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*the lore of four*


“YOU’VE GOT TO CLIMB on that cow and ride—go!”


Nana Marie pushed me into the field, and as I stumbled over the tall grass, I saw the huge cow that was running in circles on the other side of the pasture.


“What do you mean?” I yelled, looking at her over my shoulder, because she couldn’t be telling me to try and literally ride a cow, could she? Although, to be fair, it was my “eccentric” Nana; her goading me into cow-jockeying was not an impossibility.


I watched the beastly animal, snorting and galloping while kind of mooing and growling all at the same time, and realized that thing couldn’t actually be a cow at all because it was ginormous.


We’re talking the-size-of-an-actual-food-truck ginormous.


No way.


“I know it seems too big, but you have to be brave and go through with it,” she yelled from where she was standing on top of the fence that bordered the field, her hands on her scrawny hips. “Or the magic won’t happen!”


“But.” My heart was pounding and I couldn’t breathe—no, I was breathing too much—as the monstrously large bovine creature appeared to be getting closer. “What does a gigantic cow have to do with the magic?”


“Nothing, kid,” she said, grinning. “He’s symbolic. That gargantuan cow does not want to become a hamburger, so he took matters into his own hooves and jumped the fence. Just like you need to do.”


“I need to jump the fence?”


Nana rolled her eyes. “You need to jump the fence of your fears and go find that magical portal. Be like the cow.”


“Emma?” Someone called my name from behind me, but I couldn’t risk looking away from the giant future hamburger to see who it was.


“Hmmm?” I murmured, my heart racing as the cow drew closer and made eye contact with me. His eyes were the weirdest color, like they were glowing amber.


“Em!”


I gasped as two hands squeezed my arm.


My eyes flew open, my pulse pounding as I saw that I wasn’t in a field with Nana Marie at all—I was on the bus.


I’d fallen asleep on the bus.


Somehow, among the chaotic sounds of fiftyish screaming sixth graders all crammed together inside a lumbering yellow vehicle, I’d fallen sound asleep in my seat. It would’ve been a weird thing to happen on a normal day, but since I’d been up all night, prepping for what we were planning to do when the teachers weren’t looking, I was exhausted.


“I can’t believe you were sleeping,” Allie said, grinning from her spot beside me.


I can’t, either, I thought, and a tiny part of me was sad my friends had woken me up, because I’d been with Nana Marie. I wanted to go back to sleep so I could see her again.


“Dreaming about the plan?” Kennedy asked teasingly, because it’d been all I’d talked about for the past week.


But who could blame me?


The boring nature field trip was taking us within a mile of THE magical place on the EXACT DAY it was spewing magical wishes.


If that wasn’t fate, nothing was.


“Of course I was,” I said, smiling, because I knew without a doubt that my dream had been more than a dream.


That’d been Nana Marie, making sure I’d go through with it.


Be like the cow.


Milo Mannington chose that moment to puke all over his window (he’d warned Mrs. Snurk that he didn’t feel good, but she’d refused to let him visit the nurse before we left), so I had that nasty little distraction to keep my anxious mind from spinning out of control as we finished the drive.


When we reached Platte River State Park, everyone on our bus lined up before heading out to do nature things. We trudged along with our classmates, identifying native Nebraska leaves, birds, and animal scat (gross), but I couldn’t concentrate on any of it because I was reviewing maps in my head.


We weren’t going to have much time, so I needed to be locked in on the coordinates.


There is no margin for error.


“Where should we sit?” Allie asked when we finally broke for lunch, the three of us clutching our brown paper sacks as we looked for a spot. “Over there?”


She pointed to a picnic table that was smack-dab in the center of everything.


“Did you not study the plan?” I asked, gesturing toward the outer tables. “We have to be on the perimeter, Al, remember?”


That made her smile like we were about to play a fun game. “That’s right.”


It’s not a game! I wanted to shout, but I knew it kind of was to them.


So I was calm—deep breath, Em—while we wolfed down our lunches, and I was composed when go-time finally arrived. We’d tossed our trash, moved to what I’d marked as the “jump point” on the map, and then the moment was upon us.


“Okay, on the count of three, we run for the forest,” I said quietly, glancing toward the trees that were just beyond the picnic area as my heart raced in my chest. “No looking back.”


Kennedy’s eyes were huge as she nodded and kicked out her right foot, like she was getting ready for a race, and even though Allie was biting her fingernails like they were lunch, she nodded, too.


Thank goodness.


This was the only day, the only time, the only way the magic could happen for us, but I’d been a little scared they’d change their minds and chicken out. It took a lot of guts—pluck, Nana Marie used to call it—to risk the wrath of Mrs. Snurk, the terrifyingly strict bullhorn-wielding teacher who’d once screamed at a student for breathing too loudly, but we had to risk it.


Being plucky today was our only chance.


“One,” I said, scanning the area for any teachers or parent volunteers who might be looking at us.


Thankfully (or not in a normal situation), we appeared to be invisible to everyone but ourselves.


“Two,” I said, my heart beating so loudly in my ears that I was surprised no one else could hear it.


“Wait,” Kennedy whispered, her eyes reaching peak bulge as she smacked my arm and said, “You’re sure you’ve got everything?”


“Positive,” I said, because I’d been planning this moment for years. I’d left nothing to chance. I’d literally gotten out of bed at 2:00 AM just to pace around my bedroom and go through everything one final time—my mental checklist, my best-laid plans—to make sure there were no mistakes.


I glanced at Allie as I sort of bounced on my toes, ready to bolt. “Are you good?”


She nodded, but didn’t stop with the fingernail ingestion.


“Two and a half,” I whispered, then said, “Three!”
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*evermore*


I DUG MY SHOES into the ground and took off running, eyes focused in front of me as I sprinted into the forest, hearing nothing but the sounds of my friends running alongside me as I dodged trees and fallen logs. I knew we were short on time because the buses were leaving as soon as everyone finished their lunches. I wasn’t about to risk this chance by being a lazy slowpoke.


My face felt numb as the enormity of what we were doing pressed down on my chest. We were good kids. My friends and I tried our best not to break rules. We’d never had detention and we always did our homework.


So how was it possible that we were sneaking away from a field trip?


It was terrifying and exhilarating, the reality that we were actually doing it.


I wondered if the school would send out search dogs to find us once they noticed we were gone, but I immediately shut down those thoughts.


I couldn’t think about anything that might cause me to lose this golden opportunity.


“You’re sure you know where it is?” Kennedy yelled from behind me.


“I have a cramp in my side,” Allie panted. “Are we almost there?”


“Yes,” I assured them, even though I was worried. What if I’d read the maps—and the clues—wrong? What if we get lost in the forest and starve to death trying to get out?


“Stop it,” I said to myself, ignoring the cramp in my side as I saw the stream.


Yes—the stream! The stream meant we were close.


I started counting cottonwood trees, slowing to a jog.


The forty-fourth cottonwood beyond the spot where the stream crosses the path.


I heard Allie and Kennedy stop behind me, but they must’ve seen the concentration on my face because they didn’t say a word as I slowed to a walk and counted out loud.


“Thirty-nine, forty, forty-one,” I counted as I passed the trees, “forty-two, forty-three, forty-four!”


I looked up at the massive cottonwood tree. It must’ve been hundreds of years old to be the towering giant over the rest of the forest.


“This is it!” I squealed, then dropped to my knees.


Allie and Kennedy did the same, only Allie went around to the other side of the massive trunk. The secret hole was supposed to be at the base of this very tree, but there were a lot of old leaves and plants covering the ground.


I immediately started digging my hands into everything, shifting rocks and burrowing into the soil that just had to have one very important secret hole that would accept our golden wishes.


“Wait—what if there are spiders or snakes under here?” Allie asked, sounding scared, but I didn’t look up to get a visual because we didn’t have time for anything but hole-finding.


“There aren’t,” I assured her, trying to keep her from worrying even though I had no idea about the lifestyles of the gross and creepy.


A shiver slid down my spine at the thought of encountering either of those things.


“How do you know?” Kennedy said, sounding disgusted. “I bet there are a lot of spiders under here.”


I finally looked up from my digging, only to see my friends not digging and also looking at each other like they thought I was losing it.


“Come on, you guys,” I said a little too loudly, panicking because we didn’t have any time to waste. “Why did you even sneak away with me if you aren’t going to look for the portal?”


“We are,” Kennedy snapped, “but we don’t want to die on a treasure hunt.”


“It’s not a treasure hunt,” I said.


“You guys,” Allie whined, “let’s not argue.”


“I agree,” I said, nodding, desperate to convince them to get moving before we got busted. “Let’s dig and we can argue later.”


They shared another look but started digging, thank goodness, and I was almost ready to move to another tree when Kennedy screamed, “I think I found it!”


Her eyes were bugging out of her face, and her mouth was hanging open in a huge, gaping O. I looked down and sure enough, in front of her knees, was a hole the size of a medium pizza.


“No way,” Allie whispered, her mouth also hanging open.


The hole looked big enough to land in and get hurt but narrow enough that you’d get wedged somewhere inside the opening before you’d ever fall all the way down to… whatever awaited below. I crawled over on my hands and knees—who had time to climb to their feet?—and looked down into it. It seemed bottomless, like anything you dropped into that opening would fall for all of eternity and never land.


Holy freaking moly.


We’d found it. The portal.


Thank you, Nana Marie.


It was intimidating, being that close to something so powerful. If the legend was true, this was the actual spot where lightning had once split open the earth, forcing two worlds to temporarily merge.


A shiver of fear slid down my spine.


And then I pictured Nana standing on top of that fence with her hands on her hips.


Get a grip, kid.


“We need to prep our wishes,” I said, taking off my backpack and unzipping the outside pocket. I heard Allie and Kennedy doing the same, but I kept my eyes on my own work. I needed to concentrate, because this moment was pivotal.


For as long as I could remember, and until the day she died, my Nana Marie (when my mom wasn’t around, because she didn’t appreciate Nana “putting silly thoughts in my head”) had been telling my brother and me stories of the lore of four.


According to the legend, on April 4, the day that the first settler (Travis Glink) arrived in Glinko (our town), hundreds of years ago, he witnessed an epic electrical storm like none that had ever been seen before. The grass crackled and stood straight up like static-charged hair, the branches of the trees all lifted toward the sky, and lightning struck the very ground beside him, opening a gaping hole that formed a portal connecting the human world to the faerie lands.


Travis, scared of the unknown, quickly filled in the hole.


But not well enough.


That night, while he slept, four powerful faerie lords came up through the portal and instantly fell love-at-first-sight, head-over-heels, madly in love with Travis’s four daughters.


And the daughters were equally lovestruck by the sight of the red-robed faerie lords.


But when the four lords requested their four hands in marriage, Mr. Glink, wanting to ensure prosperity for future generations of Glinkonians, requested a magical donation.


A trade of sorts.


So it came to pass that each year, on the fourth day of the fourth month, for four hundred forty-four faerie years, the lords granted four wishes to four Glinkonians.


My nana had been obsessed with the legend and knew everything about it.


According to her, there were tales of people way back in the day who made millions, swam in priceless jewels, and married royalty—grantees who hit the jackpot with their wishes. But over time, the granted wishes seemed to be less grand, almost as if the magical wish “selectors” rewarded those who wished from the soul.


For the soul.


Nana personally knew of people who’d seen their dreams fulfilled and people who’d captured the hearts of their beloveds, all as the result of being wish “grantees.”


My brother and I used to walk around town and try to guess who those people were, but that made Nana Marie toss salt over her shoulder and tell us to zip our lips, because the lore was also steeped in secret. Not only were you not supposed to talk about it at all, but if you were lucky enough to become one of the grantees, you could lose everything by speaking your wishes out loud.


You couldn’t tell anyone what you wished for.


After Nana died, we found notebooks full of nearly illegible (but not to me, because we’d been writing each other notes for years) cursive that made my mom and brother laugh at her silliness, but gave me random words and coordinates to work with.


And more questions.


Some of her scrawlings led me to believe she could’ve actually been a grantee—




(A.T. made wish to marry architect but fell in love with X during four-month gap.


Transferred wish to me on the third day of the fourth month, just in the nick of time.)





while others hinted at the opposite—


(They said grantees’ wishes were nontransferable, so it was impossible.)


Regardless, her notebooks let me know she had a firsthand knowledge of the magic.


And that this was the 444th year.


The final year.


I wasn’t sure if anyone else in Glinko knew about or believed in the lore, mostly because Nana had been adamant about not discussing it with anyone outside the family, and I wasn’t about to enlighten them.


Of course, telling Kennedy and Allie was a no-brainer. I knew Nana Marie would approve because she’d always called them my “little partners in crime.”


Kennedy and Allie planned to just drop their wishes into the hole after saying the chant, with zero ceremony whatsoever. They thought the whole thing was really fun, and they were excited about the possibility of having their wishes granted, but they weren’t like me.


I wasn’t sure they actually believed in the lore.


But to me, it was serious business. I was doing what Nana had always wanted me to do.


Which was why they were right beside me, risking detention.


The very best friends.


They also knew I desperately needed my wishes (even though I couldn’t tell them what my wishes were), so they were all in, no questions asked.


“I call first toss,” Allie said, her voice startling me. I turned around and she was smiling, holding her wish package.


Nana’s notes had described in great detail the way the wishes needed to be requested. Only wishes submitted on the fourth day of the fourth month would be considered, and a “wishee” needed to write down their four wishes on a four-by-four-inch piece of paper, wrap it in four rubber bands with four pieces of local pyrite enclosed inside the packet, and say the chant.


“Fine. Go already,” Kennedy said, bouncing with excitement.


Allie lifted the pack to her mouth, tossed back her hair, and whispered:




“Four golden stones, four wishes planted.


I humbly request these four entreaties be granted.


By the power of four on the forest floor,


I seek to receive my wishes evermore.”





The three of us watched as she dropped the package and it went right down the center of the hole, falling toward mystical parts unknown.


“Gahhhh,” Kennedy said, grinning widely. “Your wishes are already on the way!”


“I know!” Allie said, smiling at me. “Can you even imagine if they were to come true?”


Of course I can, I thought. I’ve been imagining it my whole life.


Kennedy squealed.


“Shut up, shut up, you need to go,” I said, gesturing toward the hole, scared it was going to disappear before I had my chance. “You know Snurk’s going to do a head count soon.”


“Okay,” Kennedy said, smiling even bigger. She lifted her wish package and whispered into it:




“Four golden stones, four wishes planted.


I humbly request these four entreaties be granted.


By the power of four on the forest floor,


I seek to receive my wishes evermore.”





We all stared as Kennedy’s wishes fell into the hole and went right down the portal.


“Squeeeeeeee!” Allie said, letting loose with that irritating sound. But it didn’t matter because it was exciting. If there was ever a time to squee, this would probably be it.


“Go, Em,” Kennedy said, glancing over her shoulder in the direction of where we’d left our class. “Go!”


I stood, walked four paces back from the hole, then carefully held the wish package with only four of my fingers. Four fingers, each wearing a ring.


According to Nana, the more four, the better.


I took a deep breath and whispered into my wish package:




“Four golden stones, four wishes planted.


I humbly request these four entreaties be granted.


By the power of four on the forest floor,


I seek to receive my wishes evermore.”







“Four golden stones, four wishes planted.


I humbly request these four entreaties be granted.


By the power of four on the forest floor,


I seek to receive my wishes evermore.”







“Four golden stones, four wishes planted.


I humbly request these four entreaties be granted.


By the power of four on the forest floor,


I seek to receive my wishes evermore.”







“Four golden stones, four wishes planted—”





I heard Allie groan while Kennedy muttered Come on come on come on, but I didn’t care. If chanting it four times upped the odds of my wishes being granted, I was going to chant it four times.




“—I humbly request these four entreaties be granted.


By the power of four on the forest floor,


I seek to receive my wishes evermore.”





I opened my eyes and carefully tossed the package toward the hole, energy thrumming through my body as magic was literally happening in front of us. I watched my golden wishes heading for the yawning opening, and it felt like everything was moving in slow motion. Those hopes were gracefully falling to their fate, arching toward their destiny, but then, out of nowhere, a very big rock crashed into my small package, knocking it away from the hole and into the dirt.
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*snurk alert*


KENNEDY YELPED, HER EYES WIDE as she looked at me.


I dove onto the ground, scooping up the packet and throwing it into the hole like it was a live grenade. My heart was racing as I watched it disappear into the portal.


“What just happened?” Allie screamed, blinking fast and staring at the hole.


I looked over my shoulder and saw the new kid—Jackson Matthews—was standing right behind us, with my brother, Noah, beside him.


What. The. Whaaaaat?


“Noah?” I couldn’t believe my eyes. “What are you doing here?”


My brother was a seventh grader, so he wasn’t even allowed to be on the field trip. He hadn’t been on the field trip until now—I was sure of it.


So how did he even get there?


And what was he doing with the new guy?


And—AND—what the heck was the new guy doing at the portal?


Jackson had been at our school for a couple of weeks, but he was still a mystery. He had dark hair and these bright blue eyes that kind of made you feel like they could see your every thought. He lived a few houses down from Kennedy (we all lived on the same street) and I’d seen him shooting hoops with Noah from my window, but I hadn’t really even heard him talk yet, except to give Snurk one-word answers when she called on him in science, and I’d definitely never seen him smile.


Which was why it felt like my breath was being sucked out of my lungs as he grinned at me right now.


“Big Noah Rockford’s on our field trip?” Kennedy said, smiling at my brother because she’d had a crush on him for a hundred years. “How the how?”


“Did you skip school, Noah?” I asked, wanting him to say anything other than yes as I climbed to my feet. We weren’t the type of kids who ditched class, so this made zero sense.


“And what are you guys doing here?” Allie asked, pointing at the hole. “Specifically?”


But I knew.


Holy schmoly, I knew exactly what Noah was doing there. My eyes went straight to my brother’s face, and he stared right back at me.


We were there for the same reason.


Noah might’ve pretended like Nana’s notebooks were silly, but he’d obviously cracked the code, too, and he was there to get his wishes granted.


Just like me.


I felt like Nana would be cackling right about now as Noah and I eyeballed each other while standing on the perimeter of the wish hole, but she’d also be throwing salt at Jackson because whyyyy was he there at the secret portal?


I stared at Noah, waiting for him to answer me, but instead he whipped something out of his pocket and threw it down the hole so fast, so sneaky-like, that I wasn’t even able to tell if it was a wish packet or not.


But I knew it was.


“Would you be careful?” I snapped, feeling unsure about everything because nothing was going right all of a sudden. In my daydreams, none of these things had happened.


“Would you relax?” he said with an eye roll.


“Why did you bring him with you, by the way?” I said under my breath, scared that everything was going to be ruined now. “And why would you throw a rock into the portal?”


“I didn’t,” Noah said, giving me his usual you’re-so-annoying squint. “It was Jackson, and it wasn’t a rock—”


“EMMA! ALLIE! KENNEDY! JACKSON!”


Allie gasped, because those were definitely our names being yelled by Snurk through her bullhorn.


And the sound was coming closer.


“Come on!” Kennedy said. “Let’s go!”


“Does it look like they went down okay?” Noah asked me quietly, his focus on the portal, not the teacher.


“I think so, no thanks to you. Does mom know you’re here?” I asked. “How did you even get—”


“Can’t talk,” he said, shaking his head. “You never saw me.”


And then my brother took off running deeper into the woods.


What is happening?


“WHY ARE YOU NOT AT THE BUSES?”


I turned in the opposite direction, and Snurk was coming toward us. Full-on, like she was planning to tackle us when she got close. The woman was built like a linebacker, dressed from head to toe in safety-yellow, and it was impossible to look away from the spectacle.


“THE BUSES ARE ABOUT TO LEAVE!” she yelled, still sprinting, and I wondered if she knew that yelling wasn’t necessary when using a bullhorn.


“We got lost,” Jackson said calmly, quietly, like a neon madwoman wasn’t flying toward us with a loudspeaker in her hand.


“IT’S IMPOSSIBLE TO GET LOST WHEN YOU STAY WITH THE GROUP!”


“Technically that’s untrue,” I heard Jackson mutter under his breath, and I started to laugh in spite of everything.


But then I looked at the bright red cheeks hard-charging toward us, a bold contradiction to the screaming yellow of her fabric, and any thoughts of humor disappeared instantly.


We were in very big trouble.


Snurk launched into a lecture that sent spittle spraying everywhere, her teeth-clenched enunciation delivering tiny bursts of saliva onto all of us as she raged about our irresponsibility.


I knew she wasn’t wrong for being mad—we shouldn’t have wandered off—but my mind was racing too fast for me to concentrate on her rage.


Because I needed to know—had my wishes landed okay?


Was I good?


How in the world had Noah ended up on my field trip, and where had he run off to?


Snurk marched us back to the picnic area, so red-faced and angry that we didn’t dare utter a syllable as we trudged through the trees out of fear of getting bullhorned to death. It appeared that everyone in the sixth grade was already loaded up on the buses when we got there—awesome—so they were all seated and watching like we were putting on a play for them as the four of us got on the last bus.


But once I was in my seat and the bus started rolling back toward school, I took a deep breath and focused on what was important.


I’d found the portal and made my wishes.


Somehow I knew that wherever Nana Marie was, she was happy. Knowing my nana, she was probably standing on top of a table somewhere above the clouds shouting, Whoo whoo whooo!


Because I’d done it!


It might not have gone exactly according to plan, but I’d followed Nana’s carefully laid trail of breadcrumbs, and my wishes were now in the portal.


It was going to work, I just knew it.


Allie and I grabbed a seat in the middle of the bus and Kennedy sat in front of us, leaving Jackson Matthews to go sit… wherever.


“I am so sorry, you guys,” I said quietly as the bus started moving.


I felt really bad that they’d gotten in trouble because of me.


“Are you kidding me?” Kennedy said, her mouth sliding into a huge grin. “That was epic!”


Allie nodded, then slowly started to giggle. “It kind of was, oh my gosh.”


I stared at them, in shock that they weren’t freaking out.


“I kind of thought ol’ Nana was a little wacky in the nightgown, if you know what I mean,” Kennedy said. “But there was something to that hole. Like, I felt the magic.”


“I think I did, too!” Allie squealed, which made me shush them both while the three of us giggled.


I didn’t fall asleep on the bus this time, mostly because my brain was running wild. I kept thinking through my wishes and how my life was going to look if they all came true.


I mean, it wouldn’t be that different, because my wishes weren’t exactly “epic.”


My wishes were relatively small things.


It felt wrong, somehow, to wish for things like fame and fortune, so I was sticking with simple things that would improve my life. My first three wishes were low-key asks, but my fourth was THE wish, the one that meant everything to me.


I stared out the window and went through my wishes in my mind.


1. I wish for noninvisibility. I want boobs (nothing huge, just SOMETHING), blond hair (my mother refuses to let me dye it), and to grow past the shrimp-height I’ve been stuck at for two years (six inches would be perfect).


I knew the request was a little selfish, and I’d be embarrassed if anyone ever knew I’d wasted a wish on that, but I was tired of being short, flat, and boring. Was it so much to ask that just once, when I walked into a room someone might say “Wow”?


I closed my eyes and could almost feel what it’d be like to show up for the first day of school in August and have Evan Winters look up from his desk, see my transformation, then say in that scratchy voice of his, “Wow.”


According to Nana, the wishes would start coming true four months from today, which would be August 4. She’d mentioned getting one wish per week for four weeks, but she’d never said how things got started. If I was a grantee, would I wake up on August 4 instantly gorgeous, or was I going to start gradually growing and changing over the next four months, both chestally and vertically, and then hit my noninvisibility goal in August?


The details of the grantings were sketchy, but I was fine with waiting and seeing.


2. I wish to be appointed as one of the seventh-grade senatorial candidates.


I’d filled out all the paperwork and already had the interview, so it was only a matter of time until I got the official call. Even without magic, I felt good about this appointment happening, because I had great teacher recommendations and I’d slayed the essay.


But now that I’d tossed it into the wish portal, it felt as good as done.


I wanted to squee like Allie at the thought of wearing that navy blue blazer to school on meeting days, walking through the halls with the businesslike confidence of a middle school senator. I was picturing it with the wind blowing my blond hair and something by Taylor Swift playing as my theme music. I already knew the exact jeans and shoes I was going to wear with that fab jacket, although now that curves and height were on the way, I’d probably need to update that part of my daydream.


Squeeeeeee!


But just as important as the senatorial fashion statement was the job; I couldn’t wait to get to work. The student legislature got to do fun things like plan dances and organize charity outreach events, but they also got to have monthly meetings with the administration, where they brought forward student concerns.


I’d be able to actually discuss with teachers the things that students didn’t like and maybe find solutions; like, how amazing would that feel? For some reason, it felt like a role I was supposed to take; it had since I’d first learned of it during middle school orientation.


3. I wish to no longer be awkward. I want to be able to say the RIGHT things in uncomfortable situations (without verbal diarrhea and oversharing), and not choke whenever people are watching me.


I didn’t need to be graceful and charming, I simply needed to not be a rambling, bumbling buffoon every time I felt nervous. I was the girl who’d once told Libby Solomon (extremely popular) about how my cashew allergy made me “puke out of both ends” simply because she’d offered me a piece of candy, and I was the girl who’d also shared with my entire English class that I used special shampoo because my scalp gets really dry in the winter.


The minute I felt nervous, my brain shorted out and sent mortifying words to my mouth.
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