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Chapter 1

	 

	Tiny Moments

	 

	A scrapbook lay on my dresser, marked Kimberley’s Boyfriends in my mother’s artistic handwriting. She claimed she’d made it so I’d remember them. The truth was—it was fine with me to forget.

	I opened the scrapbook and flipped through the pages. The faces looked familiar, their names neatly labeled. Two guys from my freshman year. Two from sophomore, one of whom had apparently lasted until we were juniors.

	There was no page for my senior year, at least not yet. I’d wondered if Sean Tucker might be the next guy with a page. But he’d made it clear he only wanted to be friends, which was okay too, since I loved spending time with him.

	My phone chirped. I glanced at the calendar reminder on my screen.

	Leave for party. Take phone, toothbrush, marker.

	I made a final check of my purse. Everything was there. I would be spending New Year’s Eve with my best friend instead of a date, and I was really looking forward to it. No worries. No pressure. Just fun as we counted down.

	“Sweetheart, it’s time to drive you to meet Lacey.” My mother stood in the doorway to my bedroom, struggling to put on her favorite chandelier earrings.

	“Ready.” I slung the purse over my shoulder and followed her down the hall.

	“Do you have your phone and iPad?”

	“Phone only.”

	She stopped in the family room and frowned at me. “Why aren’t you taking the iPad?”

	“Um…” Why had I made that decision? I searched my brain and…nothing. Better pick one of the standard replies. “I’m afraid I’ll lose it.”

	“That makes sense. Let Lacey know so she can help.” Mom yanked on her coat. “Do you have a black marker?”

	“Yes.”

	She was already walking to the garage.

	Ten minutes later, I was on an empty sidewalk in downtown Magnolia Grove, standing outside the bookstore/coffee shop where Lacey worked. After Mom sped off into the night, I opened the door to The Java Corner side and walked in. It was quiet. No one sat at the scarred tables or huddled on the fat leather couch before the fireplace.

	“Hi,” the barista said, his smile warm. With a flourish, he set a tall ceramic mug on the counter. “Pomegranate tea with a teaspoon of honey.”

	My usual. “Did you put it on my tab?”

	“Sure did.”

	I picked up the mug and took a sip. Yum. “Is Lacey ready?”

	“Almost. She’ll come over here as soon as she’s done with closing the bookstore.”

	“Thanks.” I wandered over to the couch, curled up, and sipped my tea, mesmerized by the flames.

	The air gave a soft sigh. I glanced toward the French doors that led into The Reading Corner side of the store. Lacey was locking the doors behind her. She made a detour to the counter, accepted a to-go cup from the barista, and came over to me.

	“Hey,” she said, her brown eyes sparkling. “Are you excited?”

	“Very.”

	“Did you ask Sean if he wanted to go with us?”

	“He can’t come.”

	She plopped onto the couch beside me. “Do you remember why?”

	“He’s out of town?” I stole a quick glance at the calendar on my phone.

	“Doing what?” She blew on her coffee.

	“I’m not sure. I think he’s gone for Christmas break.” I took another sip from my mug. “When do we leave?”

	“Soon.” She smiled with her whole body. “Eli is driving us.”

	My grandmother often said that my brain, to make up for its damaged parts, had overcompensated in the intuition parts. Right now, Lacey’s reaction was screaming at me. “Things have changed between you and Eli. I approve.”

	“I thought you might.” Her face softened. “I’m not sure where it’s headed, but it’s nice for now.”

	I knew where it was headed, and I was glad. Eli Harper had been waiting patiently for her. “Where’s the party again?”

	“Tim Ma’s house, and don’t worry about it getting too wild. New Year’s Eve parties in Magnolia Grove are guaranteed to be tame, especially this one. Eli says the whole soccer team has been invited, and they’re all scared of their coach. He expects perfect behavior from them.”

	The flames in the fireplace danced when the outer door opened. Eli walked in, his gaze landing with laser precision on my friend. “Hey.”

	She popped to her feet. “Hey.”

	He pulled her into a hug. Eli was tall, dark, beautiful, and crazy about Lacey. She leaned back in his arms, her hands resting lightly on his shoulders, her smile wide and happy. They whispered and stepped apart.

	“Hey, Kimberley,” he said, turning to me. “Ready?”

	I stood. “Yeah. Let’s go.”

	 

	It was two a.m. before Eli pulled his vintage black Mustang into the driveway of Lacey’s house. I went inside and waited in the living room while they “talked” in the front yard. Her mom checked on me briefly before disappearing back down the hallway.

	Five minutes later, Lacey came in, locking the door behind her. She seemed subdued.

	“How is everything?” I asked.

	“Fine. Wonderful.”

	“Did he kiss you?”

	“Only at midnight.” Her lips curved sweetly. “Outside, we just talked. He’s being so careful with me. It’s really nice.”

	Yay. Major progress. “Did he ask you on a date?”

	She nodded as she flicked off the lights. “Saturday. He’s taking me to Chapel Hill for a Carolina basketball game. I have a morning shift at the bookstore, so we’ll leave after that.” She crossed to the door leading to her attic bedroom and stopped, her hand gripping the knob. “It feels weird, Kimberley.”

	“It’ll feel weird for a while, but I think it’s good.” It had been three months since she split up with her last boyfriend. Even though they’d only dated a week, they seemed perfect together. I was shocked when she broke things off with him and never understood why. But enough time had passed for her to let go. Lacey and Eli would make a cute couple. It thrilled me to see him finally get his chance with her. “Does this mean you’re over Grant?”

	“I’ll never forget him, but…” Her head fell forward into the wall with a soft thud. “Maybe it’s time to move on.”

	“It is, Lacey. You’re ready.”

	Straightening, she opened the door and tiptoed up the narrow staircase while I followed. Her bedroom was dim, lit only by a small lamp and the moonlight streaming in the dormer windows. We changed into two of her old T-shirts and flopped onto the bed.

	She wiggled as she messed with the covers. “Will you be able to remember this evening?”

	It was an understandable question to someone whose short-term memory was unreliable. For me, this night had been filled with tiny moments that were likely lost forever, but I would remember how I felt. Excited. Happy. Hopeful.

	I held up my forearm so the light from the bedside lamp fell on it. Scribbled in black marker was Tim kiss.

	She went still with surprise. “Tim Ma kissed you at midnight?”

	“Yes.”

	“On the mouth?”

	Probably, knowing Tim. “I’m going with yes.”

	“Wow. I’m impressed.” The lamp clicked off. “Do you want more from Tim?”

	“No.”

	We both laughed.

	“Happy New Year,” she said. “Go to sleep.”

	 

	There was a pounding on the bedroom door. My eyes fluttered open to find sunlight streaming into the attic.

	Lacey groaned. “What is it, Henry?”

	The door creaked and then banged against the wall. “Did Kimberley sleep over?”

	“Does it look like she’s in this room?”

	“Yes.”

	“Then she did sleep over.”

	“Cool.”

	Lacey’s younger brother ran over to my side of the bed and plopped cross-legged on the floor. “Do you want breakfast?”

	I turned my head toward him, trying to focus. “Yes, I do.”

	“Mom is making pancakes. Do you like them?”

	“Yes, I do.”

	“Bacon?”

	“One of my favorites.” I could smell it in the air.

	“Good. It’s one of mine too. Will you be ready to eat soon?”

	I clapped a hand over my mouth to suppress a snort. Lacey had the most adorable little brother ever. “Is your mom making you wait until we come down?”

	“Yes, she is.”

	“Give us ten minutes to get dressed.”

	“Ten? That sounds like a lot.”

	“Seven, then,” I said in a firm voice.

	He rose and ran from the room.

	Beside me, Lacey laughed. “You handled that very well.”

	“How do you keep from laughing every time you talk to him?”

	“Practice.”

	We were ready in six minutes and were about to head down the stairs when Lacey caught my arm. “Do you know where Sean went for Christmas?”

	“I don’t think so.” I grabbed my phone and opened my notes. “What made you think of that?”

	“It’s been puzzling me. Mrs. Tucker and Sara kept their consignment shop open until Christmas Eve. Did his father go with him?”

	“Yes.” Lacey was right. It had felt strange when Sean mentioned it. But if I’d asked other questions, he hadn’t answered because my notes only had the one detail. “Maybe he was visiting colleges.”

	“Someone like Sean would already have that decision made. Has he said where he’s applying?”

	I shook my head helplessly. It seemed like the kind of information a friend should know, but nothing was emerging from the recesses of my brain.

	“Hey, guys,” Henry called up the stairs. “It’s been seven minutes.”

	Lacey called back, “On our way, little man.”

	We smiled at each other. There were pancakes waiting. We’d have to solve the Sean puzzle later.

	 


Chapter 2

	 

	The Real Question

	 

	Lacey took me home at noon.

	“Do you want to come in?” I asked.

	“Can’t. I have too much work waiting on me at home. But before you get out, I have something for you.” She gripped the steering wheel tightly and blew out a shaky breath. “The red gift bag on the backseat is yours.”

	I reached for it and glanced inside. It was stuffed full of tissue paper and confetti. “What’s the occasion?”

	“No reason, other than you really need this.”

	“What is it?”

	“You’ll just have to see. This gift is hard to explain.” She gave me a pensive look. “Call me after you’ve opened it.”

	“I might not remember to.”

	“You will, but just in case, I’ll text a reminder.”

	After slipping from her car, I waved at her and touched my phone to the keypad next to the garage door. Once it rolled up, I entered the house through the kitchen. My mother sat at the kitchen table, drinking coffee, the remnants of a PBJ on a small plate beside her.

	“Did you enjoy yourself, sweetheart?”

	“Yeah. It was great.” She knew better than to ask me for details.

	“How is Henry?”

	“Good.”

	“Crystal?”

	I understood the real question. Lacey’s mom had struggled for a long time with mental illness, but today had been fine. “She made us pancakes in shapes. I’m sure I took photos.” I went to the refrigerator and grabbed a bottle of water. “What did you do last night?”

	“Went to a party at a friend’s place. It was fun.”

	Really? Had she mentioned that before? “Do I know your friend?”

	“You’ve met him. Paul Fuentes. His son Scott is a senior this year, too.” She picked up her coffee cup and slurped.

	Paul? Scott? No faces came to mind. Not even a hint. I studied her, trying to pick up on her mood. She seemed…pleased. I was glad to see it.

	I went to my room and set Lacey’s gift bag on the dresser. Before I had the chance to decide what to do next, my phone sang out with my father’s ringtone. Grabbing it, I said, “Hi, Dad.”

	“Happy New Year, Kimmie.” There was a smile in his voice.

	“Thanks.” I fell onto the bank of pillows at the head of my bed. “How are things?”

	“Great. I’m still working on the doll museum.”

	My dad had always been an amazing architect, but I was really proud of him for specializing in renovations of old public buildings, like libraries and museums. I loved to compare the before and after. “When will it be done?”

	“It should reopen by Easter.” He paused. “Are you coming up for Presidents’ Day weekend?”

	I glanced at the whiteboard on my wall. DC trip was scheduled for February. “Yes. Is that a problem?”

	“No, I’m looking forward to it. Do you want to travel by train or plane?”

	“Plane.”

	“Good. I’ll take care of the ticket.” He cleared his throat. “Love you, Kimmie. Can’t wait to see you.”

	“Same, Dad. Love you too.” I set the phone on the side table and closed my eyes. I’d had a late night. Sleep would be good.

	 

	When I got up from my nap, I had the rest of the afternoon stretching before me. New Year’s Day was the most boring holiday ever. Since there was nothing on TV that I wanted to watch, I pulled up a book on my tablet and read. For hours.

	After Mom and I ate supper, we watched a couple of movies together. By eleven p.m., I was ready for bed. After slipping on an oversized T-shirt, I went into the bathroom and checked the wall beside the mirror. My nightly routine was painted there in my mother’s whimsical script.

	1. Remove makeup

	2. Brush hair

	3. Take pills

	4. Brush and floss teeth

	5. Final phone check

	6. Review transcripts of recordings

	7. Is tomorrow’s schedule up to date?

	I completed steps 1-4 before returning to my room to pick up my phone. It had a text.

	LACEY: Call me about your gift

	I looked around the room. Her present waited on the dresser. I removed the gift from the bag, shook off the bits of colored tissue paper clinging to it, and set it on my nightstand. The object was a silver pocket watch, slightly tarnished. I opened it to discover Roman numerals and filigree hands on the clock face. Even though the watch was beautiful, I had no idea why she got it for me.

	I called her.

	“Hey,” she said. There was laughter in her voice.

	“You gave me a watch.”

	“I did.”

	“Is it an antique?”

	“Yes, and it doesn’t work anymore.”

	“You gave me a broken watch?”

	“The ticking would be too noisy. In this case, broken is perfect.”

	Her tone had become wistful, like she was jealous I had a watch that didn’t tell time. If so, why hadn’t she just kept it? “I don’t understand this gift.”

	“You’ll understand after you’ve cleaned it. Trust me.”

	“Okaaay.”

	“Bye.” She hung up.

	It looked clean enough to me, except for the confetti clinging to it. I brushed the bits of tissue away.

	The watch twitched.

	Strange. Was that why she’d sounded amused—the thing moved when touched? I put my hands on my hips and studied it. A puff of blue smoke curled from its center, swirling lazily in the air before dissipating near the foot of my four-poster bed. In its place appeared one of the hottest guys I’d ever met—every bit as gorgeous now as he’d been the last time I’d seen him months ago. “Grant?”

	“Hello.” He watched me calmly, his hands clasped behind his back.

	He hadn’t walked through the door. He’d simply materialized out of the blue smoke, which ought to have been impossible but clearly wasn’t. There were plenty of things wrong with my brain, but hallucinations were not one of them. “Where did you come from?”

	“I live in the watch. I entered from there.”

	Although his answer was completely crazy, he’d said it in a mildly polite tone as if appearing out of smoke were an ordinary occurrence. I would remain mild, too. For now. “Really? Does that sort of thing happen by magic?”

	“An adequate description of the process.” His green-glass eyes glittered in the light from the lamp. “You don’t seem shocked by my unorthodox arrival.”

	“I should be, but you’re right. I’m not.” I’d seen eyes like his once before, from back in the days when my memories had been perfectly whole. At the age of seven, I’d been diagnosed with leukemia. A woman with silvery hair and green-glass eyes had magically appeared in my hospital room and told me she was there to serve. She’d been kind and gentle, and I’d felt completely safe with her. “Are you one of the Beings?”

	His brow furrowed in confusion. “I am indeed. How do you know about us?”

	“A Being has taken care of me before.” They had distinctive eyes. I could see the similarity now, but had I noticed it when Grant had been part of Lacey’s life? I couldn’t remember making that connection. “The Being’s name was Adele. She visited me in the hospital.”

	“I was unaware of this previous contact.”

	It had been on my first day of chemotherapy. Not long after the nurses started the drip, Mom stepped out to take a call from my dad. While she was gone, nausea slammed me, almost more than I could bear. Adele had shown up, wearing a blue dress and smelling of lavender. She massaged my feet and told me funny stories until I smiled. When Mom returned, Adele left. The nurses told me later that they’d assumed she was a family member.

	Adele visited me for every chemo treatment in those first few months. Once they were done and the danger was past, I’d never seen her again.

	Why was another Being here?

	A terrifying thought shuddered through me. Was Grant bringing bad news?

	Panic twisted in my gut, squeezing my chest so hard it threatened to drown me in fear. “Am I out of remission?” I nearly choked on the question. “Is that why you’ve come?”

	“No, mistress. You are healthy.”

	His quiet confidence halted my rising alarm. I exhaled slowly, but it wasn’t enough. Backing up until my legs hit the side of the bed, I sat and concentrated on deep breathing and expelling the fear.

	My medical team had assured me that I was cured of the cancer. For years, my check-ups had been clean. I’d defeated my worries—or, at least, that’s what I thought. Guess not. “Why are you here then?”

	“I shall take care of you too, although in a different capacity than Adele.” He knelt before me, bringing his face to my level. “Truly, mistress, you may trust that all is well. I am here to offer you wishes.”

	His words soothed me. Grant was as charming now as when I’d seen him last fall. When he’d been a handyman. When he’d been in love with Lacey. “Wishes? Like a genie?”

	“Indeed.”

	“Were you Lacey’s genie too? Before she gave you to me?”

	“I served her, yes, but she didn’t give me away. She suggested you as a potential assignment, and the League agreed.”

	“The League?”

	“I belong to the League of Benevolent Supernatural Beings. It’s our mission to assist humans in need.”

	His sexy, British voice momentarily distracted me. “Do all the talking you want, Grant. I love your accent.”

	“Thank you.” He smiled.

	Wow. Breathtaking. “How long will you be here?”

	“Throughout January. You will receive thirty wishes. One per day for the month.”

	Thirty wishes. He’d be here for the whole month of January. “What kinds of things can you do?”

	“I have expertise in a variety of earthly endeavors.”

	“So, if I wish for something, you have to grant it?”

	“I may refuse if the request falls outside our guidelines.” He rose and held out his hand. A scrolled piece of parchment appeared. “Perhaps you’ll want to peruse this first.”

	I took the document and read aloud.

	 

	The League of Benevolent Supernatural Beings

	Guidelines for Wishes

	 

	Wishes must comply with the laws of God, the laws of nature, and the laws of the country in which the master or mistress resides.

	Wishes must be completed on the same day requested.

	Wishes may not be repeated.

	Wishes must be humanly possible.

	 

	Humanly possible? I scrunched my nose in annoyance. “Can you ever use magic for me?”

	“I can. However, I’m expected to restrict my powers to only those rare circumstances that warrant them.”

	They sent a guy with supernatural powers, except he wasn’t free to use them for me. What was the point of that? “Could I just collapse all of my humanly possible wishes into one big magical wish?”

	“I’m afraid not.”

	Okay, then. A month of wishes. No magic. Still, I wouldn’t have any trouble with that, either. There were so many little things wrong in my life, it would be hard to decide which ones to pick first.

	Knowing Lacey, she’d planned everything out, complete with lists and charts and a budget. She was precise and disciplined. But not me. I would let my heart fumble around until it settled on something that seemed right.

	“Mistress?”

	He’d used my name when he’d been here last fall, and now he didn’t. That would have to stop. I couldn’t tolerate being called mistress. “Why don’t you call me by my name?”

	“It doesn’t show the proper respect.”

	“I don’t want to be called mistress.”

	He gave a huff of surprise. “I have served many teens in my two years as an apprentice. You and Lacey are the only two who have questioned how I addressed them.”

	“We’re the nicest.” I smiled.

	“I must agree.” His answering smile was wide and genuine. “Is there another title I could use?”

	Another title? “What did you call Lacey?”

	“Chief.”

	I didn’t want that. It felt too dictator-ish. What else?

	A term whispered at the edge of my thoughts, bringing with it a warm memory from my childhood. “Reina.”

	“The Spanish word for queen?”

	I nodded. “Dad’s parents emigrated from Colombia before he was born. Grandfather Rey always spoke to me in Spanish. He called me his reina.”

	“A lovely choice. I shall call you Reina as well.”

	“Good.” With the formalities past, it was time to get going with my first wish, and it had to be about my disability. How could Grant help me with it? Did he have a complete understanding of what he was facing with me?

	It was only fair that he did. I met his gaze full-on, nervous about what came next. “I’m kind of hard to work with, Grant. I have chemo-brain. It’s unpredictable what I’ll remember.”

	“I know.”

	“Did Lacey tell you?”

	“She didn’t have to. My boss and I have discussed your condition extensively.”

	“Oh.” I relaxed. He had a boss, and they had discussed me. Grant already knew how fuzzy and forgetful I could be. He would be aware it took a long time for me to make decisions, which would definitely affect him. Since he’d offered…how many wishes again? Maybe he and his boss had brainstormed ways to help. Would Grant be allowed to give me suggestions?

	Were miracles humanly possible?

	“Will you be able to fix my brain?”

	He shook his head regretfully.

	Oh well. It had been worth a try. “I’d like my family to be together again. Can you get my parents to live in the same place?”

	“No.”

	Slipping from the bed, I paced to the opposite side of the room and leaned against the window, my back to him. “I can’t think of anything else to ask for.”

	“What does your heart yearn for most?”

	To be normal.

	The phrase shivered through me. There was no space in my heart for any other wish. The doctors had told us my brain damage was permanent. Would that ever change? Medical science might be on the verge of discoveries that could change permanent to temporary. Even though I wasn’t normal now, what about in the future?

	There it was. My first request. Frightening. Necessary. Humanly possible. “I wish to know if there’s any hope for me.”

	“Certainly. I shall look into the current research and report back in the morning.” He inclined his head, his expression neutral. “If you’ll excuse me, I’ll retire to my residence and begin.”

	“Wait. How early do you get up?” I crossed the room to my whiteboard and picked up a marker.

	He hesitated.

	“If you have something you wish to say, Grant, go ahead.”

	“I would like the option of sleeping in when possible. I have intermittent issues with insomnia.” Irritation flitted across his face before quickly fading.

	Interesting. Beings needed sleep just like humans did. “How about nine o’clock for tomorrow?”

	“Nine will work well. Good night, Reina.” He gave a bow as he melted into the shadows of my room.

	I wrote the time on my whiteboard and then slipped into bed, good dreams claiming me soon after my head hit the pillow.


 

	Status Report #1

	Thursday’s Wish: Research on Memory Loss

	 

	Dear Boss,

	I was revealed today.

	It was surprising to learn that my new mistress had been served by a Being before. I was unaware that it was allowed. Why have you not introduced me to Adele? Perhaps I could have benefited from her experiences with Reina.

	I found it refreshing to have a human so readily accept me. It has always been quite tiresome to reassure a new assignment that neither of us suffers from insanity.

	The research on Reina’s type of brain damage yielded discouraging results. There are no earthly cures. I’m torn about the best way to tell her. Indeed, I have never been this tempted to hide the truth.

	 

	Humbly submitted,

	Grant

	 


Chapter 3

	 

	True Identity

	 

	I awakened with a start, surrounded by a veil of eerie white. My heart pounded so hard it pulsed in my ears.

	Where was I?

	Cautiously, I reached out, my fingertips brushing aside the fine cotton sheet shrouding me. An alarm clock glowed in the dim light.

	7:30 a.m. Friday, January 2

	The fog in my mind cleared. I was in my own bed. Closing my eyes again, I waited for my heartbeat to slow. Everything was okay. I was still on Christmas break. No school today. No nothing today. Probably.

	This time when I opened my eyes, it was to seek the familiar words of my morning routine painted on the nightstand beside me.

	1. Check whiteboard

	2. Shower

	3. Dress

	4. Teeth

	5. Hair and makeup

	6. Breakfast

	7. Check phone and notes

	I sat up and scooted to the end of the bed. There were three lists of events to review. This Month and Beyond. This Week. Today.

	Grant at 9 had been scribbled in the Today column.

	Sliding off the bed, I headed for my bathroom, excitement racing through me. What would I wish for?

	After my shower, I threw on some sweats and subdued my curly black hair into a loose braid, although I decided against makeup.

	I made it to the kitchen an hour before my scheduled meeting with Grant. I poured dry cereal into a bowl, brewed my first cup of tea, and carried them both to the kitchen table. After checking my email and yesterday’s notes, I called Lacey.

	She answered her phone quietly. “You’ve opened the gift.”

	“I have, and it’s wonderful. I’ve never received anything quite like it.” I continued cautiously, unsure how the next question might affect her. “How do you feel about giving him to me? He’ll be so close.”

	There was a long pause. When she spoke again, her voice had thickened. “I’ve accepted it.”

	Maybe so, but it sounded as if he still had the power to hurt her. “Do you miss him?”

	“Yes.”

	“Do you want him back?”

	Her response was a plaintive “No.”

	There had always been this sense of mystery surrounding Grant’s departure. Now that I knew his true identity, I would probe further. “Why did you break up?”

	“I had to, for his sake. Grant’s a rock star in his league, though he doesn’t seem to know it. He said he was willing to stay with us and live like a human, but he would’ve been miserable and it would’ve cost him the chance at his dream job. I made him leave because I didn’t want him to risk his future. He has amazing things left to do.”

	“Like serving me?”

	“Yeah.”

	“I feel like I’m a waste of his skills.” Not that I didn’t have problems to solve. I did—bad problems—and they would never go away. Yet I also had parents who would always be there for me. Why not send Grant to people who didn’t have my options?

	“His boss must think you have wishes worth making, or Grant wouldn’t be there. Don’t view your issues as a waste, Kimberley. You’ll be surprised at how quickly you’ll think of things to ask for.” Her voice became businesslike. “Okay, say good-bye. I have to get to work.”

	“Good-bye, Lacey, and thanks.”

	“Yeah. Let him take care of you.” With that, she was gone.

	It was still too early to wake him up. After returning to my room, I slid into bed, pulled up an e-book, and read impatiently, checking the clock way too often.

	Finally, nine o’clock arrived. I was ready to know what my genie had discovered. I tapped Record on my phone.

	Wait. Did I really want this recorded? If it was good news, I’d remember. If it was bad, I wouldn’t want to. I turned Record off. “Grant?” I called.

	He appeared by the dresser, standing straight and tall. “Yes, Reina?”

	“Did you learn anything?”

	“I did.”

	The lack of intensity in his attitude did not bode well. “What is the verdict?”

	“There is always hope.” His face softened. “However, it’s unlikely your brain damage will improve.”

	He’d given me the answer I’d expected and dreaded. I shut my eyes and sagged into the pillows. I’d braced myself for this result, but I’d wanted a miracle so badly that it was painful to hear the truth.

	Sunlight pressed in on me, trying to cheer me up. I would resist a moment longer. This room, the quilt, my closed eyes—they formed a serene barrier against the world, although it wasn’t clear to me if I wanted to keep the scary stuff out or the scared me in.

	“Reina, how may I help you?”

	My eyelids flicked open. “Thank you, Grant. I’m good.” Maybe that was an exaggeration. I wasn’t good, but I wasn’t bad either. If I were lucky, I’d forget I’d ever asked.

	After wiggling into a sitting position, I patted the empty space beside me on the bed. “Join me.”

	He hesitated. “What if your mother comes in?”

	“She’ll knock first. You can disappear fast enough.”

	“Are you sure?”

	“Do you plan to take advantage of me?”

	His eyes widened. “No.”

	“Then it’s okay.”

	He perched gingerly on the edge of the bed.

	“No, Grant. Up here by me.”

	Soon, he was sitting beside me, pressed with stiff precision against the headboard. He dropped his hands to the bed, jerked them back up again, and fisted them against his thighs, as if uncertain what to do.

	“Let’s talk about you,” I said.

	“May I ask why?”

	“Because I’m not ready to talk about me. I need what you’ve told me to fade.” I smiled at him. “Don’t worry. If I’m not recording this conversation, I probably won’t remember.”

	“Very well.” He didn’t relax.

	“Did you have a good evening?”

	“It was quite pleasant, actually. My new residence has proven to be an adventure. I’ve discovered that gear-climbing is nearly as exhilarating as rock-climbing. Lacey picked well.”

	I gestured at the watch on my dresser. “Your home is new?”

	“New to me. Previously, I lived in a music box.”

	“The one Eli gave Lacey for Christmas?”

	Grant nodded, his expression telling me to drop it.

	“Do you get lonely in there?”

	“No, I communicate with my boss each night.”

	This was interesting. I’d love to interview Grant before he left, if he’d let me. “Why do you have a boss?”

	“I need his guidance while I learn human emotions. Fourteen are required for promotion, and he has certified me as competent on all.” My genie grinned. “I conquered humility first.”

	“Uh-huh.” I grinned back. “I hope your boss taught you patience. You’ll need lots of that with me.”

	“I hadn’t noticed as yet.”

	“You will. How much longer will you be…whatever it is that you are?”

	“I’m an apprentice, but not for much longer. I anticipate being promoted to the principal level after your assignment.” He tugged absently at the long sleeve of his silky-ish jogging suit. It was flawlessly white.

	“I’ve asked Lacey about you. She says that being with her would’ve messed up your future.”

	His grin faded. “I would prefer that we not discuss my history with Lacey.”

	“Do you still love her?”

	“Reina.” His eyebrow arched in warning. “Now would be an excellent time to discuss today’s wish.”

	“Okay.” He was right. I’d put this off long enough. “I need to do something about college, but I’m not sure what.”

	“Where have you decided to apply?”

	“Nowhere yet. Any time I think about the schools I’ve visited, I feel overwhelmed. The campuses are so big that I know I’ll get lost. I dread making new friends. And the professors acted too busy to deal with someone like me. My parents will be wasting a huge amount of money.”

	“Your fears are no different than most high school seniors.” He studied me thoughtfully. “Must you go to college?”

	I opened my mouth to say Of course, I must—and shut it again. The concept didn’t bother me nearly as much as it should have. Skipping college would be crazy. Right? It was hard enough for a disabled person to find a job, but being disabled with no degree would make it hopeless. “I don’t have a choice.”

	“Perhaps you have more choices than you realize. Put away your worries about college for a moment, and tell me what your greatest desire is.”

	“To be normal.” Wow. Didn’t even have to think about that one. It would be amazing to feel like most high school seniors, able to trust themselves to function without their parents. “I would really like to live on my own one day, but I’m completely unprepared. Maybe you could figure out the things I don’t know and teach me how to do them.”

	“You would like me to assess your strengths and weaknesses.”

	“Exactly.”

	“A brilliant suggestion. After I’ve reported on my findings, you can use the information to make decisions about your next requests.”

	“Perfect. That’s my wish.”

	“Then let us begin. What do you do well?”

	“School is good.”

	He waited expectantly.

	What else? There had to be other things. My mind clawed for thoughts, but they eluded me.

	Slow down. Breathe. I glanced around the room. “I’m responsible for my bedroom. And me.”

	“Any other skills?”

	I shook my head. That was about it.

	“Can you launder clothes?”

	“I know how, but Mom always handles it.”

	“Do you cook?”

	“Neither of us do.”

	“Can you provide your own transportation?”

	“I don’t know how to drive a car, if that’s what you mean. Mom takes me everywhere.”

	He averted his gaze. “Do you ever ride a bike or walk to the places you wish to go?”

	“No.” I studied his profile, discouraged by how hard he was trying to mask his disbelief.

	“You have no chores besides caring for yourself and your room?”

	“I can’t think of any.” I sounded pathetic. The girl who was helpless without her mother. Yep, that’s me.

	“We’ll have to address this another way.” He slid off the bed and stood beside the whiteboard. His gaze grew unfocused while his fists opened and closed slowly, as if he debated with himself. With a jerky nod, he turned and held out a hand. “Come with me, please.”

	“Why?”

	“I would like for you to explain your morning routines to me. Then I shall follow you around and discover your other skills and interests through observation. Once I’ve collected sufficient data, I’ll return to my residence and make an assessment. We’ll review it tomorrow.”

	“Okay.” I hopped off the bed, feeling more optimistic already. “Let’s go.”

	 

	Grant was very good at blending into the background, because once we’d started the observation period, I forgot he was there. I read, spent time on the web, and microwaved my lunch with hardly any talking. By noon, he declared he had enough information and left.

	I was looking forward to what he figured out. The possibilities were both scary and exciting.

	The rest of the day was quiet. I read some more. Mom and I ate takeout and watched another movie together before heading to bed late. I’d nearly fallen asleep when my phone beeped. I fumbled around until I could view the screen. There was a text from my friend Sara Tucker.

	SARA: Are you there?

	I sat up, flicked on the lamp, and settled against my pillows.

	ME: Yes

	SARA: Lots of new clothes showed up at our shop today. I held back some things for you

	ME: Thanks

	SARA: I’ll hold them for a week

	ME: K

	SARA: How was Tim’s party?

	I hesitated. No bad memories stuck out—just an impression of loud, crazy fun.

	ME: Good. How about your new years?

	SARA: Hung out with my family

	ME: At home?

	SARA: In Houston. We got back last night

	ME: Why Houston?

	There was a long pause.

	SARA: Sean will tell you

	ME: K

	SARA: I’ll text a reminder next week about the clothes. Bye

	ME: Bye

	After she was offline, I scrolled back through our conversation and highlighted two texts to Archive. One about clothes. The other about Houston.


 

	Status Report #2

	Friday’s Wish: Skills Assessment

	 

	Dear Boss,

	I am greatly intrigued that you wish for me to detect goals of my own. I shall look forward to comparing what I discern to what you have planned.

	It makes me wary to learn that some of Reina’s requests will have intangible or delayed results. How can I be sure that my efforts were enough? Will I ever learn if the wish succeeded?

	As I assessed Reina’s skills today, I found myself astounded by her deficits. There’s an extraordinary amount to teach her. I cannot understand why her parents have shielded her so much.

	They may not like that I’ve questioned her assumption about attending college. Will my interventions put me at odds with them?

	 

	Humbly submitted,

	Grant

	 


Chapter 4

	 

	Wrong Ending

	 

	I rose early on Saturday, went through my morning routine, and carried Grant’s watch with me to the kitchen table. Since it wasn’t quite nine yet, I reviewed my email and notes, drank a cup of tea, and checked through the Reminders file on my iPad. A half hour later, I tapped Record on my tablet and spoke to the pocket watch. “Grant? Are you up?”

	Instantly, he was seated beside me at the table, trying hard to stifle a yawn.

	“Are you functional yet?”

	“I am.”

	“Good. I want to know what you’ve figured out.”

	“Indeed.”

	Footsteps thudded down the hallway. My mother entered the family room, clipping her brown hair into a messy knot as she walked. “Kim, are you talking to someone?”

	“Yes.” This wasn’t how I would’ve planned their meeting, but it was okay. I might as well get the introduction out of the way.

	She skidded to a halt. “I recognize you.”

	“Yes, ma’am.” He rose. “I am Grant.”

	“Lacey’s Grant?”

	“Our relationship is in the past.”

	She stared at him, taking in his appearance—stylishly cut dark hair, clean-shaven face, white jogging-suit uniform. She looked back at me, a puzzled crease to her brow. “I didn’t know you were hanging out with him.”

	“Yeah, Grant’s working with me on some projects.”

	“What kinds of projects?”

	How should I answer? My mind went blank. I glanced up at Grant with help! in my smile.

	He inclined his head. “Most projects will be related to her education. We were about to discuss which areas.”

	Mom paused, her expression reflecting the war between being polite and wanting to ask for details. With a shrug, she grabbed her coat from the back of a chair. “I’ll be out this morning, but I should be home by noon.”

	“Okay. See you.” My mom had left off her destination. Very interesting. We didn’t have any secrets from each other. At least I hadn’t thought so until this moment, but something was up. For both of us.

	She kissed my cheek and went to the garage. The rumble of the car backing out and the door clanking down told us we were alone again.

	I waited until he was seated again before saying, “I’m ready for the results.”

	“You lack numerous skills, yet I have no doubt we can change that.” He pointed to my tablet. “I’ve sent you two messages. The first is a copy of the rules for wishes. The second contains my recommendations for helping you to feel more normal and gain a measure of independence. We can accomplish many of them before I leave.”

	I opened the second email and read.

