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To the flibbertigibbets.

I salute you.
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1 Happily Ever After? I Got This.


Prince Charming surveyed the sea of hopeful courtiers dispassionately, unaware that, at that very moment, his destiny was speeding toward the castle in the form of a pumpkin carriage. Inside the erstwhile pumpkin, Cinderella marveled at her sudden change of fortune… and footwear.

Meanwhile, the fairy godmother, disguised as a parlor maid, was two-handed stress eating French pastries as she watched the minute hand on the clock tower.

But that last part never gets included because nobody cares. It’s not her story. So nobody gives a magical mouse turd about the fairy godmother’s problems.

Except for me.

I know exactly what that chick was going through because, right now, Coach is preparing to start the Poms tryout without Carmen. The ball is on, and my Cinderella is nowhere in sight.

Carmen texted fifteen minutes ago that she had a flat tire. But having a legitimate reason for missing the tryout is not going to get Carmen on the squad. Coach is hard-core about starting on time. If we’re even thirty seconds late for practice, we have to stay after and do wind sprints. But if you’re late for the tryout, you’re just out of luck.

What we need is a delay.

With a wink, I launch a mental nudge at Coach, magically knocking the location of her clipboard out of her mind. She begins to wander around the gym, looking flustered. My right hand immediately gets pins and needles but, hey, worth it.

Come on, Carmen, I silently plead as I watch Coach flounder. We are not flushing six months of work down the toilet because of a flat tire.

The clock ticks to 3:02.

Then 3:03.

The nudge wears off. “Aha!” Coach says triumphantly to no one in particular, picking the clipboard up from the bench, where it’s been sitting in plain sight the whole time.

I desperately wink another nudge at her—a sense that the sound system settings need to be checked. She gives her forehead a little massage, feeling the strain of too many nudges. I feel it too. My whole right arm is asleep now, all the way to my shoulder. It’s super annoying.

But it buys us a few more minutes. She goes to the control panel and ponders the knobs and sliders, inputs and outputs.

“Uuuuuugh!” Scarlett Okumura groans from the spot next to me, her knee bouncing a hundred miles an hour. “What is the problem? Coach never starts late.”

Scarlett’s the team captain and obviously feeling the tension in the room. I nudge her a little calm, wishing I could do the same for myself.

“It’s only 3:05,” Gwen Strope replies from her other side. She doesn’t look up from her phone screen to deliver this information, and her face is entirely obscured behind a halo of tight black curls.

To my undying relief, the gym doors open, and Carmen comes skidding through them in compression pants and a crop top, a black smudge clearly visible on her forearm. She doesn’t stop to catch her breath but takes her place in the second row. She scans the bleachers, and when our eyes meet, she gives me a tiny nod. I nod back—you got this.

With a sigh of relief, I let myself relax a little, rubbing my arm to try to realign my chi or whatever.

A few seconds later Coach says, “Okay, sorry for the delay. Let’s get started.”

The dancers set, the sound system crackles, and I am in knots again. This is it. Carmen’s whole Happily Ever After hinges on this two-minute routine. I sit in the bleachers with my Poms squad mates, composing my features into a perfect mask of indifference, while mentally juggling glass slippers at the stroke of midnight.

Next to me Scarlett whispers, “Who do you think is going to make it this year?”

Electro house pumps out of the gym’s sound system, saving me from having to answer. The forty or so new Poms squad hopefuls do a quick series of moves: head snap, ball change, flex kick, punch. Carmen hesitates on the kick. I bite the inside of my cheek because the tension has to go somewhere. The triple fouetté turn is coming up. With every neuron in my brain, I will Carmen to stick it.

She does.

That wasn’t some kind of nudge, by the way. Carmen is an awesome dancer. Her problems were lack of confidence leading to general social awkwardness. Whether it’s fair or not, making the Poms squad is about more than dancing. You’ve got to project that all eyes on me vibe. I’ve spent the past six months teaching Carmen how to walk into every room like she owns it. I clandestinely taught her this tryout routine weeks ago. She’s been practicing nights, weekends, every morning at five.… She deserves this.

From the other side of Scarlett, Gwen leans in and says over the music, “Second row, third girl from the left. Do I know her?”

I think, You’ve gone to the same school for three years, but you’ve been looking right through her. Outwardly I shrug. “I think her name is Carmen?”

“Carmen?” Scarlett visibly scans her vast mental catalog of the JLHS who’s who. “Wait. Carmen Castillo?”

She looks at me for confirmation. I give her a that sounds kinda familiar face.

She grunts, “She’s different.”

“Yeah.” I put a studied measure of surprise into the syllable. Carmen does a stag leap.

I want to cheer for her like one of those superfans who go to football games in full body paint. It’s almost a miracle that I can stay reclining on the bleachers. But the fairy godmother thing is strictly black ops. It has to be. People feel cheated when they find out somebody else got an assist. Plus I’d never get a rest. People would be begging me to grant wishes 24/7, and that’s really not how it works. That’s why all my Cindies are sworn to secrecy.

Carmen lands the toe touch, then pops back up. The recruits all freeze in an asymmetrical second position with their arms crossed on top of their heads. The last beat of the tryout song echoes off the gym walls.

Ultimately, Coach will decide who gets on the squad, but Scarlett is obviously spellbound by Carmen’s transformation, and she’s already whispering Carmen’s name to half the team. Only a hint of a smile betrays the proud-mama thrill that’s like fireworks in every nerve of my body. This is the first moment of Carmen’s Happily Ever After.

But of course—I glimpsed it.

You want to know why a few lucky people get a fairy godmother while everyone else is stuck slogging it out on their own? It’s the glimpse. Sometimes, out of nowhere, I get a glimpse of someone’s deepest wish, and I know my job is to help them get there. The picture is always quite clear, and, not to brag, but I can make it come true 100 percent of the time.

Six months ago Carmen brushed past me in the parking lot, watching her feet as she walked, huddled into herself like she was trying to be invisible. And I got a glimpse:

She was here in this gym, standing in the exact pose she is now. She was sweating and panting and smiling, and the whole Poms squad was cheering for her. Then Coach put a little star next to Carmen’s name on her clipboard.

So I pulled her aside and offered her my assistance. She accepted, obviously. And here we are. Making it real.

Scarlett whips out her phone. She snaps a photo just before the dancers drop their final pose. “I’m posting this,” she says to no one in particular, and then mutters her caption. “All the hopefuls for JLHS Poms… Carmen Castillo killed it!”

Scarlett loves breaking news. She loves it so hard. Especially if she’s the one who’s breaking it. I think she has FOMO on behalf of the entire Jack London High School student body.

Meanwhile, Gwen puts her phone in her lap and starts slow clapping. The rest of us join in, and the applause gains momentum. Coach touches her pen to her clipboard before she waves her hand for us to cut it out so she can make her end-of-tryouts speech.

“Thank you, ladies. You’ve all worked really hard this weekend, and you should be proud of that. Unfortunately, we only have spots for four of you. The roster will be posted on the gym door tomorrow morning.”

As soon as Coach stops talking, the bleachers erupt with chatter like a science project volcano. It’s all predictable trivialities—love your earrings… did you see the Fresh Prince reboot… so much homework… who gives a test on a Monday… blah, blah, blah. A few people have a long enough attention span to talk about the tryout, but mostly everybody’s already over it.

I spend 3.8 minutes dutifully chatting everybody up before making my way out of the gym. Carmen is waiting for me outside the double doors, amid a few other lingering hopefuls. I want to go in for a full-on hug-and-squeal, but for the sake of propriety, I make it a purposefully awkward “Um, good job in there. I’m sure Coach is going to pick you. Carmen, right?”

She bounces on her toes, sweat still gleaming on her exposed skin, a victorious “whoop” poised on her lips. I need to create a space cushion before she blows our practically strangers cover story.

But impressively, she manages to limit herself to a loaded “Thanks, Charity. For everything.” She makes a you know what I mean face. So not subtle. Then she leans in conspiratorially, which is even worse, and whispers, “How did you stall Coach after I texted you about the flat tire?”

I draw my eyebrows together in feigned confusion. “What are you talking about? You texted me?” I glance at my phone like it’s been misbehaving and, when I look back up, give the tiniest shake of my head. We don’t know each other.

Carmen backs up, searching my face. I assume she’s looking for a sign—did we really have a phone fail, or is this more subterfuge? I give away nothing. She’ll have to draw her own conclusions about what happened here today.

None of my Cindies know about the glimpses or the nudges. All they need to know is that they got their wish. No use complicating things by oversharing about the magic.

Let’s be real: the wow-factor of my magic is basically zero. My powers seem pretty underwhelming most of the time. But I do appreciate their subtlety. Nudges are much easier to hide than, say, turning rats into horses or flying around in a red cape. Ever lost your sunglasses and then it turned out they were on your head? Sent your phone into lockdown because you messed up your password so many times? Tripped over your own feet? Wandered around a parking lot looking for your car? I’m not saying you were fairy godmothered. But I’m not saying you weren’t.

Carmen looks like she wants to ask more questions, but I nudge the words out of her head. Then, with buzzing fingers, I pretend to check my phone as a few of the other hopefuls pass by in a clump, nervously jabbering to each other about how they think they did. They exchange a few “good jobs” and “see you Mondays” with Carmen as they pass.

And now we’re at the part of Carmen’s story where I fade into the background. It’s bittersweet. In some other reality we could have been good friends—we’ll both be on the Poms squad, and she’s got a huge heart.

But I’m not her friend. I’m her fairy godmother. My Cindy’s transformation is complete, and she no longer needs me. We both have to move on now. With one last farewell finger wiggle and a “See you around,” I stride away, careful to project carefree confidence.



I pour my post-wish endorphin rush into making pasta primavera and bruschetta for dinner. My mom comes home from San Diego tonight. I expect her around seven. By 6:58, the table is set, dinner is ready, and there’s nothing left to do but wait.

And wait.

We live in the Inland Empire of Southern California—that’s all the towns without a coast and no more than the average silicon. It’s a two-hour drive from San Diego. Every few minutes, I do a mental calculation: If she left at seven, she’ll be here any minute.…

The pasta gets cold and waxy-looking.

If she left at seven thirty, she’ll be here any minute.…

The bruschetta begins to shrivel around the edges.

When I get tired of watching the food decompose, I wander to my bathroom and dye my hair mulberry. It’s bright enough to celebrate today’s triumphs, but with a deep-purple undertone that feels right.

Two years ago, out of boredom, I dyed my blah brown hair for the first time. Peacock blue. It inspired a ninety-second conversation in which my mom was looking up from her computer the entire time. I believe her exact words were “Exploring your inner mermaid, Charity?”

I accepted that for the huge compliment it was. Mom is the executive director of the Marine Conservation Coalition, so she spends every waking moment thinking about ocean life.

When I sent a peacock-blue-haired selfie to my sister, Hope, I got the fastest text back in recent memory: Nice. Bernice loves it.

Bernice is an elephant. Hope is in vet school and has spent the past three summers in Thailand giving trauma care to elephants with PTSD. I’m not kidding. That’s a thing.

But who am I to judge? I’m a fairy godmother with a whole closet full of hair dye. And that’s a thing too.

Fairy godmothering has been passed through the women in my family for generations, but it skips around like freckles or red hair. My grandmother has the magic. I have it. My mom and sister don’t. But being a fairy godmother isn’t just about magic. It’s about a deep need to fix things. It’s a calling.

Here’s the deal: If somebody’s worthy—and if there’s something they long for with their whole heart—then the Universe puts me on the case. I get a glimpse of the Happily Ever After moment downloaded directly to my brain. And then my job is to make sure all the stars align in their favor, to grant the wish they maybe didn’t even know they had.

At least, that’s what I pieced together from the family history passed down from my grandmother, a bunch of crusty fairy tales, and my own experience. I grew up on the stories of my ancestresses back in Europe granting wishes, solving problems, kicking butt, and taking names.

I had my first glimpse when I was twelve, the day after I got my period for the first time. That was a beast of a week, let me tell you. I mean, Memom had kind of explained about the glimpses, and Hope clued me in about the girl stuff. But nothing really prepares you, you know? Mom was on a whale-watching trip with some major donors. By the time she got back, Memom had already helped me deal, and it seemed kinda late to bring it up.

Okay, full disclosure: I tried to bring it up, but she kept changing the subject back to the whales and how majestic they are. So I decided, screw it, she doesn’t get to know. Ever since, we’ve been doing this dance where we both skirt around anything bordering on wishes, glimpses, nudges, or fairy godmothers. Maybe if she ever talked to Memom, she’d get the deets from her. As it is, we’re stuck in this weird “don’t ask, don’t tell” loop. Anyway, it’s been six years—it doesn’t even bother me anymore.

Which brings us back to the fact that I’m hanging out waiting for her to return from her latest ocean rescue mission. After drying my hair, I plant myself on the couch in the great room with a book. From here I have a good view of the door leading in from the garage to the kitchen at the other end of the great room.

Her electric Tesla Model S makes not a sound when she arrives close to ten. I leap from the couch when I hear the garage door open. The moment Mom walks through, dragging a carry-on-sized rolling bag behind her, we have a clear full-body view of each other. Rather, I have that view of her. She would see me, though, if she looked up from her phone.

She’s wearing a fitted black suit with a flouncy seafoam blouse to add a touch of femininity. Instead of heels, she’s wearing Skechers. A few hours ago she was perfectly made up, but now her choppy dark blond hair is limp, and the skin under her eyes is gray with melting mascara and eyeliner. She is texting furiously with one thumb.

“Hi, Mom. Welcome home.”

She doesn’t respond immediately, just taps her thumb on her phone a few more times before looking up. Then she smiles, and I think she’s really glad to see me. “Hi, sweetheart.”

Mom leaves her rolling bag in the kitchen, and we meet in the middle for a hug. After a few seconds she pulls back and fluffs my long mulberry waves with both hands. “This is new.”

I shrug like it totally doesn’t matter that she noticed. “Time for a change.”

She smiles brilliantly and shakes her head the tiniest bit, like, Silly girl. She takes a step back.

I say, “How was San Diego?”

Dramatic exhale. “I wouldn’t know. I spent the whole week in a conference room, slogging through board reports and budgets.” She goes to the cupboard and pulls out the Motrin. “The board liked the new fundraising initiatives and approved my ideas for generating more international, interagency cooperation. It’s everybody’s ocean, you know?” As she talks, she pops two Motrin and retrieves her luggage. She takes a few mincing backward steps toward the hall, as if maybe I won’t notice that she’s trying to get away from me.

I feel a childish desperation to keep her talking, to keep her here. I wish I could nudge her to ask about me, but unfortunately, nudging doesn’t work on her. Trust me, I’ve tried. So I resort to words. “Will you be working with that Dutch foundation?”

ICYMI, a guy in the Netherlands invented a way to collect floating trash out of the ocean a few years back, when he was like seventeen. He’s kind of a BFD in the world of ocean advocacy. Usually bringing him up buys me at least thirty or forty seconds of Mom face time.

But not tonight. She shoots me an apologetic look. “Hon, I’m sorry. I have a raging headache, and I have a videoconference at six a.m. Can we catch up more later?”

The classic “raging headache.” Nice out, Mom. I used to worry that she had a brain tumor. Now I just worry that she’s trying to avoid me. I swallow a feeling like gulping down sand and smile. “Sure, Mom.”

She calls, “Thanks for understanding. Love you. Lock up,” as she retreats down the hall.



Okay, so, yeah, my home life isn’t perfect. But honestly, I don’t have time to wallow.

I’m needed. Elsewhere.

My new Cindy appears in record time. Less than seventy-two hours after Carmen’s triumph, I’m walking down the math-and-science hall after Poms practice when I happen to see a girl bent over a textbook, all alone in Chem Lab A. Her hair is in a haphazard ponytail, and she picks at her face absentmindedly while she reads.

And I get hit with a glimpse. I stop and put my hand on the lockers to steady myself as the here and now spins away.

The girl is rocking a deep-red sari, standing in line with three other girls in formal dresses on the track that rims the JLHS football field. Vice Principal Martinez says, “Vindhya Chandramouli,” into a microphone before placing a silver-and-rhinestone tiara on her silky black hair. The crowd in the bleachers goes wild—cheering, pounding feet, banging cymbals.… Vindhya perches carefully in the back of the VW Bug convertible and waves regally as the car makes a lazy path along the track.

The glimpse dissolves as quickly as it came. I blink the present back into focus: this hallway, these lockers, Chem Lab A, Tuesday. The girl—Vindhya.

A familiar feeling of purpose and power sends my shoulders back and my chin up, as my personal problems fade into the background. There’s a Cindy in need. That’s what matters now.

I tap lightly on the open door as I step into the room. She glances up, sees me, and pinches her eyebrows together like my presence is suspicious. I offer a smile. “Whatcha reading?”

She tilts the book up so I can see the title: Talking to Humans: Coding for Dynamic User Interface.

“Looks riveting.” No hint of irony creeps into my voice.

She glances around—looking for an exit? Reinforcements? Then she retreats back into her coding book.

Still smiling, I pull up a stool at the lab table, facing her. “I don’t think we’ve really met. I’m Charity.” I raise my eyebrows, inviting a response.

She clears her throat. “Vindhya.”

The next part is always a bit touch-and-go. How does one broach the subject of secret dreams and deepest wishes—of life as you know it doing a sudden 180—without inducing panic or sounding like a wacko? The rip-off-the-Band-Aid method is my fallback. I’m a cut-to-the-chase kind of girl. “Would you like to be homecoming queen this year?”

She fumbles the book. “What?”

I say it again, word for word. Standard procedure for a first client meeting—lots of repetition. Lots of disbelief.

Vindhya laughs—one strained, unamused Ha. “Yeah. Right.”

I resist the urge to respond but don’t break eye contact. Sometimes an uncomfortably long pause is the thing that really draws people out.

After said pause she says, “Like I would even want to participate in the homecoming court thing. It’s objectifying and… and shallow.”

She hesitated. Even if I hadn’t glimpsed her true desire, I would know she’s fronting. She’s in denial now. Unruffled, I nod. “Yeah, it is shallow. But still…” I sigh. “Wouldn’t it be amazing to see the smart girl wearing the crown for once? Instead of the girls who play to every patriarchal, beauty-over-brains, pretty-princess stereotype?” Okay, that might have been a stretch. Last year’s HQ ran track and got into Pepperdine. But sometimes you’ve gotta sell it.

Vindhya’s back straightens and her eyes flash. “How would that ever happen in a million lifetimes?”

“It’s in you, Vindhya. I see it. And I’ll help you, if you’ll let me. Under one condition—no one can ever know I was involved.”

Vindhya’s eyes go wider and wider as I speak. When I pause for her response, she blinks twice rapidly and glances around the room again—maybe looking for a hidden camera. “Is this a joke?”

“No joke. No strings. Just a legit, onetime offer.” I hold out my hand to her. “What do you say, Vindhya? Do you want to be queen?”

She’s vibrating a little now. I hope she doesn’t pass out. That has happened a couple of times, and it’s just so awkward. Thankfully she stays lucid and I… I wait with my hand in the space between us.

In case you’re wondering, I won’t nudge her to agree to anything. It would be wrong to nudge clients into something that is going to change the course of their entire life. Besides, the effects of nudging are short-lived—usually only a couple minutes—so not very useful in swaying major life decisions.

She stares at me for another long moment. Finally releasing her death grip on the textbook, she reaches out in slow motion to seal the deal. As our hands meet, she mutters, “But… why are you doing this?”

I give her hand a reassuring squeeze. “Because I’m your fairy godmother.”
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2 The Art of the Meet-Cute


It’s time to see Memom.

There’s no time to shower after Poms practice on Wednesday. Not if I’m going to drive forty-five minutes to the retirement home, have dinner with Memom, and do my trig homework before I pass out tonight. So I go for the Euro-shower on the run. I head out of the gym, scrubbing my armpit with a wet wipe. But right as I’m about to push open the door, it swings away from me. My momentum sends me stumbling forward, arms flailing.

My hand holding the stinky-armpit wet wipe connects with someone’s face.

He throws his arms out in self-defense and grazes my boob.

“Sorry! Sorry!” he sputters.

“Oh my gosh! I’m so sorry!” I say at the same time.

I right myself and hide the wet wipe behind my back. Like maybe he won’t notice he just tasted it.

“Wow. Okay,” the guy says, avoiding eye contact. He takes off rectangular glasses, cleans the smears off on the hem of his T-shirt (which says A RESCUE ATTEMPT WOULD BE ILLOGICAL, by the way), and puts them back on. He rubs at the pink spot by his nose where I accidentally clobbered him. Then he pushes his hand through his mass of brown curls, as if to smooth them down. But it has the opposite effect. They spring back even more chaotic, which is kind of… cute. In fact, his whole look screams “adorkable.” I’m a fan.

Finally he looks at me and pulls a face that’s a cocktail of confusion, recognition, and suspicion.

Confusion I get. I’m feeling it too. And recognition makes sense. Even though JLHS is too big to know everyone, he’s probably seen me perform with the Poms at basketball and football games. But suspicion seems a little uncalled for. Does he think I smashed a dirty wipe in his face on purpose? I smile apologetically, hoping to demonstrate that I’m a non-jerk. “Sorry about that,” I say one more time. I duck my head to make my wink less obvious as I nudge a little positivity his way—just a faint Charity’s cool to make this less awkward. My fingertips barely tingle.

He blinks at me, looking even more confused. As if the positive thought about me is creating a does not compute error in his brain.

So that backfired.

I give up and point toward the hallway. “Excuse me.”

He steps to the side with a sweeping arm gesture that is so gallant it’s dorky. I maneuver past him and continue my advance down the hall. Two seconds later I register his voice behind me say, “Uh, Carmen? Can I ask you something?”

Aw. Our newly minted princess has an admirer. Sweet boy was probably waiting outside Poms practice so he can ask her to homecoming. I hope she says yes. That would be adorable.

I’m alternately grinning about Carmen and cringing about the collision when I get outside. I drop my wipe in the trash can, dig a deodorant out of my gym bag, and swipe it under my arms. Then I climb into my Honda Fit and drive.



Memom is shrinking. Every time I see her, she’s just a bit smaller. It makes me feel guilty for not making time to come more often. But with the fairy godmother gig on top of school and Poms—it’s exhausting. Somehow two months have slipped past without a visit.

But when I get a new client, I have to see Memom right away. I mean, she’s the only other fairy godmother I know, as well as my actual grandmother. She’s my mentor.

Today she’s leaning into some classic old-lady stereotypes. She’s wearing a polyester floral-print shirt-and-pants set, and she has on ridiculously large octagonal sunglasses. We’re sipping tea on the balcony of her assisted-living one-bedroom apartment.

She waves her hands impatiently. “So? What happened after the tryout?”

“She’s living the dream, of course. She’s doing what she loves, dancing till she drops. Goofy guys are throwing themselves at her.”

“Ah.” Memom sighs contentedly. Then she brightens again. “And? Someone else flashed you already?”

“That means something else, Memom.”

She blows her lips out, like, Don’t bother me with trifles.

So I say, “I’ve got nine days with this one. She’s going to be homecoming queen.”

“Nine days?!” Memom spills tea on her polyester blouse. “You can’t be serious!”

“I know, right? Six weeks is my old record.”

Memom looks exasperated. “Even six weeks is too fast. We’ve talked about this. We’re working with real people, not paper dolls. People need time to change. You can’t rush transformations.”

I throw my hands up, maybe a little too dramatically. “What am I supposed to do? I glimpsed it.”

“Maybe it’s supposed to be for homecoming next year.”

“No way. That’s forever from now.” It comes out a little whiny.

“You young people are always in too much of a hurry.”

“Whatever. Don’t act like you know any other young people.”

She giggles. Then she sobers up and looks at me pointedly. “In 1979, one guy flashed me, and I spent eighteen months working him over.”

I yell-laugh-choke, “OMG, Memom! Don’t say ‘flash.’ ”

She waves me off again. “The point is, it’s best to take your time. Baby steps—that’s all people can really handle. One small change. Let it sink in. Then another change.”

I shrug, unmoved. “I hear you, Memom. But this one’s a quickie.”

She smacks my hand. “Don’t say quickie.” Then, with a grin and a twinkle in her eye, she winks at me pointedly.

I feel a little ping in my subconscious and roll my eyes. Whatever gene mutation enables us to send nudges also makes us impervious to them. “Memom, seriously? You know it’s not going to work.”

She shrugs, unabashed. “One of these days I might get you.”

“Aren’t you the one who told me to never, ever use the nudges except to help a Cindy?”

She scrunches her wrinkled face with a petulant humph.

“You need a hobby.”

“I need a Cindy.” She pouts a little, not unlike a three-year-old.

Is this what I’m going to be like in fifty years? Just me and my quirks, swathed in polyester, living for the next glimpse? I love her, but the idea is pretty demoralizing. I drop my head into my hand with a sigh.

She rises creakily from the table. “I have Little Darlings. I’ll get some.”

I don’t have the heart to tell her how nasty Little Darlings are. Mix together one part sawdust, two parts lard, and a boatload of sugar, wrap the whole thing in cellophane and let it cure for ten years, and you’ve got Little Darlings. Memom thinks I love them because I used to scarf them when I was like four.

I take the first one my fingers make contact with and begin to pick the plasticky faux-chocolate coating off. Memom says, “You’re being careful, right?”

“Of course. I’m always careful.”

She scoffs, “You’re a teenager. You don’t even know what ‘careful’ means.”

“Well, you’re an old lady. If you ever knew, you’ve forgotten.” I nibble a corner of the peeled Little Darling.

She snorts. “Secrets are hard to keep. Even back in my day. Now with the TikTok and the Instant-Grams—”

“Instagram.”

“You can’t give anything away. That’s all I’m saying. You can’t put yourself out there like other girls.”

Like I don’t know that. As if my whole life isn’t about making sure people don’t get too close. I say, “Memom, I’m so black ops it’s ridonculous.”

“For Pete’s sakes. Use real words.” This from the woman who just said “Instant-Grams.” I roll my eyes.

And now I can’t put it off any longer. I take a big, squishy bite of the Little Darling while Memom beams at me.

While I gag the Little Darling down, Memom and I talk about Hope. Only a couple more months until we’re all together for Thanksgiving and she’s home from Thailand for good. Memom points out that Hope will be off doing her final semester of vet school after that, but I choose to focus on the fact that she’ll be 7,900 miles closer than she is now.

Finally, I tell Memom I have to leave. Trig is calling my name. As she shuffle-walks me to the door, she suddenly tugs my elbow. “How’s my Katie?”

That would be my mom. Memom’s daughter. She prefers Kate, actually. No one but Memom calls her Katie. I try to sound bright and happy, but it comes out a tiny bit forced. “She’s great. Super busy. You know.”

Memom grunts. “Always saving the world, that one. Tell her that I’d like to see her before I’m dead.”

I kiss her cheek. “You can’t die. Not ever. But I’ll tell her.”



Later that night, when my brain needs a break from equations, I text Sean Slater: In the market for a badass campaign manager for homecoming court. Will you do it?

While I wait for him to respond, I check to see if my dad is online. He’s not. But it’s after midnight in DC, so he’s probably sleeping. You might be wondering what the deal is with my dad. Here it is in a nutshell: He’s an environmental lawyer. He worked a bajillion hours a week when I was a kid, so I have almost no memories of actually doing actual things with him. Two weeks after Hope left for college, he and Mom realized they wanted to save the world more than they wanted to be married. He lives in DC now, lobbying Congress for better environmental laws on behalf of the Sustainable Policy Institute. I see him on holidays. Sometimes.

Since Dad’s not online, I check in on my sister. It’s a thirteen-hour time difference to Thailand, so she should be starting her day about now. I message her: How’s Bernice?

She doesn’t respond. Maybe she’s traipsing around the jungle already.

Finally, my phone shwoops Sean’s incoming text: Seriously? Are you running for HQ?

I text: Nope. Cindy. Say yes.

Sean: I’m busy. SMU audition coming up.

Me: Come on, it’s in nine days.

Sean: That’s not enough time! Prom maybe. Homecoming no.

Me: Impossible for lesser men. I need the Sean magic.

Sean: What part of *SMU audition* are you not getting?

I want to shoot back: What part of *nine days to transform a Cindy* are you not getting? Instead, I press my finger between my eyebrows and take a Zen breath, trying to decide the best way to persuade him. I can’t nudge him. Remember, decisions based on a minute’s worth of thoughts or feelings don’t stick. Besides, I have to have a direct line of sight to nudge. But no worries. There’s always good old-fashioned guilt-tripping.

I text: You owe me.

Twelve interminable seconds later, Sean writes: Fine.

I lean back with a sigh of relief. Playing that card was a crappy thing to do, and I feel genuinely bad about it. But I can handle a little cognitive dissonance if it helps Vindhya. Sean knows better than anyone how far I’ll go for a Cindy.

Once upon a time, Sean Slater was miserable, lonely, angry, and adrift. For good reasons. In eighth grade it leaked that he was in a ballet class. Riverside East Middle School turned into Lord of the Flies. Those of us who weren’t part of the tormenting could only keep our heads down and try to stay out of the way. I did try to nudge the bullies, but I couldn’t be everywhere. And besides, the more emotional I am, the worse my aim is. Nudging requires a calm, cool psyche. At thirteen, with exactly one Cindy on my résumé, my parents’ divorce in full bloom, my sister away at college for the first time, and facing a gang of rabid pubescent trolls… let’s just say I wasn’t the picture of fairy godmother levelheadedness that I am today.

Anyway, where was I? Right—the cannibal island that was eighth grade. Sean ended up quitting ballet. Then he quit school. He finished junior high online.

When high school started, Sean was back. But he was a silent, skittish version of his former self. Then one day that spring, I got a glimpse. I saw him wearing tights and dancing onstage in front of the whole school—leaping and twirling with grace and power and passion. Loving it. Owning it.

So I offered him my services. And he accepted. After what felt like a hundred hours of heart-to-hearts, Sean decided to go back to ballet. I didn’t pressure him or nudge him or anything, just listened to him talk about everything he had walled up inside. And when he had talked himself out, he decided he wasn’t going to let other people define him. His mom ugly cried, she was so happy. After that she drove him an hour three times a week to dance in secret, which was still sad. But he started to stand taller and laugh more. He started to be himself again.

It was magical.

Meanwhile, I went on a no-holds-barred campaign to change the tide of public opinion in Sean’s favor. I started subtle—slipping things into conversations like, “Did you know that the guy who played Spider-Man was trained in ballet?” Pretty soon I was blowing up social media with video clips of ripped men doing jetés and pas de deux. I covered my locker in a poster of Roberto Bolle and kissed it twenty-six times a day. I bought tickets to a ballet and bragged for weeks about how lucky I was to get the seats. And, of course, I sent all kinds of little pro-ballet nudges to anyone who would hold still long enough to receive one. I spent most of sophomore year with my arms and legs tingling.

By the time I was finished with JLHS, not only had my classmates forgotten they had ever tormented a boy for dancing, but classical ballet had become The Thing.

Midway through that year, Sean came up to me and announced he was signing up for the spring talent show. And he did. And he crushed it, exactly like I had glimpsed. He was an instant sensation. After that I did a standard-protocol fade-out. I created as much emotional distance as possible. But with Sean, for whatever reason—maybe because I gave him a whole year of my life—I couldn’t quite cut all ties. Don’t get me wrong… we’re not actually friends. Let’s call him a colleague.

Anyway, now he does what he loves without dealing with haters every day, while I silently cheer him on. And, incidentally, he’s far and away the most popular guy in school now. Which makes him the perfect campaign manager for Vindhya’s run for queen.



At lunch the next day, I have to nudge two chess clubbers and a soccer player to give up the seats next to Sean. He’s exhaustingly popular. Without a word, I slide a paper bag onto his tray. It’s from Inland Empire Bakery—we went there together at least a hundred times sophomore year. He snags the bag like a famine survivor, crams his face into the top, and takes a dramatic deep breath.

“Ah. My savior. I almost had to eat this compost they serve to the masses.” He pushes his tray away, lifts a cream cheese croissant from the bag, and takes a decadent bite. “Mmmmm. Mm-hmm, mm-hmm. I’m really scared right now, Charity.” He glances at my innocent expression as he takes another bite. “Because I already said yes. So what can this bribery be for? She’s a troll, isn’t she?”

“No she’s not. I’m allowed to pay homage to the Great Sean Slater for no particular reason whatsoever.”

He snorts delicately.

I take a pull of orange juice. “So. Homecoming.”

Some sophomore girls stop by at that moment and pull Sean into an intense discussion about the latest post from some YouTuber they’re all following. One of them has lime-green highlights that don’t work at all with her strawberry blond hair. It’s an ill-advised imitation of my Grinchy look from mid-December. It used to make me all kinds of nuts the way people always copied me, until Memom sagely said, “Charity, imitation is the fondest form of flattery.”

She was probably quoting a Hallmark card or something. I don’t know.

Regardless, I nudge the idea into lime-green girl’s head that maybe it’s time for a change. Why not? I’ve got the time.

Sean says, “So. Homecoming.”

Aaaand we’re back. The girls have moved on.

“Okay, it’s Vindhya Chandramouli. Know her?”

He scrunches his face like he’s concentrating. “Girls Who Code? Or… maybe… Robotics Club.”

“That’s her.”

“So?” Sean is impressively blasé.

“So, I think she’ll have a solid voter base within the Accelerated Learning Program and the STEMers. So all you have to do is get her nominated and swing the other influencers her way.”

Sean ponders that for a moment. Then he says, “I’m thinking she and I need a meet-cute ASAP. I’ll take it from there.”

“I’m on it.” I jump up, suddenly alight with creative energy. Planning meet-cutes is one of my specialties. “You’re the best.”

He waves me away with a dispassionate “You owe me now.”

“Nope. Now we’re even.” I slide my phone into my back pocket and gather my trash. As I walk away, I toss over my shoulder, “If you pull it off.”

The student body president takes my seat before I’m even out of earshot, and Sean is on to the next thing.

Before I head out, I whip off a quick text to Vindhya informing her of tomorrow’s meet-cute. She texts back immediately: No! I’m not ready!

Me: Why not?

Vindhya: It’s SEAN SLATER!!? I don’t know what to say. I don’t know what to wear.

Two seconds later she sends another text: I thought there’d be a makeover or something first.

Part of me cringes. But if a makeover will give her the confidence to embrace her destiny, well, she wouldn’t be the first Cindy that needed one. (True story: Memom gave Celine Dion a total makeover in 1982. At least that’s what she claims.) So I text back: No problem. Meet me at Angelic Hair and Nails at 5.

She replies: I have robotics until 6.

Me: They close at 6.

Vindhya: . . . . . . . . . Okay. Never mind. I’ll be there.

I slide the phone into my pocket with a satisfied smile and amble toward the courtyard doors, thinking, I really do love my job.

Halfway there, my butt vibrates. I pull my phone out of my back pocket and glance at it. There’s a new text notification. It’s from a blocked number.

The message reads: I know who you are.
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3 It’s Nothing the Fairy Godmother Can’t Handle


I almost drop the phone. That has got to be the creepiest text ever. Right?

I swipe the message off the screen, glancing around for stalker types. The courtyard—an enclosed brick box with no ceiling and about forty circular tables with attached benches—is a beehive of activity. Almost everyone is on their phone, at least tacitly. My eye is drawn to a knot of cheerleaders huddled around one phone, whispering what I can only imagine to be jealous rumors about yours truly. Then I notice Carmen’s homecoming suitor sitting with a couple of AV Club guys. He’s wearing a T-shirt that says LIVE LONG AND PROSPER, and he repeatedly opens and closes what could be—I’m not kidding you—a flip phone. Not too far from him there’s a highly suspicious Goth girl with black lipstick who looks away too quickly. Then my gaze lands on a fishy group of probable hackers who look like they haven’t showered in weeks. They’re snickering secretively.

It might be any of them. Or none of these people. I consider nudging them one at a time with a strong urge to fess up. I do some quick mental math and decide I would look like I was having a stroke if I tried to do that many nudges. So that’s not going to work. I decide I have no choice but to keep walking and blow this off.

Five steps, and the phone vibrates again. I look down almost against my will.

It says: Bibbidi bobbidi boo.

My first instinct is to make a run for it. My skin is crawling, and my leg muscles itch to engage evasive maneuvers. But that’s pointless. I can’t run away from my own phone. The creeper could be here, or a thousand miles away, or waiting on the other side of the door. I shiver.

But, you know, if I did panic-run out of the courtyard, I’d probably become a meme in ninety seconds flat. Plus I’d be faced with the JLHS version of the Spanish Inquisition. Who can afford that kind of bad PR?

So I do what I have to. I pocket the phone and walk—nay, strut—from the courtyard, as if all’s right with the world. I travel through the double doors, down the hall, past my next class, out another set of doors, and across the parking lot… all with perfectly measured strides and swaying hips to project carefree confidence.

When I get to my car, I lock the doors and cave in on myself, panting. My armpits are sticky with nervous sweat. I close my eyes and give in to the freak-out for a minute. Then I dig my phone out of my pocket. The message is still there on the home screen: Bibbidi bobbidi boo.

I swipe it away, wishing I could make the whole situation disappear that easily, and dial Memom.

“EH?” Memom yells into the phone. There is loud music playing on her end.

I yell, “Memom, it’s Charity.”

“Charity? You sound strange, honey. What’s wrong?”

“I’ve been made.”

“You made it?”

“No! Jeez, Memom. I mean my cover’s blown. Somebody knows about me.”

There’s a pause. I wonder if she didn’t hear me and I’m going to have to say all that again. Suddenly the music clicks off, and she says quite seriously, “Oh. Mercy.”

There’s a long pause. I hear her talking to someone else in the room. After about four seconds, I huff, “Uh. Hello? Could use some sage advice right about now.”

“Charity, sweetie.” Memom has never sounded this serious. Ever. Her voice is low and secretive. “In 1998, a nosy little gossip found out about my side job. I was working at a diner in the cutest little town outside Chattanooga.”

Uh-oh, she’s detouring into Irrelevant Land. I steer her back on track. “What did you do?”

“The whole town turned on me and my clients. They called me a con artist in the town newspaper. Can you believe that? It got so bad, one of my Cindies lost his job. Another one’s wife left him, and he never saw his kids again.” There is panic in Memom’s voice now.

My throat is closing up. “So what did you DO?”

“I pulled your mom out of school midyear and hightailed it out of town. What else could I do?” She goes a little Granny Delta Force. “You’ve got to seal the leak. Now. Before it blows up.”

“How?”

She doesn’t respond. She’s talking to someone else again.

I yell, “Memom! You need to concentrate. I’m in crisis!”

“All right, all right. I’m here.” There’s a little pause. Then she offers, “Dig up some dirt on her—mutually assured destruction. Real old-school Cold War stuff.”

“Seriously?” I bite my lip. I can hear someone talking in the background again. “Memom? What the heck is going on over there?”

“Oh, Lonnie Stevens next door flashed me this morning—shows me her wedding to John Tramond in 14C.” There’s a dramatic pause, then Memom says, “She’s eighty-six, Charity. And I have to get her hitched before she croaks. That’s my crisis.”

I groan in self-pity. Selfish Lonnie Stevens. “But, Memom! I need you!”

“I have complete faith in you. I know you’ll handle it. Like I said, get ahold of her dirt. Or do her a favor so she owes you. Or move to Toledo and change your name.”

“Very funny.”

“You’re right. Move to Portland. Take me with you.”

“I’m not moving.”

“Okay. I’m giving Lonnie a dance lesson. I gotta go, sweetie. Call me with an update tomorrow.” Just before she ends the call, I hear the opening riff to Bon Jovi’s “Bad Medicine.”

A momentary smile sneaks past my agitation. Even though Memom was less than helpful, the mental picture of eighty-six-year-olds finding their OTP is exactly what I needed to calm my hysterical reaction to the skeezy texts.

Anyway. Problem number one with following Memom’s advice is that I don’t know who I need to dig dirt on. Problem number two is that I seriously don’t have time for this right now. I have trig this afternoon, Poms practice after school, Vindhya’s salon appointment, and a meet-cute to plan. I heave a sigh.

First things first. I stare at my phone for a long time, composing the text. I really—like so bad—want to say, I will have you arrested, you creepy POS. But no, I’ve got to play it cool. Reel them in. Finally I tap in: You know who I am, but who are you?

I send it, then drum on the steering wheel impatiently, waiting for the reply. When it hasn’t arrived twelve seconds later, I pull up a list of the top-ten high schools in Portland. I’m scrolling through the photo tour of Oceanview Academy when the incoming text pops up: I’m Captain America. I don’t like bullies.

What in the Marvel Universe is that supposed to mean? Stalker is delusional. I send back: What do you want?

The answer comes more quickly this time: No more wand waving. Further instructions to come.

I chuck the phone onto the passenger seat and crank up some electro house on my stereo until the car windows rattle. I close my eyes and try to lose myself in the beat. It doesn’t work. There are too many questions swirling around my brain. How much does this piece of human flotsam know about me? Where are they getting their intel? Why do they have it out for me anyway? I grab the phone again and type: And if I don’t feel like playing your game?

Three and a half agonizing minutes later, I read: This goes public: Carmen Castillo, Holly Butterman, Sean Slater, Teresa Saint Clair, Olivia Chang, Sara O’Rourke.

It’s everybody. Every single Cindy since freshman year. This deluded cyberstalker would out six people—submarine six lives… seven, if you count mine. At the very least I’d get major side-eye. But it’s the Cindies who would really suffer. They’d be rejected as fakes and poseurs. I tell myself I’m overreacting. I run through the list with best-case scenarios. Carmen has no chance, obviously. Her transformation is too fresh and fragile. Holly is dating JLHS’s star cornerback. He’ll for sure drop her like she’s hot. Sean might be popular enough to withstand the backlash, but what if he’s not? I cannot watch him be tormented and bullied all over again. Teresa, Olivia, Sara… They’ll lose everything.

How could anyone be so horrible? Why attack innocent Cindies? I can’t, I cannot, let this psycho destroy their Happily Ever Afters. Blinking back tears, I write: Why are you doing this?

My finger hovers over send. But as I stare at the words I’ve written, indignation rises inside me and ferments into resolve. Fairy godmothers don’t whine. We don’t beg for mercy like little wusses. Fairy godmothers take charge. We take the steaming crap other people don’t know what to do with and turn it into freaking flower gardens. And above all, we take care of our Cindies.

I delete the wuss-out message and send: I think we should meet.

The incoming buzz is instant: Soon.



Despite Stalker’s injunction against “wand waving,” I keep my appointment with Vindhya at Angelic Hair and Nails. The show must go on. Besides, they didn’t mention Vindhya in the list, so they must not know about her. Finally, this salon is two towns over from ours. Chances of being spotted are negligible. Nevertheless, paranoia that someone might be following me has me checking the rearview mirror every few seconds as I drive.

There’s a prickly feeling on my forehead as I navigate into a parking spot, completely unrelated to my stalker anxiety. It’s just an annoying sensation, like too much static electricity in the air. “Argh,” I complain to the empty car. “Not again.”

Some Cindies give me a headache. It’s so random. I had a headache client last year—Holly. Every time we worked on her wish, it was like Drumline Live on my forehead. But it’s been a while, and I was hoping I grew out of it or something.

I get out of the car and walk toward the salon, telling myself maybe it’s allergies. Just gotta push through.

Angelic Hair and Nails is where so much magic happens. It’s a tiny storefront with two massage-chair pedicure stations, a manicure table, and one hairstyling station. A brother and sister, Tuan and Phong (whom I genuinely believe to be wizards) run the shop. Phong seems to do everything from answering phones to mopping floors to creating intricate nail art. Tuan does hair. The real mystery is that they’re rarely busy. They seem to prefer to not have customers, actually.

Vindhya pounces on me the moment I walk in the door. “Where do we start? What should I get done? Is there some way to fix my face?”
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