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Chapter 1 HOW IT BEGINS


THE WIDE HALLWAYS of Washington Middle School are no joke. Lives are made in these hallways, or ruined. Last week, for example, someone smeared superglue on Trevor Addison’s locker handle, and he was stuck fast. The janitor showed up with a blowtorch. Things quickly got out of hand.

My best friend, Mia Wilson, said Trevor probably deserved it, which I definitely didn’t agree with, because no one deserves to be superglued to a locker, but I kept that opinion to myself. Lately, Mia finds everything I say exasperating or wrong, even something as straight up as “good morning.” We once promised to be best friends forever, but I’m starting to think she’s had a change of heart.

Usually, we meet on the sidewalk outside of school and walk home together, but the last few days she’s left without me. She says I’m too slow getting out of school and she needs to get home and change for soccer practice. Sure, sometimes I’m late because Mrs. Holmes, my science teacher, wants to talk about a new recycling strategy they are using successfully in Australia or wherever, and I have to stay for that conversation because saving the planet is important. I mean, without it we are in serious trouble. Plus, I like Mrs. Holmes. She encourages me to share my ideas, but mostly I don’t because even if I have the perfect answer in my head, I’m not that good at actually saying it out loud. It always comes out sounding weird. Or wrong. Or not what I meant.

But today is different. Determined not to let Mia down, I plan to get myself to the sidewalk exactly on time, no matter what. My dad once told me the universe was on my side. All I had to do was try hard and I could make things happen.

“You just can’t quit, Cassie,” he said. “The universe doesn’t like quitters.”

When the final bell of the day rings, students spill from classrooms like a great surge of water bursting through a dam. I avoid eye contact with Mrs. Holmes, slipping out with the rush. I race to my locker and check for glue. All clear. And the locker doesn’t even jam when I try to open it. This is a good omen. Things are looking up. Right? Stuffing my books into my backpack, I bolt for the exit without even zipping the bag. I’m pretty sure my math textbook falls out, but I don’t stop. I’m on a mission. The universe doesn’t like quitters.

Outside, a cold Lewiston wind whips the fog into little cyclones that swirl and eddy like ballet dancers. Lewiston is not what people think of when they think of California. There are no palm trees, no movie stars, no sun-drenched beaches dotted with surfers looking to catch the next perfect wave.

Squished between dense mountains and a craggy ocean shoreline, basically in the middle of nowhere, Lewiston is a university town so far up the California coast that we might as well be in Oregon. Even super-boring Sacramento is hundreds of miles away. It rains constantly, and when it’s not raining, it’s foggy, and when it’s not foggy, it’s just plain gray. On the rare occasion when the sun does come out, Lewiston sparkles like the Emerald City, with trees a hundred shades of green coming right to the edge of an endless blue sea. But it never lasts, the sun, and those moments only remind us of what we are missing.

More importantly, nothing interesting ever happens in Lewiston. Like, ever. If you look up “boring” in the dictionary, there will be a picture of Lewiston.

Strands of brown frizzy hair cling to my eyelashes, blinding me. I clear the hair just in time to see Mia glide out of school, surrounded by the Popular Posse, girls who last year did not know she existed. She wears a new down jacket, the color of a pineapple, that I have never seen before. The Popular Posse moves in a tight bunch, like an amoeba, giggling and whispering and oozing confidence all over everything. I shelter behind a row of pines and try to pull my tangled mess of hair into a ponytail. If I look like I just got electrocuted, Mia will say something snarky about the frizz or my uniform of leggings and hoodies, and that tight, uncomfortable feeling in my stomach will show up and stay for the rest of the day. The girls drift toward me, chattering like monkeys, and I’m about to step out and wave when I hear my name. There is something in the tone that stops me fast.

“Cassie Jones,” says Sadie, a girl with sleek black hair where no strand would dare be out of place. “I mean, why? Does she even ever speak?”

“Seriously,” concurs Lila, brand-new phone tucked casually into the pocket of her shredded skinny jeans. “She’s the opposite of fun.”

“And her clothes?” adds Ruth, puckering up a questioning, lip-glossy pout. “I mean, tall and dorky is not a good look. Target would be an upgrade.”

My heart snaps against my ribs. I can’t catch my breath. Surely, Mia will defend me. She’ll set them straight, tell them we shouldn’t judge someone’s worth based on appearance, and we’ll walk home together, and everything will be fine. Everything will be like it’s always been. Right?

“I firmly believe things happen for a reason,” Mia explains seriously to her new friends. “Obviously, Cassie’s situation was meant to get me to reexamine who I was spending my time with.”

There are murmured agreements. Well, of course, obviously.

My cheeks burn with shame as I attempt to disappear into the trees. And really, what Dad said about trying hard isn’t true. The universe doesn’t care if I quit. It is a cold, empty, bleak place, and it doesn’t care about me at all. If I fade to nothing, it will not notice.

Keeping my head down, I slink away, vanishing among the groups of friends, all laughing and going places and having fun. The wind is blowing so hard my eyes water.

But I’m not crying.






Chapter 2 GRAVITATIONALLY COMPLETELY COLLAPSED OBJECTS, AKA BLACK HOLES


WHEN I BURST THROUGH THE doors of the Lewiston Public Library, where I volunteer after school, the librarian, Miss Asher, looks alarmed. “Cassie,” she says, rushing out from behind the formidable main desk, “what on earth happened to you?”

“Nothing,” I sniffle. “It’s just really cold out. And windy.”

“Well, that’s just Lewiston in November,” she says. “And every other month.” She hustles me behind the mega-desk and wraps a fuzzy purple blanket around my shoulders. She keeps a pile of blankets on hand because the building is ancient and the heating often goes on the fritz. It’s actually the oldest building in the city of Lewiston. Lewiston University was founded right here in 1890, and I swear they have done nothing to update it since.

Miss Asher tucks the blanket around me like I’m an upright burrito. “That’s better,” she says, smiling. Miss Asher has short spiky hair, dyed a rainbow of colors, and a tattoo of a cat on the back of her neck. She wears faded jeans, heavy black boots, and friendship bracelets up to her elbow. A tiny stud in her nose is the aquamarine of a tropical ocean. She is exactly eighteen years, two months, and six days older than I am and was my mother’s student at Lewiston Senior High School.

And sometimes I think Miss Asher can see into my brain. Without comment, she hands me the giant plastic bin of Twizzlers she keeps stashed in the desk. She has a sixth sense about days when Twizzlers are necessary. “No Mia today?” she asks.

I gag a little on my licorice. “No. I think she has practice.” It’s Tuesday. She doesn’t have practice, and even though Miss Asher is my favorite person in the world and the library is the only place where I feel as if I can exhale, I can’t bring myself to tell her what just happened in front of the school. Target would be an upgrade. Cassie’s situation.

“Too bad,” Miss Asher says, sorting some papers on her research desk. There is a man, tall, thin, and wearing a puffy orange jacket, standing at Miss Asher’s desk, impatiently waiting for her attention while she ignores him. Library patrons stand at Miss Asher’s desk all the time, but not many of them look like the modern version of Dracula. I startle when he turns his pale eyes and angular face in my direction. A thin fringe of hair rings his head, small but pronounced tufts at his ears.

But it’s really the teeth that are the problem. Unusually pointy incisors dig into his lower lip, pulling what might be a smile into a grimace. This man is probably the same age as Miss Asher. Or he could be one thousand years old. If we are talking vampires, it’s hard to say.

“Excuse me,” the man interrupts. “But we were in the middle of a conversation.”

Miss Asher, who is nice and understanding to every single person on the planet, shoots him a hot glare I have never seen before. “No, Sheldon,” she says tightly. “We were not in the middle of anything. This obsession of yours will ruin your life. You’re even risking your job. The university is not going to keep looking the other way. And what is it all for? Cyrus is gone. You need to move on.”

“But the storm,” he insists, stomping his foot like an angry little kid. “It’s happening just as Edward said it would. Why are you pretending it’s not? This could change everything.” Clearly, I’ve wandered into something. At least it is distracting me from my Mia problems. I gnaw on a Twizzler and wait to see what happens next.

“Listen to me, Sheldon,” Miss Asher says. “When was the last time you visited your parents? You spend all your time searching for a clue or an answer or whatever that doesn’t exist. Do you even remember why you are doing this?”

“Of course,” Sheldon says, indignant.

“Then tell me,” Miss Asher presses.

Sheldon’s face strains with anger, like he’s about to burst. “To prove I’m right,” Sheldon hisses. But just as quickly, he realizes he has fallen into Miss Asher’s verbal trap and tries to backpedal. “And to save people from pain and suffering.”

“You’ve completely scrambled the means and the ends,” Miss Asher says slowly. “In the beginning it was about Cyrus, and now it’s about you. Go home, Sheldon. I don’t want to talk about this anymore.”

The Sheldon vampire-guy stands stock-still, lips parted slightly, eyes narrowed. I suspect he has a rebuttal to Miss Asher’s statement, but he does not deliver it. Instead he turns on his heel and leaves without a word. Miss Asher brings her attention back to me as I busily stuff my face with one Twizzler after another.

“Who was that?” I ask.

“An old friend,” she says with a heavy sigh. “But no one really. Nothing to worry about.” Well, not until the sun goes down, anyway. I mean, those teeth.

“Oh, did I mention that Joe is coming today?” Miss Asher adds. “He can help you while Mia is at practice.”

Wait a minute. Did she say “Joe”? As in Joe Robinson, the most annoying human at Washington Middle School, who compulsively tells stories that cannot possibly be true? Isn’t my bad day bad enough already? Apparently not, because on cue, Joe Robinson flies into the library. A baseball cap sits askew on his close-cropped hair, dark eyes barely visible behind fogged-up glasses. A gray Washington Middle hoodie comes down to his knees, under which he wears shorts, despite the weather, exposing his thin brown legs. Honestly, it’s a little surprising the wind didn’t blow him to Oz.

Joe is the youngest of five kids and the odd one out. His big brothers are either wildly popular, egghead smart, sporty, or a triple threat. Of course, Joe’s nickname is “runt.” If Joe were less annoying, I might feel sorry for him.

“Hi, Joe,” Miss Asher says with a wave. “Cassie’s here, too.”

At the mention of my name, Joe’s face lights up. “Cassie. Excellent.” In addition to being annoying, Joe Robinson is also a self-proclaimed computer genius. He swears he can hack any system in the world. Naturally, this outrageous claim led to epic-level mockery by his classmates. Considering how harsh some of the kids were, Joe took it very well. He never once cried or complained.

But funny things started to happen to his chief tormentors. Their laptops were infected with nasty viruses. Their social media accounts began posting random and embarrassing photos. Student projects disappeared from the school network. Phones refused to charge. Data vanished. A particularly mean boy ended up on the FBI’s Most Wanted list, and I’m not even kidding. The photo used was age enhanced, and the list of crimes was long and detailed, including the theft of a valuable Persian kitten, a truly despicable crime.

After that, the bullies steered clear of Joe. But so did everybody else, as if he had a dangerous superpower he could unleash at any moment. Even his brothers pretended he didn’t exist. After school, Joe takes care of the library computers because he likes Miss Asher, and also because he has nowhere else to go. Kind of like me.

“Hi, Cassie.” Joe dumps his heavy backpack right at my feet and sits down. Without asking, he snatches the bin of Twizzlers out of my lap.

“Hey!” I protest.

“Hay is for horses,” he snickers.

“Whatever.”

“That’s not a very good comeback. I expect more from you, Cassie. Something clever.”

“Whatever times two.” I shrug off the blanket, warm enough now to start my job of shelving books. But before I can make a clean getaway, Joe asks, “Did you know that NASA finally got a photograph of a black hole? I remember you like them. Black holes, I mean. From science class. You raised your hand to ask about the time thing.”

This catches me off guard. I know exactly what he’s talking about because I never raise my hand in class. Dad once said that I need to learn not to be afraid of my own voice, but the truth remains: when I speak in class, it’s a big deal—for me, anyway. But why does Joe remember? It was two months ago. “You did ask about the event horizon, didn’t you?”

Well. Yeah. Apparently, if you go beyond the event horizon (that’s the point at which everything is sucked into a black hole), time ceases to exist. Try as I might, I just couldn’t wrap my head around this concept. I found it so perplexing, I actually raised my hand to ask for clarification. “If time can stop,” I blurted at the teacher, “can it also rewind or fast-forward or skip around? Does it mean reality is shaped like a coiled spring? Is it possible to travel from point to point in a nonlinear fashion?”

“Ha! Like you’re going to invent a time machine.” The blond boy sitting next to me snickered and elbowed his buddy. “She’s nonlinear in her brain.” The Popular Posse seated behind me giggled. Did Mia giggle with them? I kept my eyes pinned on the teacher.

Hushing the students, the teacher tried gallantly to clear up my confusion, but the concept still felt wildly beyond my grasp. To be honest, I still don’t get it. But that does not explain why Joe remembers this particular incident in science class.

“You’re right,” I admit, flushing at the memory of my humiliation. “I did ask.” And in case you were wondering, I never said anything about a time machine.

“I like black holes too.” Joe stands. He’s four inches shorter than I am. I can see the price tag dangling off the top of his new hat. “Anything in space, really. The vast great unknown.” He nudges the blanket with his toe. “The photographs won’t be available to the public for a while, but I can probably show them to you now. If you want.”

Hold on a minute. Didn’t he just say the public can’t view them yet? My pulse quickens. “You can do that?”

“I have ways.” He shrugs. “Besides, it’s just NASA.”

Just NASA? I narrow my gaze. Is this just another one of Joe’s wild stories? Do I believe him? Joe shifts uncomfortably in his sneakers. I have work to do, books that need attention. Plus, Mia hates Joe because her phone was among those that mysteriously would no longer charge and had to be replaced. And things are bad enough with her already. I should say no. But the temptation of seeing a real, actual black hole, in which time does not happen, overwhelms everything else.

“Fine,” I challenge. “Show me.”

As we make our way to the computer room, Joe regales me with tales of skateboarding down Hudson Street. “I had a five percent chance of success, but I kicked butt,” he says. “Or at least I didn’t fall on it.” I don’t believe a word of his story. Hudson Street happens to be the steepest in Lewiston, careening out of the mountains right through the center of town, and if he really rode down it, he wouldn’t be here in the library. He’d be on a slab at the morgue. He only shuts up when finally seated at the computer, his fingers dancing with precision over the gray keyboard. I think he hums a tune, but he might just be burping.

There’s a reason time ceasing to exist as we know it appeals to me. Time marches forward no matter what we do. But what if we could manipulate time, jump it forward or backward or surf reality however we want? And if that’s possible, what is to stop me from returning to the exact moment twelve months, fourteen days, eight hours, and thirty-seven minutes ago when a random man fell asleep at the wheel of his car and struck my father while he was crossing the street?

I could save him. And everything would go back to the way it used to be, back when it all made sense.






Chapter 3 INFINITY


JOE TAPS AWAY MERRILY on the computer, humming or burping, while I shift my weight nervously from foot to foot. If whatever Joe is doing is illegal, and I’m pretty sure it is, I really wish he’d hurry. A bead of sweat forms on my eyebrow despite the chill. My mouth is dry. I glance over my shoulder when a library patron drifts into the computer room, but she seems uninterested in us.

“Hurry up,” I urge.

“This is not uncomplicated,” Joe shoots back. I kick myself for being impatient. I could have just waited to see the photographs when they are released to the rest of the world. Any second now a squad of black-suited agents from Homeland Security or the FBI or whoever is in charge of these things is going to burst through the doors and arrest us. I gnaw on a cuticle. Days go by. At this pace I’m going to run out of cuticles. And possibly fingers.

Finally Joe claps his hands and grins triumphantly. “Here you go. A black hole. As promised.”

Being that I’m the kind of person who does not raise her hand in class, Joe has every right to be surprised when I hip check him out of his seat for a better view of the image on the monitor. It turns out a black hole looks like a glowing orange doughnut with blurred edges, resting on a black sheet of paper. The orange on the bottom half of the doughnut is much brighter than the top.

“Wow,” I stammer. “That’s really it?” I guess he was telling the truth about his hacking abilities, not that I ever actually doubted them.

“Yup. First image ever. It took eight radio telescopes from around the world to capture it.” Joe goes on with the details, but I’m not listening. I stare at the black hole, sure I can see the razor edge of the event horizon. The actual event horizon, right there in black and white. Well, black and orange, but whatever, the idea makes my skin tingle.

“What do you think?” Joe asks, examining my face.

“It’s cool.” But that’s not the half of it. It thrills me right down to my tennis shoes. My hands shake. It makes me believe that anything is possible, that things we cannot see or understand still exist. The world seems much bigger than it did five minutes ago. “Thanks for sharing it with me.”

Joe glows. “You’re welcome.”

“Kids?” It’s Miss Asher, striding toward us. Joe smacks the keyboard, and the image vanishes. I spring to my feet. Nothing to see here. “Joe, I need you at the printer. It’s exploding ink, and it got all over a patron, and, well, it’s turned into kind of a situation.”

“On it.” Joe follows Miss Asher out of the computer room, and I flop back in the chair, the image of the black hole taking up all the space in my brain. My face feels funny, stretched somehow, and I realize I’m smiling.

Two hours later, books shelved, I collect my backpack and say goodbye to Miss Asher, who stands behind the reference desk, gazing into the far away. Like, over-the-rainbow far away. At least the vampire is nowhere in sight. She clutches a pale yellow spiral notebook with a strange colorful symbol sketched on the front.

“What’s that?” I ask, pointing to the notebook. The sketched symbol looks like a medieval cathedral stained glass window, like something I should recognize, although I can’t say why.

Miss Asher’s eyes widen as she abruptly returns to the here and now. “Oh! I didn’t see you there, Cassie.” She looks down at the notebook in her hands, surprised to find it there. “This old thing? It’s nothing. Just… something from a long time ago.” And she stuffs the notebook into the top right-hand drawer of the desk, the one that is always locked, the one where I’m convinced she hides the really good candy. You know, like the king-sized Snickers bars and giant bags of M&M’s that she does not want to share. I can’t say I blame her.

“Back tomorrow?” Miss Asher asks. The key to the drawer is on a chain that she slips over her head.

“Yup,” I reply. What else am I going to do? Work on my time machine? Seeing the black hole was amazing—mind-blowing, even—but remembering that moment in science class was not. That’s what I get for opening my mouth. No wonder Mia doesn’t want to hang out with me.

As Miss Asher gives me a hug, I catch a whiff of citrus and shampoo. I always try to breathe extra deeply when she hugs me so I can take some of her along when I go. “I’ll see you tomorrow,” she says. “Stay warm!”

When I step outside into the wind, I’m surprised to find Joe sitting on one of the benches outside the entrance, holding his hat on his head. His hands are covered in blue ink. Even his fingernails are tinted. As I navigate around him, he jumps to his feet. “Hey. I thought we could walk home and talk some more about black holes.”

Being spotted with Joe in the library is risky enough, but out here on the street, pretty much anyone could see us. It’s about a twenty-minute walk to my house from the library. The route cuts through downtown Lewiston, a tidy grid of streets hosting a collection of coffeehouses, burger joints, pizza places, and bubble tea shops. Miss Asher says this is because we are a college town and coffee, pizza, burgers, and bubble tea are what college students want. I’m about to say no to Joe’s offer of walking together when I catch the look in his eyes, and my answer sticks fast in my throat. Maybe the weather is so lousy, everyone will be inside and no one will see us.

“Sure,” I croak. “We can walk.” And this way I can grab his ankle if a strong gust of wind tries to carry him away. Miss Asher would certainly appreciate that. Joe launches into a moment-by-moment reenactment of his heroic attempts to stop the ink geyser, which he claims was 80 percent successful. Although now that he really thinks about it, it was possibly closer to 75. There was collateral damage. The library patron’s favorite Hawaiian shirt was ruined.

A few minutes later, we turn down the alley behind Buddy’s Best Burgers. The alley smells like a grease fire but is a shortcut around the intersection with the streetlights that take forever to change. It’s also a wind tunnel, the howling concentrated to an unbearable pitch.

Joe stops to adjust his hat, which is determined to fly away. Hunched over, leaning into the wind, we look like two turtles, overstuffed backpacks as our protruding shells. For whatever reason, this makes me laugh. The sound erupts like lava and feels so weird that I want it to stop, but just glancing at Joe the turtle sets me off again.

“What’s so funny?” Joe squints into the wind. “The ink was a disaster, a total catastrophe. It almost got on my eyeballs. I might have gone blind.”

“You look like a turtle,” I yell, clutching my chest, breathless. “I mean, we look like turtles.”

“What?” Joe shouts. “Hurdles?”

“No! Turtles!” The blue dumpster pushed up against Buddy’s back wall stinks, and escaped burger wrappers dance wildly in the air. One of them smacks me in the face. Gross.

“Did you say curtains?” Oh boy. I wipe the tears from my cheeks and wave off a confused Joe. There is no point in talking until we leave the alley. I motion for Joe to get going. He squares his shoulders and presses into the wind. And just as we pass the blue dumpster, at that exact moment, things take a sharp right turn into completely weird.






Chapter 4 AN ATMOSPHERIC EVENT


THE AIR SNAPS WITH ELECTRICITY and the acrid funk of melting plastic. “What the heck?” I yell. But my words are drowned out by a sharp crack. A perfect zigzag lightning bolt slams into the dumpster, sending it five feet in the air, as if weightless. It lands with an awful crash. A jolt runs from my feet through the top of my head. Joe yelps and leaps behind me, burying his face in my backpack. He might be screaming. My skin prickles in the charged air. The dumpster glows red hot.

“Cassie!”

“It’s okay!” I shout. But really it’s not. Pressure bears down from above, like a powerful ocean wave pushing us to the sandy bottom. Hail, the size of golf balls, rains from the sky. I hold an arm above our heads against the assault as we huddle close to the back wall of Buddy’s Best Burgers. The temperature plummets as the hail smashes the scorching dumpster, sizzling and popping, a splash of water in a hot frying pan. My pulse races.

“It’s an atmospheric event!” Joe yells in my ear.

A what? And more importantly, when is it going to end? The wind howls. Joe keeps his eyes squeezed shut, still clinging desperately to my backpack. My dad was always saying how much he loved the climate in Lewiston, the mossy, damp smell, the constant drizzle keeping everything green and alive, the moody fog. But this was not what he was talking about. The noise crescendos.

And then, abruptly, as if some weather god flipped a switch, the storm stops. The wind dies down and the temperature returns to normal cold, wet Lewiston. But the intense burned-plastic smell lingers. I poke Joe in the bicep.

“You can look now. It’s over.”

“Really?” He doesn’t open his eyes, and he doesn’t let go of me. “Are you sure?”

“Pretty sure.”

He squints with one eye and scans the alley. Everything looks exactly as it did five minutes ago, before we were almost turned into human French fries. I shake free of Joe and stand up on wobbly legs. Joe works his way to his feet, back pressed firmly against the wall for support.

“The dumpster,” he whispers. “Was it… glowing?”

I nod. Had I been alone in the alley, I would have assumed my mind was playing tricks on me because, well… weird. But Joe saw the red-hot dumpster too.

“I am one hundred percent freaked out,” he adds.

“What did you say this was?” I ask.

“An atmospheric event.” He rolls the tension out of his shoulders and shakes out his arms and legs as if we are in gym class. When I look at him blankly, he sighs. “A weather anomaly. An unusual occurrence. A rarity. Random lightning and giant hail in Lewiston? I mean, we only get two kinds of weather: raining and raining.”

I hold up my hand for him to stop. “Okay. I get it.”

But he is captivated by my feet. “Your sneakers,” he whispers. I am well aware that they are a little worn and definitely not fashion forward, but does he really want to discuss that now? “Look.”

I glance down to see that the rubber soles of my sneakers have melted and are cooling into a lumpy mess. Joe’s shoes have suffered the same fate. We stare at our feet and at each other.

“I think our soles saved our, you know, souls from the lightning.” Joe gulps. “Part of me is freaking out, and part of me thinks this is really, like, cool.”

“Same.”

“Do you think anyone else saw what we saw?” Joe asks.

The alley is empty. There is no evidence that anything happened beyond our shoes. And I’m not one of those people who manages to catch every interesting thing that ever happens on video, mostly because I do not own a phone. This experience is mine and Joe’s alone. “I don’t think so.”

We stand in awkward silence for a moment, thinking about what to do next. “We should get going,” Joe says finally.

“Yeah.” But walking on our mangled shoes is no easy thing. We sway this way and that, unable to keep our balance. That I hear the sound at all over Joe’s giggling is a surprise. It’s so faint, for a moment I think I imagined it, like it happened in my head. The words “stuck” and “help” flash bright in my mind, but they are fragments, attached to no larger thought.

I grab Joe’s arm to stop him. “Wait. Do you hear something?”

“What? No.”

“Listen.” There it is again. A tiny little meow. “A cat.”

Joe shakes his head. “Maybe your brain got fried?”

“Quiet.” I follow the sound back down the alley, right to the gross big blue dumpster. The meowing grows louder and more insistent, as if the tiny creature responsible knows I’m out here.

“Oh, now I hear it,” Joe says.

“It’s in the dumpster.”

“But it was just a thousand degrees. It got hit by lightning! There is no way any living thing could survive the glowing, smoking hot dumpster of death.” Joe waves his arms around like a windmill. “Not possible!”

“Whatever,” I say. “Help me get it open.”

The metal is still hot to the touch as we heave up the lid, releasing a terrible stink. Joe gags and turns away. “Aww, this is worse than a corpse flower,” he moans. “They smell like a rotting corpse, in case you were wondering.”

“I wasn’t, but thanks.” Burying nose and mouth in my sleeve, I peer inside. The dumpster is full of smoldering Buddy’s garbage, half-eaten gray burgers, limp leftover fries, pieces of bun crusted with ketchup. Puffs of smoke rise up, but there are no actual flames. My eyes water. “Hello in there.”

In the back corner, a tiny black kitten, fur sticky with some unknown goo, struggles to get out from under a small cardboard box. His paws are no bigger than pennies, and his fuzzy ears strain forward with the effort. But he’s too small, and the box is too big, and he slips back behind it. Joe appears at my shoulder.

“What is it?”

“It’s a cat,” I say.

“No way. Not possible. Not. Not. Not.”

“It’s a kitten. But he’s stuck.” The kitten pops his little head up above the box and fixes his green eyes on me, and I feel a shock as vivid and intense as when the lightning passed through me not ten minutes ago and melted my sneakers. And without a second thought, I hoist myself up onto the lip of the dumpster.

Naturally, Joe is concerned. “Are you crazy? You can’t go in there! It’s on fire! You’ll burn. And the smell! Did you not hear the thing about the corpse flower?” His breathing is fast and sharp. He’s losing it. But those green eyes hold me hostage. I have no choice but to get in the dumpster and rescue this kitten.

“It’s fine,” I explain calmly. “Just a tiny bit hot. Hold on, little peanut. I’m coming.”

“I cannot believe you are doing this,” Joe cries, burying his face in his hands. “There’s a one hundred percent chance you come out completely gross and possibly dead.”

“I won’t die,” I mutter. “And I’ll take a shower.” Swinging my legs over the edge, I hop down into the garbage. It’s like walking on a recently extinguished campfire, each step sending up little puffs of ash. But really, my worry about the fire is overwhelmed by the smell, so much worse than a corpse flower on the inside. I sway a little as bile works its way up my throat.

“Cassie! Are you going to pass out? Do you need me to come in there with you? I really don’t want to, but I will.”

All things considered, that might be the nicest thing anyone has said to me in a long time. “No,” I say quickly. “I got it. But thanks.” The kitten holds my gaze as I step lightly toward it, trying not to sink deeper into the trash. It’s quiet, watchful. “You’re okay now,” I say. “You’re safe. I’m not going to let anything happen to you. I promise.”

It’s shivering when I scoop it up, runny yellow cheese stuck to its scrawny tail. Trembling and wet, its whole body fits right in the palm of my hand. I bring it close to get a better look and get a noseful of old Buddy’s burgers and something else. Forest. Pine needles stick in his fur, like green stars in a night sky. But the kitten’s eyes are bright and alert. “Hello there.”

It regards me with curiosity, long black whiskers twitching furiously. Emblazoned on its chest is a curious splotch of golden fur, like it’s wearing a medallion. Or got hit by a paintball gun. “How did you get here?” I ask gently. “Are you lost? Did someone leave you? You must be superstrong to have survived that lightning bolt.”

“Not superstrong. Not possible,” Joe says. “Besides, she’s not going to answer. Or he. Or whatever. Can you just get out of there already? Seriously. I’m going to barf.”

Ignoring Joe’s pleas, I flip the tiny kitten onto its back. “Boy,” I declare. “I think so, anyway.”

“Get out of there right now! I’m all the way stressed out!”

“Okay. Jeez. Relax.” Cautiously, I retrace my steps, careful to keep the kitten balanced in my hand. I can feel his heart thumping strong and steady against my fingers. “Take him. I need both hands to climb out.” I hold the kitten out to Joe, who recoils as if I am offering him a shopping bag full of vipers.

“I’m allergic,” he whines. “And he smells. And he might have a disease. He shouldn’t even be alive. He’s probably a zombie cat. Or…”

“You’re afraid of cats,” I say flatly.

“I am not.”

This animal barely weighs as much as an apple. Does Joe really think he’s going to eat his brains?

“Fine.” Gingerly, I tuck the kitten into the pocket of my hoodie, where he fits perfectly. “Don’t worry, little guy. I’m getting us out of here, no thanks to Joe over there, who is afraid of you.”

“No reason to be mean about it,” Joe says with a sniff.

Back on solid ground, I pull the kitten out for closer inspection, only to find he is fast asleep.
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