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To the ones who chase the stars, and to Penny, for helping me find the way






CHAPTER ONE

Not many buildings can rival the bright lights and vibrant colors of the Strip at night, but the big top of Teatro della Notte certainly holds its own.

The black-and-gold-striped building is blanketed by an explosion of twinkling white lights. Built to look like a vintage carnival tent that practically bursts with nostalgia, the structure is impossible to miss—even against a backdrop of Las Vegas casino hotels.

A circus is an attraction, after all. And Teatro della Notte attracts.

I slip through the overflowing parking lot and keep my fists tight around the strap of my bag like I’m trying to contain my excitement. I can hear “The Minuet of Ghouls” playing from inside—the arpeggio of a violin, the trill of an oboe—and my heart beats a little faster when I realize how close I am to missing the final performance.

But there’s still time.

I’ve probably seen the show more often than anyone on the planet—I know the music, and the routines, and the truth behind the magic—but it hasn’t changed the way I feel.

I love the circus. I love the mystery, and the wonder, and the way every act transports my soul into another dimension. I love the way it makes me feel as if the world is in reverse and upside down all at once—like there’s starlight beneath my feet and the ocean above my head, and every impossible dream can come true with a single whisper.

Mom says I have a romantic view of the world, and maybe I do. But I don’t know how anybody could watch an acrobat dance across a tightrope or twist into the most perfect contortions or swing from the ceiling like a bird ready to fly and not find it utterly beautiful.

A pair of spotlights flash across the entrance like they’re pointing the way, but I hurry to the back of the building and make my way down a set of stairs. I knock on the door rapidly, bouncing on my heels because the tension inside me needs somewhere to go, and my second favorite doorman appears.

Second favorite because he once told my parents I was watching the show when I’d promised them I’d stay home to study. Even though he swore he hadn’t meant to get me in trouble, I haven’t entirely forgiven him for it yet.

“Har-leeey,” he says, dragging out the last syllable like a college dude-bro. Something else I’m not sure I can forgive him for.

“Hey, Billy,” I say with raised eyebrows. “Is it okay if I catch the last performance?”

“Of course.” He swings the door open so I can squeeze past him. He’s dressed in black from head to toe, which is a stark contrast to the glitter bombs and feathered ensembles of the performers. “Cutting it close tonight, huh?”

I let out an exasperated breath. “Mom sent me all the way to Summerlin to pick up Janie’s costume because her cat ate a bunch of the beads. She needs it fixed for tomorrow.” I peer up the nearby stairwell and point. “Is anyone in the skyrise?”

“It’s all yours,” Billy says with a chuckle, and suddenly I’m racing up the steps two at a time, very aware that the contortionist act is coming to a close.

I hurry across a metal walkway that circles around the height of the big top. We call it “the skyrise,” but it’s mostly used by the theater techs to adjust wires and lighting, and for the occasional photographer to get a good close-up photo of the aerial acts.

It’s also my favorite place to watch Tatya’s final performance, because when I’m this high, I don’t feel like a spectator. I feel like it could be me out there, sitting on the static trapeze, performing to the music my father composed—the extra layer of magic that breathes life into every act.

Traditionally, the trapeze has always been the closing act of the circus, and I couldn’t imagine anyone but Tatya closing out the show.

Except maybe me. One day.

An artist performing on a trapeze—the strength, and the movements, and the story, and the sparkle—it’s the very heart of the circus.

I want to be that heart.

I reach one of the many transparent windows in the darkest part of the hall and look down toward the center of the ring. Teatro della Notte boasts an incredible moving stage, surrounded by an impressive collection of dining tables circling around the room like a spiral. Each is decorated in black cloth and its own unique centerpiece representing the seasonal theme of the show; the tables flourish with guests, wineglasses, and confetti from the juggling act that appears during dessert.

Teatro della Notte combines a unique circus performance with a fine dining experience, and most of the guests turn up in suits and gowns. It’s the warmth of a vintage postcard combined with the decadence of 1920s glamour, with all the twists and turns of my parents’ imaginations.

I smile like I’m a child seeing the circus for the very first time.

Lights flicker all around the ceiling like an enchantment of stars, and I watch Tatya make her way to the center of the ring. She does a piqué turn and moves her arms through the air with the grace of a dancer.

I look at the faces in the crowd, lit up by the lights of the stage. They’re already enamored by her, and she hasn’t even started yet.

Tatya takes a seat on the static trapeze and flashes a wide smile toward the audience.

Dad’s beloved “Bird of the Night” begins to play from the live wind orchestra showcased at the back of the room. Each musician is dressed like they’re part of a haunted masquerade, and when the music erupts from their instruments, I picture my dad in his office, humming to himself and striking at the air like he’s conducting an orchestra of ghosts.

Even though sometimes it feels like he’s a ghost too.

Tatya grips the ropes as the trapeze lifts higher, and suddenly we’re at eye level, though she’d never be able to see me through the one-way glass. Besides, Tatya is never distracted when she performs. She’s too busy existing in another world.

A world I desperately wish I were a part of.

She pulls herself up, tucking both feet around the ropes and stretching her legs out in perfect form. With every shift of her body, she holds each pose, keeping in time with the music like it’s nothing more than a dance.

I know the moves—the monkey roll to sit, the mermaid on the bar, the lamppost, the drop to half angel. I know them because I rehearse every pose in my head while I count the days until the next time I can spend an afternoon at Teatro della Notte’s backstage gym. Usually there’s time when my parents are too busy counting numbers and going over expenses for a business they seem determined to suck the magic out of.

When they aren’t paying attention, I feel like I can be myself.

When I’m on the trapeze, I feel whole.

When I’m in the air with the ropes between my fingers, I feel like I’m everything I ever want to be in the world.

Tatya does a barrel roll over the bar, and I hear clapping when her body stills into a perfect horizontal split. The silver gems on her costume flicker like she’s covered in glass, and there are so many white feathers exploding from her skirt and braided hair that she really does look like an ethereal bird lost in a graveyard, ready to take flight.

It’s funny to think she had the same dream as me when she was my age—because look at her. She’s out there, living in the very same clouds a thousand people probably told her weren’t even real.

Tatya does a plank in the rope, and I can see the joy erupting from the crowd below.

This is what I want. It’s all I’ve ever wanted.

I only wish my parents could see what this means to me.

What it would mean to hold a dream in my palm, press it tight against my heart, and never let it go.



I find Tatya backstage when the show ends. She’s sitting at her dressing table, the mirror in front of her lined with big, round light bulbs and gorgeous white flowers. She spots me in the reflection and smiles, just as she removes the fake lashes from her left eye.

“Fancy meeting you here,” she says with a laugh.

I half skip toward her and fall into one of the empty chairs. “You were amazing. Like, I haven’t had chills like that since Zelda’s big reveal in Ocarina of Time.”

Tatya unpins the feathered crown from her hair and sets it on the table, patting at the stray red strands that come loose. “I hope you’ll still visit me even when you’re busy with classes. I’ll miss your weird little compliments too much if you don’t.”

I hide my grimace. She still thinks I’m going to college in a few weeks. She doesn’t know about my change of plan.

Not yet, anyway.

Tatya turns to me and purses her darkened lips. “How did you grow up so fast? What happened to the little kid that used to sit backstage reading comic books while trying to get Bobcat to teach her magic tricks?”

“Bobcat.” I place a hand over my chest. Mom hired a brother-duo of acrobats from Spain two years ago to replace Bob Catalotti when he retired. He was only thirty-one, but circus performers don’t always have a long shelf life. The wear and tear on a person’s muscles takes a toll, and more often than not, there’s someone younger and more talented waiting to take over. At least Bobcat got to make the decision for himself. “Do you still keep in touch with him?”

Tatya nods. “He opened a circus arts school for kids in Seattle. It’s doing really well.”

Even retirement sounds like a dream.

I sigh into the bunched-up yellow sleeve I have clutched in my fist. I’m always resting my head against my hands, but Popo—my grandmother on my mom’s side—once told me people break out when they touch their faces too much. Using my sleeve as a barrier feels like a decent compromise for my hard-to-break habit and Popo’s voice in my head. “I wish I’d trained as a kid. You’ve been working at this since you were six years old—I feel like I have so much catching up to do, and not enough time to do it.”

“There’s plenty of time. You’re only seventeen,” she offers, pulling out some of the makeup removal wipes from her drawer.

“Eighteen,” I correct, and I can’t hide my grin.

She smiles at me in the mirror, half of her face pinkish-white, and the other half still painted with a decorative silver-and-black mask. “I almost forgot—happy birthday!”

“Thanks,” I say, before twisting my fingers together awkwardly. This is my chance—the first move on the chessboard of my new life. A mini battle before facing off with the boss-level baddies that are my parents. “That’s actually what I wanted to talk to you about. Do you remember when you said you could train me? If my parents said it was okay?”

She nods. “I do.”

“Well, is that offer still available?” There’s so much hope in my voice, I can hardly sit still.

Tatya’s bright blue eyes widen. “Wait, you’re not going to school? Delilah and Kenji are really going to let you take up an apprenticeship?”

I hold up a hand and rotate it in the air like I’m not entirely sure. “Maybe? I’m going to talk to them tonight. I just wanted to make sure you would still be okay with it.”

“Of course I am,” she says with a smile. Then she turns and waves a finger at me seriously. “But only if your parents say it’s okay. I can’t do anything to upset the bosses, got it?”

I nod too many times. “No, yeah, totally, of course.”

Tatya plucks one of the stray jeweled feathers from her table and sticks it in the messy topknot on my head. “Our little bird is all grown up and ready to fly.”

She goes back to removing the rest of her makeup, and I look at my reflection in the mirror. Next to Tatya, I look like a shadow. An unrealized dream.

I know my parents will never really understand, but I’m going to try to make them.

This place is home to me, and it always has been.

And if they didn’t want that to happen—if they really thought pushing me toward an education I don’t want was ever going to work—then maybe they shouldn’t have opened a freaking circus in Las Vegas.

I’m never going to change my mind, no matter how much it disappoints them. I don’t want to go to school—I want to train here, at Teatro della Notte, instead of going to university in a few weeks for a degree I have no interest in.

Mom and Dad keep telling me I need a “real education,” but university doesn’t feel real to me. This feels real. Being at the circus. Feeling like I’m my own person.

They’ll just have to understand.

I close my eyes and take a breath.

Everyone gets a birthday wish, right?






CHAPTER TWO

Dad’s in his office when I get home, which isn’t surprising because he’s always in his office. And it’s not just because he’s a workaholic—I once found him and Mom holed up in there at midnight playing video games and eating gourmet jelly beans like they were still in high school.

They’re annoyingly cute when they think nobody is watching. I mean, how many people genuinely marry their childhood sweetheart? I know it’s not realistic, being as there are over seven billion people in the world, and how could you possibly be sure the one you met at a performing arts camp when you were twelve years old was going to be the right life partner for you? But it’s still kind of adorable.

I didn’t have a childhood sweetheart—or a sweetheart at all, for that matter—but it’s nice to think it’s possible that you could fall in love once and have that be it. No more awkward dates, or messy breakups, or bad kisses—it just clicks together the first time, followed by the Disney-style happily-ever-after.

Some people don’t care about love, or life partners. And that’s great for them, but not for me.

I want the epic love story.

But only as long as it doesn’t get in the way of my dreams. I won’t give up the circus for a life partner—and anyone who would expect me to wouldn’t be the right person for me anyway.

Dad doesn’t seem to notice me when I walk into the room. He’s too busy playing a broken melody on his clarinet and jotting down notes on a piece of paper every other second.

I’m not surprised he spends so much time in here—it’s the coolest room in the house. The walls are cluttered with nerdy artwork, framed sheet music, and awards he’s won over the years. Lined up at the back wall is a collection of instruments—a flute, a violin, a guitar, a piano—and so many tech devices I don’t know the names for. There are vinyl figurines all over the office, and behind his desk is a row of all his diplomas. His bachelor’s, master’s, and doctorate—all for music.

Dad thumps his pencil against the music stand, his dark brows furrowed and his hair slicked back and parted at the side. He’s wearing a collared shirt rolled up to his elbows, a sweater-vest, and his signature khaki pants. He always looks and dresses like he’s straight out of a Fred Astaire musical, even though I can’t remember any movies from the 1930s starring a half-Japanese leading man.

“I didn’t hear you come in.” Dad’s eyes widen in surprise, but his voice is like a calm stream. It carries his words, but the cadence hardly ever changes. He sees his office the way I see the circus—like it’s a place where time freezes, and anything is possible. The problem is that he rarely notices anything going on around him when he’s in the zone. “Where’ve you been all day?”

“Mom needed me to pick up Janie’s costume.” I trail my fingers along the edge of his desk, trying to think of the right way to bring up my change of plan.

The right way to tell him that I’m going to disappoint him.

“How was the show?” Dad asks without missing a beat. He doesn’t always notice what’s going on right in front of him, but he seems to notice everything that goes on when he’s not looking.

I smile sheepishly. “Incredible, as usual.” I take a step toward the music stand and peer down at the scribbled notes on the page. “Is that for the new winter set list?”

Dad nods, placing the clarinet in his lap and leaning back against the chair. “Just a few adjustments before rehearsals start next week.” He pauses, his eyes the color of warm topaz. “The clarinet solo is for the new trapeze act.”

My heart feels like it’s being tugged by a puppet string. Teatro della Notte does a complete revamp twice a year—once for the summer-autumn season, and again for the winter-spring. There are new performances, new costumes, new music… and everything is kept top secret until the opening night of the new show—or, in my case, the first night of rehearsals.

The anticipation is torment.

I have no idea what Mom and Dad have been planning for next season, but I do know Dad’s clarinet solo is whimsical and catchy, and I’ve seen a crapload of colorful fabric samples being shuttled in and out of the house over the last few weeks.

When I ask Mom to give me hints, she just winks and says, “All in good time,” which always sounds more ominous than she means it to. But it’s better than Dad’s reaction, which basically involves ignoring me. He has a good poker face.

I don’t know if it’s the bliss in knowing the circus will soon be transformed all over again, but I suddenly feel a burst of confidence filling my soul. I feel invincible.

The words pour out of me before my brain gets a chance to process them. A side effect of wanting so badly to be heard.

“I saw Tatya backstage earlier,” I say, watching Dad’s careful eyes drift back to his sheet music. “She offered to train me. If it’s okay with you and Mom.”

Dad looks at me for a split second and then jots something down with his pencil. “Mmm. That’s very generous of her. Just remember you’ve got classes, and she has a career—it might be harder than you think to fit in extra training once school starts.”

“Actually, I was thinking more of an apprenticeship-type situation? Something more… serious?” My heart tugs a bit harder.

“Why do I get the feeling you’re asking me for a job?” he asks, setting his pencil back down and meeting my gaze.

“Because I am,” I say firmly. “I wouldn’t expect you to pay me or anything while I’m training. But if I get really good, maybe you and Mom could think about letting me perform sometimes?”

“Does Tatya know you intend to replace her?” he asks seriously.

“I don’t want to replace her,” I say quickly. Defensively. I brush my palms against my pants because they’re starting to feel clammy. “But even Tatya takes time off, and you’ve always had Nina as her second. Maybe I could be Nina’s second. Like, a last-resort backup plan. For emergency situations only.” My hopefulness feels like it’s wedged in my throat—it hurts to get the words out, but it would hurt even more to swallow them back down and bury them in the pit of my stomach, where they’d fester for an eternity because some dreams refuse to die.

Dad’s face is emotionless. “How do you intend to take up a full-time apprenticeship and keep your grades up?”

I raise my shoulders like I’m trying to hold up the weight of this conversation. “I—I’ve decided not to go to college.”

Silence. A heartbeat. A twitch on the right side of Dad’s mouth.

And then all the words I don’t want to hear.

“Out of the question.”

“But—”

“This is not up for discussion.”

“I just want—”

“You’re not quitting school.”

“I’m not—”

“It’s worse than quitting—you’re giving up without trying.”

“It’s better,” I practically shout, and clamp my mouth shut when Dad narrows his eyes. I can barely hear myself over the pounding in my chest, the ringing in my ears, and Dad rejecting my dreams without even listening to me. I breathe the cold air through my nostrils and try not to cry. “I don’t want you and Mom to waste a bunch of money on a degree I don’t want. And so many acrobats retire in their thirties,” I point out. I can feel the fire in my eyes—the hunger for him to just understand. “If I don’t start training now, I might never get the chance.”

Mom speaks from the doorway like she’s been waiting to jump in for a while. “Why on earth would you trade your education for a career in acrobatics that’s only going to last you ten years?”

I turn around. Her arms are crossed against her chest, and her short bob is pushed mostly to one side. She doesn’t look Chinese like Popo or Irish like Grandpa Cillian. She just looks like her—like she’s content sitting exactly in the middle.

I don’t feel like I’m in the middle of anything. I feel like I’m on a thousand different points of a thousand-sided polygon.

I twist my mouth and find my words. “It’s not a trade—I don’t want to go to school. I don’t even like school,” I say.

“You love school! You took all those extra classes and graduated early from a magnet school with a good GPA—” Mom starts.

“Yeah, so I didn’t have to stay there for an extra year,” I interrupt. “And my grades were only good because I turned in all my homework and could fake my way through an essay. It’s not because I actually learned anything.”

Dad sighs. “That’s because you’re easily distracted. If you spent less time daydreaming and more time—”

“That’s not it!” I bark too loudly.

Mom makes a noise that sounds halfway between a growl and a “hey.” It’s a warning—a yellow light. A sign to tread carefully. She and Popo don’t always see eye-to-eye, but they do agree on one thing—children should respect their elders.

And I don’t necessarily agree completely—I mean, there’s a gray area to everything, right?—but something tells me now is not the time to argue.

I try to slow down my heart rate by thinking about balancing on the static trapeze twenty feet in the air. “I’m not good at school. Information just doesn’t sink into my brain the way it does for most people. I have to reread things a hundred times, and even then, I rarely comprehend any of it, unless there’s a movie to go along with it or some kind of visual chart. It takes me longer to learn stuff, and it’s frustrating. It makes me feel bad about myself, okay? Like I’m not good enough. And I’m a good aerialist—I can remember routines and positions and terms and everything else. It just makes sense to me, the way music makes sense to Dad or math makes sense to you.”

“Not everything is supposed to be easy. In real life, things aren’t just handed to you. And even if you do get lucky and someone gives you a break, it can be taken away from you like that.” Mom snaps her fingers like she thinks she’s proving a point. “That’s why it’s important to have a backup plan.” She looks at me seriously. “It’s hard enough to get a job these days, let alone get one without a college degree. You need an education. You need a safety net.”

I press my lips together tightly. It’s so hard not to shout when my chest feels like it’s about to burst. Not because I want to yell, but because volume control just doesn’t work when my emotions are running high.

I am losing this battle, and I don’t know what to say to change course. What can I do to change their minds? What can I say to make them understand that my dreams are worth something?

Dad shakes his head. “You always have these big ideas. When you were seven, you wanted to own a farm. When you were ten, you wanted to be a magician. When you were twelve, you wanted to move to France and run a vineyard. And it’s great to have an imagination, but you can’t make big decisions off an idea you just thought up in the night.”

“This is different. I’ve wanted to perform in Teatro della Notte since the first time I watched the show. It’s all I’ve ever really wanted to do. I didn’t just dream this up overnight—I’ve dreamed this up over a lifetime,” I say. And it’s mostly true, because I’m leaving out the part where performing with Maison du Mystère was also part of the dream.

Even though my parents are ignoring everything I’m saying, I’m pretty sure talking about my childhood obsession for a rival circus would make things exponentially worse.

Mom clasps her hands together. “Then you’ll still have the same dream after you finish school. But at least you’ll have a backup, too.”

It’s pointless to fight the tears falling down my cheeks. I’m not usually a crier, but confrontation with my parents always makes me feel so out of control. It’s like my face is malfunctioning.

I try to be the perfect daughter, but their idea of perfect isn’t the same as mine. And shouldn’t it be more important to be my perfect self?

Even if that means being imperfect to everyone else?

Mom reaches out her hand and pats my arm. “Not everyone has parents who can afford to send them to school. I think you need to appreciate what we’re trying to do for you.”

I spin around, part of me already prepared to bolt out of the room. “Neither of you are listening to me. I don’t want to go to school. That doesn’t make me ungrateful or unappreciative. But this is my life, and I should have a say in what direction I want it to go in. I’m eighteen—you don’t get to tell me what to do anymore.”

Dad stands up suddenly, and I know it means the conversation is at an end. “You’re right—you’re an adult now. And do you know what else adults do? They get jobs, and pay rent and bills, and cook their own food. If you want to stay in this house, you follow our rules—you go to school. But you don’t get to have the best of two very different worlds. You don’t get to pick and choose which privileges you want in life. That’s being an adult too.” Dad looks at me with so much sternness, but so much heart, too. And that’s the worst part—that he thinks he’s somehow doing the right thing.

Mom gives me a tired smile. “Come on, Harley. Let’s not fight about this, okay? We’ve still got presents, and birthday cake, and—”

I don’t wait around to let her finish, even though I can hear Dad shouting at me for being rude. But I can’t listen to them anymore.

Not when they won’t listen to me.



There’s a knock at my door long after the streetlamps turn on and the diluted stars appear in the sky—stars that can’t compete with the city lights, no matter how hard they try.

The first time I realized how truly beautiful the night sky was, I was at Mount Charleston on a camping weekend with some kids from school. I’d never seen the sky like that before—like it was filled with shattered bits of crystal. Like I was staring up at a billion tiny windows all leading to a billion new worlds nobody on Earth even had the imagination for.

That’s when I realized how small our own world is, and how minuscule I am in comparison.

But I don’t want to be small. I don’t want to be a blip in time.

I don’t want to just get through life doing the “right” thing, or the “responsible” thing.

I want to experience excitement, and beauty, and love, and every other bit of magic in the world.

Why should I have to settle for ordinary?

“I don’t want to talk to anyone,” I say toward the door. I don’t know who’s there, but if I had to put money on it, I’d say it’s Mom. She’s the fixer—she mends feelings the same way she mends faulty costumes.

The door opens anyway, and Mom walks in with a piece of cake and a candle in the center. She keeps one hand curved around the flame to keep it from going out.

“Happy birthday to you,” she starts to sing.

I sit up against the cushiony purple headboard of my bed. “You can’t fix this with processed sugar and artificial food coloring.”

Mom pushes out her bottom lip but makes her way toward me anyway, setting the plate of cake on my nightstand. “Won’t you at least blow out your candle before the wax melts everywhere?” That’s Mom—always trying to keep the world neat and tidy, like she thinks she can wrap everything in a bow and call it “perfection.”

I blink back at her, shake my head, and blow out the flame halfheartedly.

She waves at the smoke. “Did you remember to make a wish?”

“Is this a joke?” I cross my arms over my chest and look up at the ceiling. There are still glow-in-the-dark stars up there from when I was ten. Another change I need to make. “I don’t need a wish to make my dreams come true. I need you and Dad to stop standing in my way like you’re the Iron Fist guarding K’un-Lun.”

“Okay, well I don’t know what that is, but I’m sure it’s very important,” Mom says softly.

“It is important. Not the Iron Fist part, obviously, but the part about my dreams. Why can’t it be important to you, too?” I ask.

“Look, honey, I know you’re excited about this… this idea you have. And that’s great. But it’s not realistic,” Mom says, sitting down on the edge of my bed. “Your dad is right—you get these wild notions in your head all the time, but you never think about the work that goes behind them. And we care about you and your future, and we just think you need to grow up a little. Learn what it means to stick to something even when it gets hard.”

“I can do that—just let me pick something I’m actually interested in,” I point out.

“You picked computer science,” Mom offers.

“No, you picked it,” I say. “I just went along with it because I hate disappointing you.”

“How about this—how about you go to school for a year, and if you really hate it after that, we can revisit this conversation?” Mom says.

My shoulders stiffen. “Why can’t I train for a year with Tatya, and if it doesn’t work out, then I’ll start school next year? I mean, I graduated early—this one year is basically a free pass, if you think about it.”

“Absolutely not,” Mom says. “You’re already signed up for classes—you need to give college a chance first. You’re so young—your dreams might not look the same twelve months from now, and that’s part of being a teenager.”

“I’m not going to change my mind.” I bunch my sleeves in my fists and wrap my arms around my knees. “I feel like I’m just moving through life in spaces where I don’t ever feel like I really belong. But the circus—being on the trapeze—that feels real to me. It makes me feel real.”

“I’m sorry you feel that way.” Mom brushes the hair from my eyes. “You’re real to me, you know.”

“That’s not what I’m talking about,” I say stiffly. I feel like I’m suffocating beneath the weight of Mom and Dad’s expectations. I feel like they’re flicking my dreams away like they don’t mean anything at all. “I’m tired. I don’t want to talk anymore.”

“Okay.” Mom gets up to leave but stops halfway and glances back toward my nightstand. “Are you going to eat the cake, or should I take the plate back downstairs? I don’t want the ants to come up here.”

Cake and ants. That’s what she’s worried about. Not the fact that I’m sitting in bed and my chest feels like it’s going to explode and I feel like all the color is being sucked out of the room.

There’s frustration and anger and irritation running through my veins, and if I were a dragon, I would literally set this entire room on fire. “I don’t want any cake,” I manage to say.

She takes the plate and closes the door, and I stare at the streetlights until they go blurry.






CHAPTER THREE

Teatro della Notte’s gym is tucked away behind the big top. The building feels so mechanical and practical in comparison to the main stage, with the ceiling resembling the inside of a warehouse.

Chloe, who’s been my best friend since the third grade, looks over her hands gingerly and makes a face. “My skin is blistered and I’ve done, like, half of a pull-up.” She holds her palms up.

I’m balanced on a large hoop that hangs six feet above the ground, attempting to do a one-handed candlestick. Chloe doesn’t care at all about acrobatics, but she’s usually happy to tag along and be my spotter. Though, I use the word “spotter” lightly—I’m not sure Chloe has the upper-body strength to ever save me from breaking my neck. She’s slender, and clothes always look good on her, but that’s not necessarily synonymous with strength.

I have curves—maybe a few more than most acrobats—but I’m also really proud of how long I can stay on an aerial hoop without getting tired.

“You get used to it after a while. You build up calluses,” I say, grabbing the bottom of the hoop and doing a forward roll until my toes are just above the floor. I let myself drop and hold my hand up to Chloe. “See?”

She pokes a finger against my palm and winces. “That’s disgusting. Your skin literally feels like a tortoiseshell.”

The amount of interests we have in common has definitely dwindled over the years, but maybe that’s also a sign of a good friendship—that we can be different and still care about each other.

“Oh, crap,” I say suddenly, catching my reflection in the wall of mirrors opposite the trampolines. I look down and find a tear in my leggings that’s at least twice the size of a quarter. “This is the second pair I’ve ripped this month.”

I’m lucky in a million and one ways for having parents with a solid income and minimal pressure when it comes to food, bills, and presents at Christmas. But Dad always wanted me to know the value of money, which meant no allowance, and Mom wanted me to have all my time to focus on school, which meant no part-time job. Basically, all my funding for leggings and sports bras arrives in birthday cards every August or comes from the occasional odd job my parents are willing to give me.

And even though my annual family birthday dinners are usually filled with awkward microaggressions between four different parts of my family tree that otherwise never interact with each other, I’m grateful I’ll at least be able to buy some better-quality gym attire.

Chloe lifts her curly blond hair off her neck and sighs toward the air-conditioning. “I feel like it’s a million degrees in here. Want to get Pink Drinks at Starbucks?”

I pretend I’m distracted by the hole in my pants. If I have to choose between fancy five-dollar drinks and new leggings, I will always, always choose the latter.

Chloe wouldn’t understand. We have different priorities.

“I have to get home,” I say eventually, grabbing my oversized Star Wars T-shirt off the floor and pulling it over my flimsy tank top and sports bra. “My mom needs help setting up for dinner.”

“Dun dun dun,” Chloe sings in a deep voice, which makes me laugh. We might not be on the same wavelength when it comes to money, but she’s my best friend for a reason. We get each other, even if we don’t always agree. And I think that matters more sometimes—loving someone even if you both have different ideas of perfect. Because everyone has a different idea of what’s good and bad. Perfect is overrated—it’s our flaws that make us human.

I don’t want to be perfect. I want to be vulnerable and messy and free and wild. I want to experience all the crooked edges in the world, and make mistakes, and grow from them. I want twisty roads and dark corners and big, wide bends.

And I know my parents won’t ever agree, but I wish they could at least see my version of the world as a possibility.

I force the thoughts from my head and smile at my friend. “As long as nobody brings up anything to do with politics in front of my grandpap, the dinner will be fine,” I say, walking beside her toward the exit. Grandpap has strong opinions, and one of those opinions is that having opinions means he’s entitled to share them.

The warm blast of the Las Vegas sun hits me when I push the metal door open. Everywhere has air-conditioning in Vegas, so the first few steps back into the heat always feel good.

But then you reach the furnace that is somehow your car, burn yourself on the seat belt, and remember why you loathe the long summers times infinity.

Chloe shoves a pair of exaggerated cat-eyed sunglasses onto her face and turns to me seriously. Except it’s hard to take her seriously when she looks like a villain out of an old James Bond movie. “Promise me we’ll still do this after school starts.”

I scrunch my face in surprise. “What, come to the gym?” Chloe cares about physical fitness as much as I care about AP Calculus.

“No, not the gym.” She clicks her tongue against the roof of her mouth like she’s scolding me. “I mean this.” She moves her finger between the two of us. “You and me, hanging out like we’re still kids, even when we’re not. Promise me that you going off to college won’t be the end of us.”

I feel sulky just thinking about school. I’d hoped an aerial workout would distract me, but I’d forgotten what it’s like in the weeks leading up to a new academic year. It’s all anyone talks about.

“It’s not like we haven’t gone to different schools before. It doesn’t mean our friendship is in jeopardy,” I point out, and the words taste sour, like an underripe lie.

Because I’m not sure what the future holds, but it can’t contain school. It just can’t.

She hums into the sunshine, oblivious to how there’s anguish and desperation creeping around in the pit of my stomach. “You say that, but you’ve never gone to college before. I have three older siblings—it’s a different world.”

A world I don’t want anything to do with.

“Not to mention you’ve always had that look in your eyes, like you were going to fly away at any moment,” she says with a grin, and I can’t tell if she’s joking or not.

I force a smile. “You don’t need to worry. We’re like Ash and Pikachu—nothing is going to break us up.”

Chloe pulls her lip up like she’s snarling. “Can we be Thelma and Louise instead?”

“Way too obvious. Besides, they have the most depressing ending ever.”

“Ash Ketchum has literally spent over two decades trying to become a Pokémon Master. That’s depressing.”

“You’re missing the entire point of his journey, but okay.”

Chloe’s laugh is all bubblegum pop. Light. Happy. Carefree. She stops in front of her car and pulls her keys out of her bag. “If you save some birthday cake, I’ll come over in the morning and we can eat it for breakfast.”

“Deal,” I say.

She waves before ducking into her car, and I walk across the parking lot to the white Toyota Yaris Mom and Dad bought right after graduation. They made it very clear it isn’t my car—it’s just on loan while I go to school because my university is in-state and they’re way too busy to chauffeur me around the city.

I wonder what will happen if I don’t show up to class. Will they take the car away? And how will I get to the gym to train? And will my parents really kick me out of the house and make me figure out a way to pay rent, and bills, and whatever else?

Sometimes I feel like there are so many strings attached to everything they do for me that it makes it impossible to break free. Because I owe them too much. I rely on them too much.

And even though I hate to admit it, not going along with their plans feels like such a deep betrayal.

I’m either making them proud or disappointing them—there are no other options when it comes to my parents.

When I’m in the car, I leave the door wide open, turn on the AC, and lean back in the seat while the air starts to circulate. Tracing my thumb along the steering wheel, I think of all the things I want to say to Mom and Dad. The things I wish I could tell them, about them holding me back, and about feeling like I have so much pressure weighing down on my chest that I can hardly breathe. I think about how much I wish they would hear me, instead of talking over me because they still think being a parent makes them automatically right.

And maybe they are right. But maybe I’m right too.

Why can’t they just give me some room to be me?

I’m already starting to get goose bumps on my right arm, so I pull the door shut and click my seat belt into place. I’m about to press the brake pedal when I glance into the rearview mirror and see Tatya near the gym doors, talking to someone I don’t know. A tall, broad-shouldered man with a tidy beard and tattoos up and down his arms.

And something about her posture—the way she keeps looking toward the parking lot like she’s hoping someone else will turn up, and the way her arms are folded in front of her like she’s putting up a barrier between them—makes me feel like she doesn’t know him either.

I yank the keys from the ignition and jump out of the car. When my foot hits the sidewalk, I use my loudest voice. “Hey, Tatya!”

When she sees me, her shoulders relax. She smiles—the kind of smile a friend gives you when you save them from being hit on by a pushy stranger.

The man’s head snaps to the side like he’s a spider sensing a vibration in his web. And that’s when I notice his eyes—one bright amber, the other mossy green. I’ve never seen eyes like that on anyone before. I mean, I know what heterochromia is because Professor Xavier talked about it in X-Men once. But seeing something so uniquely beautiful for the very first time makes me do a double take.

The man lifts his eyebrows, and I realize I’ve been staring way too hard.

I focus on Tatya. I need a lie—an excuse to get her away from him, whoever he is. “I’m glad I ran into you. I wanted to ask you some questions about the new act.” I point toward the gym doors. “Do you have a minute to talk inside?”

She hesitates before letting her face soften into understanding. “Oh. Oh, right! You’ll have to excuse me.” She gives the stranger an apologetic look. “The circus is full of secrets, as I’m sure you know.”

I force an awkward laugh. “Dad would kill me if I ruined the big surprise by blabbing about the new set list in public.”

The man tilts his head. His dark brown hair is peppered with gray and combed flat against his scalp. “You’re Kenji Milano’s daughter?”

He’s familiar with the circus. Maybe I have this all wrong. Maybe Tatya does know him.

I nod. “You know my dad?”

“Only by reputation,” he says with a short laugh before dipping his head toward Tatya. “I should go. But please call me if you change your mind.” He procures a thin black card seemingly out of nowhere. The silver letters glint beneath the sun, but the name is unmistakable.

So are the words underneath.

SIMON TARBOTTLE

MAISON DU MYSTÈRE

RINGMASTER

My heart hammers. And hammers. And hammers.

I once dreamed of running away with Maison du Mystère when I was a little girl, way before I knew how much my parents despised everything about Simon Tarbottle’s business practices.

A circus that travels all over the country—that transforms a quiet, forgotten place of the world into a theatrical extravaganza for just a few nights—was the epitome of magic to me.

Tatya hesitates before taking the card from him.

“I look forward to seeing the performance tomorrow,” Simon says with a smug grin. And then he disappears around the corner as his footsteps fade away.

“Was that—” I start, but Tatya waves her hand quickly.

“Don’t say it. If you say it out loud, it will only make it worse.” She sighs and looks around me as if to make sure nobody is coming. “Please don’t tell anyone. I swear I’m not doing anything sneaky behind your parents’ backs. He just showed up here out of nowhere. But I know what it will look like, and I don’t want the drama.”

I frown. “What did he want?”

She bites her lip. “He offered me a job. He says his aerialist keeps threatening to quit, and he wants to replace her with someone better.”

“Well, that’s quite a compliment. I mean, Maison du Mystère is the most famous traveling circus in the country,” I say.

“And also the shadiest,” Tatya points out almost accusingly. “Everyone knows Simon travels around poaching performers and stealing ideas. He gets away with it because his show is always on the move, but trust me, people in the industry hate him with a passion. Which is why I don’t want anyone to know he approached me. It’ll just upset everyone, especially with all the stress of getting ready for a new season.”

“I won’t tell anyone,” I promise, “but—do you want the job?”

“No!” Tatya practically barks. “Not in a million years. I love it here—this is my family.” She sighs. “Will you do me a favor? Throw this away for me?” She holds out the card toward me. “If I throw it away here, someone might see it. And I don’t want it in my bag—I don’t want you thinking that I’m even for a second considering his offer.”

I shake my head quickly, sensing the genuine worry in her eyes. “That’s really not necessary. I believe you.”

Her arm doesn’t budge. “Please. It will make me feel better.”

I take the card from her and hold it in the air. “Fine, fine. I’ll burn it when I get home, okay?”

Tatya laughs. “Okay. Thank you. And thanks for coming to my rescue, too.”

When I’m back in the car, I tilt the card and watch the metallic gleam move across the words like a magical wave. And when I flip the card over, I find a phone number on the back.

I hate that the thought even crosses my mind—I hate that I’m so desperate to chase my dream that I could even imagine it—but it occurs to me that Simon Tarbottle is looking for a new aerialist, and maybe that aerialist could be me.

And then I force the horrible desire from my thoughts and shove the card into my glove box.

Hidden in the darkness, where bad ideas belong.






CHAPTER FOUR

Harley! Can you get the door? It’s probably your grandpap,” Mom shouts from somewhere in the kitchen.

I close the lid on my laptop—and the unfinished document listing all the reasons I need my parents to support me—and make my way downstairs.

The next half hour is a blur of hugging one family member after another. Grandpap arrives first, like Mom guessed, but Aunt Adeline, Uncle Henry, and my three very loud cousins turn up before I’ve even closed the door.

Aunty Michiko and her new boyfriend follow soon after, and then Aunty Ayako, Uncle Jesse, my older cousin Matty; his girlfriend, Taylor; and their toddler, Isabella. Popo rings the doorbell last, and I’m really not surprised—she likes to make an entrance.

“Happy birthday, Harley Yoshi.” Popo coos like I’m still a little kid. She’s the only one who ever uses my middle name—which is a family name and doesn’t exclusively belong to a Nintendo character. Having to point out to people over the years that I was named after my late grandmother and not a famous green dinosaur has been the bane of my childhood.

My middle name is also pretty much the only part of me that reflects my Japanese heritage, even if it is a quarter of my blood.

I’m a quarter Chinese, too, but I have no name to show for it. Even Popo’s first name is Jane, so sometimes it feels like there’s this dormant part of me I’ve never had a chance to learn about. It doesn’t fully make sense—belonging to these different cultures, but not really belonging.

You know those refillable soda machines at fast-food places? When I was a kid, I used to add a little bit of everything in—7UP, Dr Pepper, Pepsi, raspberry iced tea—whatever they had, I’d mix it all in. But when it was all mixed together, it wasn’t really 7UP anymore, or Dr Pepper, or Pepsi, or raspberry iced tea. It was everything, and nothing.

It was something new that didn’t have a name.

I feel like that sometimes—like something without any history. Like I don’t quite fit in.

An Italian last name, a Japanese middle name, a splatter of freckles across my nose that Mom insists are from her Irish father’s side of the family. And a Chinese grandmother whose face I’ve searched a million times for little bits of me that I was never able to find.

I’m American, but that only explains my passport. It doesn’t explain all the other pieces of me that aren’t easily labeled.

Not to mention how Chloe calling herself American and me calling myself American get very different looks from people. Sometimes it feels like if I call myself American, people will only ever follow up with, “But what are you really?”

But if I lead the conversation? If I tell them everything I am? If I point out all the pieces of my heritage to explain why I have my name, and my face, and my culture? Then people tell me I don’t get to be all these other things—I only get to be American. Like the rest of me is suddenly erased. Like my heritage isn’t important. Like all the pieces that should mean something don’t mean anything at all.


OEBPS/e9781534437142/xhtml/nav.xhtml


Contents



		Cover


		Title Page


		Dedication


		Chapter One


		Chapter Two


		Chapter Three


		Chapter Four


		Chapter Five


		Chapter Six


		Chapter Seven


		Chapter Eight


		Phoenix, Arizona: August—Week 1

		Chapter Nine


		Chapter Ten


		Chapter Eleven


		Chapter Twelve


		Chapter Thirteen


		Chapter Fourteen


		Chapter Fifteen


		Chapter Sixteen


		Chapter Seventeen


		Chapter Eighteen







		Albuquerque, New Mexico: August—Week 2

		Chapter Nineteen


		Chapter Twenty


		Chapter Twenty-One







		El Paso, Texas: September—Week 3


		Amarillo, Texas: September—Week 4


		Oklahoma City, Oklahoma: September—Week 5

		Chapter Twenty-Two


		Chapter Twenty-Three







		Little Rock, Arkansas: September—Week 6

		Chapter Twenty-Four


		Chapter Twenty-Five


		Chapter Twenty-Six







		Shreveport, Louisiana: October—Week 7

		Chapter Twenty-Seven


		Chapter Twenty-Eight


		Chapter Twenty-Nine


		Chapter Thirty







		New Orleans, Louisiana: October—Week 8

		Chapter Thirty-One


		Chapter Thirty-Two


		Chapter Thirty-Three







		Mobile, Alabama: October—Week 9

		Chapter Thirty-Four


		Chapter Thirty-Five


		Chapter Thirty-Six


		Chapter Thirty-Seven


		Chapter Thirty-Eight







		Tallahassee, Florida: October—Week 10

		Chapter Thirty-Nine


		Chapter Forty


		Chapter Forty-One


		Chapter Forty-Two


		Chapter Forty-Three







		Savannah, Georgia: October—Week 11

		Chapter Forty-Four







		Charleston, South Carolina: November—Week 12

		Chapter Forty-Five


		Chapter Forty-Six


		Chapter Forty-Seven


		Chapter Forty-Eight


		Chapter Forty-Nine


		Chapter Fifty


		Chapter Fifty-One


		Chapter Fifty-Two







		Charlotte, North Carolina: November—Week 13

		Chapter Fifty-Three


		Chapter Fifty-Four


		Chapter Fifty-Five


		Chapter Fifty-Six


		Chapter Fifty-Seven


		Chapter Fifty-Eight







		Nashville, Tennessee: November—Week 14

		Chapter Fifty-Nine


		Chapter Sixty


		Chapter Sixty-One


		Chapter Sixty-Two







		Las Vegas, Nevada: November – Week 14

		Chapter Sixty-Three


		Chapter Sixty-Four


		Chapter Sixty-Five


		Chapter Sixty-Six


		Chapter Sixty-Seven


		Chapter Sixty-Eight


		Chapter Sixty-Nine


		Chapter Seventy


		Chapter Seventy-One


		Chapter Seventy-Two


		Chapter Seventy-Three







		Six Months Later

		Chapter Seventy-Four







		Acknowledgments


		About the Author


		Copyright







Guide



		Cover


		Start of Content


		Title Page


		Dedication


		Acknowledgments


		Copyright








		III


		V


		VI


		1


		2


		3


		4


		5


		6


		7


		8


		9


		10


		11


		12


		13


		14


		15


		16


		17


		18


		19


		20


		21


		22


		23


		24


		25


		26


		27


		28


		29


		30


		31


		32


		33


		34


		35


		36


		37


		38


		39


		40


		41


		42


		43


		44


		45


		46


		47


		48


		49


		50


		51


		52


		53


		54


		55


		56


		57


		58


		59


		60


		61


		62


		63


		64


		65


		66


		67


		68


		69


		70


		71


		72


		73


		74


		75


		76


		77


		78


		79


		80


		81


		82


		83


		84


		85


		86


		87


		88


		89


		90


		91


		92


		93


		94


		95


		96


		97


		98


		99


		100


		101


		102


		103


		104


		105


		106


		107


		108


		109


		110


		111


		112


		113


		114


		115


		116


		117


		118


		119


		120


		121


		122


		123


		124


		125


		126


		127


		128


		129


		130


		131


		132


		133


		134


		135


		136


		137


		138


		139


		140


		141


		142


		143


		144


		145


		146


		147


		148


		149


		150


		151


		152


		153


		154


		155


		156


		157


		158


		159


		160


		161


		162


		163


		164


		165


		166


		167


		168


		169


		170


		171


		172


		173


		174


		175


		176


		177


		178


		179


		180


		181


		182


		183


		184


		185


		186


		187


		188


		189


		190


		191


		192


		193


		194


		195


		196


		197


		198


		199


		200


		201


		202


		203


		204


		205


		206


		207


		208


		209


		210


		211


		212


		213


		214


		215


		216


		217


		218


		219


		220


		221


		222


		223


		224


		225


		226


		227


		228


		229


		230


		231


		232


		233


		234


		235


		236


		237


		238


		239


		240


		241


		242


		243


		244


		245


		246


		247


		248


		249


		250


		251


		252


		253


		254


		255


		256


		257


		258


		259


		260


		261


		262


		263


		264


		265


		266


		267


		268


		269


		270


		271


		272


		273


		274


		275


		276


		277


		278


		279


		280


		281


		282


		283


		284


		285


		286


		287


		288


		289


		290


		291


		292


		293


		294


		295


		296


		297


		298


		299


		300


		301


		302


		303


		304


		305


		306


		307


		308


		309


		310


		311


		312


		313


		314


		315


		316


		317


		318


		319


		320


		321


		322


		323


		324


		325


		326


		327


		328


		329


		330


		331


		332


		333


		334


		335


		336


		337


		338


		339


		340


		341


		342


		343


		344


		345


		346


		347


		348


		349


		350


		351


		352


		353


		354


		355


		356


		357


		358


		359


		360


		361


		362


		363


		364


		365


		366


		367


		368


		369


		370


		371


		372


		373


		374


		375


		376


		377


		378


		379


		380


		381


		382


		383


		384


		385


		386


		387


		388


		389


		390


		391


		392


		393


		394


		395


		396


		397


		398


		399


		400


		401


		402


		403


		404


		405


		406


		407


		408


		409


		410








OEBPS/e9781534437142/fonts/RobotoCondensed-Regular.ttf


OEBPS/e9781534437142/fonts/EBGaramond-Regular.ttf


OEBPS/e9781534437142/fonts/Roboto-Bold.ttf


OEBPS/e9781534437142/fonts/RobotoCondensed-Italic.ttf


OEBPS/e9781534437142/fonts/Roboto-BoldItalic.ttf


OEBPS/e9781534437142/fonts/DancingScript-Regular.ttf


OEBPS/e9781534437142/images/9781534437142.jpg





OEBPS/e9781534437142/images/title.jpg
AKEMI" DAWN BOWMAN

SIMON PULSE
New York London Toronto Sydney New Delhi





OEBPS/e9781534437142/fonts/Roboto-Italic.ttf


OEBPS/e9781534437142/fonts/Roboto-Regular.ttf


OEBPS/e9781534437142/fonts/EBGaramond-Italic.ttf


