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  Love stopped at the town of Grimbaud, weary and limping upon a twisted ankle. “I’ve been trying to help people,” she said,

  struggling out of her dirty sneakers, “and no one is listening to me.”




  A stray cat cocked its head, her only audience. She sat on the edge of the canal. Her right ankle was pink and swollen, but the pain eased as soon as she dipped her feet into the cool water.

  Boats bobbed on the canal, and windows flashed glimpses of families preparing dinner. Love came in many forms, but that day, she was a whiny thirteen-year-old with a sunburned nose. Her scalp

  itched under her baseball cap.




  Every year, Love backpacked through the entire world to take inventory. She rode on the backs of motorcycles and slept on benches. Sometimes she even took private jets if the champagne was sweet

  enough. But not this year. This year the spreadsheet tucked inside her backpack proclaimed that there were too many broken hearts in the world.




  “They make themselves miserable,” Love whispered, glaring at her reflection. “I wish I could just tell them how to love.”




  At that moment, a woman wearing a tattered wedding dress walked up the street. A veil covered her face. Her clasped hands loosened when she saw Love. “You weren’t at my

  wedding,” the woman said ruefully.




  Love consulted her spreadsheet and shrugged. “Sorry, Zita. I was late for all my appointments today because of this useless ankle.”




  “Is that so?” Zita smoothed her lace-trimmed bodice. “Looks like you have a bigger problem than that.”




  “I was never good at accounting.”




  “And?”




  “People are ignoring their instincts,” Love pressed her fist to her heart. “If they knew what their romantic futures held, they wouldn’t suffer so much.”




  Zita considered this. “What if you just talk to them like you’re doing now with me?”




  “Brides can see me on their wedding day. You won’t recognize me tomorrow.” Love sighed. “Usually, no one sees me.”




  “Why don’t we use that to your advantage?” Her veil stirred. “Use me as your megaphone. Use Grimbaud as your testing ground.”




  Love stared hard at her reflection in the water. The surface wavered and she thought she could see a universe of wrinkles on her face. She was tired of being subtle, of having people guess

  wrong. “Let’s talk.”
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  Fallon Dupree was fascinated by people in love. She noticed how easily some couples fit together like puzzle pieces, fingers laced, matching

  smiles, and the same small, deliberate strides. But thinking of herself as a puzzle piece felt entirely unromantic, so she preferred to focus her excitement on the year ahead. She knew, with the

  same certainty that Duprees were born with, that she would meet The Boy in high school. He would feel familiar, and new, and their hearts would become beautifully tangled. She couldn’t

  wait.




  On the Friday before school started Fallon cracked open the window in her apartment and inhaled deeply. Grimbaud always smelled like roses—the red kind, she thought, purchased by

  lovers.




  The peace shattered when a wail erupted from the first floor. “Open this door,” said a girl’s voice, followed by banging. “We’re not through, Bastion!”




  Not again, Fallon thought. She shut the window with a snap.




  Moving into the student housing complex a month before school started had been, for the most part, a smart idea. Fallon had never been without her parents or brother before; she loved exploring

  Grimbaud each day on her own, with only herself to please. But as more students moved in over the past few weeks, the complex grew rowdy, and no one caused more ruckus than a boy called

  Bastion—or rather, his ex-girlfriends, who came and went like clockwork.




  He never once opened the door to any of them; Fallon was disgusted, especially when she could hear those girls crying or shouting threats through her walls. She hoped that if the crying began,

  the girl would notice the tissue box Fallon had left underneath the staircase.




  After smoothing any last wrinkles out of her coral shirt, Fallon locked the door behind her. She checked her watch, noting that it was still too early to meet Anais. However, on today,

  of all days, she refused to stay inside and listen to Bastion’s ex. Grimbaud could amuse her this morning instead.




  She walked through the cobblestone streets of Grimbaud with her face soft from moisturizer and her brown hair neatly parted in the middle in a bob ending at her jaw. Unusually polished for a

  fifteen-year-old, she earned a few respectful nods from policemen patrolling the street corners. Grimbaud was made up of webbed canals and buildings dating back to the medieval era. Stone cupids

  and storks, sometimes painted and generally gaudy, huddled in the spaces between windows. Smokers spilled ghostly hearts from their mouths. A café owner handed Fallon a coupon for couples

  seeking brunch. With a smile, she folded the coupon and tucked it in her skirt pocket; she’d add it to the list of activities she’d do with her future boyfriend, the top being taking a

  boat ride through Grimbaud’s famous Tunnel of Love.




  Her attention turned toward the spires piercing the sky, the belfry tolling, and the market squares holding hungry wanderers in search of pralines and hot, twice-baked fries.




  Charm-makers sold their wares in shops that looked like gingerbread houses. Fallon’s skin prickled as she stopped to stare at the charms on display. A man wearing key chains on his belt

  promised that buying one would improve her exam scores. A little boy poured green liquid into a bottle labeled CREATIVITY: ONE TEASPOON WITH YOUR COFFEE.




  She purposely avoided Verbeke Square. The temptation to get her love fortune early, rather than wait for Anais and Nico, would be too much to bear if she got a look at Zita’s charm shop

  now. Instead, Fallon turned around and walked all the way back toward the complex, stopping a block away to go inside a corner drugstore.




  The door jingled when she stepped inside. Her feet made sucking noises on the sticky tile floor. Rows of plastic-wrapped chips and cookies gleamed in the fluorescent lighting. Fallon tucked her

  hair behind her ears and headed toward the produce section.




  She inspected the pears, blueberries, and lemons. White fuzz grew on the fruit. She drew back, her breath coming in short gasps.




  “Ah. I see you’re admiring the fruit. We have trouble selling produce,” said a voice coming from the cash register, “since, you know, most of our customers are high

  schoolers.”




  Fallon frowned. “That’s still not a good excuse, Anais. Your dad shouldn’t let this fruit rot.”




  Anais stepped out from behind the register and wiped her knees. The girl was tiny, with fluffy blond hair and rosy cheeks. The mischievous curl of her lips dampened her adorability, as well as

  the peach-colored sweats and stained apron that was her work uniform. “Lucky Grimbaud’s health inspectors aren’t as dedicated as your parents,” she said. “We’re

  not scheduled for inspection until December.”




  Mr. and Mrs. Dupree were health inspectors, feared by all restaurants and eateries in Fallon’s hometown. Her parents had seen enough disease-riddled restaurants and factories that they

  never let Fallon or her older brother, Robbie, touch anything mass produced in stores. Once a week, her parents had taken them out to eat, using the outings as a chance to conduct blind raids. She

  had a stockpile of memories of her and Robbie sitting at tables, neatly peeling crayons, while her parents searched kitchens for dead rats and solidified grease like pirates hunting treasure.




  Robbie was six years older than Fallon and had gotten to taste freedom first by attending Grimaud High. It was then, when Fallon slept over in his apartment one weekend during his senior year,

  that she had met Anais Jacobs, the drugstore owner’s daughter. With no fresh market within walking distance, twelve-year-old Fallon had braved the drugstore with her brother. When Fallon

  almost hyperventilated over the clumps of dust and decaying broccoli, Anais had raised her eyebrows and called her “snotty.”




  They had become friends on the spot, staying in contact first through phone calls, then through letters when both girls were old enough to care to write them.




  Anais took a rag and wiped the cigarette case down. “What are you doing here so soon? Are you nervous about your fortune?”




  Fallon shrugged. Her toes twitched again. “I shouldn’t be, but I am.”




  “That’s a normal reaction, especially the first time you get one.” Anais blew a speck of dust off the corner of the case. “But I’m not worried. My relationship with

  Bear is secure. Whatever Zita has to say about my boyfriend has to be good.”




  Fallon smiled at that. “When are you going to introduce me to him?”




  “When school starts. He’ll be back from his judo tournament by then.” Anais balled up the rag. “You want to get going now? I told Nico to save us a spot in

  line.”




  “Has he been worried?”




  “Enough to lose some of his hair. Poor guy.”




  “Then we’d better go.”




  “The sooner I can take off this paper bag, the better,” Anais said, untying the apron.




  While Anais dashed upstairs to change, Fallon tried to ignore the way her heartbeat crawled into her ears, setting off a steady alarm that no one but her could hear.
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  A line snaked through Verbeke Square, curving through a maze of café tables and around vendor stalls. The line began in front of Zita’s Lovely Love Charms shop, the

  only shop in a row of old brick buildings that sold something other than lace.




  Zita’s shop had been painted a shade of pink lemonade and featured bow windows with a second story used only as a backlit display of Zita’s finest love charms that glittered with

  gemstones and gold. Sunlight made the shop gleam beside its drab companions. No one looked at the lace while they waited for their fortunes.




  “Nico better be at the front of the line,” Anais said. “My sandals aren’t made for standing.”




  Fallon glanced at her friend’s flat, faux-leather shoes. They looked like they had been cobbled together by a blind shoemaker, if not a factory, and she doubted that the straps would last

  the walk back without breaking. “I’m sure he’s got us a good spot.”




  The majority of the line consisted of Grimbaud High students. Tradition dictated that every high school student should get a love fortune before the beginning of each school year. This

  particular love fortune was different than the other charms sold in Zita’s shop: it foretold your romantic future for the entire school year. Zita’s 100 percent accuracy kept the

  townspeople coming back to her shop.




  The line moved, releasing a smattering of students trying to process their fortunes. Some cried—happy tears or sad—while others stared at their ticker-tape fortunes with stunned

  disbelief. The students with the best fortunes glowed like stars, one step away from dancing on the cobblestones. Nico stood in the middle of the line, twisting his damp shirt in his tanned

  fingers. He had brown hair, burned gold from the sun, and a sinewy body.




  “Couldn’t you have gotten here earlier?” Anais said, pinching Nico’s arm.




  “Hey! It doesn’t make a difference. The line’s been here since dawn. Just be glad you’re not in the back of the line,” Nico said, “because I’m nice

  enough to let you cut me.”




  “Did you eat breakfast?”




  “Nah. I can’t stomach it.” Nico rubbed the back of his head; his fingers paused over his thinning hair.




  Fallon and Anais squeezed in front of Nico in line, much to the consternation of the students behind him.




  “After we all get wonderful fortunes,” Anais said, “we’ll have to indulge in a good brunch.”




  Nico pressed a hand to his mouth. “Please don’t talk about food.”




  Fallon worried about the green tinge of his skin. “Sit down right now,” she said, placing her hands on his shoulders. “Put your head between your legs.”




  Nico obeyed. He gulped down a few deep breaths before struggling to his feet again.




  “Could you be seasick?” Anais teased.




  “Not possible. Sailing the canals is nothing like the sea. The water’s smooth, like gliding on mirrors.”




  “The better to see your bald spot with.”




  Nico rolled his eyes. “I’m just excited, okay? And out-of-my-mind nervous. This could be the year I get Martin’s attention. Or not. Oh god, or not.”




  “Deep breaths,” Fallon warned.




  “You don’t understand,” he said. “Martin broke up with Camille over the summer. I might have a chance.”




  Fallon had only known Nico for a month, having been introduced to him through Anais, but she already felt invested in his longtime crush on Martin Pauwels, the student government president. As a

  sophomore, Nico had secured the unwanted position of treasurer, enabling him to work side by side with Martin during the new school year.




  Nico’s full name was Nicolas Barnes, of the Barnes family that owned the most popular canal cruises in town and the famous tourist attraction, the Tunnel of Love. Nico spent his days

  cleaning the boats, manning the Barnes’ booths spread throughout Grimbaud, and sometimes giving tours when the cruises were booked low. Over the weeks that she had gotten to know him, she had

  learned how to speak above the roar of boat engines. Nico had mastered that skill long ago and had no trouble bemoaning Martin’s now ex-girlfriend and the fact that, as far as anyone knew,

  Martin didn’t like boys.




  The line continued to move, and each step brought them closer to the moment of truth. Fallon could see Zita’s storefront now, adorned with slanted gold lettering. The windows revealed a

  shop lit with warm, round lights. Love potions in glass-blown bottles gleamed in the windows. A rack holding prewritten love letters spun like a carousel while charms molded like cupids sat in

  baskets labeled HALF PRICE. Fallon tore her eyes away from the enchanting display.




  The love-fortune machine was built into the wall on the left-hand side of the shop. Like the storefront, it was painted the same shade of pink and rimmed with golden swirls. A series of cogs,

  kept behind rose-colored glass, moved each time the machine printed a new fortune on paper strips. The boys in front of them shoved their coins one by one into the slot; Fallon heard Nico swallow

  loudly when the last boy, shouting with victory, brandished his good fortune and walked away.




  “Who’s going to go first?” Fallon said. Her hands shook.




  Anais rolled her eyes. “Me. Otherwise we’ll be pelted for holding up the line.”




  She slipped her coins into the machine and placed her hand on the scallop-edged heart in the wall. The heart pulsed as the cogs turned. No one knew exactly how the love-fortune machine worked,

  but it was clear that the heart read who you were—somehow. Fallon felt a slight tremor under her feet. As if Zita herself were underneath the cobblestones right now, reading Anais’s

  heartbeat and scrawling her fortune.




  The ticker tape slid out of the machine facedown. On the other side, written in red ink, was the fortune.




  Anais squealed. “Good news for me. ‘Your love life will be fruitful as long as you are true to yourself.’ ”




  Fallon let go of the breath she didn’t know she’d been holding.




  Nico frowned. “What does that mean?”




  “If I’m myself, I’ll get to keep Bear as my boyfriend.”




  “If,” Nico said, “you actually let him see you in your work uniform.”




  “Never.”




  “What about the biscuit tins? I’m sure he’ll think you’re adorable when—”




  “No way. No boyfriend of mine needs to know about that.” Anais pushed him forward. “You go next.”




  Nico put his hand on the heart. He shuddered so badly that the printing of his fortune seemed miraculous. Nico scanned the fortune, one, twice, and muttered, “Oh no. Oh no.”




  Anais plucked it before he could drop it. “ ‘Your love will go unnoticed by the one who matters.’ ”




  Fallon rubbed his shoulder, at a loss for words. “Nico . . .”




  His eyes grew red with unshed tears. “No big deal, right? I expected this.”




  “Shut up,” Anais said, drawing him into a hug.




  Fallon wished she could tell him not to give up, but that wasn’t how Grimbaud worked. Zita’s love fortunes were always right. The red ink was clear enough; Nico would do better

  forgetting Martin once and for all. Easier said than done. Fallon squared her shoulders and stepped forward, taking her turn at the machine.




  She placed her hand on the scallop-edged heart and closed her eyes. The cogs turned in a symphony of clicking and clanking. In that moment, Fallon swore the earth absorbed her heartbeats like

  sunlight and saw the truth in them. Her fate. She almost forgot to reach for the ticker tape as it slid out of the machine.




  “Fallon, read it,” Anais said, her voice soft with new worry.




  Fallon opened her eyes and tore off the strip. The red ink made a long scar on the surface. “ ‘Your love will never be requited,’ ” she

  whispered aloud as she read each word.




  Her stomach dropped out of her.




  Nico rubbed his eyes, turning green on her behalf. “Are you sure?”




  Anais gently pried the fortune out of Fallon’s hands and read it herself. “It’s true. It really says that. Fallon, have you been holding out on us? Is there a boy you like?

  Someone from your hometown, maybe?”




  It took a few seconds for her throat to work. “No.”




  Anais cursed.




  Fallon forgot how to breathe. The word “never” scared her. It held the weight of forever.




  Her fate was sealed.




  Fallon broke away from the machine, ignoring Anais’s and Nico’s shouts as she ran straight into the shop. Despite the warm lighting, the layout of Zita’s shop had the ambiance

  of a perfume department. Marble counters and shelves displayed booklets on how to kiss and how to plan a perfect date. Bins of innumerable pocketbook charms, potions, and amorous gifts reserved for

  adults overwhelmed her. The scent of a dozen roses stuffed up her nose and tickled her brain. She imagined holding hands with a boy alongside the canal at midnight. Sharing secrets. Stepping on

  cobblestones. Exchanging kisses as decadent as truffles. Her heart pounded like a wild thing. She breathed through her mouth and stumbled toward the nearest counter.




  “Try not to breathe too deeply,” warned the girl at the counter. “The scent they pump in here takes a long time to get used to. It makes you daydream.”




  Before Fallon could speak, someone approached from behind. “Lucie, remember your training. Don’t tell our customers such things.”




  Lucie shrunk behind the counter. “Sorry.”




  “Why don’t you stock the love-letter stationery.” It wasn’t a question.




  After Lucie left her post, Fallon turned around to meet none other than Camille Simmons. She wore a pink-and-white uniform consisting of a tight dress and shiny silver shoes. Her name tag read

  ASSISTANT MANAGER. If beauty was a reason to like Camille, then Fallon could see why Martin had dated her for so long. Camille’s hair was parted down the middle, long

  and straight as a pressed sheet. Her caramel skin seemed to glow, and her lips, always painted a shade of dark chocolate, drew admiring glances from boys. And she knew it.




  “Can I help you?” Camille said in a bored tone.




  “I need something to help with my fortune,” Fallon blurted.




  Camille’s lips twitched. “Let’s look you up in the computer first.”




  “You don’t have to.”




  “Protocol.”




  Camille slipped behind the counter and asked for Fallon’s name. She only knew who Camille was because Nico complained about her constantly, calling her his rival for Martin’s

  affections. After a few moments, Camille paused over the keyboard. “Oh. Our shop can’t sell you anything.”




  “I don’t understand.”




  “Your love fortune can’t be tampered with.” She shrugged. “We’re saving you money, you know, by refusing to let you purchase something. Because it won’t

  change anything.”




  Fallon’s legs turned to jelly.




  Camille studied Fallon. Then she flashed a sympathetic smile that didn’t quite reach her eyes. “I’m not Zita, but here’s some advice: if you want to be more attractive,

  there are magazines for that.”
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  Sweet butter waffles did nothing to raise Fallon’s spirits. The doughy waffle got stuck in her throat, making it hard for her to swallow, and

  she had to stop between bites to wipe at her eyes.




  “Maybe . . .” Anais said softly, biting off a chunk of waffle, “maybe my fortune isn’t that great anyway.”




  Nico snorted through his tears. “Don’t be jealous.”




  She punched him in the shoulder.




  Fallon managed a smile as she watched them. After parting ways, she kept her head down as she walked through the streets, hoping that no one would notice her red cheeks and the damp handkerchief

  clenched in her fist.




  The student housing complex was a welcome sight. The wide, stone building, framed by a low twisting fence, was split into twenty separate apartments for boarding students. Languishing potted

  plants populated the inner patio, where students could study under the stars. She unlatched the wooden gate and climbed up a small set of stairs to her apartment on the second floor. Wind blew in

  over the water—the coastline was only a few blocks away—and she could almost see the stretch of blue between the rooftops when she reached the top of the staircase.




  “Why does the school year feel over already?” she asked the town.




  A door opened on the first floor, revealing the caretaker, Mrs. Smedt, lugging a full trash bag.




  Fallon sighed and let herself into her apartment.




  Numerous antiques shop visits had allowed Fallon to decorate her white-walled apartment quickly. Her parents had bought her a complete set of expensive pots and pans, along with glassware and

  stainless-steel utensils. She’d also bought a tape player that would allow her to listen to the cassette tapes she’d smuggled from home; sometimes the radio wasn’t enough. The

  vintage restaurant posters she’d hung up reminded her that restaurants existed in time and space that her parents hadn’t investigated.




  Fallon had saved room on the corkboard over her desk for Zita’s fortune; it was already crowded with photos of her, Nico, and Anais pulling faces. Her fortune was still in her pocket,

  curled around the coupon she had been given during her morning walk. The thumbtack shook between her fingers as she pinned the ticker-tape fortune to the board. The coupon, useless now, was thrown

  in the trash. When her gaze landed on Robbie’s wedding photo in the corner, her breath caught.




  Robbie and his wife, Morgane, were so young in the photograph; he barely filled out his tux, and Morgane’s bouquet looked too heavy for her thin wrists to hold. They had married the day

  after their high school graduation.




  Fallon remembered starting middle school at the time, struggling to deal with the age difference between her and her brother. Until the wedding, it was easy to pretend that they weren’t

  six years apart. He came home from Grimbaud High on vacations and captivated her with stories of living in the student complex and receiving Zita’s love fortunes each year. Nothing had

  changed, until suddenly he grew a mustache and moved out after getting accepted to a two-year quality-control management program after graduating.




  “I knew Morgane was the girl for me, thanks to Zita,” Robbie said at the wedding, evoking a few laughs. “My freshman year, I got a fortune that simply said: Wear

  red.”




  The story always caused a lot of laughter and happy sighs. Eager to fall in love, Robbie followed Zita’s instructions by buying tons of red shirts, inadvertently beginning his discovery of

  what kinds of clothing pilled or bled or broke too easily. The bright color came in handy one evening when he was studying on the patio. Morgane lost her glasses and was retracing her

  steps—an impossible feat when she could barely see an inch in front of her nose. She tumbled behind a potted plant, but was able to call Robbie for help because she saw the fuzzy tomato red

  of his shirt through the leaves.




  Fallon dreamed of following in her brother’s footsteps when it came to love—that was one reason why she insisted on attending Grimbaud High. Generations of Duprees had either lived

  in or boarded at Grimbaud, falling in love during their high school years. Fallon had fully expected to receive Zita’s guidance to lead her to the boy who would make her heart dance.




  And it didn’t happen.




  “It won’t happen, ever,” Fallon said, pinching the bridge of her nose to stop the tears. Her face hurt and her eyes felt sandy. She had planned to call her parents and brother

  after receiving her fortune, but she didn’t reach for the phone. What could she possibly say?




  With some struggle, she pushed the fortune out of her mind. School started on Monday. She dragged out her ironing board to press her school uniform and double-checked that her backpack was fully

  stocked for the fresh semester.




  Her comfortable routine was only vaguely interrupted by the sounds of soda cans fizzing and music drifting out of open windows. The student housing complex was alive again. The school year

  will continue, she thought, running the iron over her blazer. A year full of possibilities and closed doors.
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  Fallon blended in with the other Grimbaud High students trekking to campus on Monday morning. Her white blouse and pleated skirt in browns and gold kept her warm, paired with

  her dark chocolate blazer and matching knee-high socks. Uniforms provided her the perfect mask; no one could tell her that her clothing was boring and expensive. Still, she couldn’t help but

  take care of her uniform while most students let theirs wrinkle.




  A group of boys walking in front of her pushed each other and laughed. The boys’ uniform choices rarely deviated from cream-colored polos, crew-neck sweaters, blazers, and brown pants.

  Though she noticed some boys wearing their pants either rolled up to the ankle or with hems dragging on the ground. Robbie wouldn’t have appreciated seeing that. Treating well-made clothes

  terribly was a high crime in his book.




  Grimbaud High was a humble stone building that had once been used as a gate marking the western end of town. Since it had become an academic institution, two wings flanked the original gate. The

  gate created a tunnel that led to the greenbelt that separated Grimbaud from the next town over. Anais waited for Fallon in the tunnel, talking with a tall boy who held her backpack.




  “Good morning,” Fallon said, giving fair warning as she approached. She didn’t want to interrupt.




  Anais grinned. “Look who I ran into. He still hasn’t changed into his uniform, but I assure you, he’s a student here. This is Thom Janssens.”




  Fallon introduced herself and shook hands with Thom. Her hand, while not particularly dainty, got swallowed up in his. “Nice to meet you.”




  “You can call me Bear,” he said while blushing. “I think everyone will, the longer we’re dating.”




  “See? He’s smart too,” Anais said with a laugh.




  Bear’s white judo uniform clung tightly to his body, revealing his broad back and muscles bunching under the fabric. He said he had been up since sunrise practicing with his team. His hair

  was shaved close to his head, accentuating his big ears and the acne scars marring his cheeks. He had a gentle way of looking at Anais, as if he couldn’t believe that she was standing beside

  him.




  “I hope you told your team that we’re dating,” Anais said. She clung to his arm, sighing a little when her fingers found muscle.




  Fallon knew that look and tried not to laugh.




  Bear stiffened. “Why?”




  “So they know who the girl in the back is during competition,” she said. “I’m making a poster that I’m going to wave around. I’ve also got three ideas for a

  cheer.”




  He went pale.




  “I’m kidding.” Anais patted his arm with her free hand. “I don’t want you to lose because of me.”




  Bear rubbed his head, bemused. “I know. I’m just a little slow.”




  “Everyone’s a little slow with Anais,” Fallon added, surprised by his attitude. Did he always put himself down so easily? “You’ll get used to her. She’s

  actually very sweet.”




  He relaxed a little. “She is.”




  When the first bell rang, freshmen were directed around the back of campus for orientation. Tables lined the grass. After writing her name on the sign-in sheet, Fallon looked up to find a piece

  of casserole shoved under her nose.




  “Don’t forget your piece,” said the woman manning the table. “Principal Bemelmans’s fennel-and-endive casserole is exquisite.”




  “Exquisite” wasn’t the word she would choose. The casserole was undercooked. Fennel leaves floated like tiny longboats in the soupy mess. The cheese on top hadn’t even

  melted. Fallon refused to take the paper plate from the woman. People started to stare. “I’m sorry,” she said. “I can’t eat that.”




  The woman’s skin turned blotchy. “You must try it.”




  Fallon dropped the plate on the table, already inching away. She apologized again.




  The woman read the sign-in sheet. “A Dupree,” she nearly shouted. “No wonder.”




  The back of Fallon’s neck burned with embarrassment as whispers followed her. Upperclassmen leaned out the windows, watching the new students below. Had they heard the woman shout her

  name? Fallon kept her eyes on the grass. She didn’t want to know.




  The owners of charm shops occupied the tables on the left. Grimbaud High didn’t teach charm-making (probably to keep the old campus intact, Fallon thought), but offered coveted

  apprenticeships instead. The shop owners were ready to conduct interviews on the spot for any freshman already interested. Charm-making wasn’t a career or hobby she wanted to pursue, so she

  explored the tables on the right, consisting of honors classes and academic clubs.




  The office-experience program drew her attention. Mr. Drummond ran the program, a middle-aged man with a curly mustache. “You can trade your study hall for one of these jobs,” he

  said, handing her a list. “Not much left this year. Upperclassmen get first picks, and answering the front-office phones is as popular as ever.”




  Fallon scanned the list. Most of them had already been crossed out, but she found a job as a library assistant toward the bottom.




  Mr. Drummond nearly snatched the list from her hands. “Are you sure? You’d be working with the head librarian, Ms. Ward.”




  “Is something wrong?”




  “She’s a spinster,” he said, lowering his voice.




  Fallon’s eyebrows shot up. The way he spoke, spinsterhood sounded like a contagion you could catch through the air. In a town preoccupied with love, the idea of being single was fairly

  terrifying—especially when Zita confirmed it through the fortunes. Her own fortune slid through her brain and down her throat, demanding tears. Your love will never be

  requited.




  “Then maybe I’ll like her,” she said, blinking fiercely as she wrote her name on the list. Before Mr. Drummond realized what she had implied, she turned away from the

  table.




  Orientation finished with a few words from the student-government president, Martin Pauwels. Rejoining Anais and Bear, Fallon waited impatiently to finally see Nico’s crush.




  “Grimbaud High welcomes you,” Martin started, his calming voice amplified by a microphone. He had a pale complexion, thick glasses, and floppy black hair. As Martin outlined the

  student conduct handbook, he spoke tentatively, as if dreading the yawning and daydreaming overtaking the freshmen. “You’ll be going to your first classes in just a few minutes, but let

  me assure you that the next four years are not all about romance. Consider your dreams. Strive toward them by doing well here. Please accept the school pride T-shirts our staff is handing

  out.”




  Members of student government appeared with shirts slung over their arms. Fallon didn’t see Nico, but ended up with a medium-size shirt.




  “Cute, right?” Anais said, admiring the hand-drawn rendering of the crest printed on the shirt.




  The fabric didn’t have much give. She held the shirt pinched between her thumbs and index fingers, as if it would squirm. “Some people have reactions to wearing polyester,” she

  said, louder than she’d intended.




  This time she couldn’t miss the stunned looks she got from the other freshmen. Fallon took out her schedule book for something to stare at.
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  Because orientation had counted as homeroom for the day, Fallon headed to her first-period class: speech and debate with Mrs. Heymans.




  A squat old woman with a fondness for wearing brooches, Mrs. Heymans wrote rules on the whiteboard as Fallon entered. The sharp scent of the marker, mixed with dusty wood, made her feel

  strangely at home. She hadn’t expected to see any familiar faces in her classes, let alone electives, but there was Nico, already seated and fanning the front of his shirt, which was still

  damp from working on the canal. His eyes rose to meet hers without a smile. “It was there before I arrived.”




  “What was?” Fallon asked.




  Then she noticed a pamphlet sitting on top of her desk.




  The rest of the room went quiet, as if everyone inhaled at the same time and sucked the room dry. Even Mrs. Heymans stopped writing on the board; she left the period off Rule #10: No throwing

  paper balls. They all watched her.




  Fallon sat down in her chair, the cold of the plastic bleeding through her skirt, and stared at the cover. SPINSTER VILLAS: A HOME FOR YOUR HEART was written in bold

  calligraphy. It depicted a group of pretty women holding hands and laughing together as if they had nothing better to do than revel in their stagnant fates. Identical whitewashed buildings stood

  behind them. If she squinted, she could see a bee sitting in one of the rosebushes underneath a window.




  She opened the pamphlet. Words swam on the paper. Over and over, she saw women of indeterminate ages looking content. These women played croquet in the gardens, formed a knitting circle in front

  of a cozy fireplace, and posed with cats draped over their shoulders like scarves. The Spinster Villas claimed to offer a happy, comfortable life to those doomed to a life without romantic love.

  They need not suffer. The world had so much more to offer. Come join them. On the Contact Us page, the list of numbers included Zita’s shop; it was common knowledge that the Spinster Villas,

  as well as the Bachelor Villas, were owned by Zita. Remembering yesterday’s fortune made her stomach twist. Fallon slowly folded the pamphlet, her face hot.




  Mrs. Heymans was the first to speak. “I’m sorry. I left the classroom unlocked this morning.”




  Fallon placed her hands on the desk, taking deep breaths. “It’s true. My love fortune turned out this way.”




  The class hummed with sympathy. Students got up out of their chairs to rub her back and offer kind words. The attention was overwhelming but expected in a way. Zita’s love fortunes brought

  people together. High school was no different. Soon enough, students would start sharing their own fortunes, passing them back and forth like found objects lost on a sandy beach. Puzzling over

  them, trying to help each other, celebrating together. She couldn’t have escaped the first day of school without everyone knowing about her fortune, but it shouldn’t have happened like

  this.




  “Who found out?” said a girl. “It wasn’t any of us.”




  Nico slumped in his seat. “I can think of someone.”




  Fallon frowned. “You can’t be serious. I don’t even know her.”




  “That’s exactly the point!” Nico crossed his arms. “Camille has to be behind this. She’s the only one who knew about Fallon’s fortune, since she works at the

  shop. Wasn’t it Camille you spoke to in the shop? She looked your name up in their system.”




  Mrs. Heymans rolled her eyes. She must have been used to hearing his conspiracy theories regarding Camille Simmons.




  “That may be, but I haven’t done anything to attract her attention. I was just one of many unlucky girls yesterday.”




  “And someone decided to make you feel bad about it.”




  “Sit down, everyone,” Mrs. Heymans said.




  “How about you, Barnes?” said a boy in the back. “Bad fortune?”




  Nico didn’t shy away from answering. “My crush won’t be noticing me this year.”




  Another round of pitying glances and murmured words. A girl wearing her hair in braids said, “If you actually tell us who you like, we could devise a way for you to get noticed.”




  “By embarrassing me? No, thanks.” Nico’s mouth slid into a grin. “Looks like Mrs. Heymans really wants to go over the rules. Let’s indulge her.”




  “Thank you, Mr. Barnes,” Mrs. Heymans replied dryly.




  For the duration of class, Fallon tried to picture the future she was tumbling toward. She’d never had pets, so the idea of owning even one cat, let alone a dozen, seemed like a daunting

  task. The special events held each week sounded like torture: watching romantic comedies together on Friday nights and touring museums on a giant purple bus. But, if the women in the pamphlet were

  any indication, living at the Spinster Villas was supposed to be fun, like a never-ending sleepover party.




  “Living in the villas is supposed to be a good option,” Fallon said after class ended.




  The hallways were mazelike, including the enclosed bridges connecting the added-on buildings to the gate, but everyone took their time heading to second period. The school gave a generous

  fifteen minutes between classes for such a small campus.




  Nico adjusted the strap on his shoulder bag. “You should just ignore the pamphlet. Locking yourself up in the villas isn’t going to make you happy.”




  “You make it sound like a cage.”




  “It could be. Look at Ms. Ward, our librarian. She got a bad fortune like yours, went away to college, and came back here for some reason. If you’re thinking of following in her

  footsteps, at least do that. Go see the rest of the world.”




  Fallon smiled wistfully. “There’s too much to love about Grimbaud.”




  Nico shrugged. “I get that.”




  They walked in silence for a while. Her parents traveled a lot due to their reputation; they often flew planes across the globe to train other health inspectors or to attend conferences. That

  lifestyle was partly the reason why she and Robbie got to go away for school. No one would be home otherwise. Fallon didn’t think the rest of the world could compare to a place that made her

  feel swaddled in surprises and charm. Giving Grimbaud up was inconceivable.




  “Are you feeling better?” Fallon asked.




  “No. It’s just hard keeping a miserable face when everyone’s so happy.”




  “When does student government start?”




  Nico flushed. “We have the first meeting on Thursday.”




  After throwing himself into campaigning last spring, he’d won the position of treasurer. Nico wasn’t particularly popular, but it helped that everyone knew the Barnes name; he had

  told Fallon about how close he had been to bribing people with free rides on the canal for votes and she was thankful that it hadn’t come to that. Nico now had the opportunity to spend time

  with Martin—as long as Camille, as vice president, remained civil. Breakups were a messy business, fortunes or not.




  As students disappeared into classrooms, clearing the halls, Fallon noticed a pair of peculiar girls leaning against a row of lockers. Watching them. The girls had to be related somehow, but

  they looked nothing alike. Fraternal twins, she guessed, after spotting how they both wore their blazers’ sleeves rolled up at the elbows and styled their hair in coiled ringlets that fell

  down their backs.




  “The De Keyser twins,” Nico said under his breath. “Mirthe’s on the left. Femke’s on the right.”




  “Hello, you two,” Mirthe said, her brown eyes flashing.




  Femke linked arms with her sister, blinking her green eyes slowly. “You’re carrying some unfortunate fortunes.”




  “How do you know?” Nico said.




  “Can’t you hear the whispers?” Mirthe’s nut-brown face brightened. “Well, it doesn’t matter. Plenty of people were in line yesterday at Zita’s shop. I

  must say, I’ve never seen such a dramatic display of emotion. Running into the shop was a bold move, Fallon.”




  “What else could I have done?” Fallon said, lifting her chin.




  “That’s precisely what we want to talk to you about,” Femke said.




  “Zita’s love fortunes weren’t kind to either of you this year. In fact, from our observations, they must be set in stone,” Mirthe said.




  “Only mine.”




  Nico squeezed Fallon’s shoulder.




  The twins cocked their heads at the same time. Femke said, “So you’re going to give up?”




  The floor tilted. Femke’s question burned in her ears and pressed against her heart. Fallon waited for the pain to stop, wishing that she could just go back in time. No terrible fortune.

  No invasive questions. But she couldn’t go backward. Nor did she want to just fold her dreams away in a dark closet. Her future of living underneath a pile of cats cracked in the middle, but

  it was Nico who spoke first.




  “Never,” he said, swallowing thickly. “Not until I share my feelings with Martin.”




  When Fallon found her voice, she said, “I don’t want this to be the end. If I can find love somehow, some way, I want to take it.”




  The warning bell went off, leaving three more minutes before second period was supposed to start, but no one moved.




  Then, finally, Femke and Mirthe flashed matching mischievous smiles. “We can offer you help as long as you work with us.”




  Femke tore a piece of paper out of her notebook and scribbled down the time and place of the meeting. When Fallon took it from her hands, she felt the featherlight presence of hope stirring.
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  Convincing Anais that Fallon had to stay behind after school wasn’t so hard. Fallon claimed that she had to stay behind to ask her history

  teacher some questions concerning the syllabus.




  “Ever the studious pupil,” Anais teased. “When you get home, drop by the store.”




  Fallon drifted through the afternoon, caught between breathless anticipation and dread. She didn’t know much about Femke and Mirthe besides what Nico had told her before the tardy bell

  rang: their family ran a respectable weather-charm store and they kept to themselves. One twin was never without the other, and sometimes their attempts at looking alike came out strangely. Nico

  had told her that the twins came to school once wearing the same electric pink eye shadow and cat-eared headbands. After hearing that, Fallon was surprised that they had left their little bubble to

  talk to her and Nico. What were they planning?




  The meeting would take place in the basement of the school. The science classrooms were dimly lit; jars of eyeballs and other animal parts were on display as if arranged by an interior designer.

  Fallon’s labs in the past had been limited to solving equations in her notebook and measuring melting points and recording phase changes. Not very exciting compared to the creepy atmosphere

  these rooms boasted. However, the science classrooms seemed to fit the unease she felt as she wandered through the basement.




  She heard the sound of laughter and talking coming from one of the open classrooms. She paused in the doorway to find the chairs arranged in a U-shape facing the teacher’s desk. Femke and

  Mirthe sat on top of the desk. Nico was already sitting, and she didn’t know the other student, a miserable-looking girl with clumpy, unwashed hair.




  “Don’t just stand there, holding the doorframe up. Come on in,” Mirthe said. “Say hello to Hijiri Kitamura.”




  Hijiri sat up in her chair, but she wouldn’t look Fallon in the eye. In fact, she seemed incapable of lifting her gaze any higher than her ankles. The girl had to be a freshman because she

  held her class schedule in a death grip.




  “Nice to meet you,” Fallon said.




  Hijiri spared a wobbly smile.




  “We’re just waiting on one more person to join our merry band,” Femke said.




  “That’s it?” Nico asked. “We’re the only ones with bad fortunes?”




  “Some of the people we spoke to were too scared to join,” Mirthe said with a stubborn wave of her hand.




  “They weren’t desperate enough,” Femke added.




  “Well, that doesn’t make us sound too appealing, does it?” Nico rested his chin on his fist.




  “Desperation is a good thing,” Fallon said. That feeling allowed her to take baby steps in the past, inching out from underneath her family’s shadow. She wouldn’t be

  surprised if its electric-nauseous energy helped her out again.




  “That’s right. What other feeling could compete with a town that embraces its chains?” Mirthe said.




  Mirthe glanced at the wall clock. “Almost time.”




  “He’d better be here.”




  “If he skips out on us, we’ll leave a rain charm in his apartment.”




  “Clever.” Femke opened her notebook and scribbled it down. “Why haven’t we tried that yet?”




  Like any charm in Grimbaud, they either worked or didn’t—it was the risk the buyer took when purchasing a charm. A rain charm was supposed to be used to attract rain, usually bought

  by farmers or garden enthusiasts. But if the twins planned to use it the way she thought they did, the charm would trap a rain cloud within an apartment. The wood flooring would be ruined, she

  mused. An expensive prank.




  Her thoughts scattered when a boy entered the room. Fallon knew who he was immediately, from the few times she’d seen him leave his apartment at the complex. He was, without a doubt, the

  boy called Bastion.




  “Sebastian Barringer,” Mirthe said with a mock bow. “Nice of you to join us.”




  Sebastian surveyed the room with indifference. “So this is the place.”




  Fallon didn’t want to like this boy or even be remotely friendly to him, but she could understand why girls kept crying outside his door. He had narrow shoulders and a slim build. His hair

  was styled to look disheveled. Sebastian’s eyebrows were dark, dramatic slashes, making him look either perpetually annoyed or bored. Yet, paired with a smooth smile, he could make a

  girl’s pulse quicken. Fallon’s own heart had been startled awake the few times she’d passed him at the complex, but she knew better than to take her feelings seriously.
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