Limoges plates, half-filled wine-
glasses, a dish piled with blushing strawberries and pastries, a platter of cold
chicken. Camille’s stomach rumbled. The candles in the silver candelabra
had gone out; among the forks and napkins lay an abandoned fan and a jew-
eled snuffbox. But there was no sign of the picnickers.

From the next floor, a man’s voice drifted down to her, followed by a
woman’s rippling laugh; somewhere nearby, a door snicked closed.

Statue-still, her muscles aching, she waited until she was sure they
weren’t returning. There were so many valuables at this ridiculous pic-
nic—who picnics on the stairs of a palace?—that she wouldn’t have to
search elsewhere. Imagine if she could grab the corners of the quilt and haul
it away over her shoulder.

She picked up the silver snuffbox. On its lid shone a star picked out in di-
amond chips; a huge pearl gleamed in its center. It had to be worth a thou-
sand livres. Five months’ rent. With a quick glance behind her, she dropped
it into her pocket. She smoothed her skirt and felt how the snuffbox hung
heavily underneath, reassuring as a promise.

And then there was the food. She heard Papa’s voice in her ear: See how
the aristos waste good food, leaving it for rats to gorge on! She could even imag-
ine herself setting type for the pamphlet he’d write, one with an etching of
the half-eaten picnic. The title would condemn them all: Nobles Feast While
Our Children Starve!

Not this child, she thought ruefully, not when these riches were laid out
before her. Kneeling on the coverlet, she snatched up a half-eaten pastry
and stuffed it into her mouth. A dazzling hit of sweet marzipan danced
across her tongue. Next she gulped down a handful of tiny strawberries,
then an herbed chicken leg, salty and rich. The wineglass had a smear of lip
paint on it but she was thirsty and did not care; the strong red wine burned
her throat.

As Camille was setting the glass down, she heard music from upstairs.
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Violins singing high together. Could it be? She stood up, pressing her skirts
straight. Somewhere upstairs, another door opened and laughter spilled
out—and something else. The clickety-clickety-clickety of a roulette wheel.
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One

Picture the ticker- tape parade when I left hospital. Nurses and 
doctors and strangers crying and waving hankies. You did it, 
Marlowe! You survived! Picture me driving off in the back of 
a flashy convertible  doing my best queenly wave at the streets 
lined with  people cheering for the girl who survived.

And then Marlowe Jensen lived happily ever  after.
Except . . .
That’s not  really how it went. And I’m only seventeen so 

 there’s a lot of “ after” to get through.
I think about what the counselor said to me, when I was 

placed on the transplant waiting list. That losing my heart was 
like a death. And that I would mourn for it. That I would grieve. 
That I would move on but never forget.

But she  didn’t tell me I  wouldn’t be able to rid myself of 
this feeling. The feeling that even though I’m living the happily 
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ever  after,  there’s still something missing.  There’s still the feel-
ing that  every beat and thump and thud of my heart is un-
known and unknowable  because now  there’s this  whole part 
of me that’s not me— a  little locked room deep within my chest.

I thought I could know who gave me their heart. I thought 
I could meet their  family and it would be all sunshine and rain-
bows and happy tears. But that  doesn’t happen. You  can’t 
know who they are. Who they  were. And if my heart  isn’t my 
own— and I  don’t know whose it is— then how can I ever know 
who I am?

So I  can’t escape that feeling.
And when  people look at me, what do they see?
It  can’t be me.  There is no “me” anymore.  They’re seeing a 

girl with a borrowed heart.
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Two

You know that moment when  you’re standing in front of Bert’s 
Quality Butchers holding a speaker blasting “Meat Is Murder” 
and your mum is  doing interpretative dance to express the 
heartbreak of a slaughtered cow and your ten- year- old  brother, 
Pip, is handing out pamphlets for your  family’s new vegan- 
organic- wellness store called Blissfully Aware and he’s dressed 
in a gingham pina fore, red wig, combat boots and tiger face 
paint?

That moment sucks.
I mean The Smiths are all right. And I’m pro my mum’s no 

meat, no wheat, no dairy, no sugar, no anything- that- tastes- 
good diet, even though I sometimes stare longingly at cheese. 
And if my  brother wants to dress like he fell headfirst into a 
costume box, then all power to him.

But does it have to be such a production? Does it have to 
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be 8 a.m. on Queens Parade with a crowd gawking at us? Does 
Mum have to be “giving birth” to an imaginary dead calf with 
my  brother pirouetting around her and Bert the Butcher hold-
ing a meat cleaver, glaring through his shop win dow?

 Can’t we be weird in secret?
“Can I go now?” I ask.
Mum closes her eyes and takes three deep, cleansing 

breaths. “Hold the boom box higher, Marlowe,” she says.
“No one says boom box, Mum.”
Mum’s got fake blood on her hands, all the way up to her 

elbows like she just delivered a cow, which, you know, she sort 
of did. It’s actually a stuffed unicorn called Princess Sparkles 
painted black and white with the words love me,  don’t eat 
me scrawled on its side.

A guy with a knitted tie shuffles up to stare at us. I hide 
 behind my long hair, trying to be inconspicuous, but that’s one 
 thing my  family’s never been good at. I mean, I do my best—
no one rocks timid tan, washed- out white and boring beige like 
me. No one has worked harder to become a human- chameleon 
hybrid. But it’s difficult to blend into the background when 
 you’re flanked by a blood- clad vegan warrior and a kid who 
thinks  every day is Halloween.

Pip thrusts a pamphlet into the guy’s hands. “That’s Bliss-
fully Aware,” he says and points at our shop. “ Grand opening 
 today.” The guy looks at the pamphlet, then at Pip, then at our 
shop, smack bang next to Bert’s Quality Butchers. He shakes 
his head like he  can’t even begin to explain just how Blissfully 
un- Aware we are.

He walks off and my cheeks are total- fire- ban red.
I check over my shoulder. Bert the Butcher is still scowling 

at us with a white- knuckle grip on his meat cleaver. Even 
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though we only just moved into the shop a  couple of days ago, 
I think he might already have plans to put us on the specials 
board.

The speaker weighs heavi ly in my arms.
“Mum? When is this  going to be over?” My shoulders grow 

tight. “ Can’t we just go? It’s my first day back at school in ages. 
Why  can’t—”

Bert the Butcher barrels out of the shop, and ye olde bell 
that jingles politely when someone enters thrashes and clangs. 
“What are you lot playing at?” he shouts. His voice sounds like 
it’s been squeezed through the meat mincer. “ You’re driving 
away my customers.”

I stumble back and hug the speaker to my chest. It’s not 
much of a shield, but I guess I could throw it.

Mum  doesn’t miss a beat. She’s an expert at confrontation. 
She thrives on it. Which was perfect when she was a high- 
powered  lawyer and even better now that she’s a vegan 
 warrior.

“At least  we’re not murdering innocents.” She waggles a 
fake- blood- red fin ger  under his nose. “Ten million cows are 
slaughtered for  human consumption annually. That’s mass 
murder.”

Bert laughs unkindly. “One of  those animal- rights nuts, are 
you?” He’s got streaks of red all over his blue- and- white apron— 
the real kind of blood red.

“ You’re damn right I am.”
They start shouting over the top of each other, Mum citing 

stats and Bert spouting hippie clichés. Pip, ever industrious, 
hands out pamphlets to the assembled rubberneckers.

“What’s  going on?” asks a  woman.
“That’s my mum, owner of Blissfully Aware.” Pip shoves a 
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pamphlet in the  woman’s hand. “Half- price soy- based products 
for our  grand opening  today.”

The  woman narrows her eyes at him. “And  you’re supposed 
to be . . . ?”

“Jungle Anne of Green Gables. Like if Anne of Green 
Gables got lost in a jungle and she had to fight her way out 
Survivor style.”

The  woman laughs, but it’s a ner vous trill. She looks at me. 
Questioning. Like I can make sense of it for her. And even 
though I  don’t offer any answers she keeps looking at me.

 They’re all looking at me.
My new heart is thumping. The doctors said it was a good 

one, but I  don’t know: should it race like this? I’m not unfit— I 
have a strict post-op exercise program and it usually  doesn’t 
take long for my heart rate to  settle  after a run. But I’m not 
even moving, so why do I feel like doubling over and passing 
out? Why does it feel like my heart is packing it in,  after all?

I turn away from the gawking crowd only to find I’m being 
watched from inside the butcher’s shop too.

He’s got that bones- bursting- through- the- skin kind of look, 
like the man inside is just  dying to rip through the outer shell 
of boy. He’s a head taller than me, broad shoulders, square jaw, 
tousled dark- blond hair. He’s  behind the  counter, wearing a 
blue- and- white apron, holding a that’s- not- a- knife- this- is- a- 
knife. And he looks like he just stepped in dog shit. Like I’m 
the dog shit.

My heart is beating fast and hard— it’s making me feel 
breathless. Maybe it’s a dud, maybe it’s a ticking time bomb and 
it’s seconds away from exploding and I’ll die  here on the pave-
ment and the paramedics  won’t be able to tell what’s my blood 
and what’s the blood of a fake unicorn/cow. What even hap-
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pens when you die with a transplanted heart—do you get bur-
ied with it or do they give it back to the donor’s  family?

I turn back to my mum. She’s  really yelling now and Bert’s 
face is turning purple and Pip is dancing, singing the shop’s 
theme song he wrote last night.

I feel like I could drop the speaker on the concrete and 
scream. But I  don’t want  people looking at me. Not  because 
I’m shy and hate being the center of attention. I am— I  really 
am— but it’s not  because of that.

It’s  because of that feeling.
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Three

The best  thing about showing up at school with my  brother 
(pina fore, tiger face paint, massive diorama of the Roman col-
iseum) and my mum (fake blood up to her elbows) is that most 
 people  aren’t looking at me.

Most.
“Breathe, Marlowe,” says Mum. “In through the nose, out 

through the mouth.”
I smile weakly at her. “I know how to breathe, Mum.”
“I know.” She nods. “It’s just . . .   don’t forget your positive 

affirmations if you feel overwhelmed. And remember your 
calming exercises.”

I tell her I’m fine.
 People staring at me is fine.
Returning to school  after almost a year off is fine.
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My heart— someone’s heart— pulsing a thousand beats per 
second in my chest is fine.

Seriously, unbelievably, completely fine. (Breathe, Marlowe. 
Just breathe.)

Pip screws up his nose, whis kers morph ing out of shape. 
“Every body’s staring,” he announces. “I think it’s cos  they’re 
jealous of my diorama. It’s to scale.”

Mum tells him his diorama is so awesome it’s  going to cause 
a riot, and Pip beams. I could roll my eyes but the truth is his 
diorama is spectacular. So instead, I sneak glances at the crowd 
of students in front of me and reassess my definition of “fine.”

Most of the student body is milling about before the first 
bell— there’s no uniform so it’s a color explosion, like a T. rex 
ate a truckload of confetti and vomited all over the school. In 
my grey T- shirt and tan shorts I’m the one dull spot in the 
 middle of it all.

I search the  faces around me, but  there’s no one I know. A 
dodgy heart  will drag you out of school so often they have to 
keep you down a grade. And another grade.  Until every one you 
began school with has graduated and  you’re the only seventeen- 
soon- to- be- eighteen- year- old starting year eleven.

Welcome back, Annie McNoFriends.
Northside Community P–12 is a mixed bag of buildings, 

from  giant Rubik’s Cube art studios to kidney- shaped learn-
ing centers; the school’s motto nurturing creative minds 
since 1972 is painted in not- quite Comic Sans above the front 
entrance. I hitch my backpack over my shoulder and  mumble 
good- bye as I head  toward the main office for my “welcome 
meeting” with the principal.

“Do you want me to come with you?” Mum calls.
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Yes.
“No. I’m fine.”
“Well,  don’t forget: hospital appointment  after school.”
I nod over my shoulder and get a bloodstained wave. She 

ruffles Pip’s hair and tells him to “Go get ’em, tiger.”
I keep my head low and the crowd parts for me, Moses style. 

Pip hurries  after me, telling me to wait up.
I  can’t breathe.
I’ve forgotten how to breathe.
Can I run back to Mum and ask her how to do it?
I turn and stand  behind the Feeling Tree. I just need a mo-

ment. Maybe five moments. Maybe more.
The Feeling Tree is a tree- shaped sculpture carved out of 

wood with pens strung from the branches, ready for any des-
perately troubled teen to express their deepest trou bles. In real-
ity the pens have been used by boys to draw penises. Lots of 
penises.

The ironic  thing is that right now I could totally use the 
Feeling Tree.

 Because I have Feelings.
And I’m struggling to breathe.
Pip pauses beside me, his tiger- face squinting up at me. 

“Have you forgotten where the office is?” He tries itching his 
nose with his shoulder. The face paint smudges. “Do you want 
me to show you the way?”

“I’m fine, Pip. Just get lost.”
“Why are you so mean?”
Pip is the sweetest kid alive and as far as kid  brothers go 

he’s actually the best, but right now I’m trying to be invisible 
and standing next to Jungle Anne of Green Gables is not help-
ing me. So I ignore him  until he wanders off, over to a gang of 
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ju nior boys. Pip gets this sloppy grin on his face and I can hear 
him telling them, in excruciating detail, all about his diorama— 
how accurate it is, how to scale it is. “Look at that mini toga I 
made,” he says.

My five or more moments are up, but I stay rooted to the 
spot looking at the east lawn, at all the groups of friends hud-
dled in conversation, school bags dumped around them like 
walls. Impenetrable walls.

My heart squeezes against my ribs like it’s too big for my 
chest. I have two more years of this. Two years of hiding  behind 
the Feeling Tree  because I  don’t know anyone and groups  were 
fixed in prep  unless you have the kind of personality that can 
break through the  Great Wall of Friendship. And I  don’t.

I mean, I was celebrity of the month when I was The  Dying 
Girl. Nothing attracts friends like impending death. You should 
have seen the flowers, the cards, the fund- raising stalls and the 
nondenominational prayer circles when I had to leave school 
for good.

But then someone  else’s bad luck meant I could trade in my 
dodgy heart for a new one and  here I am again. And it turns 
out “celebrity of the month” literally means you get a month. 
When it’s over,  you’re a nobody again. And if I’m not The  Dying 
Girl, who am I?

I  don’t think anyone— including me— imagined what would 
happen if I  didn’t die.

Just picture it:  you’re in one of  those disaster films.  You’re 
in a 7- Eleven minding your own business when suddenly the 
lights flicker, the earth shakes and every thing falls off the 
shelves as an alien spacecraft appears overhead shooting 
 lasers.  People are screaming and you think, well this is it. It’s 
the end of the world. So you and the ten random  people who 
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happened to be in the store with you hug and say how much 
you love each other and how crappy it was that you never got 
to eat a croissant in Paris or swim with sharks, and you prom-
ise if you get through this alive you’ll do all of  those  things and 
then you start making out with the nearest guy  because you 
figure you’d rather have a good time before you die. But 
then the lights come back on and the UFO flies away  because 
 Will Smith saved the day.

What do you do then? Do you sell up every thing and go 
swimming with sharks in Cape Town? Do you still want to hook 
up with the cashier? Are you  going to be forever friends with 
this random group or are you just  going to pay for your Slur-
pee and leave?

Breathe, Marlowe. Just breathe.
And walk.
I head for the main office but,  after only two steps, three 

honey- blond girls trap me in a circle of smiling and waving. 
“Marley!” they squeal.

Close enough.
Besides, they can call me anything they like  because  actual 

 human teenage girls are talking to me! Maybe this  won’t be as 
bad as I think.

“Oh my god, Marley.  You’re back.”
“You  didn’t tell us you’d be back.”
“You should have told us.”
I know  they’re not  sisters, but they look identical— same 

haircut, same blue jeans, same white sneakers. I  can’t remem-
ber their names  because honestly the sum total of our rela-
tionship before  today is five seconds of conversation and a 
get- well- soon card. It  doesn’t help that I’ve always mentally re-
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ferred to them as Cerberus. But, like, a fairly nice Cerberus. 
Well, as nice as a three- headed dog- beast can be.

“Tell us every thing,” says head number one.
“ Every detail,” says head number two.
“ You’re famous,” says head number three. “Every one’s 

talking about you.”
The truth kicks me in the stomach— beyond an encore 

per for mance of The  Dying Girl (other wise known as The Trans-
plant Girl) I  don’t stand a chance of holding their interest.

“ There’s nothing to tell,” I say. “I got a new heart. I’m better.”
They look at me, waiting, expecting— they want gory details 

and I’m holding out on them. How many bones do you have 
to throw to appease a three- headed dog- beast? I  don’t know, 
but  they’re getting nothing from me.

“I like your . . .  shoes,” I say, pointing at all three sets of 
white sneakers.

“Oh.”
“Yeah.”
“Thanks.”
Head number one looks over my shoulder, scanning the 

crowd for a new distraction, a better distraction, something a 
three- headed dog- beast can  really sink her teeth into.

“Do any of you have En glish with Mr. Laidlaw?” I ask.
The three heads share a look.
“Yeah.”
“I think so.”
“Sure.”
Their eyes grow dull with disinterest.
“ You’re shitting me,” squeals head number one. She bops 

up and down on the spot, grabbing the other two by their arms. 
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“Kaitlyn what’s- her- face has a fugly new haircut. I have to see 
this.”

And then  they’re gone, quicker than you can say “confetti 
vomit.”

“This must be overwhelming,” says the principal, a flat- faced 
lady with an asymmetrical bob and one of  those arty, flowy 
dresses that could double as a bedspread. She says it with a 
sympathetic smile and points to a beanbag in the  middle of her 
office. Yes, a beanbag.

I hover in the doorway.
“Sit.  We’ll have a cuppa and a chat.” She watches me cross 

the room and sink into the beanbag. “I just wanted to say 
welcome . . .  Welcome back, I mean.”

I nod.
She waves her hands, scrunching up her nose. “It’s all a bit 

strange,  isn’t it?  After so much time away. Trying to fit in again, 
finding your feet, meeting a bunch of new classmates.”

 Every time I shift, the beanbag makes a crinkly crunch like 
someone loudly unwrapping lollies in a movie theater. I fold my 
hands in my lap and roll back my shoulders.

“It’s fine,” I say. Except did you know you had a three- 
headed dog- beast  running rampant in your school grounds? 
That has to contravene several occupational health and safety 
laws.

She leans down, slapping her hand over mine. “Marlowe? I 
want you to know I’m a friendly ear anytime you need it.”

I picture her as a  giant, grinning ear wearing a bedspread 
and large, loopy red earrings and that helps. It  really helps.

“Now,” she says, clapping her hands. (Ears with hands? 
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Hilarious!) “You have your timetable and I think you know 
most of your teachers already and . . .”

I look out the win dow while the Friendly Ear blabbers on 
about how daunting this must be for me and how I  shouldn’t 
feel embarrassed about my age compared to the  others, a 
sentiment she repeats enough times to make me feel like a 
grandma trying to squeeze into her grand daughter’s cutoffs so 
she can pick up boys at the skate park.

This welcome meeting sucks.
I tune out and think about the letter in my backpack. It’s to 

my donor’s  family. Legally I’m not allowed to know the person 
who owned this heart before me— not even a name. I only 
know it was a teenage boy. But lately I keep wondering: was 
he brave? Was he mean? Was he full of laughter? Was he in 
love?

So right now the only  thing I can do is write letters. So long 
as I  don’t tell the  family who I am or say anything personal.

I’ve written four letters over the last year. I  can’t send 
them direct to the  family (obviously I’m not allowed to know 
their address) so the letters go through the hospital and then 
the  family can write back that way too.

Except they  haven’t written back yet.
I’m waiting.
I’m hoping.
“Marlowe?”
The Friendly Ear is holding out a mug of dandelion tea. 

When she sees me eye the mug suspiciously she smiles. “It’s 
like a hug for the soul,” she says.

I hate dandelion tea. Mum used to make me drink it to 
 settle my stomach. All. The. Time. But it tastes like disap-
pointment. And feet.
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“Maybe next time,” I tell her, and she places the mug on her 
desk.

“My door is permanently open,” she says.
I tell her thanks.
I tell her I’ll come and see her.
I tell her I’m fine.
She slaps her hands on her thighs. “Now. I wanted to ask 

you about assembly.”
“Assembly?”
“ We’ll sort the details  later but when  you’re settled in I 

thought it would be a good idea for you to do a  little speech, 
tell  people about your experience. I’m sure the other students 
would love to hear your story.”

My heart thumpthumpthumpthumps  because what the hell 
does she mean, speaking in front of the  whole damn school?

That  will never happen.
I know every one gets a bit breathless when  they’re ner vous. 

I get that. But I used to live  every day trying to keep my heart 
rate level, knowing  there was a tipping point for me. Except 
not knowing,  because you have no idea where that point is and 
you never know how close you are to falling over the edge and 
 there’s no way back once you fall. So the idea of me, the shyest 
girl in the history of shy girls, standing up in front of the  whole 
school to talk about my “experience”? Is she trying to kill me?

I shake my head but I  can’t get any  actual words out.
“ We’ll sort the details out  later,” she says and writes me up 

a late slip to show my first- period teacher. If by “sort the de-
tails out  later” you mean burn them in the pits of hell, then 
sure,  we’ll do that.

I kind of roll out of the beanbag while it tries to eat me alive. 
And practically run out the door.
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Where I nearly slam face- first into someone I actually know.
Zan Cheung.
She’s standing in the main doorway, wearing black skinny 

jeans, a black T- shirt, black high- top sneakers and a black cap. 
Maybe I’ve died of embarrassment and this is my funeral.

I  mumble “sorry” and try to slink past, but she steps in front 
of me. “ You’re back,” she says.

 Here’s the  thing: Zan Cheung is cool. She’s always been 
cool. The coolest of the cool. She  doesn’t have a group, just slips 
in and out when she feels like it— mostly she hangs out on her 
own and somehow that only makes her cooler. You’d feel like 
you’d won the lottery if she even spat in your direction. She’s 
so far outside the social stratosphere that she’s right at the 
center of it.

So why is she talking to me?
She holds a mostly empty folder in one hand and a deten-

tion slip in the other— it’s the first day of school for the year 
and she already has detention.

I want so desperately to charm Zan into liking me, but I’m 
experiencing a major word shortage.

“I’m better,” I manage. I pull at the neck of my dress and 
wait for her to ask for gory details, just like Cerberus.

But Zan just nods her head and says, “Cool.”
And then we stand  there in awkward silence. On a good day 

I could possibly have scrounged together: “You. Me. Friend. 
Please?” but now I  can’t even open my mouth.

“What do you have?” she asks fi nally,  because she’s not so-
cially inept like me and she realizes that you have to actually 
speak to have a conversation.

“Congenital heart defect,” I say.
She blinks at me. “I mean, what class do you have?”
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Kill me. Just kill me.
“Um, En glish?”
Any second now her eyes are  going to glaze over. She’s  going 

to realize that just being seen next to me  will wipe off  every 
one of her cool- person points. She  will realize that I have the 
power to suck the cool from her soul like a  really nerdy De-
mentor.

“Me too,” she says. “See you  there?”
I’m about to say “yes”— who am I kidding? I’m about to 

scream it at her and beg her to be my best friend and please 
can we sit together— when every thing goes horribly wrong.

Even more horribly wrong
It’s Eddie Oro.
I vaguely know Eddie in the way you vaguely know all the 

popu lar  people at your school even if  you’ve never breathed the 
same air as them or made eye contact, let alone gone to any of 
their parties. You just know them.

Eddie walks past with one- third of the Cerberus. I guess 
Eddie has a  thing for dog- beasts  because he has this look in 
his eye— this I’m- going- to- do- something- to- impress- this- hot- 
girl look— and then he turns to stare at me.

“Hey,” he says, laughing, “it’s the girl made of dead  people 
bits. How you  doing, freak?”

Cerberus giggles— “Oh my god, Eddie, that’s so mean.” She 
covers her smiling mouth with a hand.

“It’s true, but,” says Eddie.
Speckles of black and grey and white spark in front of my 

eyes.  They’re like fireworks but not the happy kind.  They’re the 
kind that remind you of when you  were  little and you touched 
a lit sparkler and it burnt and you cried and it just  wouldn’t stop 
hurting and I  can’t breathe. I  can’t breathe.  Because what he 
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said  isn’t mean— it’s repugnant. My donor  wasn’t some “dead 
person” and this heart— this gift— isn’t some castoff.

But Eddie walks away laughing like it  doesn’t mean a  thing. 
But it does. It means every thing. It hurts deep, deeper than 
any dandelion tea, friendly ear or sympathetic smile can reach.

“Arsehole,” says Zan. The receptionist calls her name in a 
snippy tone, but Zan ignores her. “ Don’t listen to a word Eddie 
Oro says.”

I stand  there trying to breathe and wondering what to do 
with Zan’s unexpected words. I look at my empty hands like I 
should be able to pluck the words out of the air, hold them, in-
spect them, understand them.

Thanks, I think. But I  can’t say it out loud and she walks 
away.
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Four

Have you heard the one about a guy who needs a transplant? 
One day his doctor calls him up and says, “It’s your lucky day, 
Karl.  Today you’ll receive the heart you desperately need.” Karl 
 can’t believe it. “You mean  there’s fi nally a heart for me?” The 
doctor looks out his office win dow— it’s pouring with rain. “Not 
long now,” he says. “Not long now.”

Okay. It’s black humor.  Really black. And maybe it’s only 
funny if  you’re a transplant wannabe. Even then it’s not ha-ha 
funny: getting excited about the weather  because rain means 
car accidents and car accidents mean organs is warped.

But that’s the real ity of needing a transplant. Organs  don’t 
grow on trees or in test tubes. Someone has to die for you to hit 
the jackpot.

I’ve been to the Royal  Children’s Hospital so many times, 
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it’s about as funny as an organ transplant joke. It’s even less 
funny when  there’s a summer storm brewing and you  can’t 
stop thinking about all the patients looking out their win dows, 
waiting.

I’m perched on the edge of a hospital gurney when my fa-
vorite nurse, Hannah, swishes through the curtains, takes one 
look at me and declares, “You need more sleep.” It’s Mum she 
aims the glare at though. “Why  isn’t she getting to bed early, 
Kate?”

Mum looks scared.  She’d take on a bear- sized buffoon with 
a meat cleaver but a Malaysian, five- foot, fifty- kilogram nurse? 
Run for the hills!

“She’s a bit stressed,” says Mum, fin gers combing my long 
hair. “First day back at school.”

“Back to school already? Tsk, tsk.”
“But Professor Kirmani said—”
“Gah! What do doctors know?” Hannah starts laying out 

all the sharp, shiny, hurty  things she needs to check that my 
body’s not about to reject my new heart. Or that I  haven’t got 
any of the diseases I’m now prone to. Like skin cancer. Can 
you believe that? And pneumonia and meningitis and diabe-
tes and every thing  else.

 Because you  don’t just shove a heart in someone’s chest and 
hey presto every thing’s A- OK. I have to take antirejection drugs 
for the rest of my life and monitor my body and take extra 
precautions  because I have zero immunity. Although this 
sounds like it might be a superpower— I’ll blast you with my 
zero immunity!— it’s totally the opposite.

While Hannah’s laying out her instruments of torture, Mum 
lists all the  things she’s been  doing to make sure I’m the picture 
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of health— the diet, exercise, positive affirmations. It’s like a 
parent- teacher interview about my health. But Hannah’s not 
listening.

“First day back, huh?”
Hannah straps the blood pressure cuff around my arm.
I nod and keep my eyes on the cuff as it expands.
Hannah hmmmmms at me. “So what was that like?”
“Fine.”
“Fine?”
“Fine.”
And it was. Aside from feeling like I’ve been ripped from 

my safe  little world and rammed into a hostile new environ-
ment just  dying to spit me out again. Aside from Eddie being 
a repugnant fat- head and aside from my  brother making the 
usual spectacle of himself and aside from a run-in with a three- 
headed dog- beast and aside from the fact that I’m a friendless 
loser who spent all her break times hiding in the library and 
aside from the fact that I  didn’t see Zan Cheung for the rest of 
the day.

Aside from that it was peachy.
The blood pressure cuff squeezes tight around my arm, like 

it’s holding its breath. Hannah stares at me  until I look away. 
The arm strap deflates.

“Hmmmmm.”
Mum’s head jerks up. “What was that noise? I  don’t like that 

noise.”
“Blood pressure’s a  little high,” mutters Hannah, making a 

note.
A breath catches in my throat.
You  don’t go through an organ transplant without hearing 

the worst- case scenarios— rejection being top of that list. I 

038-74756_ch01_1P.indd   22 6/11/18   11:35 AM



 Tin Heart 23

—-1

—0

—+1

spend a fair bit of my time imagining  every  little twinge or 
tingle is the first sign of my brand- new heart exploding in flames. 
So high blood pressure? Yeah. It’s enough to freak me out.

As for Mum, she never met an anxious thought she  couldn’t 
turn into a tornado of panic. “Lavender,” she says. “And pas-
sionflower tea and green veggies. You  don’t eat enough veggies. 
I’m making a big pot of broccoli and kale soup the second we 
get home.”

“Nothing to worry about, Kate.” Hannah keeps scribbling 
in my notes. “ Because it’s only a  little high and  because 
Marlowe had a stressful day at school. Blood pressure fluctuates 
like that.” She shoots me a smile and a wink, the same smile 
and wink she used to give me when she smuggled me Snickers 
bars when Mum  wasn’t looking. “But  we’ll have you back for 
your next appointment a  little sooner than we expected. I 
know I said we’d push it out to three months but we might 
stick to monthly for now. So we can keep an eye on it. And 
 we’ll need to talk about you moving on to the Alfred.  You’re 
eigh teen soon.”

The backs of my calves bump the gurney’s frame as I swing 
my legs. I can feel the sharp pricks of anxiety zizzing through 
my fin gers.

Hannah places both hands on my shoulders and looks me 
in the eye. “ You’re okay, Marlowe. Better than okay. You had a 
rough start with a few rejection episodes and a bad case of 
meningitis, but it’s been six months since  you’ve had any issues. 
That’s amazing.”

I bite my lip and try to focus on her eyes.  Those smiling, 
calming, truth- telling eyes.

“ You’re safe,” she says and playfully flicks my nose. “ You’re 
our shining success story. You hear me?”
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I nod.  Because when Hannah tells me I’m fine I know she 
means it.  Because that’s why she’s my favorite nurse— honesty 
quickly becomes your favorite personality trait when  you’ve 
spent your  whole life being fed euphemistic half- truths by 
adults who  don’t want to worry you about  things you have  every 
right to be worried about.

Hannah always tells it like it is.
So for a moment I allow myself to feel her words, to breathe 

them in and savor their cooling touch against the anxiety that’s 
always trying to start fires inside me. Anxiety is a total pyro-
maniac.

But Hannah says I’m fine. So I am actually fine. I am not 
 going to die.

I bite back a smile.
Mum frowns and tsks and places the back of her hand to 

my forehead. Hannah’s words never have the same calming ef-
fect on Mum as they do on me. She hovers, tucking in my 
dress tag, picking fluff off my shoulder. Her  free hand is comb-
ing through my hair  because apparently my body is public 
property and anyone can poke or prod; they can cut it open 
and peer inside. Sometimes I think I’ll scream.

But what ever.  Today I  don’t care.  Because I’m fine. And 
soon I’ll get a letter back from my donor’s  family and I’ll be 
better than fine— what’s the next word up from “fine”? Good? 
 Great? Super? Awesome?

Hannah swabs my arm, preparing to draw blood.
“Hannah.”
“Yes, monkey?”
I watch the needle pierce my skin and the syringe fills with 

blood. It’s always a darker red than you’d expect.
“Is  there a letter from my donor’s  family yet?”
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I ask this question  every time I come in for tests. And each 
time I ask, Hannah tells me I’m worse than her nephew who 
starts asking about Santa in May. And then we laugh and 
she tells me to be patient. A patient patient.

But not this time.
This time, Hannah squints hard and  doesn’t answer. She 

swaps out the syringe when it fills up.
“How about broad bean and brussels sprout fritters?” says 

Mum. She’s gripping my  free arm, maybe  doing her own blood 
pressure test. She  won’t look at  either of us  because she hates 
blood. “I read somewhere that brussels sprouts are good for 
heart health.”

“Hold this.” Hannah nods at the cotton bud in the crook of 
my arm. I press a fin ger to it and she lets go.

I stare at the tip of my fin ger as it turns white with the pres-
sure. “A letter, Hannah? Has one come?”

She keeps her back to me, fiddling with tape. I can hear my 
heart beating. This new heart is so much louder than the 
old one.

She smiles at me as she tapes over the cotton bud. “ We’re 
keeping you on the same dose of prednisone for the time be-
ing. But your numbers from last visit  were good.  Great, even.”

Hannah picks up my notes and hugs them to her chest.
“Hannah? Has anything come for me?” I reach into my 

school backpack and pull out the crumpled letter number five. 
Five is a lucky number, right?  There has to be one culture in 
the world in which five is a lucky number. “I’ve got another one 
 here but I just thought maybe they might have written back 
 because . . .”

Hannah raps her fin gers against my notes. Her face falls. 
“I’m sorry, monkey,” she says. “ There’s been a bit of a hiccup.”
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I shake my head and push away her talk of “hiccups” and 
the deep frown wrinkling her forehead so that  every inch of 
me can focus on what she’s about to say.  Because it has to be: 
“ Here you go.  Here’s the letter  you’ve been waiting a year for.”

It has to be.
“The  family’s asked for no contact,” says Hannah, biting her 

lip. “We have to re spect that.”
 There’s a roar in my ears. I think for a second I  didn’t hear 

Hannah right  because it’s so loud, but she’s looking at me with 
pity and the roar is getting louder and the words— the words 
I  don’t want to hear— scream at me  until I  can’t ignore them.

Mum watches me, her brow ridged. She knows how much 
I want this. How much I need to hear from my donor’s  family.

“This kind of  thing does happen,” says Hannah. “More than 
you’d think. It’s usually  because it’s too soon for the  family and 
they just  don’t want to deal with the real ity of it yet. Maybe 
 they’ll change their minds and contact you in another year 
or two,  after  they’ve had time to grieve. What do you think?”

What do I think?
I think.
I feel.
I.
“Marlowe?”
Mum’s throat contracts as she stares at the top of my head. 

She reaches out, but I jerk away from her. I’ll scream. I swear 
to god, I’ll scream.

“Listen,” says Hannah, “ there’s a Facebook group. Strictly 
just for donor families and recipients. Mostly they try and con-
nect with each other. As in, the recipients say something about 
themselves and what organ they received and when it happened 
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and the donor families can post back if they think it matches 
them. I’m only telling you about it  because well, maybe it  will 
help you to connect with other families. Ones that want to hear 
from donors. It might not be your donor’s  family but it still 
might help,  don’t you think?”

All I can do is nod. I  don’t have words yet.
“I’ll get my friend who’s in the group to invite you,” she says 

but then her brows pull in, her smile wavers. “But  don’t forget 
your donor’s  family might want to connect with you in the 
 future.” Her voice cracks. “Just not now.”

Just not now.
And fi nally, I feel.
Waves of disappointment beat at my rib cage, blow  after 

blow. Why  don’t they want me to write? Did I say something 
wrong in my letters? Do they regret giving me this heart? Am 
I not good enough? I grip the fabric of my dress, right over my 
heart, and feel the rise and fall of my chest. It reminds me of 
the ticking of a clock. Tick, tock; in, out. Time moves forward. 
But just for me. Not for whoever owned this heart before.

Mum’s hand hovers just out of reach. “ We’ll fix this,” she 
says, but when I  don’t answer I sense her and Hannah having 
a  silent conversation over the top of my head.

 Every beat of my heart feels strange, like a song I’ll never 
learn to play even though I  can’t get it out of my head.

“Maybe Kate and me can have a  little chat,” says Hannah. 
“Adult to adult.”

I nod. I nod and nod and keep on nodding. I’m trapped in 
 here, pressed in by the walls, by Mum and Hannah, by the scal-
pels and  needles and swabs and all of it is just holding me 
down, forcing me to stay in this moment.
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Mum squeezes my shoulder. “ We’ll be outside,” she says, 
swiping at the curtains  until she finds the gap. Both of them 
vanish like actors from a stage.

I let out the breath I was holding and a sob escapes too, wet 
and broken.

I rush a hand to my mouth to hold back another sob.
 Because I  won’t cry about this.
I  won’t cry.
I stand, knocking letter number five to the floor. This heart, 

this damn heart is pressing up into my throat and I think I 
might choke on it.

I stare at my stack of notes where  there should be a letter. 
Just one letter—is that too much to ask? I close my eyes and 
picture it, sitting on top of the notes, half- curled in on itself 
where the folds have been pressed too tightly to ever be smooth 
and straight and flat again. It’s note pad paper with pale blue 
lines and it’s so thin it’s kind of see- through. The envelope it 
came in is small, one of  those small, no- name- brand ones you 
buy in bulk at the supermarket. Not the stupidly expensive 
free- trade, recycled denim ones Mum buys.

The letter has tearstains on it— happy tears from when I 
laughed and cried as I read the  family’s words to me. Words 
that helped me understand the history that beats inside me 
now and the gift I’ve been given.

I open my eyes. But  there’s nothing. No letter. Just a roar-
ing silence.

And then I cry.
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Five

On the tram  ride home, Mum bumps my side and asks why I’m 
so quiet. When I  don’t answer she slings an arm around my 
shoulder. “It was a big day,  wasn’t it? A full day back at school 
and then more poking and prodding.”

I rest my forehead against the win dow and close my eyes. 
The glass still has drops on it from the storm, but I can feel the 
post- rain sun on my skin.

I let Mum talk, and I hmmm and nod when I’m supposed 
to, but  there’s not much sinking in. I know what she’s trying to 
do and I’m thankful to her for trying but  can’t find it in myself 
to play along.

I get that someone had to die for me to live and that means 
that while my  family cries with joy another  family suffocates 
 under the weight of grief. But knowing that  doesn’t change the 
fact that I’m terrified of this feeling of being half complete, half 
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understood, half me. I need to know who they are so I know 
who I am.

My shoulder gets a squeeze so I turn, and Mum’s sad- smiling 
at me. “Honey, I know  you’re disappointed the  family  don’t 
want to communicate with you, but I’m sure  they’ll change 
their minds in a year or two like Hannah said. It’s not your 
fault.”

I try to smile, but a small child on the seat opposite is star-
ing at me. Automatically, my hand goes to my chest, right over 
the raised twelve- centimeter scar that cuts like a mountain 
ridge between my breasts. I can feel it through my dress. The 
girl stares. Like she knows.

The girl wriggles onto her  mother’s lap, hiding her face in 
waves of long brown hair.

Maybe  people can sense it— the wrongness of me.

We head to the shop  because Mum has to help with closing 
and that’s where Pip is, being babysat by Vivienne the fire- 
twirling law student ( because who  else would Mum hire to 
work in her shop?). I tell Mum I just want to go home, but she 
does her “it  will only a take a minute” speech and I  don’t bother 
arguing.

When we get inside, Pip’s sprawled on the floorboards 
 behind the  counter, sawing a hole through a cardboard box. 
 There are no less than ten rolls of aluminum foil stacked beside 
him. And glitter. So much glitter Bowie would turn in his grave. 
Vivienne is leaning over the  counter reading Roxane Gay.

She lowers her book. “Did you pass?”
“Yep.” I squeeze  behind the  counter, headed straight for 

the office out back. My need to be in an unpopulated galaxy 
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far, far away churns my insides. “They  don’t think implanting a 
baboon heart is negatively affecting me . . .  Oh hey, are  those 
bananas?”

“Ha-ha,” says Vivienne. And when I say “says,” I mean it. 
She  doesn’t laugh— not ever— just says the word “ha” and glares 
at you for daring to try and make her laugh.

Mum beams at Pip. “What’s my creative critter up to?”
Pip often has to say the same  thing three times  because the 

first two attempts get garbled up by excitement. “Bortyquin-
rodotfodafuta. Beudy quin rodo for the fewchur. Beauty queen 
robot from the  future.”

“Brilliant,” Mum says, then clicks her fin gers at me. “Where 
are you  going?”

“Homework.”
She throws her hands in the air. “Gah. I’ve failed as a 

 mother.”
I dis appear into the back office where it’s quiet and still, but 

that only makes the voice in my head screaming, “They hate 
you! That’s why they  don’t want to write to you!” so much louder. 
I cover my mouth with my hand  because suddenly I feel like 
screaming too.

Stop it. Stop it.
I count my breaths— three counts in and three counts out— 

and tell myself to get a grip. Wear your big- girl pants and get 
over it, Marlowe.  You’re not  going to fall apart over this.

I plonk down at the desk and open my bag. I actually do 
have homework, maths mostly.  Doing it  will hopefully melt my 
brain  until it trickles out of my ears and I no longer have the 
capacity to care that I was rejected.

I breathe deeply. One, two, three.
I push all the papers on the desk to one side and set myself 
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up.  We’re  going to be  here for ages  because Pip is  really good 
at making messes but not so good at cleaning them up, and 
Mum and Vivienne  will start having one of their Impor tant 
Conversations about Impor tant Issues and then vegan wine  will 
be opened and the fair- trade choco late aisle  will be raided.

My laptop sits open on the edge of the desk. It’s not on but 
it calls to me.

I could . . .
No.
What would I search for? Accidents around the date of the 

transplant? I’ve done that already and it  doesn’t work when you 
 don’t have a name. Besides, the  family made it clear: they  don’t 
want me knowing anything about them or my donor.

I rule a line across the page. Perfectly straight. Red. Home-
work in this  family is an act of rebellion. Mum reckons the 
best way to learn is to experience and that writing essays only 
encourages uniformity and complacency. But  there’s nothing 
I like more than the smell of a new exercise book, ruling 
straight lines, answering maths prob lems with the only pos si-
ble answer and writing fence- sitting essays. Does that make me 
a conformist? Or am I a rebel at heart?

Wait.
No.
What ever heart I had, it was a dud.
So what kind of heart do I have now?
I draw a boy in the margins of my exercise book. A teenage 

boy. His features are vague, wrong. I scribble him out and start 
again. Maybe that Facebook group might work. Talking with 
families who  don’t hate me. Or maybe they  will. Maybe it’s 
just me.

Stop it. All that  matters is finding x if cos (90° − x) = −0.7
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Mum calls out to me, something about dinner. I yell back 
“yes.” I  don’t have to know the question to know that’s the an-
swer she wants.

I push the laptop out of my reach and tap my pen against 
the page.

Where are you, x?
 Don’t you want to be found?
Are you hiding from me?
What if my donor was some poor boy  behind the checkout 

at Coles that Mum had a go at about the way they freeze their 
fruit and veg for months before it even hits the shelves? What 
if  because of us he had a  really bad day and he took it out on 
his boss and got the sack and it was our fault? What if his heart 
remembers? What if it hates me?

Stop. That’s not even pos si ble. I have to stop  doing this— 
imagining who he was.

The out- of- tune wailings of Mum and Pip singing “Starman” 
snakes through the open office door. They might be out of tune 
but  they’re perfectly in sync. I draw another boy but he’s just 
as vague, just as random as the last one.

I sit up straighter, gripping my pen tightly. Focus.
Find x if cos (90° − x) = −0.7
But what if I  can’t find x? Can x be like, “I regret to inform 

you but x is unable to grant your request to meet with him at 
this juncture.”

I drop my pen as the walls press tight. Suddenly, I  can’t 
breathe.

I stand and hurry out the back door, out into the four- by- 
four concrete slab that  will one day be a veggie patch and com-
post heap. I bend over, gulping lungfuls of air, wheezing and 
gasping and heaving.
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I put a hand to my forehead: it’s warm, but not hot. I try 
my other hand. It’s warmer. Do I have a fever? Oh god. Hannah 
was wrong. I’m not better. I’m  going to die.

“Are you having an asthma attack?” says a husky voice 
 behind me, “or is this another one of your weird protests?”

I spin around. The boy from the butcher shop is slouched 
over the waist- high dividing fence, unlit cigarette dangling from 
his lips and an open book in his hands. No apron and no knife 
but the same scowl.

He lowers his tattered paperback and lights his cigarette. 
“For real,” he says. He’s all green eyes and freckles and messy 
hair and confidence. “Are you  dying?”

Fever rages in my cheeks. I want it to rain like before— rain 
and take this fire away— but I  can’t even smell the rain in the 
air, not anymore: it’s like it never happened. I focus on breath-
ing: in, out, tick, tock.

“Are you, like, what’s it called? Mute? Is that the word? Oh 
wait, no, I get it.  You’re on a speaking strike. You  don’t say any-
thing  until the  whole world turns veggo. Like Gandhi.”

Somehow I find enough breath to respond. “That was a 
hunger strike, dummy.”

The butcher boy watches me, his lips battling it out—to 
smile or to scowl? He takes a long drag on his cigarette, suck-
ing down all forty- three cancer- causing chemicals and, by the 
end of it, the dog- shit scowl has won. “So you do talk. What’s 
your name?”

I look down at my feet.
“ Unless you  don’t have a name,” he says. “ Unless your name 

is some hippie bullshit like, it’s not even a word it’s a sound, 
like the sound of wind rustling through leaves at dusk or some 
shit like that.  Unless—”
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“Marlowe. My name is Marlowe.”
I brace myself for the inevitable “What kind of weirdo name 

is that?” but he just tilts his head and grins. “As in Raymond 
Chandler?”

My dad is a massive Chandler fan. He devours crime 
books— he’s a  lawyer  after all— but hard- boiled detective fic-
tion is his favorite and he reckons Chandler is the best. So he 
talked Mum into naming me and Pip  after this character, Philip 
Marlowe: a drunk, sarcastic, misogynistic private detective. 
Which, seeing as my dad is a drunk, sarcastic, misogynist who 
ran off to Amer i ca to be with his PA, kind of makes sense. But 
it’s not something  people usually get. Usually, I have to explain 
it and even then I still get stared at like I’m the weird one 
when it  wasn’t me that picked the name.

I  can’t be impressed. I  can’t.
I frown at his tattered paperback: They Shoot Horses,  Don’t 

They? Sounds full of sunshine and rainbows.
“I’m  going to call you Ray,” he says.
I stare at him. He stares back.
“This is where you ask me what my name is,” he says.
I press a hand to my forehead: it’s a hot day so it’s not too 

bad, I guess. But my heart is still thudding. I could be  dying. 
Maybe.

“And then I tell you my name is Leo,” he continues. He 
flicks his cigarette to the ground. On our side of the fence. “And 
then you say, ‘Nice to meet you, Leo,’ and I say, ‘Yes, it is nice 
for you to meet me,’ and then you laugh— would you say  you’re 
more of a giggler or a chuckler?”

He taps the paperback against the fence and watches me. 
Waiting for me to confirm my giggle versus chuckle status. 
But I give him nothing and not just  because I’m crap at social 
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interactions. I’m sort of in the  middle of possibly  dying  here, 
and he can be as cute as he likes but I’m just not  going to gig-
gle or chuckle right now.

He pity- smiles at me. “Look,” he says, “it’s not your fault. 
This  whole war your mum is trying to start with my dad. I get 
it. No wait . . .” He scrunches up his face. “I  don’t get it.  Humans 
are designed to eat meat.  We’re top of the food chain so it’s just 
bad luck for cows and pigs and what ever. And, yeah,  they’re 
cute and all, but have you ever eaten a bacon sandwich? Cute 
and delicious.” He leans over the fence, shoulders curled for-
ward, relaxed and confident. He grins. “So not eating meat? 
That goes against nature, if you ask me. Which you  didn’t. 
 Because you seem to be back on your speaking strike.” He raps 
the paperback against the fence again, one final end- of- 
argument thump.

In a perfect world where I am a perfect girl with a perfect 
heart and perfect social skills I would eloquently explain to this 
guy why I am a vegan, why he should be too, why he should 
stop flicking his cigarette butts on the ground and why he 
should quit smoking while he’s at it.  Because in my head the 
right words are  there— I have heard them through my  mother’s 
megaphone a million times and all I need to do is repeat them. 
But that’s not how my brain works. My brain is more the “freeze 
up” type. My brain prefers to  jumble the perfect words into 
an imperfect mess that  will only untangle itself when the mo-
ment is gone.

My brain sucks.
So I stare. Mouth open like a carnival clown. The silence 

burning a hole in my throat. Is it too late to claim this is a speak-
ing strike?
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But then words are suddenly tumbling out of my mouth and 
I  can’t rein them in: “Pigs eat  people too.”

He blinks at me and if blinks  were like Morse code, then 
this blink would mean, “What the hell?”

“In fact,” I say— and, god, why on earth am I still speaking?—
“ there was a serial killer who used pigs to get rid of his victims.” 
Just stop talking, Marlowe. “And  there was a farmer who went 
to feed his pigs, but they ate him instead. So you should just 
watch yourself.” Stop talking. “ Because maybe  humans  aren’t 
on top of the food chain.” Shut up. “Maybe pigs are.”

Stop. Talking. You. Dork.
“So next time you eat a bacon sandwich, why  don’t you think 

about that, huh?”
Silence.
Awkward silence.
Fi nally, Leo shakes his head and lets out a long, loud “whoa.” 

“You  really are a freak,” he says. Each word feels like I’m 
being Tasered. “Dad reckons you lot are two hippies short of a 
commune and guess what? He’s right.”

He laughs, still shaking his head. He laughs and pushes 
away from the fence and turns his back on me.

A freak? He  can’t call me that. He  can’t.
I want to say, “What would you know?”
I want to shove his book down his throat and ask how he 

likes choking on other  people’s words.
Mostly I want to cry.
But I do nothing.
I just close my eyes and listen to his footsteps and the door 

swinging shut  behind him.
I stand  there and listen to my heart beating in my chest and 
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think about that line in that poem, the one about two  people 
who’ve never met hearing the same sound but from two dif-
fer ent places. I think about how my donor must have listened 
to this exact heartbeat a hundred times too and how strange 
that is, to know that  we’ll never hear it together.

I listen and I do nothing.
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Six

The avalanche of self- hatred hits at 3 a.m.
I’ve been lying awake for hours, reliving the  thing with Leo 

over and over. Each time the scene replays in my mind I make 
cuts and do rewrites and rework my character  until I’m smart 
and quick- witted and a winner. I need a pause button on life. 
Midconversation I can press it and every thing  will stop while 
I craft the perfect comeback.

The avalanche gets  really heavy when I realize how pathetic 
this is. Leo’s tucked up in bed right now, blissfully dreaming 
about all the girls’ hearts he’s  going to rip out and squash  under 
his Vans, but I’m the one who  can’t sleep. I’m the one still toss-
ing and turning. I’m the one who thinks she can undo the past 
by imagining a better version.

You  really are a freak.
Five stupid words breaking my heart all over again.

038-74756_ch01_1P.indd   39 6/11/18   11:35 AM



40 Shivaun Plozza 

-1—

0—

+1—

I roll onto my side and flip the pillow to cool my blazing 
skin. But every thing’s too hot. The pillow, the bed. I kick away 
the sheets.

 There’s no way I’m getting to sleep now.
I sit up. Shadows hang from the walls like Dali’s melting 

clocks. I have my drawings pinned all over my room. I know 
them so well, stared at them so often that I  don’t need much 
light to see them. I study the  faces— Hannah and Professor 
Kirmani and Mum and Pip and kids with shaved heads and 
lonely looking orderlies and mums and dads who look tired, 
who look sad, who look like just one more piece of bad news 
would break them.

I swing my legs over the side of the bed and get up, head-
ing to the win dow. I slip the curtain back and peer into the 
night. It’s dark and quiet and calm.

During the day I can see for two blocks. I can look into the 
back of our shop, the back of the butcher’s too. At night, all I 
can make out are blurs of charcoal grey and all  those lurking 
shadows. I press my fingertip against the glass over the  little 
black hole I think might be Blissfully Aware’s backyard. That 
 little blob of inky black where a butcher’s apprentice stomped 
all over my heart. It’s not that far,  really. A few streets, a five- 
minute walk.

I wait, but the TARDIS  doesn’t arrive to whisk me back 
eight hours so I can tell Leo the butcher boy that I might be 
two hippies short of a commune but he’s a sausage short of 
being a man.

I rest my forehead against the glass.
I  can’t believe I’m still awake. And I  can’t believe that  after 

all the crap that happened yesterday, I’m awake  because of a 
boy.  Because of the thoughtless  thing a boy said to me. I stare 
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at that  little blob of inky black  until my eyes  water and red, 
burning anger takes over—it sucks up the self- hatred and anx-
iety  until  there’s nothing left but anger.

It rises in me, rises and rises,  until I think I’ll burn up. The 
win dow is cool against my forehead but not cool enough to calm 
me. I pull back and let the curtain fall into place as an idea 
 settles in my mind.

I  can’t change what happened, not with Leo, not with 
Eddie Oro, not with my donor’s  family. But I can change 
what happens next.

I look around for my dress and shoes.
My heart beats wildly but I  don’t think I’ve ever felt this 

calm. Even as I slip out my bedroom door and tiptoe down the 
stairs, I am calm and I am certain and I am  doing the right 
 thing.

Fifteen minutes  later the  thing that surprises me least is 
how easily I get my hands on spray paint and a balaclava. I live 
in the kind of  house where  there’s a choice of spray paints in 
the “protest equipment cupboard” and  there’s a balaclava in the 
laundry basket from Pip’s “guerrilla Barbie” costume. What 
surprises me most is that I actually go through with it. That I 
actually tiptoe out of my  house at 3:37 a.m. and walk to Bert’s 
Quality Butchers. That I actually pull a balaclava over my head 
and I actually hold a spray can to the butcher shop’s front 
win dow with my index fin ger poised on the nozzle.

The balaclava is pink and covered in sequins but I’m still 
unbelievably bad ass right now.

Bad ass and angry.
Streetlights cast a honey glow but  there’s no one to see 

except me and my bad ass illegal activities.
“You want to talk about nature?” I mutter and start spraying. 
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The paint hisses and my hand swoops and rises and dips and 
circles and the more I write, the angrier I get. My heartbeat is 
a steady rhythm, a joyous gallop that makes me certain this 
heart has rebelled before.

The smell of the paint gathers in a knot of wibbly wobbly 
nausea in my tummy, but the taste in my mouth is sweet as I 
stand back and survey my handi work: killing for a living? 
now that’s unnatural.

Take that, Butcher Boy.
Take that, Eddie Oro.
Take that Cerberus and Mrs. Friendly Ear and my donor’s 

 family.
I stare so long at what I’ve written that the words imprint 

on my mind. I just know that when I get home and climb into 
bed  these words  will be the last  thing I see when I close my 
eyes and the first  thing I see when I open them again in the 
morning.

I drag myself away. I’m high on rebellion. Maybe it’s also 
the paint fumes, but mostly it’s rebellion. My heart is drum-
ming a beat that leads me home and it’s a beat that I  can’t help 
dancing to. I dance through the front door, dance down the 
hallway, dance up the stairs and . . .

I’m halfway up the stairs when I notice the light in Pip’s 
bathroom, a slick of light  under the closed door. I check my 
phone: quarter to five. Bowie is softly crooning, and somewhere 
in the background is the clinking and clattering of makeup tins 
and brushes and what ever  else Pip uses to put together his 
looks. It takes him forever. Before the transplant whenever I 
 couldn’t sleep I used to lie awake and listen to the sounds of 
Pip getting ready, kind of like lying in bed listening to rain on 
a tin roof. And when I was sad or scared, I used to stare at my 
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door and imagine what he was dressing up as.  Because if I 
thought  really hard about that, I’d forget about the tightness 
in my chest, the aches in my joints, the queasiness in my stom-
ach and the this- is- it- you’re- dying thoughts poisoning my 
mind.

A shadow shifts  under the door; it would be easy for me to 
open it, maybe sit with him while he got ready. Or I could stand 
 here and wait for him to come out. I could guess what  today’s 
look  will be: Crocobilly Rock, a crocodile who’s into 60s rock 
‘n’ roll? The fifth Ninja Turtle, Giovanni, who prefers to read 
and drink tea than fight crime?

But I  don’t do any of that.
Instead, I pad silently back to my room and close the door. 

I  don’t bother changing out of my clothes, I just slide  under the 
covers and shut my eyes. I’m almost too tired to notice that the 
only  thing I see when I close my eyes is a swirling black ball of 
nothing.

I stifle a yawn while standing by the front door, school bag 
crashing against my shins as I sway in time with the ticking 
clock. I’m so tired I feel like someone dragged me up Mount 
Kosciuszko and threw me from the top.

Mum appears from the lounge, wrestling with bags and 
posters and Princess Sparkles. “You could offer to help,” she 
says, crushing it all to her chest. “And  don’t think I  can’t hear 
you silently judging me. I know  we’re late, but— Wait, are you 
sick?”

It’s crazy how quickly she can switch from standby- mode 
to Robo- mum and all it takes is a  little pale skin and bags  under 
my eyes.
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“You look awful. Did you sleep okay?” Princess Sparkles 
tumbles to the floor as she reaches for my forehead.

I duck out of her way as Pip bounds downstairs in an astro-
naut costume from two Halloweens ago. He has a fishbowl 
helmet— papier- mâché fish and cellophane seaweed swimming 
inside— and shark face paint. And thongs. Pink.

“Ta- da!” He jumps the last  couple of steps and spins. “What 
do you think?”

Mum grins as she bends to retrieve Princess Sparkles. 
“Well,  don’t you look a treat. Or should I say ‘trick’?”

They laugh. Or I think Pip laughs. It’s a bit muffled coming 
from inside the helmet. He’s definitely grinning, which, with 
the shark face paint, is way creepy.

Mum’s frowning at me again, dangerously close to asking 
more questions. She’s a bloodhound for secrets.

“ We’re late for school,” I tell her. “You remember, school? 
That government institution where I’m indoctrinated into 
apathy and capitalism?”

Before she can start off on a tirade about the evils of 
modern schooling, I open the door and Pip starts making 
Darth Vader noises.

“Wait,” he cries, “I need to get acclimatized to the Earth’s 
atmosphere.”

I fight the urge to roll my eyes at him. “I thought you  were 
 going to be a beauty queen robot from the  future.”

“Not ready yet.  Today I’m an astronaut whose space shut tle 
crashed in the Pacific and he was saved by a school of sharks 
so he grew gills and became a shark too, like  those  children 
who are raised by wolves so they walk on all fours and howl 
and eat raw meat.”
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The costume  thing started when I got  really sick for the first 
time.

We’d never been on a protest before but Mum was on a 
karma kick—we needed to exorcise the privilege from our lives, 
she said. Dad had just left us so maybe it had something to do 
with that. I was losing it  because Mum wanted me to wear a 
mermaid outfit for an antiwhaling protest. I was eleven.

Mum gripped the mermaid outfit in her fist; it shimmered 
each time she shook it. “But you like Ariel. You think she’s 
pretty.”

I loved The  Little Mermaid but I  wasn’t  going to march 
down Bourke Street dressed as her, every body pointing and 
laughing and not giving a damn about  whales. Besides, my 
chest felt tight; my head was thick and syrupy. I’d been sick for 
a while. I’d been to tons of doctors but no one had worked out 
what was wrong.

Mum waved a hand at our posters;  she’d helped us make 
our own:  don’t eat ariel’s friends. “I thought you wanted 
to help.”

I did, just not dressed as a mermaid and not when the room 
 wouldn’t stop spinning. So I complained and Mum coaxed, and 
the more we talked the more I felt like a stringless kite, noth-
ing tethering me to the world.

Then it all went black.
I woke up where it was quiet and white and  little bleeps and 

blips echoed softly around me. Mum was hovering beside the 
bed. The sheets  were tucked too tight across me. It felt wrong. 
I felt wrong.

Mum crowded over me, grabbing my hand, squeezing too 
tight. “ You’re okay, honey,” she told me, smiling wider than 
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seemed pos si ble. “They found a  little prob lem with your heart 
but  we’re  going to fix it. Promise.”

I knew her smile was a lie. She kept telling me I was fine, 
we’d all be fine, every thing was fine, all the while blinking back 
tears.

My  mother had never lied to me. And now she  couldn’t stop.
But Pip  didn’t say anything. He was sitting at the end of my 

bed, wearing the mermaid outfit. And I laughed. I laughed so 
much I cried. Or maybe I cried  because of the lies and my heart 
but I still laughed and Pip grinned at me and I  didn’t feel so 
bad anymore.

“Come on, spaceman.” Mum raps her knuckles against Pip’s 
space helmet and he grins, warping his shark- teeth cheeks. 
They start up with the Bowie karaoke as we head down the 
front path.

Ground control to majorly embarrassing.
We head out onto the street, Mum falling into step beside 

me as Pip bounds ahead, pretending to walk like he’s in space 
or underwater or both.

I pray to the pavement gods to swallow me  whole. Oh the 
irony of being five- foot- one and wishing you  were smaller.

“So tell me about your first day,” says Mum, bumping into 
my side. “We never got to talk about it yesterday.”

“I learned stuff.”
“Like?”
“Like how to vote right wing and why war is good and that 

banking is my ideal  career.”
She squeezes my arm.
I keep my eyes on my feet. We need to walk past Bert’s 

Quality Butchers to get to school. And  there’s no way that tell-
ing myself to forget about last night  will actually undo what 
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happened. I  don’t even know why I did it. All I know is the idea 
just kind of plopped into my head like a  giant thought- poo and 
the logic of 3 a.m. told me it was the best idea ever.

Of course it  wasn’t.
Of course it was wrong.
Impulsive.
Illegal.
And just thinking about it makes me feel hot and fuzzy and 

buzzed. In a bad way.
“Mum?”
“Yeah, honey?”
“I think I might have . . .  I mean, what do you do when 

 you’ve done something . . .  Like, how do you . . .”
But it’s too late. We round the corner onto Queens Parade 

and Pip is jumping up and down out the front of the shop.
“Nizunmum! Nize unum!” He points to the front win dow 

of Bert’s. “Nice one, Mum!”
The acid in my stomach rises; I can taste it in the back of 

my mouth, hot and sour.
Mum halts in front of the butcher’s shop, scanning the 

win dow— I swear it takes hours— before fi nally she throws 
back her head and roars with laughter: wild, straight from the 
gut, primal.

I think I’m  going to throw up.
“Brilliant!” Every thing tumbles to the pavement as she claps 

her hands together and bows, worshipping the red paint taking 
up most of the shop front. Bright red spray paint that no longer 
looks defiant or smart or sassy. It’s just a crooked, barely legi-
ble B- grade comeback that is  going to draw way too much at-
tention. From my mum, from the scary butcher, and prob ably 
from the police.
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Leo bursts through the doorway clutching a sponge,  water 
slushing over the lip of the bucket in his other hand. He clocks 
Mum and the scowl deepens. His hair is even messier this 
morning, one side sticking up like a tail feather. He looks away, 
face hard and cold.

“Nice bit of art, that,” says Mum, nodding her chin at the 
red paint.

He storms past her, all the horrible  things he’d like to say 
written on the lines of his mouth. And then he spies me. His 
eyes widen and he falters, more  water sloshing from the bucket. 
His cheeks burn red— they’re a matching set for mine. He 
holds my look for one of  those “seems like forever but is 
 really only two seconds” moments before he throws a glance 
back at Mum.

“ Wouldn’t be caught out  here when Dad comes back,” he 
says.

Mum fake cackles. Pip joins in. It makes me squirm how 
much  they’re enjoying this.

“Shaking in my boots, kid,” she says.
Leo dumps the bucket on the ground. “He only went back 

inside to fetch his meat cleaver. Then he said something about 
hunting hippies.”

He starts scrubbing at the paint— stiff, double- handed 
strokes that look like hard work. Good. Hope he cramps up. 
Hope he breaks a nail.

The shop door jingles and this time it’s Bert. He  hasn’t got 
a knife but his look could do some serious slicing and dicing.

I crush Pip to me, arms around him, and I tell him to stay 
put. This is not a child- friendly situation.

“I’ve called the police,” says Bert. His face is red, like, about- 
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to- explode red. “This is harassment.  You’re destroying my 
livelihood.”

Mum laughs: the witch’s cackle again. “You  can’t prove a 
 thing.”

“I’m installing security cameras.”
“Go ahead.  There are other ways.”
“Is that a threat?”
“It’s what ever you want it to be, murderer.”
I’m almost too busy watching Mum and Bert to realize Leo 

has stopped scrubbing. His eyes are on me, narrowed but shin-
ing with malice. Specifically, he’s glaring at the hands I have 
pressed to Pip’s chest.

He smiles before turning away again. “I like your nail pol-
ish,” he says.

I poke my tongue out at his back, but then it registers what 
he’s just said: nail polish.

I’m not wearing nail polish.
I never wear nail polish.
I look at my hands.  There’s red on my nails. Not polish. Paint 

stains.
Pip kicks out a foot and wiggles it around. He’s wearing 

silver toenail polish.
“Thanks,” he says.
“Do they call that color Caught Red- handed?” says Leo, 

with barely a glance over his shoulder.
“Silver Nitrate,” says Pip.
Pip tries to squirm out of my grip, but I hold tight. So tight 

he’s fogging up the helmet trying to breathe.
“No,” I say. “They call it Red Revenge. And I’ve still got the 

 whole  bottle to get through.”
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Oh. My. God. Where did that come from? Was that  really 
me? Am I possessed?

Leo gapes at me—he  can’t believe I’ve said it  either. “Is that 
right?” he says. And then he smiles. A small part of his smile is 
admiration. Some of it is annoyance. But mostly, the grin says, 
“game on.”

What have I done?
This  isn’t me. I  don’t do  things like this. I  don’t spray paint 

shop fronts. I  don’t talk back. I  don’t make a spectacle of my-
self. I’m not the confrontational type. I’m the girl who  can’t 
meet your eye, who smiles when you insult me. I take the 
mantra “if you  can’t say something nice  don’t say anything at 
all” to the next level. But that was my old heart. That heart is 
rotting in a chemical waste bin.

This is my new heart.
I place a hand on my chest and feel a steady, confident, de-

fiant ka- thump, ka- thump, ka- thump. Weirdly, I  don’t feel 
anxious. Like, not at all. I should be hot and breathless and my 
heart should be pounding and my thoughts should be jumbled 
in a knotty mess. But I’m fine.

“ We’re  going,” I tell Pip.
“But Mum . . .”
“ She’ll catch up.”
I pull Pip away, not even looking back once.
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Seven

Imagine a dolphin born in an aquar ium, raised to perform 
tricks for snot- nosed kids before someone— prob ably my 
mum— kicks up a stink about her being abused for  human 
amusement. So Flipper’s set  free but the second she hits open 
 water she’s like, “Does this swimming pool never end and how 
come  these fish  don’t just land in my mouth like they normally 
do and what the hell is this  giant dolphin- like creature with 
razor- sharp teeth swimming  toward m—”

RIP Flipper.
Well, that’s me: bred in captivity.
As I scrape into first period seconds  after the bell, I almost 

get my head knocked off by a football. I hover near the door, 
unsure what to do, where to go. Students pour in around me, 
sucking me into their riptide of yelling, sweating, laughing, 
jostling.
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“You look like  you’re about to puke,” says Zan, appearing 
beside me in her black cap, jeans and oversized singlet.

If I  wasn’t already about to puke, I am now  because Zan 
Cheung is talking to me. Again.

She looks bored or maybe angry or tired or indifferent. 
“ These are new shoes,” she says. “So vomit in that direction.” 
She waves a hand at two boys who crash past us, laughing and 
elbowing.

 Wouldn’t that be awesome? Hi, new classmates, my name 
is . . .  blergh!

I guess I would no longer be The  Dying Girl or The Trans-
plant Girl, I would be Vomit Girl. Which is much worse. But 
not as bad as That Girl Who Vandalized the Butcher Shop.

Ugh.
“Seriously,” Zan says. “Are you okay?”
I surprise myself with words. “I’m not  really myself  today.”
Zan blinks at me. “Er, okay. Want to sit?”
“You mean with me?  Really?”
She shrugs. “Or what ever.”
“No. I mean, sure! I’d love to!” Next to Zan, all my words 

sound very exclamation- marky.
She surveys the room for spare seats. Cerberus waves her 

over, but Zan points to two empty seats on the opposite side of 
the room. “Over  there?” she says.

I nod at her to avoid the abundance of exclamation marks 
my answer would hurl at her. Like a hailstorm of  little punc-
tuation swords. She frowns before she swivels, thudding off 
 toward our seats. I hurry  after her, dumping my books and slid-
ing in beside her.

Zan lifts her cap to ruffle her hair, before leaning back in 
her chair.
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She has Photoshop- smooth skin and she’s not even wearing 
makeup. Her face is the kind that you look at and go, oh,  there 
 really are  people with heart- shaped  faces. But I  don’t think it’s 
how she looks that gives her confidence. To borrow one of 
Vivienne’s phrases: Zan gives zero fucks. Like, if she had fucks 
to give she would handcuff them to a slab of concrete, toss 
them over a bridge and flip them off as they sank to the bottom 
of the river.

Exhibit A: I once witnessed her key a car  because it had a 
racist bumper sticker.

Exhibit B: I heard she turned up at another school’s formal 
wearing a girls just wanna have fundamental  human 
rights T- shirt and handed out pamphlets explaining why the 
school’s policy that “you can only bring a date of the opposite 
gender” was a load of bollocks.

Exhibit C: She is Zan Cheung.
Case closed.
A fortysomething guy in too- tight jeans and long thinning 

hair bounds in. He tries for a fist- bump with the kid closest to 
the door, a stoner with ratty hair and the smudged look of some-
one who  hasn’t washed for days.

The guy— I’m guessing he’s our teacher— slopes to the front 
desk, dumps his  things and says “Media”: the answer to a ques-
tion nobody has asked. “I’m Mr. Sneijder. But you can call me 
Rusty.”

No one shuts up. In fact, it gets louder. Across the room, 
Eddie Oro yawns and it’s so loud and so moose- mating- call- 
like that I jump in my seat. He stretches and I get an eyeful of 
freckly skin, a snail trail and Calvin Kleins. Gross.

Eddie Oro is literally the last guy on earth whose under-
wear I want to be looking at. So it’s  really crappy that this is 

038-74756_ch01_1P.indd   53 6/11/18   11:35 AM



54 Shivaun Plozza 

-1—

0—

+1—

the moment that Cerberus decides to notice me. To notice me 
noticing Eddie Oro. To notice me noticing Eddie Oro’s crotch 
region.

The three heads lean in to each other and whisper.
I look away.
“ You’ve got that puke face again,” says Zan.
“Marlowe?” It’s Sneijder. His gaze is sweeping the room, 

half bent over the desk, pen in hand. “Marlowe Jensen?”
The roll. He’s taking the roll. And my name is Marlowe 

Jensen.
“ Here!” I say it too loud.  There’s laughter. Sniggering.
“What a dork,” says Eddie.
I shrink  behind the computer and won der if the coroner  will 

rec ord “extreme embarrassment” or “a catastrophic lack of 
coolness” as my cause of death.

Sneijder starts calling out instructions but I only catch 
 every third word: “Let’s . . .   shall . . .  you’ll . . .  on . . .  can . . .  
program . . .  icon . . .  now.”

I look around.  People have pulled their chairs into circles, 
talking, laughing, not computering. I accidentally make eye 
contact with Eddie across the room and he winks at me.

I pull out my sketchbook and draw a calm, soothing depic-
tion of Eddie being tortured in horrifically creative ways. I’m 
so engrossed by my drawing of Eddie being ripped in two 
by a three- headed dog- beast that I  don’t notice that Zan is 
watching me  until she speaks.

“Shit  you’re good,” she says. “And angry.”
If you asked anyone to find a bunch of adjectives to describe 

me, “angry”  wouldn’t normally make the list. Quiet, awkward, 
anxious, shy, introverted and short but not angry.
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But maybe I’m some kind of Hulk and I  don’t know it. Or 
maybe this is the new me.

Zan leans closer and, instinctively, I lean my arm across the 
drawing but she grabs the corner of my sketchbook and tugs. 
Her nose crinkles as she appraises my drawing; it’s the most 
expressive I’ve ever seen her.

“Give him exploding zits,” she says. “And devil horns.”
A laugh breaks  free before I can cover my mouth. I make 

the devil horns twisted and a teensy bit phallic. One of the ex-
ploding zits squirts him in the eye.

“Brutal. Yet fair,” says Zan and almost kind of maybe smiles. 
Well, it’s a lip twitch, but it gives me a warm, fuzzy feeling so 
it totally counts.

Is this making friends? Proper friends, not you’re- dying- so- 
I’d- better- be- nice- to- you friends.

Sneijder keeps calling out instructions but his voice gets 
eaten up by the noise. I think about at least turning the com-
puter on but no one  else has.

Zan taps her pen against the  table and frowns. “If I had an 
ex- girlfriend that I wanted an unflattering and extremely vio-
lent drawing of so I could, you know, vent or what ever, would 
that be within your realm of expertise?” she asks.

I nod. “Decapitation, drawn and quartered, burnt at the 
stake, it’s all pos si ble. Just say the word.”

“Who’s that?” she asks, pointing to the drawing of Leo I’ve 
added to the corner of the page. He’s being spit roasted on a 
trident by a herd of carnivorous cows.

“Just a guy.”
She narrows her eyes at me.
I  don’t think a second conversation with someone you’d 
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 really like to be friends with is an appropriate time to spill all 
your prob lems in a big, messy word vomit but I do.

I tell Zan every thing about Leo and how he called me a 
freak. And about my mum and the protest and what I did last 
night. And, fi nally, to make sense of all that, I end up telling 
her about the unanswered letters and my donor’s  family.

“That  really sucks,” she says and even though her face 
 doesn’t change I think she means it.

“The  family  doesn’t want to know me,” I say. “But I want to 
know them. At the very least, I just want a name. Why is that 
against the law? It’s just a name.”

And it’s only  after I say this that I realize the shape of my 
words perfectly fits the burning, aching hole inside me.  There’s 
an empty space that can only be filled with a name.  Because 
not knowing feels like I’m trying to pretend that this heart 
 didn’t have a life before me. But it did. I know it did.

“What do you know about Mongolia?” I ask Zan.
“Literally nothing,” she says.
“I only know one  thing. They believe that a person’s spirit 

is in  every part of them, so if you get a blood transfusion you 
get the spirit of that person too. Do you think that’s true? I 
 don’t believe in ghosts or possession or anything, but do you 
think my heart could change me? If you get a  whole organ, how 
much of that person do you become?”

“ Unless this is the beginning of a bad eighties horror film, 
I think  you’re fine,” she says.

I scrunch up the corner of my drawing, and the edge of the 
paper presses uncomfortably against my skin from inside my 
fist. Not enough to hurt or cut, but enough to make me aware 
of it. Like an itchy tag on a brand- new T- shirt.
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The class only lasts for forty- five minutes and the bell goes 
right in the  middle of Sneijder writing up homework on the 
board.

“So . . .  you . . .  completed . . .  and . . .  questions . . .  
maybe . . .  topic,” says Sneijder, over the din. He packs up, 
juggling his books and his keys and what’s left of his self- 
esteem.

I hurry to scribble down the notes but Zan grabs the pen 
out of my hand and I turn to find her watching me.

“You  shouldn’t let that  whole letter  thing get you down,” she 
says. She drops my pen on the  table in front of me; it rolls across 
my sketchbook and comes to a stop on top of cartoon- Eddie’s 
exploding- zit face. “What’s knowing the kid’s name  going to 
mean anyway?”

I grimace: what’s it  going to mean?
It’s  going to mean I can say thank you. In a way that means 

something.
Like, if I knew a name then I could buy my donor a star. 

You get a certificate but if I  don’t have a name  there’d be a 
blank spot and my star would be nameless. What kind of thanks 
is that?

Or I could get a tattoo. A heart and my donor’s name and 
the heart could be broken but stitched up again. Maybe it could 
be stitched with the name? I run my thumb across the skin of 
my inner wrist and try to imagine what the tattoo would look 
like. Except I  can’t.  There’s just a blank spot where the name 
should be.

Every thing needs a name.
When David Bowie died Pip just about had a meltdown. 

He locked himself in his room for two days with “Starman” 
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playing on a never- ending loop. He ate the food Mum left out-
side his door but never showed his face. Mum started talking 
about grief counselors and meditation retreats and herbal 
antidepressants, but on the third day we heard noises. Not just 
“Starman” on repeat. Banging noises and sewing noises and 
stomping noises and even though we  were happy to hear signs 
of life we exchanged worried glances  every few minutes 
 because  there  really was an awful lot of banging.

On the fourth day Pip’s bedroom door opened and out came 
the Goblin King carry ing a rocket ship. A two- foot, three- 
dimensional, psychedelic, honest- to- god rocket ship. It had a 
firework taped to it with gaffer tape.

“Should we be worried Pip has the parts to build a rocket 
just lying around in his bedroom?” I asked. “Fireworks are 
illegal. Where did he get them?”

Mum just smiled at Pip and asked him what he had made.
“See that?” said Pip, pointing to where he’d written major 

tom on the side of the rocket. “That’s the name of my rocket 
ship.”

And then he turned the ship around so we could see the 
other side, the side he’d been hugging tightly to his chest.

 There was a picture of Bowie taped to the side of the rocket. 
Under neath it Pip had painted: rip david robert jones, 
 because Bowie was his stage name and I guess Pip wanted to 
thank the man  behind the costumes and the  music and the 
awesomeness.

“ We’re  going to set it off in the backyard,” said Pip in ex-
actly the same voice you might use to say, “ We’re  going for a 
walk along the beach.”

I looked at Mum.  Because this was against the law and 
highly dangerous. But she nodded. “We certainly are,” she said.
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So the three of us went out into the yard where it was fuzzy 
with dusk and still hot and I whispered to Mum that I thought 
it was a total- fire- ban day but she shook her head at me and 
told me that  didn’t  matter. “The rules  don’t  matter  today,” she 
said.

Pip lit the rocket and it shot into the air so fast our necks 
snapped back to watch it. I always liked watching fireworks and 
this was kind of the same but with all of the noise and color 
and sparkle and joy concentrated into just one.

I  didn’t have a new heart back then so I’d been thinking a 
lot about death. I’d done a ton of counseling at the hospital and 
Mum had booked me into meditation groups, but something 
about Pip and his rocket ship made me feel a tiny bit more okay 
about my own death. I mean, talking about death and visual-
izing it and what ever  else was okay—it was pretty helpful 
actually— but seeing Pip face grief head-on with an honest- to- 
god rocket ship? Nothing beats that.

I wondered if he’d build me a rocket too.
“Good- bye, David Robert Jones,” said Pip, and I could hear 

the tears in his voice. It’s lucky my dodgy heart  didn’t break 
then and  there.  Because Pip  wasn’t supposed to cry. He was 
always the brave one.

Mum and Pip started singing “Space Oddity” and they kept 
it up  until the neighbors yelled at us to shut up. So we went 
inside and Mum said it was Wheat- cheat Wednesday, even 
though it was  really a Thursday. We had pizza and watched 
Labyrinth. It was a sad day but it was also a good day.

Pip knew how to say thank you. He knew how impor tant a 
name was.

Zan stands with a shrug. “What ever,” she says. “You could 
just keep drawing angry pictures, I guess. My ex- girlfriend’s 
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name is Leah, by the way. Black hair, brown eyes, five- foot- four. 
I’m thinking burnt at the stake  will do nicely.” She tips her cap 
at me. “See you around,” she says.

She turns and walks away and I watch her all the way to 
the door.
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Eight

The notification is waiting for me two days  later: Isaiah Tilo 
invited you to join the closed group Life  After Life.

At first I  don’t get it. Who the hell is Isaiah Tilo and what 
in the world is Life  After Life?

But then I remember: Hannah. The Facebook group.
I get a happy buzz seeing it  there but then I also kind of 

want to projectile vomit. It’s a weird feeling: elation and blind-
ing terror all wrapped up in one confusing package.

I’m supposed to be getting ready for school but I stay 
wrapped up in bed to check out the group’s page straight away; 
the laptop is warm against my thighs, even through the duvet. 
Next door Pip is bashing and banging and god only knows who 
 he’ll be  today but I tune him out. I tune Mum out too, down-
stairs singing along to Stevie Nicks while she makes breakfast. 
It’s just me and the screen and my gut- twisting hope.
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 Because what if my donor’s  family is on  here? What if the 
message from the hospital was a  mistake? What if they got 
me mixed up with someone  else and my  family actually wants 
me to contact them? What if  there’s one person— maybe the 
 brother or  sister or cousin— who wants to get in touch even 
though the rest of the  family  doesn’t?

 There’s hope,  isn’t  there?
No. Be sensible, Marlowe.  You’re just on  here to connect 

with  people who get what  you’re  going through. That’s all.
I start scrolling and wow.  There are so many comments— 

Looking for a  woman in her fifties who had a liver transplant 
in October last year. Anyone know a teacher in his thirties who 
donated his corneas in December? My husband received a 
lung transplant in April two years ago— was told his donor 
was a retiree in her sixties. Can anyone help?

It’s overwhelming. I mean, where do I even start? Can I just 
start talking to  these  people? Hey, I’m not the one  you’re look-
ing for but I am a recipient and man do I need to talk.

I look up and breathe deep. I focus on the drawings pinned 
to my walls. Pip and Mum and Hannah and kids from the hos-
pital, kids whose names I  can’t always remember. Are any of 
their families on  here?

Okay.
Breathe.
Just breathe.
I look back at the screen. If I start scrolling up from the date 

I got my transplant then that’s not such a big deal, is it? I 
 wouldn’t necessarily be looking for my donor’s  family but . . .

I scroll down and down and down through the months. I 
let the words blur  because it’s all too real, too much like being 
forced to stare at yourself in that Snow White mirror that can 
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only tell the  bitter truth about yourself. All  those desperate 
words. All that unanswered hope.

Fi nally, I hit February and god I  really am  going to throw 
up. I feel hot and like my insides have spontaneously morphed 
into bees.

Breathe.
Just breathe.
 You’re not looking for your donor’s  family, Marlowe. It’s no 

big deal, okay?
Mum calls from downstairs. “Hurry up, you two, or you’ll 

be late.  Unless you want to skip school and we can see if they 
need volunteers at the Asylum Seekers Resource Center. I’d 
actually be okay with that.”

I hear Pip thump thump thump as he makes his way to his 
bedroom door. “ Can’t. I’m Vincent van Gogh,” he shouts. “But 
with two ears and a  really positive  mental outlook. I’m  going 
to give out hugs and sunflowers all day.”

I frown so hard I feel a headache forming already.
My husband donated multiple organs. Worked in building 

construction. Late forties.
Looking to connect with whoever received my  mother’s 

kidney in late January, around the twenty- second.
Is anyone  here  going to the Annual Ser vice of Remembrance 

in May? Would be  great to meet up in person and say hi.
“Then get your positive  mental outlook down  here for 

breakfast or you’ll be late,” shouts Mum. “You too, Marlowe.”
I scroll up. And up and up. I guess I could leave my own 

message. But what would I write?
What  little hope I had is  dying. All  those bees inside me 

are stinging it to death. Slowly. Painfully. I mean I knew it 
 wasn’t  going to happen, I just . . .
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I swallow hard.
Scroll.
Up.
The words blur.
Pip’s bedroom door bangs and he thump thump thumps 

downstairs.
Scroll.
Up.
My throat is growing tight—am I allergic to bees? Even 

imaginary ones?
Focus, Marlowe.
Scroll.
Breathe.
Scroll.
And then . . .
My son Luis passed away in a car accident on March 17. 

He was sixteen. Multiple donations. This is what they quote 
for recipients: “a man in his early twenties who has been 
unwell for years, a  woman in her early twenties who is look-
ing forward to getting back to full- time work and a teenage 
girl getting back to her studies.” Is it you?

February 24. That was the day we got the call.
The shock is a punch to my gut. I cover my mouth. I practi-

cally double over.
A teenage girl.
A teenage girl getting back to her studies.
My mouth goes dry. I  can’t even gather enough saliva to 

swallow.
Breathe.
I look at the man who posted: Armando Castillejo. His pic-

ture is too low- res to make out completely. All I can see are 
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glasses, the shadow of a beard, dark hair and skin and eyes. A 
smile. I click through to his profile but  there’s barely anything 
on  there. Stupid privacy settings.

I click back to the group and read the message again.
My son Luis.
Luis.
Luis Castillejo.
My heart aches, aches like it’s homesick, like it can see a 

name it knows intimately. I clutch my chest.
I push my laptop off my thighs and stand. For a long mo-

ment I  can’t do anything.  Can’t feel anything,  can’t say any-
thing,  can’t move.

I try to push down my hope but it  won’t behave,  won’t let 
me contain it. Is it him? Is it  really pos si ble? Was I right? Is 
 there one person— one wonderful, glorious person—in my 
donor’s  family who wants to connect with me, despite the 
message Hannah passed on?

“Luis,” I whisper, just to test it out. It’s a smooth sound and 
I like the way my tongue pushes against my teeth to say it. “Luis 
Castillejo.”

“Marlowe!” shouts Mum. “Get your butt down  here.”
 There’s a roar in my head but it’s nothing to do with Mum 

shouting at me. It’s the same two words over and over: Luis 
Castillejo, Luis Castillejo, Luis Castillejo.

I  can’t stop the hope— the belief— from overflowing, over-
whelming me.

 Because I think . . .  I think my heart has a name.
I grab my laptop again and before I can chicken out I com-

ment on the post— It could be me. DM?
“Marlowe!” Mum shouts.
“I’m coming!”
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I close the laptop and all I can do is stand  there, hand over 
mouth, trying to steady my breathing. I try not to let hope get 
the better of me—it might not be my donor  after all— but it’s 
hard.

So hard.
My son Luis.
Luis Castillejo.

Two days  later, Mum and Pip burst through my door with cake 
and singing and pres ents.  Because  today is my birthday; I am 
eigh teen. Something I never thought I’d say.

“Go away. It’s too early.”
“Nonsense,” says Mum, as Pip bounces up and down on my 

bed. “It’s your birthday.”
“Let Marlowe eat cake!” yells Pip and, yes, he’s dressed as 

Marie Antoinette. But with zombie face paint so I assume this 
is post- guillotine.

I grumble and moan but I manage to sit up and open my 
pres ents— art supplies and books from Mum, and thrift shop 
finds from Pip. I smile and say thanks, but inside I  can’t stop 
thinking:

Luis Castillejo, are you my donor?
Am I saying it right? Cas- te- ay- o? Cas- till- a- o? Cas- till- a- 

joe? And is it Lou- e or Lou-es? At least we have one  thing in 
common— the kind of name you have to say twice. But how-
ever you say it, I  can’t stop thinking about him.

The trou ble with wanting something so badly that it eats 
your insides out is that when your wish comes true it  doesn’t 
lose its appetite.  Because all I have is a name and a gut- 
churning, lung- squeezing need to know more. Who was he? 
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What kind of person? What did he love and hate and what 
made him laugh?

Armando  hasn’t responded but I’ve googled. I’ve googled 
the hell out of Luis. I found a handful of Luis Castillejos who 
 were not my Luis Castillejo. They  were too old or too alive. So 
a name is all I have and I never thought I’d say this but a name 
is just not enough.

I try picturing him in low- slung jeans, an oversized hoodie, 
Stan Smith shoes and a baseball cap. He’s a  little too short, a 
 little too thin, but with a smile that could melt a grilled cheese 
sandwich. A kid teachers love, even though he always mucks 
up in class. He wants to be a hip- hop artist but knows  he’ll end 
up as his dad’s apprentice, painting  houses, making up rhymes 
in his head.

But his face is blurry— like  those  people on TV who  don’t 
want to be identified so they pixilate the face— and I  can’t hold 
the image in my head for long. He  can’t  settle into one defin-
able, knowable person so he’s  every pos si ble version at once, 
but at the same time he’s none of them  because he’s nothing 
more than a blurry- edged boy from my dreams. The only  thing 
knowing this name has given me is more questions, more pos-
sibilities.

 Because he  can’t be just a name. He is more than that.
Mum squeezes into bed beside me and tells me the story 

of my birth. She does this  every year— one time she showed us 
the video but that was too graphic, even for Pip, and we 
begged for it to be burned in a ring of holy fire.

“At first they said I was  going to lose you,” she says, swad-
dling me in her embrace. “I was terrified that you’d slip away 
but you held on—we both held on— and when it came to your 
due date you  were still holding on and even  after they induced 
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you, you  wouldn’t let go so the doctor pulled you out with 
forceps.”

This is Pip’s favorite part. He always makes a claw with his 
hand and mimes sucking me out, complete with alien- style 
sound effects. It’s gross, and even stranger when he’s dressed 
as Zombie Marie Antoinette.

“Was her head all bent in from the forceps?” asks Pip. “Like 
a squashed grape?”

Mum cups a hand to my cheek and draws me in for a kiss. 
“She was perfect,” she says. “Still is.”

“Mum,” I groan, as she pinches my cheeks. “Stop it.”
“I’m not making a big deal,” she insists. “The real party  will 

be for your transplant anniversary. Think of this as the entrée.”
“I told you I  don’t want a party for that.”
Mum waves my words away. “Pish posh.”
They sing “Happy Birthday,” Mum goes for traditional but 

Pip, as always, sings, “You look like a monkey and you fart like 
one too” and collapses on the bed in a fit of giggles. But I  can’t 
bring myself to smile  because my brain is too full of a boy I’ll 
never know but  can’t stop thinking about.

I  didn’t know it would feel like this. I  can’t stop thinking 
that, no  matter if Luis is my donor or not,  he’ll never be the 
one blowing out candles and pretending to love the psychedelic 
jumper his  brother brought him from Savers and hearing about 
his birth. While I get older, year by year, Luis  will only ever 
be a memory, an epitaph, a face in someone’s photo  album that 
never grows up.

 He’ll only ever be sixteen.
“Make a wish,” says Mum. She lights the candles and holds 

the vegan beetroot flourless choco late cake out for me to blow. 
I place a hand over my heart and wish for more than a name.
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I want to know if Luis is my donor and, if he is, I want to 
find a way thank him. The right way to say it. And a right way 
to say sorry.

And a way to do him justice.
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Nine

The definition of insanity is  doing the same  thing over and over 
but expecting a dif fer ent result. That’s a quote from a motiva-
tional poster stuck to the wall of the se nior common room. 
Large block letters over a photo of a kitten dressed in a lab coat 
with a hamster  running on a wheel. They should stick it on a 
poster of me refreshing my Facebook page over and over, ex-
pecting that this time Armando Castillejo  will have responded 
to my comment.

I  don’t feel insane, though. Just sad.
I fall asleep in maths. One moment it’s Pythagoras’s theorem 

and the next it’s Zan’s elbow in my gut.
“Wake up,” she says. “ You’re drooling and it’s gross.”
I wipe the corner of my mouth with the back of my hand 

and sit up. “Sorry,” I say. I steal a glance at the teacher but she’s 
got her back to me, helping the three- headed dog- beast.
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“You can copy my answers,” says Zan. “ They’re wrong but 
you can copy them.” She slides her worksheet over:

x − 1 = 5x + 3x − 8
x = elephant balls
−18 − 6x = 6 (1 + 3x)
x = your mum

“It might be suspicious if we hand in the same, wildly in-
accurate answers,” I say, but she shrugs  because she’s Zan.

How about: 6 = 1 − 2x + 5 where x = my crippling disappoint-
ment that Armando Castillejo  hasn’t responded yet.

I pull out my phone, holding it  under the  table so the teacher 
 can’t see, but it’s a big fat zero for the number of notifications 
from Armando Castillejo. So I try for the seventy- billionth time 
to google Luis. Maybe I am  going insane. I mean, he might not 
even be my donor.

“What do you think about the name Luis Castillejo?” I ask 
Zan as the same old results roll out.

Zan doodles on the corner of my worksheet, a pattern of 
interlocking stars. “Sounds like a soccer player. Or a famous 
painter. Or the second- most- attractive member of a boy band.”

Zan jabs me with her pen; it leaves a freckle of ink on my 
forearm. “He your boyfriend or what?”

I spell Luis’s name dif fer ent ways. Nada. I try Luis Castillejo. 
Sixteen. Car accident. But that  doesn’t work  either, not even 
when I put the exact date in.

“Remember I told you about my donor’s  family not want-
ing me to write to them?” She nods and I tell her about the 
Facebook group and Armando and the very real possibility that 
a sixteen- year- old boy called Luis Castillejo is my donor.
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“Serious?” she says.
I nod.
“Wow. And?”
“That’s it. I have a name but I  can’t find anything  else about 

him. And I  don’t even know if he’s the one.”
I try: Luis.  Brother. Son. Heart. Missed. Loved.
Zan fills in an answer on my worksheet:
2 (4x − 3) − 8 = 4 + 2x
x = The least attractive boy in a boy band.
I scroll through the results. I  don’t expect to find anything 

but my thumb keeps swiping the screen. I just try: Castillejo.
“What would you call the name of a boy band made up of 

the least attractive members of other boy bands?” asks Zan.
So many results pop up. Even a soccer player. And a writer. 

And Facebook profiles. And articles and blogs.
I snort. One blog is called: Carmen Chameleon. I guess it’s 

a play on the Culture Club song— “Karma Chameleon.” Pip 
once dressed as Boy George, with the hat and the braids and 
the ribbons and the makeup and then nothing but a Tarzan- 
style loincloth  because he was “Boy George of the Jungle.” I 
was embarrassed at the time but thinking of it now makes me 
smile.

“What about One Rejection?” says Zan.
The  little preview  thing says: Girl about Melbourne. Loves 

her  music, her friends, her donuts and her baby  brother. 
Writes about anything and every thing.

 Brother?
“Their first single would be ‘What Makes You Not All that 

Attractive,’ ” says Zan.
I click through. The last entry was almost a year ago, entry 

 after entry  after entry and then they just stop. I click on the 
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“about me” tab and  there’s a picture— a girl, maybe eigh teen 
or nineteen, dark wavy hair and a nose ring and deep olive skin 
and the kind of smile that makes you feel like you just got 
bitten by a radioactive spider and you know it’s  going to hurt 
but you also know  you’re  going to end up with superpowers.

Her name is Carmen.
Carmen Castillejo.
I won der why the  whole class  doesn’t turn and stare.  Because 

I think I just died. Again.
“You okay?” says Zan.
I nod furiously as I google Carmen Castillejo and this time 

I  don’t have to worry about  going insane  because she is every-
where.

Carmen who wears high- tops and tube socks and strikes 
ugly poses while the girls around her are pouting and hip- 
cocking like their lives depend on it. Carmen who photo-
bombs and stuffs her mouth full of M&M’s and gets tangled in 
tent wires and falls asleep with a magazine splayed across her 
face.

Carmen, who has to be Luis’s  sister, right?
One picture shows Carmen leaning over a shop  counter; I 

recognize the logo on her T- shirt. It’s Cheeky Chicken, a crappy 
takeout place on Nicholson Street. If Red Rooster hooked 
up with a bad case of salmonella and they shat out a baby it 
would be Cheeky Chicken. And apparently my donor’s  sister 
works  there.

I swipe through the endless photos, mesmerized.  There she 
is with an orange quarter smile. Swipe. Carmen with a polka- 
dot apron and flour on her cheeks. Swipe. Carmen walking 
through scrub,  running her hands through the leaves on  either 
side of the path.
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With a boy.
Crash.
In the distance, a boy.
Bang.
A smudge of a boy.
Bam.
A boy with his back to the camera.
Crack.
A boy with dark hair, blue backpack, red shorts, white 

T- shirt.
Boom.
Luis Castillejo? Is that you?
I run my fin ger along the smudge of boy. He fits beneath 

my fingertip. The  whole of him. I could blink him in and out 
of existence with just my  little fin ger.

A shadow falls across me and I jump. “You need a hand, 
Marlowe?” It’s the teacher. I shove my phone between my 
thighs and look up. She’s frowning down at me.

“I’m fine,” I  mumble. My cheeks are hot. I  can’t hold her 
gaze  because I feel guilty. I look down at my half- finished 
worksheet but all the numbers and letters blur.

I feel Zan nudge me.
“I’m fine,” I say, firmer this time. I pick up my pen. Okay. 

Maths. Sure. I can do this. I mean, I just discovered my maybe- 
donor has a  sister who works ten minutes from where I’m 
sitting right this second and I still  don’t know if Luis is my 
donor and if he is then I  don’t know a  thing about him but 
maybe his  sister who is only ten minutes away from  here does. 
So, sure, I can totally focus on maths right now instead of freak-
ing the hell out.

Breathe.
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Just breathe.
The teacher taps her fin ger against my worksheet before she 

walks away. “Get on with it. Too many blank spaces  here, 
Marlowe,” she says.

Tell me about it.

Two year sevens knock on the door during biology and hand 
over a stack of forms. Biology is my least favorite subject. I’ve 
seen enough of the  human body and what’s inside it. Now it 
just feels like the universe is rubbing my nose in it.

The teacher hands out the forms and it turns out  they’re 
permission slips for the swimming sports and a note about sign-
ing up for events. No way. Not me. I shove mine deep in the 
bottom of my bag. I’ve never had to do them before and I’m 
not  going to start now. I’ll get Mum to write me a note.

I shrink back in my seat and watch the clock above the 
teacher’s desk.

I doodle in the margins of my workbook and before I real-
ize what I’m  doing I’ve drawn Carmen. Carmen with that 
electric smile.

She looked so happy. So friendly. So full of life. I know 
 there’s  every chance it was Carmen who said she  doesn’t want 
to hear from me  because if Luis  really is my donor then some-
one in the  family asked for no contact. But I  can’t seem to 
connect that with the pictures I saw. She smiled too brightly 
for that.  There was too much of a happy shine to her eyes. 
She looked like the kind of person who’d make you laugh. 
Like, so hard you think you might burst. She looked easy to 
talk to, and just think of all the stories she could tell me about 
Luis.
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No.
Not pos si ble.
No contact means no contact.
The rest of the day drags and I know slow and steady wins 

the race but come on, let’s get a  little more rabbit and a  whole 
lot less turtle, please.

Fi nally it’s home time and I walk to meet Pip at the school 
gates.

Eddie dumps his bag on the asphalt and stares at me. I can 
tell he knows it makes me uncomfortable; that’s why he’s  doing 
it. And when I look over my shoulder at him he winks.

In the one or two or fifty romance books I’ve read when 
men wink at  women it makes them swoon and melt and blush 
and whatnot. But let me tell you this: no. Nope. Shudder. Ick. 
It’s scrub- my- skin- off- with- a- wire- brush- because- it- has- been- 
sullied- by- this- guy’s- repulsive- wink kind of gross.

“See you tomorrow, freak,” calls Eddie. And by god do I 
want to punch whoever said sticks and stones  will break my 
bones but names  will never hurt me. Names  don’t just break 
your bones, they melt them down and the liquid bone dribbles 
out your ears and without a skeleton you crumple to the ground 
in a squidgy, squelchy mess.

I quicken my pace, wishing I had bones made out of Cap-
tain Amer i ca’s shield. Eddie’s laugher follows me all the way 
to the gate where Pip’s waiting for me. He’s reading The 
Wizard of Oz. Again.

“Do you know that guy?” Pip asks, squinting at Eddie over 
his book.

But I  don’t even pause to answer. I grab Pip’s arm and yank 
him through the school gate.

Pip’s thongs flip flop on the pavement as he hurries to keep 
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up with me. Normally he’d be filling  every second with “guess 
what happened and then guess what happened and you  won’t 
guess what I did and can you guess what I’m  going to wear to-
morrow?” But he’s  silent. Except for the flip flop flip flop.

 After a while, Pip looks up at me. “He’s not very nice,” he 
says. “That guy. Eddie. He’s not nice.”

I take a deep breath before I speak  because I  don’t trust 
my voice to be steady right now. “Not nice at all,” I say.

“Yesterday he called me a weirdo. He says it’s not normal 
to dress like a girl.”

I stop dead in my tracks, grabbing Pip’s shoulder and 
whirling him around to face me. I am so angry it feels like some-
one shoved fireworks  under my skin and set them off. When 
I speak, it’s through clenched teeth. “You are not a weirdo.”

“Oh, I know that,” says Pip, his voice skipping as lightly as 
a pebble across  water. He smiles. He actually smiles. “He’s just 
jealous. I told him I might dress like a girl  because girls are 
cool, but sometimes I dress like a boy  because boys are cool, 
and then sometimes I’m a shark  because  they’re cool too.”

It’s a total cliché, but my heart actually melts. A  really gooey 
kind of melting, like marshmallows at a campfire. I squeeze 
Pip’s shoulder. “How could anyone not be jealous of you?”

He grins and it’s infectious.

When Pip and I wander into Blissfully Aware, no one’s around. 
Not even Vivienne. I call out and Mum pokes her head around 
the office door with the phone pressed to her ear.

“Is the shop closed?” I ask.
With maximum arm waving, Mum explains that Vivienne 

got held back at uni and that she is on hold waiting to speak to 
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our local member of parliament about the Butcher Issue and 
it’s been a total rush all after noon and she snagged her pants 
on an errant nail and now the only  thing holding them together 
are four strategically placed bulldog clips.

“Can you fill in while I . . .” She waves her hand at the 
 counter, at the phone and at her pants, but before I can answer 
she shouts into the phone, “Yes? Yes, I’m still holding!” and I 
 don’t know what  else she says  because she slams the office door 
shut with her  behind it and it’s just me and Pip and silence.

Pip grabs his pile of cardboard and aluminum and glitter 
from under neath the front  counter and rushes down one of the 
aisles to god knows where. I dump my school bag and slump 
over to the  counter like a broken puppet.

I’ve checked and Armando still  hasn’t responded. Is  there 
a statute of limitations for responding to a Facebook comment? 
I mean, at what point can I be suitably offended that he  hasn’t 
written back? At what point does it tick over from “ hasn’t read 
my comment yet” to “he is actively ignoring me”? I  don’t know 
what changed between last year and now but something did.

Carmen, on the other hand . . .
I won der what  she’d think of my plan to buy Luis a star? 

Or the tattoo? Would she think that was a good way to say 
thank you? Maybe  she’d prefer a rocket.

My head jerks up as the office door bangs open and Mum 
barges out. “Unacceptable,” she says as she flits by me in a 
tsunami of scarves and bracelets. She  doesn’t tell me what is 
unacceptable and I  don’t ask. Maybe she can read minds and 
she’s telling me I  can’t get a tattoo. She has a dolphin on her 
ankle so I  won’t listen. The dolphin’s eye is wonky and its snout 
is too short and it’s more purple than blue. Mum says that’s 
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what you get when  you’re drunk and seventeen and in Broad-
meadows.

“Why are you slumped against the  counter?” she asks with 
a familiar edge in her voice.

“It’s hot,” I say, “and I had double maths and I  don’t get 
algebra and  those broccoli tarts you packed for lunch did not 
travel well so I just  really,  really,  really think we need to have 
pizza for dinner.”

Mum laughs, a single dismissive, “Ha!”
We used to have pizza night once a month. We called it 

Wheat- cheat Wednesday and we’d use pita for the base and put 
what ever we wanted on top and had a  whole pizza each. My 
favorite combo was tomato, vegan cheese, pineapple and olives. 
We  haven’t done Wheat- cheat Wednesday in forever, not since 
Mum put wheat on the “no, nope, no way, not ever” list.

“I guess we could use cauliflower for the base,” she says. 
“I’ve got a  recipe for that.”

Ugh.
“Pass.”
Mum runs her fin gers through my hair  until I head- butt her 

hand away like a disgruntled cat.
“Can you stay  behind the  counter while I refill stock?” She 

walks away, sandals click- clacking against the wooden floor. 
“And can you tell my pants are ripped?”

I nod and let my head slide back onto the  counter.
“Was that a yes?” Mum calls. “To filling in, I mean? And 

maybe the pants. Shit, I’ll have to get a new pair.” By the sounds 
of it she’s lifting something  because her voice is strained.

“Yes,” I say, but with my lips pressed against the  counter it’s 
not especially loud or clear. “To both questions.”
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“What happened to Pip?”
I throw out an arm and point. I’m not sure where, but she 

 can’t see me and I  don’t  really know where Pip is. “Working 
on his masterpiece.”

“Pip? You alive?” Mum calls and  there’s a pause before Pip 
answers.

“Mostly,” he says and as Pip has been let loose with scissors 
and glue and glitter that’s a good answer.

“ You’re not using a glue gun unsupervised, are you?” she 
says.

Pause. “No.”
I rest my chin on my forearm and pull out my phone. I feel 

a bit like a creep but I scroll through Carmen’s Instagram feed 
again. I go straight for the picture with her and maybe- Luis.

I get the same shiver of fear and delight as before.
It almost looks as if Carmen is reaching out to Luis too. It’s 

just perspective, I guess,  because she’s reaching out to brush 
her hands through the low- hanging branches, but it looks like 
the tips of her fin gers brush Luis too. Like  those pictures 
 people take where it looks like  they’re pushing over the Eiffel 
Tower. And even though my fin ger brushes over that  little 
smudge of boy  there’s a screen and a phone camera and a 
 whole real ity separating us. Carmen knew what it was like to 
reach out and actually touch that  little blur, to hold his hand, 
brush back the hair from his face, squeeze his shoulder. She 
knew what he loved, what he hated, what made him laugh 
and what made him cry.

And she’s so close by.
Ten minutes.
I get this idea in my head. It plops in  there and suddenly 

all I’m thinking is, hey, I’d  really like to see Carmen. I mean, 
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she’s ten minutes away and all I’d do is look through the Cheeky 
Chicken win dow and yeah that sounds creepy but I  don’t mean 
it like that. I just mean to see what she looks like in real life 
and to make sure she’s still smiling, you know? It  wouldn’t be 
the worst  thing, would it?

Just to see if she’s still melting the world with that electric 
smile.

 Because maybe that’d be a way to say thank you to Luis. 
To check on the  sister that loved him so much and make sure 
she’s still smiling. That’s a pretty good way to say thank you, 
 isn’t it?

I sit up and watch my mum humming to herself as she re-
fills the nut bar. Somewhere in the distance I hear Pip ripping 
masking tape. If I  hadn’t made it, if I’d been the one who had 
died, then that’s what I’d want. I’d want Luis to walk into Bliss-
fully Aware and hear Mum humming to herself and see Pip 
poking out his tongue in concentration as he glues and rips and 
pastes and sews his latest glittery masterpiece. I’d want him to 
check that they  were okay. That  they’d moved on. That they 
 were happy again.

My shoulders relax and all the tension and the brain fuzz 
evaporates  because I know what I have to do.
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Ten

I hover outside Be- Spoke Bikes, staring at the win dow display 
like I’ve never wanted anything more in my life. But what I’m 
 really looking at is the chicken- shaped sign dangling from the 
awning of the next shop along. A macho chicken jabbing a 
thumb at its chest like, “Come inside and eat me, I  don’t mind!”

Do chickens have thumbs?
I’ve got a piece of paper with the shop’s address written 

on it. I grip it with both hands. It feels like a permission slip 
but like one I forged, a  really obvious forgery that the teacher 
 will never believe and  will earn me a month’s worth of deten-
tion. I’m certain that if I take three steps sideways Carmen 
Castillejo  will see me peering into the shop and drop what-
ever she’s holding— someone’s serve of chicken and chips 
prob ably— and yell, “That girl took my  brother’s heart!” and 
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every one in the shop would start screaming and pointing and 
I’ll have to get plastic surgery and move to Antarctica.

I glance at the chicken sign—it creaks as it sways in the 
breeze.

I breathe deeply and remind myself of The Plan: in ten sec-
onds I’ll take three steps sideways. I’ll look in the win dow like 
I’m looking for a menu  because, man, I  can’t get enough 
chicken. And then I’ll spy her: Carmen.  She’ll be smiling. 
Laughing. Throwing her head back and gripping her stomach 
and crossing her legs  because she’s trying not to pee herself 
with laughter.  Because she’s happy. She’s okay. And then I’ll feel 
okay. I’ll feel like I’ve done a  grand gesture for Luis and I’ll 
move on.

Happily ever  after.
I try one of my therapist’s calming exercises. I close my eyes, 

visualize a body part, say the name and then move on to the 
next one. I start with the  little fin ger on my left hand and work 
my way around the body from  there. Hand. Arm. Shoulder. 
Chest.

Heart.
Okay.
I can do this.
It’s been way more than ten seconds but that’s okay. I’ve got 

time.
I stare at the bike in the win dow. It’s plain white and has a 

bell. I try to imagine riding it. I’d kick out my legs and scream 
as I raced down death- defying hills. I bet Zan has a black BMX; 
we could  ride together. If Mum let me. Which she totally 
 wouldn’t. Would I even want to do it? Death- defying  isn’t  really 
my aesthetic. I mean it is but not of my choosing, you know?
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Focus.
I can do this.
I step once, twice, three times to the right and . . .   there’s a 

 giant semiopaque chicken covering the entire front win dow. All 
I see is a blur of green and orange and plastic chairs and fridges 
and vague  people shapes.

I  can’t see her.
Damn it. I’ll have to go in.
I can do this.
Breathe. In. Out.
Three more sidesteps to the right. I push open the door, 

taking small, tentative steps inside.
The door jangles shut  behind me.
I look around: lime- green laminate, orange plastic chairs 

and egg- shaped napkin canisters. A tall guy staring at the 
menu. A mural covers an entire wall— a chicken riding a 
Harley- Davidson: leather jacket, sunglasses, more thumbs. 
The florescent lights zip and hum and  behind the  counter 
chicken carcasses rotate on a spit.

The air is thick with grease— it’s like swimming in chicken 
fat.  There’s a terrible smell.

“This is hell,” I say. “This is Satan’s workshop.”
“Excuse me?” says a voice beside me.
I spin around and come face- to- face with the owner of the 

voice, but all I can do is take in small details, one at a time: 
black wavy hair. White  dixie hat. Ponytail. Nose ring. Brown 
eyes. No, hazel? A  little white scar between thick eyebrows. A 
tray in her arms. Used napkins. A chicken on her T- shirt. 
Thumbs.

It’s her.
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It’s Carmen Castillejo.
My heart does a  triple aerial somersault and face- plants— 

splat—on the floor.
Carmen smiles at me, but it’s a retail smile. Fake. “Welcome 

to Cheeky Chicken. Do you want—”
“Chicken!”
Did I just shout “chicken” at Carmen Castillejo?
Carmen blinks at me. “Lucky you,” she says. “We sell plenty 

of that  here.” She nods at the  counter and walks away. “Just line 
up and order. Menu’s on the wall.”

“Okay,” I say. “Cool.”
 There is a grin plastered all over my face— stupid and wide 

and lopsided and totally ridicu lous— but I  can’t wipe it. It’s 
 there to stay.

Carmen Castillejo.
Luis’s  sister. Maybe.
I stare at her.
She’s short.
She slouches.  Every so often she jerks her shoulders back 

before slowly, slowly, they curve downward again.
She has a long neck. Very long. Swan- like.
She blinks often.
She drums her fin gers while she’s waiting.
And on her right wrist is a small tattoo— loopy handwriting, 

a single word, luis.
I spin and face the mural and do the calming exercise again. 

The biker chicken watches me.
I can do this. It’s  really her— Luis’s  sister. I can so this. All 

I have to do is see her smile,  really smile, and then I’ll leave. I 
 don’t even have to talk to her. Again.
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I glance back: she’s taking the tall guy’s order, scooping 
chips into a cardboard container and asking if he wants cheeky 
or regular salt.

“Cheeky?”
“Chicken salt,” she says.
The guy takes forever to answer. Carmen flicks her fin gers 

over the shakers.
“Go on then,” he says. “I’m feeling a bit cheeky.” I imagine 

he winks as he says it, but I can only see his back and Carmen 
prob ably missed it  because she’s only got eyes for her hand as 
she shakes cheeky salt on his chicken and chips.

She has rings on  every fin ger. Not flashy ones though, thin 
silver rings with stars and moons and one with a  little red stone. 
Did Luis give her one of  those?

The guy takes his dinner and leaves. And, suddenly, the 
shop is empty. Apart from me. Apart from Carmen.

So Carmen looks at me.
I flick my gaze to the menu above her head. I squint like 

I’m reading. But  every word I see up  there reads: She’s  going 
to know  you’re an imposter! Abort! Get out of  here!

Oh god, I’m  going to throw up. This has gone way too far.
“A Cheeky Chatterbox is good,” she says, resting on her fore-

arms. “You get two drumsticks, chips and a potato and gravy. 
 Free drink too.”

I nod and continue to stare at the menu.
Yep. I’m definitely  going to be sick. Right  here. I’ll prob ably 

projectile vomit all over Carmen.  Because that’s  going to make 
her smile.

I hold a hand to my stomach.
The door opens and laughter floats in ahead of two uni- aged 

guys. I flinch at their entrance  because  they’re so loud— every-
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thing about them demands to be looked at. Even Carmen 
looks.

The guys slip between me and the  counter. I step back— I 
 don’t need to move  because  there’s plenty of room, but it’s like 
they take up more space than their bodies. Some  people are 
like that.

 They’re still talking and laughing but one of them drops a 
twenty on the  counter and asks for two Quarter Chicken 
dinners.

I should go. It’s the perfect moment.  They’re blocking Car-
men’s view of me. I could sneak out and she  wouldn’t see me.

“ You’re cutting in,” says Carmen. I spy a sliver of her face 
between the guys’ shoulders. She points  behind them. At me. 
“ You’re cutting in. She’s first.”

Both guys turn and look at me.
You know when someone’s like, “Oh my god,  there’s this 

massive tarantula in my room,” and you go to look, expecting 
something as big as your head, but what you find is a teeny tiny 
 daddy longlegs no bigger than a five- cent piece? Well, that’s 
how the guys look at me.

“Yeah, but she’s obvs not ready yet,” says the shorter one 
with the biggest I’m- so- unimpressed- by- what- I’m- looking- at- 
and- I- can’t- believe- I’m- being- made- to- wait- for- anyone- let- 
alone- her look. “We are.”

But Carmen  doesn’t care. “She was first.”
“ You’re not serious?”
Carmen just folds her arms in answer and then smiles at 

me. “So what do you want?” she asks. She asks me.
What do I want?
Let’s see . . .
I want to know if Luis Castillejo was  really my donor.
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I want to know if he was a good person.
I want to know what he liked, who he loved, what he did 

for fun, what made him cry and how often he laughed.
I want to feel like I’m complete and not like a jigsaw puzzle 

I  can’t figure out.
I want to stop feeling like I’m taking up space meant for 

someone  else.
I want Carmen Castillejo to like me.
I want to figure out who I am now.
But none of that is on the menu.
“Chatterbox?” I say.
The guy snatches up his twenty. “Must be on her period,” 

he says, and his mate laughs.
Carmen sucks in an angry breath.
My heart beats hard and fast. Anger surges through me. 

 These waves of heat and zinging energy are more familiar now.
“Well, if we bled  every time you behaved like a jerk we’d 

be anemic,” I say.
In the stunned silence that follows I wait for regret to over-

whelm me.
Except it  doesn’t.
 Because Carmen Castillejo laughs. She covers her mouth 

and bends over, laughing. “Oh my god,” she says. “That’s too 
funny.”

 There’s a quiet, seething moment of both guys staring 
daggers at me before the taller one grabs his mate and tells 
him “the dykes  aren’t worth it.” He drags his mate to the door. 
They knock  every egg- shaped canister off  every  table on the 
way past, calling us  every insult they can think of. Which  isn’t 
that many.
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The last egg canister rolls on the floor, slowly coming to a 
standstill.

“Shit,” says Carmen and then she bursts into more laughter.
But it  doesn’t feel funny to me. For a girl who  doesn’t “do” 

confrontation I’m firing off an awful lot of smart- arsed come-
backs.

“Oh my god,” she keeps saying. She rubs her face, squishing 
her features. “Thanks for jumping in and rescuing me. Jerks 
like that are always coming  here. Does my head in.”

I  can’t take my eyes off her wrist: instead of a dot over the 
i in luis, it’s a heart.

It’s perfect.
“What’s your name?” she says and smiles. It’s not a retail 

smile anymore. It’s real. It’s the electric smile. It sends shiv-
ers up and down my spine. It’s what I came  here for. I can 
leave now. Say nothing. Just smile back, excuse myself and 
leave.

But she’s looking at me, waiting. Waiting for my name. 
Marlowe Jensen. Eigh teen. Heart transplant recipient.

My eyes flick back to the i on her wrist. That  little unbroken 
heart. So perfectly formed. I  don’t know how you’d ever write 
“Luis” without it. And, suddenly, the only  thing I can think 
about is how “Marlowe”  doesn’t have an i in it. What kind of 
name is it anyway? A name my runaway dad gave me, the 
name of a fictional detective. And now it’s the name of a girl 
who wanders randomly into  people’s lives she has no business 
being near. The name of a girl who could easily be connected 
to a certain Facebook post revealing she is the maybe recipi-
ent of a maybe donor.

“Ray,” I say. “My name is Ray.”
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I swallow the  bitter taste in my mouth and try to shut out 
the voice in my head that’s screaming, “What are you  doing?”

“Short for Rachel?” she asks, and I nod.
“I’m Carmen,” she says, wiping her hands on her apron.
I know, I want to say. I know.
Her smile is an easy smile— genuine, dazzling, alive. Just 

like the photos. “Well, Ray, you can have what ever you want.” 
She waves at the menu  behind us. “On the  house.”

What ever I want?
I want a rewrite.
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