
[image: Cover: The Tapestry of Tales, by Cathy O'Neill]


Unraveled

The Tapestry of Tales

Cathy O’Neill







Praise for The Princess Revolt


“A fun page-turner… Any reader who loves magical adventures and references to classic fairy tales will not want to miss this one.”

—Booklist

“This original spin on modern fairy tales stands out for its delightful voice…. Readers will be captivated by Cia’s lively voice while discovering that they may wish to view fairy tales through an updated lens.”

—SLJ








[image: The Tapestry of Tales, by Cathy O'Neill, Aladdin]






For Rose






Chapter 1

IN THE DAYS WHEN WISHING was still of some use, a king’s son was enchanted by an old witch and shut up in an iron stove in a forest. There he passed many years, and no one could deliver him. Then a king’s daughter who was lost herself came into the forest, and after she wandered about for nine days…”

Romy looked up from the Brothers Grimm book and made a face. She was lying on my bed, elbows bent, with her chin resting on the palms of her hands.

“What is wrong with the girls in this book?” she asked, tapping a finger on the page and swinging her legs behind her. “They’re always getting lost in forests.”

“Maybe this one’s actually going to rescue the prince? And it’s just taking a while?” I suggested, though I knew it was a long shot. Romy and I were halfway through the 203 stories in the Brothers Grimm book, and so far, the most exciting thing a girl had done was shear a sheep.

I sighed and stared at the pile of clothes I was sorting through, wondering what to wear for the first day of eighth grade. It felt nice to think about something other than the fact that I’d read hundreds of pages of fairy tales over the summer and still hadn’t found what I was looking for.

I spotted the putrid-green T-shirt Romy had brought back from Italy for me in the jumble of fabrics and, grinning, threw it at her.

“I’m never going to wear this. I said I wanted to wear brighter colors this year, not look radioactive!”

“Radioactive would be a great look for you,” said Romy, laughing as she caught the T-shirt and threw it back to me.

We both jumped when Mom knocked on my bedroom door. “CIA! ROMY! It’s seven thirty!”

“The book,” I hissed at Romy, a bubble of panic rising inside me. “Hide it!”

Romy shoved the book under a pillow just as my mom opened the door a fraction and peeked in.

“Come on, you two. Don’t be late on your first day back.”

Mom looked at the makeshift bed Romy had put together on the floor and winced. “Did you sleep okay on that?” she asked.

“Totally fine, Mrs. Anderson,” said Romy, stifling a yawn. Actually, we’d stayed up most of the night talking, so neither I nor Romy had slept much. She’d come over right after getting back from a three-week European cruise with her family—which sounded like it had been amazing—and I’d been away at camp since the beginning of the month, which had been awful. The camp hadn’t allowed phones, so Romy and I had a lot to catch up on.

“We’ll be right down,” I said, reaching under my bed for my sneakers. I hoped Mom wouldn’t notice the squeak in my voice or the way Romy kept checking that no part of the book was poking out from under the pillow.

“I made chocolate chip pancakes. Back-to-school eighth-grade special,” said Mom, still standing in the doorway. She didn’t like cooking and hardly ever made breakfast, but when she did it was pancakes, and they were always really good. She finally closed the door and shouted “Get them while they’re hot!” as she went down the stairs.

Romy waited a moment, then reached under the pillow and pulled out the Brothers Grimm book.

“I still can’t believe your mom would freak out if she saw you reading this,” she said, frowning as she stared at the navy-and-gold cover. In the middle of the illustration, there was a castle perched on a hill, and in the corners, there were fairies, each one carrying a wand and trailing fairy dust. The picture was way off, as there weren’t a lot of fairies in the book, and we’d yet to find any mention of fairy dust. “You’d think it was a pack of cigarettes or something.”

Romy shrugged and put the book in her backpack. “I just don’t get it, Cia,” she continued. “Why won’t she just talk to you? She knows that you know fairy tales are real.”

“Shhh,” I said, wanting Romy to lower her voice. My little brother, Riley, was probably downstairs devouring pancakes, but he might still be in the bedroom next door, and I didn’t want him to hear what we were talking about.

“I don’t know what her problem is,” I admitted, feeling frustrated. “She just keeps telling me it’s too ‘dangerous.’ That I need to focus on school and forget about magic and fairy tales.”

“Yeah, right!” sputtered Romy, stopping midway through brushing her hair, as if the eye roll she was giving me required all her energy.

I couldn’t blame her—I felt like rolling my eyes too. After everything that had happened, there was no way we could just forget about fairy tales. Before the end of seventh grade, I’d stopped needing to sleep, been kidnapped by Snow White (and she’d been just one of the fairy-tale characters who had been out to get me), and turned John Lee, the boy I liked, into a beast. All thanks to a spell gone wrong, cast by a rogue fortune-teller/fairy godmother—I still wasn’t completely sure who, or what, Madame Fredepia was. We’d managed to break the spell, and my mom, who I learned knew all about magic and fairy tales being real, had told me that everything would go back to normal.

And things had gone back to normal. Which had felt fantastic after having to worry about fairy-tale characters trying to kill me, maim me, or turn me into a mermaid. The first month of summer vacation had been great. I’d been lazy, played board games with Riley, taken family trips to the beach, and read. But then I’d gone to camp for two weeks….

As I tied my sneakers, I thought about what had happened at Camp Killary. It was a place that—according to its brochure—“shows girls how to strive to be their best selves.” I hadn’t cared about the striving part—it had only been a couple of months since I’d escaped from two fairy-tale villains, negotiated with a third, and saved Riley’s life, so I’d been feeling pretty good about myself—but the camp had looked really pretty, on the shores of a lake in Maine, and the swimming, archery, pottery, dance, and climbing had all sounded like a lot of fun. So when Mom had suggested that I go, I’d said yes.

The first night, we were all sitting around the firepit roasting marshmallows when Brianna, one of the camp counselors, told us we’d be having an icebreaking session. Then she’d asked me the first question.

“What’s the latest you’ve ever stayed up at night?”

My heart had started racing. The marshmallow I’d just eaten felt like it was turning into a lump of lead in my stomach.

What was the latest I had ever stayed up at night?

All the girls turned to look at me, and most of them started giving me friendly smiles, like they knew how uncomfortable it felt to be the first to have to speak up in a group. They didn’t know that the reason I was blushing, the reason I was staring into the fire, the reason I couldn’t speak, was because my answer to that question—a question that every other girl around that firepit could have answered easily—was that the latest I had ever stayed up at night was fourteen days. How could I tell everyone that I’d once stayed awake for 336 hours?

Brianna saved me by moving on to the next girl, who said that she’d once stayed up all night watching movies. As soon as I heard her answer, I felt annoyed with myself. Why hadn’t I just said something like that? I got ready for Brianna’s next question, determined that, this time, I was going to act like everyone else. A normal thirteen-year-old girl.

But then she asked me this:

“What’s something you don’t have in common with anyone else?”

What’s something I don’t have in common with anyone else?

Before I knew what I was doing, I had let out a loud snort. I pressed my lips shut to hold back the laughter that I could feel fluttering in my chest. I was starting to feel hysterical. What’s something I don’t have in common with anyone else? I’ve been spelled. I’ve met fairy-tale characters. I’ve had tea with Cinderella’s stepmother and stepsister. I turned the only boy I ever had a crush on into a beast, went to visit him in the hospital, and told him he was disgusting. I traded ten years of youth for a spell-breaking candy that was eaten by a sea lion in the middle of a storm whipped up by the Sea Witch.

All the girls were staring at me. A few of them were still giving me sympathetic smiles, but most of them looked confused. I noticed a girl who had complimented the mug I’d made in pottery class lean over and mutter to the girl sitting beside her. I couldn’t hear what she said, but in my imagination it was What’s wrong with her? or, I’m glad she’s not in our cabin.

I had the urge to blurt out the truth, but I knew that if I started talking about my close encounters with fairy-tale characters, everyone would think I was just trying to get attention or acting like a jerk. I tried to come up with an answer that would make me sound normal, but my brain seemed to have stopped working. So, I mumbled something about having a stomachache and ran back to the cabin.

Then for the next two weeks, Brianna made a big show of saying hi whenever she saw me, as if I had a flashing sign above my head that read NEEDS HELP. SOCIALLY AWKWARD.

It. Was. Horrible.

“Come on, Cia. I’m starving,” said Romy, cutting through my thoughts. “I want breakfast.”

“You go on,” I said. “I’ll be there in a minute.”

I had an icky, uneasy feeling, and all of a sudden the idea of pancakes made my stomach turn. The feeling that I’d had at camp, that I just didn’t fit in anymore, washed over me. And the thought that I’d been trying to ignore ever since that first night in Maine came rushing into my head. What if being spelled and crossing paths with fairy-tale characters made me weird, and not, as Romy kept telling me, cool? What if the reason Mom kept refusing to answer my questions about fairy tales was because she knew that what had happened to me was weird, and the danger she kept telling me about was the danger of me being discovered as… as what?

The reason I kept asking Mom about magic and fairy tales, the reason I was reading the Brothers Grimm book and whatever other fairy-tale-related material I could get my hands on, was because I wanted to understand what had happened to me. Why it had happened to me. And whether it might happen again. And part of me—I hadn’t even told Romy about this—part of me was hoping that I’d read about someone else who had been spelled and dragged into the lives of fairy-tale characters. I wanted to read about someone like me.

I wanted to know that I wasn’t alone.






Chapter 2

AFTER BREAKFAST, DURING WHICH RILEY gave a detailed description of the new monkey bars and swing set he’d seen at his elementary school (I missed the days when I’d get excited about a playground makeover), Romy and I went to the garage to get our bikes.

Romy immediately rode out onto the street, but I took a minute to look over my bike. Just to make sure nothing magicky was going on. My bike had been turned into a pumpkin around the same time the effects of Madame Fredepia’s spell had kicked in; the frame was still a deep orange color, and every time I added air to the tires, I got sprayed with pumpkin seeds. But it looked like the pedals and wheels and everything worked fine, and I couldn’t see any new changes, so I threw my backpack into the basket and hopped on.

By the time Romy and I pushed our bikes into the stands at school, I was starting to feel better, minus the normal first-day-back nervousness. No one at Hill Country Middle School knew anything about my fairy-tale adventure, after all. Well, almost no one. Romy knew everything, but she wasn’t going to tell anyone, and there was John Lee, who didn’t know all the details but still knew that I had been responsible for turning him into a beast at the end of seventh grade.

I felt pretty sure, though, that the last thing John wanted to do was talk about me. A week before I’d left for camp, I’d been behind him in line at Yo-Yo Swirl—the frozen yogurt place near school—and when he’d seen me, he’d jumped, spilled raspberry Froyo down his T-shirt, and run off like I’d just tried to electrocute him.

“Hi, guys!” Raul Sheldon had appeared in front of us and was grinning and looking like he was dying to tell us something.

While Romy and I locked our bikes, I smiled and said, “What’s going on, Raul?” Raul always knew—or at least, always acted like he knew—what was going on.

“So, we’re getting a new science teacher…,” he began, leaning in closely and glancing around as if he wanted to make sure no one else could hear. Even though he’d probably already told half the eighth graders. “She used to be in some kind of a cult….”

“A cult?” I repeated, picturing people wearing robes and standing in a circle chanting.

“That’s the rumor anyway,” said Raul knowingly.

“That you probably started,” said Romy, raising her eyebrows and grinning at Raul. Whenever a new teacher came to Hill Country Middle School, Raul would throw out some wild theory about what’d they been up to before they started teaching. Spying for the CIA. Landscape gardening for the queen of England. Working as a stunt double.

“Just wait till you see her,” said Raul, giving Romy a significant look and putting up his palms. “Then you’ll know what I’m talking about. I’m telling you she’s strange.” He drew out the last word so that it came out as “straaaaaaange.”

The bell rang.

“That’s class in five minutes,” announced Raul, picking up his pace as the three of us walked toward the school entrance.

“Oh, I left my water bottle by the bike stand,” said Romy. “I’ll catch up with you inside.” She took off running.

“Hey.” Raul stopped midstride and turned to face me. “I almost forgot. You’re entering the competition, right?”

Competition?

“I don’t really care about meeting that Elvira Queen lady, but it would be so cool to go to Paris.”

Raul was so excited and spoke so fast that I was sure I had misunderstood what I’d just heard. He couldn’t be talking about the Elvira Queen, could he?

“Elvira Queen?” I said, my heart starting to pound in my chest. “The woman who owns that company Forever Young? She’s running a competition?”

“Yeah,” said Raul, holding the door to the school entrance open. “Her. And she’s looking for kids with empathy and courage and that kind of stuff….”

I walked away from Raul, stepping into the crowd of students looking for their lockers and high-fiving friends. I didn’t want him to see how worried I was.

I’d met Elvira Queen. I knew that she wasn’t just the CEO of an international skin care company; she was the Evil Queen. She was Snow White’s power-hungry, looks-obsessed stepmother. Why was she trying to get kids to Paris? What did she want with a bunch of middle schoolers?

What was going on?



At my first class of the day—English—I grabbed a seat beside Mia Johnson. If Elvira Queen was running a competition, Mia would know all about it. She loved makeup, bought all the newest eye shadow palettes as soon as they came out, and knew the names and products of skin care companies the way other girls knew the names and music of their favorite bands.

“Hey, Mia, did you have a good summer?” I asked. I hoped I sounded casual and that she didn’t notice that I was clenching my fists.

“Pretty good,” she said. Her eyelashes were blue, green, and pink—I never knew mascara came in different colors. It looked really pretty and made me wonder if I should have worn the green T-shirt after all, instead of the gray one I’d chosen. “How about you?”

“Good,” I said, crossing my arms and leaning my elbows on the desk. I had to focus. Get right to the point. “So, have you heard anything about a competition that Elvira Queen is running?”

“Yeah,” said Mia excitedly. Seeing her reaction, the hope I’d had that Raul hadn’t really known what he was talking about disappeared. Mia gave me a sympathetic smile. She must have thought that the look on my face was from disappointment, not fear.

“It’s okay,” she said. “The deadline isn’t until five o’clock tomorrow—you just send in a video about your talent. You can still enter.”

Mrs. Greene, our teacher for the period, walked into the classroom. She’d taught most of us English in sixth grade, so she didn’t waste any time on introductions. Instead she got right to it, turning her back to us and writing on the board.

“Have you,” I whispered, trying to get the words out before Mrs. Greene turned around, “entered?”

“You bet I have,” said Mia, grinning. “I sent in a submission for creativity and another one for working under pressure.”

I nodded. I’d seen Mia curl eyelashes, conceal zits, and find just the right shade of lipstick in the time it took to walk from one classroom to another. She was definitely creative and knew how to work under pressure.

Would Elvira Queen select Mia? I didn’t want any of my classmates near that horrible woman. None of them, other than Romy, knew that she was Snow White’s stepmother. None of them knew that before she had recreated herself as the CEO of a skin care empire, she had ordered a huntsman to kill her stepdaughter and that the huntsman had returned and tricked her with the lungs and liver of a deer, which she had eaten. That was the worst part of the “Snow White” story, a detail that had been on my mind the whole time I was in Elvira Queen’s office. It still made me feel sick.

“She’s just so beautiful,” gushed Mia, sounding starstruck. “And so smart… she won the Nobel Prize. And she’s stylish…. Have you seen her clothes?”

“Mmm…,” I said, wondering how beautiful and stylish Mia would think Elvira Queen was if she knew about the liver/lung-eating. I shuddered and looked around the classroom, wondering who else had entered the competition.

I accidentally caught John Lee’s eye from where he was sitting three desks over. I’d been so focused on talking to Mia that I hadn’t even noticed we were in the same class. That would never have happened last year. For all of seventh grade, I’d had a John Lee detector in my head—if he’d been within a hundred feet of me, I would have known it. My heart would start racing, my mouth would go dry, and I’d start blushing. It was so embarrassing, but maybe embarrassment was better than the guilt and fear I was feeling now. What if John still had side effects from being a beast? My bike was orange now and spat out pumpkin seeds, so what if John still had huge hairy feet and gross toenails? (He was wearing sneakers, so I couldn’t see what was going on under his socks.) And what if he started telling people at school that I’d turned him into a beast? What if Raul found out? My close encounters with fairy-tale characters would be all anyone would be talking about. It would be horrible. And not just for me. What if people started calling John a freak?

John looked away quickly, his eyes locked on Mrs. Greene as if her explanation of Shakespeare’s rhyming couplets was the most fascinating thing he’d ever heard.

I looked down at my notebook for a moment, and when I peeked back over at him, he was staring straight ahead and clenching his jaw so tightly that a vein in the side of his neck was bulging out. He looked terrified. Was he terrified because I was sitting three desks away from him? Was John Lee that scared of me? My stomach twisted with—shock? Anger? Disappointment? I couldn’t tell. For a moment I wondered if John being scared of me made it more or less likely that he would tell people about what I had done, then I immediately felt guilty for thinking that John being terrified of me might be a good thing.

“Cia,” snapped Mrs. Greene, rapping her knuckles on my desk. “Pay attention… or do you already know everything there is to know about William Shakespeare?”

“Sorry,” I muttered, sitting up straight and looking at the whiteboard. I sighed. It was going to be a long day.



Although John wasn’t in my next two classes, I still couldn’t focus on what the teachers were talking about. Was it going to be like this for all of eighth grade? John acting terrified just because I was in the same room as him? John refusing to look at me, like I was that Greek woman Medusa, whose stare turned men into stone?

I wondered what John would do if I just went up and started talking to him. That’s what Romy had suggested I do, after I’d told her about him running out of Yo-Yo Swirl. She’d also suggested that I explain to him exactly how, and why, he’d been turned into a beast. Just share all the details about Madame Fredepia and being spelled and crossing paths with fairy-tale characters. The way Romy saw it, John needed an explanation. Part of me knew that she was right, but just the thought of having that conversation made me feel sweaty and uncomfortable. I’d have to tell him about the crush I had on him. A crush that was so huge, it was powerful enough to turn him into a beast. How would I explain that?

Occasionally I took a break from thinking about John and wondered why the Evil Queen was holding a talent competition. My mind kept pinballing between intense guilt—was it my fault that John was acting like a nervous wreck? (It totally was.)—and stomach-churning anxiety: what was the Evil Queen up to?

By the time lunch arrived, I was exhausted and jumpy and starving.

Romy and I filled up our trays, then grabbed a table in the quiet corner of the cafeteria. It was close to where the teachers usually sat, so most students avoided it.

“I finished that ‘Iron Stove’ story,” said Romy, tearing a bread roll in half. “At the beginning of history. Mr. Gossett was late,” she added, answering the question I was about to ask. “It was really good. The princess actually rescues the prince for a change. She goes over a glass mountain and a lake and disguises herself as a maid—”

“Mmm,” I said absently, scanning the cafeteria for John. An awful thought popped into my head. What if, in an effort to avoid seeing me, John wouldn’t even come into the cafeteria? I pushed away an image of him sitting on the toilet in a restroom stall, eating a sandwich. I needed to focus on something else anyway. Something that was more important than me feeling guilty and John feeling terrified.

“This thing with Elvira Queen, do you think a lot of students have entered it?” I asked Romy, assuming that someone had already told her about it. “Mia told me she’s entered for creativity and working under pressure.”

“Yeah,” said Romy, nodding. “That figures. The categories are pretty cool, actually. Gavin just told me that his submission is for bravery.”

Gavin had rescued me from a pigeon attack last semester. Everyone else, including the teacher, had panicked and either hidden under tables or run out of the classroom, but Gavin ran straight into the birds and saved me. I guessed that counted for bravery.

“He is really brave,” said Romy, nodding and biting her lower lip.

“What do you mean?” I asked. Romy looked so serious; she couldn’t just be talking about Gavin rescuing me with the fire extinguisher last year.

“His mom is really sick,” she said softly. “Mia told me. Her mom and Gavin’s mom are friends. So, she’s, like, really sick…. She’s been in the hospital since the middle of the summer. She might…” Romy trailed off. She wouldn’t finish the sentence, but I could guess what she was going to say.

“That’s horrible,” I said, scanning the cafeteria for Gavin. He was sitting with a group of boys, laughing at something someone had said. Romy was right—he was brave. It would be so hard to come to school and just act like everything was okay, when really you were terrified that your mom might be dying. “Poor Gavin.”

For a moment Romy and I sat in silence.

“Anyway, I found the rules,” said Romy, looking down at her phone. “Only thirteen-year-olds can apply. There’s a list of special skills that”—she glanced up at me and raised an eyebrow—“Elvira Queen wants to showcase, like… focus, loving to read, persistence…”

“So, none of the usual talent-show stuff then?” I asked, pushing away my mac and cheese. I wasn’t hungry anymore.

“Oh, she’s looking for that too,” continued Romy. “Singing and dancing and performing magic tricks—”

“And what’s the prize? A lifetime supply of face cream?” I asked, thinking of Willy Wonka.

“Let’s see,” muttered Romy, creasing her forehead. “Elvira Queen will pick ten submissions. Those ten kids get a private tour of her European headquarters and get to fly to Paris on her private plane.” She paused and looked up at me. “That’s cool.”

I nodded. That would be cool, minus the whole evil fairy-tale character thing. Although less so for Romy, as her family actually had a private plane. Most of the time I forgot about how rich Romy’s family was, but then something like private planes would come up in conversation and I’d remember that they had about a gazillion dollars.

“What do you think is going on?” I asked Romy. “Why is she doing this?”

“I don’t know,” said Romy, putting her elbows on the table and resting her chin on the palms of her hands. “Maybe it’s all part of some advertising thing for her company….”

“So, more people are going to buy her five-hundred-dollars-an-ounce creams because she runs a talent competition for middle schoolers?” I shook my head. “That doesn’t make any sense.”

“What do you think though, Cia?” Romy said, giving me a big grin. “Let’s enter this thing. I could submit something for optimism, and you can enter for creative problem-solving. You’re so good at that. Come on! We’d totally make the cut. Imagine the two of us in Paris!”

“No way,” I said firmly. “There is no way we’re entering.” I lowered my voice. “She’s the EVIL QUEEN.” I glanced around the cafeteria, noticing that everyone seemed extra excited today, even for the first day of school. Vikram Rawie was slapping spoons against the sides of his legs, and a seventh-grade girl was trying to juggle plastic plates. I felt like I was watching the opening scene of a horror movie. What if someone ended up going to Paris? What would happen to them? What would the Evil Queen do to them?

“Yeah,” said Romy, nodding. “But we can—you can—totally handle whatever the Evil Queen throws at us, Cia.”

I shook my head. Romy was always doing this. Overestimating how good I was at something and underestimating how scary something could be. “No way, Romy.”

The one and only time I’d met the Evil Queen, I’d been terrified. I’d barely managed to string a sentence together. There was no way I wanted to see her ever again. And I didn’t want Romy to meet her either. Looking around the cafeteria, I realized I didn’t want any of my classmates to meet her. Just the thought of it made me queasy.

I sighed.

“You have any classes with John?” asked Romy, taking a sip of water.

I sighed again and groaned. “English.”

I filled her in on how panicked he’d looked, which wasn’t fun to think about, but I was happy to get a break from worrying about the Evil Queen and thinking about Gavin. He had a loud laugh, and every time the sound reached our table, my heart dropped as the thought of his mom being so sick popped back into my head.

“Do you still like him?” asked Romy. The expression on her face—she was wrinkling her nose—made me think that she thought I couldn’t possibly still like John.

“No,” I began. “I mean, I don’t know. I don’t think I like him anymore. I just feel guilty whenever I see him. You can’t like someone if just seeing them makes you feel bad.”

Romy nodded and took a bite of her sandwich. “You need to tell him what actually happened, Cia,” she said. She gave me a firm look. “All he knows is that he ended up in the hospital because he was…” She flared her nostrils, puckered her lips, and beat her chest.

“He didn’t turn into a gorilla,” I hissed.

“You know what I mean,” continued Romy, shrugging her shoulders. “He ended up in the hospital, then he was fine, then he came with me to get you at Snow White’s house… but”—she paused to take a bite of her apple—“he didn’t know that it was Snow White’s house…. Then there was the kissing thing.” She chewed and swallowed. “And then he turned into a beast again….”

“I know all this,” I interrupted, wincing at the memory of kissing John in the basement of Snow White’s cottage. That had been excruciatingly embarrassing. Romy didn’t need to give me a detailed recap of what had happened, especially not at school where someone might overhear.

“Yeah, you do,” said Romy. “But John doesn’t know why that stuff happened to him. So he’s still freaking out. You have to explain it to him, Cia.”

We sat in uncomfortable silence for a moment, Romy finishing off her apple and me staring at the table.

“What are you so worried about?” asked Romy softly. “He’s going to believe you. The guy was turned into a beast.”

Was I worried that John wouldn’t believe me?

No, it wasn’t that.

I was worried that John would think I was weird. I was worried that John would think there was something wrong with me. I was worried that John would think that if I’d been spelled once, I might be spelled again.

Because I was worried about all those things too.

The bell rang. Afternoon classes were about to start.

“Hey, we’ve got science,” said Romy, picking up our trays. “Let’s see what Raul was talking about.”






Chapter 3

FOR ONCE RAUL HAD NOT been exaggerating.

I’d never seen anyone who looked quite like our new teacher.

She was sitting on a stool in the science lab, smiling at all the students as we entered. Everyone did a quick double take as they passed her, because she was wearing an unbelievable amount of clothes. It looked like she had pulled every single thing she owned out of her closet and decided to wear everything at once.

I looked around the class, and Gavin motioned at me to go join him. Ever since he’d rescued me from that pigeon attack, he had insisted on sitting next to me whenever we had class together, like I needed a bodyguard. It was a little bit annoying, but also sort of sweet.

“Hey, Gavin,” I said, sitting down beside him. I almost started to ask how his summer was—because that was the way every conversation with my classmates had started today—but then I stopped myself. Gavin’s summer must have been terrible. Should I say, Sorry to hear about your mom? Or would that be the worst thing to say? Maybe he just wanted to be at school and not think about his mom….

“Hi, Cia,” he said, pulling his notebook toward him to make room for my stuff. Maybe I was imagining it, but he seemed thinner, even smaller, than he’d looked at the end of seventh grade. “Thanks for saving me a seat,” I said, wondering—and feeling a stab of shame—if I’d ever actually thanked him for all the times he’d saved me a seat before. “That’s really nice of you.”

“Sure.”

He gave me a small smile and shrugged.

Romy sat down on the other side of me, saying hi to Gavin as she pulled in her chair.

Gavin gestured at our new teacher. “What’s going on with her? Isn’t she hot in all those clothes?”

I looked up at the woman sitting on the stool and wondered the same thing as Gavin. How was she not sweating? She was wearing a pencil skirt that stopped a few inches short of her ankles, which meant that we could all see the jeans she was wearing underneath, and the huge red basketball shoes that looked way too big for her. There were three belts, all cinched across her rib cage like an old-timey corset. Underneath all the belts was a tweed vest, and there were about four scarves wrapped around her neck as well as a velvet headband on her head.

A hum of conversation buzzed all around us—everyone seemed to be talking about our new teacher’s outfit. I glanced around, looking for Mia. Mia knew a lot about fashion. Maybe what the teacher was wearing was actually amazingly stylish? It’s not like I knew what was cool.

“Good afternoon, everyone,” she said, clapping her hands. I noticed how pretty her pink lacy gloves were and what a nice voice and smile she had. “I’m your new science teacher. I’m—” She paused, and her face fell. Reaching into one of the pockets on her vest, she pulled out a scrap of paper and read it.

“I’m Miss Pesky,” she said, waving the piece of paper at us.

I exchanged a glance with Romy. Did our new teacher not know her own name?

“What’s your first name, Miss Pesky?” shouted Roger Wu from the back of the class. Usually Roger Wu’s questions were annoying, pointless, and/or rude, but this time he had a point. Did Miss Pesky even know her first name? It got so quiet in the lab that I could hear Mr. Wilder teaching in the classroom next door.

“It’s… mmm…,” she said, glancing at the piece of paper, as gasps and laughs broke out around the classroom. She didn’t know her name.

“Leonora,” she announced. “It’s Leonora.” She put the paper back into her pocket. “Now, let’s start the class.”

But it was too late for that.

“Is Leonora Pesky even your real name?” said Roger, leaning over his desk.

“Of course it’s my real name,” said Miss Pesky nervously. She straightened out her vest and looked at Roger Wu. “I just have a lot to keep track of today. Now, tell me your name?”

“…”

Every head turned toward Roger, who was sitting with his mouth slightly open, staring at Miss Pesky.

“I… I…,” he stammered. His eyes squinted from the effort of thinking.

“See,” said Miss Pesky, throwing a kind look at Roger. “Happens to all of us. Names can be tricky. Now, let’s get started on photosynthesis.”

“What was that all about?” I whispered to Romy and Gavin.

“I think she’s from Europe…,” said Gavin. “Maybe she’s in witness protection….”

“No,” I said to Gavin. “I mean, what did she do to Roger?”

“See, if she was in witness protection, she’d have been given a different identity and maybe she’d forget her new name sometimes…. And all the clothes? Possible disguise…,” whispered Gavin, a slightly awestruck tone in his voice. “I wonder how she helped the police. Maybe Interpol’s involved?”

I ignored Gavin, leaning across him to whisper to Romy.

“She made Roger forget his name.”

I glanced at Roger, who had his head down as he was copying the chart from the board. I’d never seen him so focused on schoolwork.

“I know,” said Romy, eyes blazing with excitement. “Do you think she’s a…” She lowered her voice so much that I almost didn’t hear her. “A witch?”

Ever since last year, Romy and I had been on the lookout for fairy-tale characters, because if Snow White, Rapunzel, Cinderella’s stepmother and stepsisters, the Evil Queen, and the Sea Witch were all in New York City, who else might be here? It was one of the reasons we were reading through the Brothers Grimm book. We wanted to know what, or who, was out there.

I looked toward the front of the classroom. Miss Pesky was facing the class and smiling, looking so happy and kind that it was hard to imagine that she had a witchy bone in her body. I thought about all the fairy tales Romy and I had read, but there wasn’t one about an overdressed woman/witch who made people forget their names.

“If she was a special agent, she’d have special skills,” whispered Gavin out of the side of his mouth. “Martial arts, mind reading… Hypnotism would be no problem.”

“You think she hypnotized Roger?” I asked. Maybe that was a more logical explanation than the one Romy and I were leaning toward. Miss Pesky wasn’t a witch; she was a highly trained special agent? Working as a teacher at Hill Country Middle School? No, that didn’t make any sense either. (Though Raul would probably love it.)

I tuned in to what Miss Pesky was saying. She was much more interesting than the substitute teacher we’d had after our seventh-grade science teacher, Mrs. Taylor, had had to take an early retirement after her lab had been attacked by pigeons. And it looked like Miss Pesky had a sense of humor. She’d put a silly picture on the screen behind her—a cartoon of a drooping flower with the caption IF A PLANT IS SAD, DO OTHER PLANTS PHOTOSYMPATHIZE WITH IT?—but she hadn’t pointed it out to the class yet.

Miss Pesky started walking around the classroom, weaving her way through the desks, pausing to compliment students’ handwriting or correct their spelling.

“Have you ever lived in Europe, Miss Pesky?” asked Gavin when she got to our table.

“No,” said Miss Pesky, looking surprised by Gavin’s question. “But I’d love to visit.”

Miss Pesky was standing right beside our workstation. She lifted up her arm to adjust her velvet headband. I saw that she had a tiny tattoo on the inside of her wrist. Just four letters in black. FFTC.

FFTC?

I wondered what it stood for. I glanced at Romy to see if she’d noticed the tattoo. It didn’t look like she had, as she was busy pointing out the cartoon at the front of the classroom to Gavin. I felt myself smiling. If Gavin spotted the letters on Miss Pesky’s wrist, he’d probably think they stood for “Finds Felons and Tracks Crooks,” and he’d volunteer to help her do both.

When the bell rang for the next class, Roger was the first one to stand up.

“It’s Roger Wu!” he yelled, banging on his desk as if he’d just figured out how to split an atom. “My name is Roger Wu!”






Chapter 4

THE REST OF THE SCHOOL day was pretty normal, other than everyone talking about Miss Pesky and what she’d done to Roger Wu. Gavin’s theory became the most popular, and there was a general agreement that no one should look her directly in the eyes. Romy and I only managed to exchange a few words about it as we went off to our separate classes. We both wondered if Miss Pesky might be another fairy-tale character, but if so, why would she want to be a science teacher at our middle school?

The one person who might know why was Mom. Mom, who wouldn’t talk to me about fairy tales.

As I cycled home, I felt a surge of frustration. Why wouldn’t Mom answer my questions? Parents and teachers were always telling us to “think critically” and be “intellectually curious,” but Mom just wanted me to accept everything she said. And she was acting weirdly. A couple days ago, when I’d sat beside her at the kitchen counter, she’d almost fallen off her stool when I’d asked her who she was texting. The contact name on her screen said SISTER NUMBER 2, but Mom didn’t have a sister. She was an only child. So, who was Sister Number 2? She’d turned off her phone and told me who she was texting was none of my business. Nothing made any sense.

When I got home, I found Dad in the kitchen chopping onions at the counter.

“Is Mom here?”

“Yep,” he answered, wiping his eyes with the back of his hand. “Getting ready for her flight. Off to Istanbul in a bit.”

“Okay,” I said, grabbing a banana from the fruit bowl and running upstairs.

I opened the door of my parents’ bedroom.

“Hey, Mom, do you have a minute?”

“Of course, love,” she said, smiling at me. “Happy to get a break from this.” She motioned at the pile of clothes on her bed and the shoes scattered across the carpet.

Mom traveled so much for work—she was always going to universities all over the world, giving lectures on fairy tales and folklore—she should have been a packing expert, but she still got frazzled every time she had to catch a flight.

“How was the first day back?” she asked, picking up a red sandal from the floor, considering it for a moment, and then putting it back down.

“Okay, but a bit strange,” I began. I was about to tell Mom about Miss Pesky but stopped. There was something—someone—more important that I needed to talk to Mom about.

“Mom, I know you don’t want me to talk to you about fairy tales,” I said, speaking quickly so she wouldn’t get a chance to interrupt me. “But something’s happened that you need to know about.”

Mom took a deep breath. She closed her eyes as if bracing herself for bad news.

“What’s going on, Cia?”

“So, Elvira Queen, the Evil Queen—” I paused. “Snow White’s stepmother.”

“I know who Elvira Queen is, Cia,” said Mom, opening her eyes. She smiled and seemed relieved. Had she been worried I was going to ask her about something else? “She’s running that big skin care company and making a fortune.”

“Well, she’s putting on this competition—it’s like a talent show, and there are students in my school who are applying, and I think maybe she’s up to something evil… and—”

“Or maybe she’s just being a smart businesswoman and getting everyone to talk about her company,” interrupted Mom, lifting up the green silk scarf she always wore when she was traveling. It had an outline of a tree on it. She shook it out and then wrapped it around her neck.

“Yeah,” I answered dismissively. “Mom, I don’t think that’s what’s going on…. Like, what do empathy and bravery and songwriting have to do with skin care? What if she’s planning something bad?”

Mom knew that the Evil Queen was not just a smart businesswoman. She knew that she’d taken ten years of my youth. And she didn’t just know about the Evil Queen; she knew that the Sea Witch had locked me up and would have forced me to be a performing mermaid if I hadn’t broken Madame Fredepia’s spell. Mom knew that Cinderella’s stepmother was cruel and abusive to her own daughters. Fairy-tale villains were villains. And some of the supposedly good people, like Cinderella and Snow White, had some villainous tendencies too. Mom knew that. What was wrong with her? Why was she still packing instead of trying to figure out what the Evil Queen was up to?

Mom didn’t answer me. She just kept fixing her scarf.

“Mom!” I shouted, losing my patience. “Will you just listen to me? She’s called the EVIL Queen for a reason….”

“She’s called the Evil Queen because—” Mom began, but then she stopped midsentence. She took a sweater off the bed, threw it in her bag, and zipped it closed. “Look, Cia, you need to stay away from fairy-tale characters.” She paused and looked like she was thinking about what to say next. “There is great danger in those tales. And I’m so sorry about what happened when I was away last year, but all of that’s over. You broke the curse. You have nothing to worry about.”

Her expression was the same one she used when she told Riley to stop picking his nose or to sit up straight. And now she was looking at me that way? Like I was a six-year-old?

“Mom,” I snapped, glaring at her. I hadn’t felt this mad since a girl at camp had told me I’d be really pretty if it weren’t for all my freckles. “What if one of those fairy-tale characters is going to hurt people? What if the Evil Queen hurts someone and we’re the only people who know? We have to do something.”

“Cia, shhh,” said Mom, putting a finger to her lips. I hadn’t realized I was being so loud. “Riley and your dad are downstairs—they don’t need to know about any of this.” She paused, took a deep breath, and sat on the bed, pushing aside the clothes. She patted the empty spot beside her.

I stayed standing, feeling too upset to sit down. I folded my arms across my chest and glared at Mom. I wanted her to know how mad I was.

“I wish you didn’t know about any of it either,” Mom continued, shaking her head. She spoke so softly that I could hear Dad downstairs whistling. “Cia, I’m so sorry that you do. Sweetheart, the thing is that there are forces that you don’t understand… that you need to stay away from…”

“But that’s just it,” I interrupted. “I want to understand. I want you to tell me everything. I know fairy-tale characters are real. I know magic is real. What else is there to know?”

“Just stop it!” said Mom, the harsh tone of her voice shocking me. Mom hardly ever got mad, and she never shouted at me. I felt like I’d just been slapped.
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