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I can calculate the motions of heavenly bodies,
 but not the madness of people.

—Sir Isaac Newton
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it was a good hand. Two aces: a diamond and a spade. As Sanjay put in three red chips, meeting the bid of the guy next to him, he imagined himself with a real spade, digging up diamonds. That’s why I’m here, isn’t it?

He tapped a fingernail against the crisp edge of the card, waiting for the player across the table—Mark, a guy with shaggy blond hair—to deal the turn. With a soft snap, the card hit the Formica tabletop: ten of hearts. Damn.

A short, squat guy with a haircut like a perfect suburban lawn shifted in his seat. Sanjay knew that either he had nothing or, if he had something, had no clue what to do with it. Sanjay prided himself on his ability to read people. It was one of the reasons that he enjoyed dropping in on these college games sometimes. The high school ones got stale after a while.

Every table has its chump, Sanjay thought, and at this table, that chump is Allan. But with his pristine pink shirt, ironed khakis, and heavy gold watch, maybe Allan didn’t care. His type were all over these college games. Betting with Daddy’s money. Parents that didn’t even notice when a few thousand went missing. Enrolling in Nevada State University when their families couldn’t buy their way into the Ivy League.

Mark’s thick fingers turned over the next card: ace of hearts.

Sanjay’s own heart thrummed, and he felt his pulse racing through his neck. He tried his best not to advertise his excitement like a Strip billboard flashing into the desert night.

Three of a kind. Strong cards. But not…unbeatable.

Next card: three of diamonds.

Kristin, a blond girl with a low-cut black shirt, leaned against the table, and Sanjay’s blood fizzed a little. A small flutter of her eyelashes told Sanjay that she had something. Beware of Kristin.

Mark turned his cards over. Sanjay had been watching him for the past two hours—he was a cautious player whose small stack of chips didn’t accurately reflect his skill. Sanjay knew that all the best poker players folded more than they bet. Morons always stayed in too long. That’s what made them losers.

Kristin tossed in a red chip. Not too aggressive. Her pile of chips told the story. Sometimes girls came to these games because they wanted to meet guys. This one is here for the money.

Beside her, a guy who could have been Asian—or Latino?—knocked the table.

“I’ll raise,” soon-to-be-loser Allan said, and put in two reds.

Sanjay saw his bet, and the guy to his left muttered, “I’m out.”

Asiantino guy saw the bet. Then Mark turned over the flop.

Jack of hearts.

Asiantino guy cleared his throat as Kristin put in a blue chip. Her large eyes were a strange color—more yellow than hazel. And unnerving.

Asiantino saw the bet, and so did Allan. The chump still had nothing, and Asiantino had just touched his watch—his tell. In the past two hours, every time this guy tapped his watchband, someone else took the hand.

Some guys gave away when they had something, some gave away when they had nothing, and some never gave anything away at all. You just have to watch.

Sanjay put in his blue chip. Time for the river.

Mark lifted the top card. The deck was from the Diamond Horseshoe—the kind you could buy in any cheesy gift store on the Strip. He turned it over, setting it gently on the table. And there it sat, making its silent statement. Ten of clubs.

Three aces, two tens. Full house.

The aces actually felt hot in his fingertips. Do not think about how good the hand is. Don’t think about it.

His chips were piled in tidy columns before him. Across the table, his eyes met Kristin’s.

I could do some damage, he thought, just as the Asiantino saw Kristin’s two-blue bet. Sanjay didn’t have enough chips to take her out completely—he’d lost a few hands—but he could blast a huge hole in her take, then sink her in the next round or two.

“I fold,” Allan said. God, what an idiot, Sanjay thought. So obvious from the start that he had nothing—why couldn’t he just accept it and get out early?

Sanjay flipped up his cards, just enough to reassure himself that the red and black A’s were still under his thumb.

A quick breath in through the nostrils and Sanjay shoved his palms forward. “All in,” he said as the chips trooped toward the center of the table.

“What’s up, High School?” Mark asked. “Got a hot hand?”

Sanjay didn’t respond. All these college guys liked to rip into him.

“This is getting interesting.” Kristin looked down at her cards, tilted back in her chair. Her yellowy eyes shone into his like lights, making him cringe a little. She has something good—but is it good enough? The seconds ticked by on his watch—Sanjay could practically feel the long, slim whisker as it clicked across the face, counting time.

Bet or fold, bet or fold. I’ll win the hand either way, Sanjay thought, but there was only one way he wanted to win it. With Kristin’s money stacked neatly in front of him.

Finally, a quick intake of breath and Kristin laid her cards on the table, facedown. “Fold.”

Sanjay felt his heart squeeze with disappointment. Almost had her, he thought. Almost. He leaned forward and was about to reach for the chips when Asiantino shoved his messy pile forward and nodded at Sanjay’s cards. “Let’s see them.”

Christ, he’d forgotten Asiantino was still in the game. Sloppy. Well, at least I’ll take someone down, Sanjay thought as he turned over his aces.

“Full house,” Mark said, nodding.

Asiantino smiled a little. Then, with the slow deliberateness of a surgeon, he flipped over the two cards in front of him. Queen of hearts. King of hearts. He didn’t look up.

Sanjay felt the floor drop away. There was nothing around him but silence.

“Aw, man, a royal flush!” Allan said with an annoying snort laugh. “Man, the cards are really dropping for you, Kal.”

Kal—Asiantino—reached for the chips, and Sanjay stood up. But Kal never made eye contact, and that was when Sanjay knew that the tell had been a setup. Or maybe Kal had just been looking at his watch. Maybe Sanjay had read him wrong. This thought was worse than watching his money flow into someone else’s hands.

“Rough,” Mark said as he handed the deck to Kristin. She gathered the cards and stacked them cleanly. Mark stood up and reached out his hand. Sanjay rose and shook it.

“Well, I guess I’ll see you guys some other time, some other game,” Sanjay said.

Mark smiled out of one side of his mouth. “Come back when you’ve saved up some of your allowance.”

Sanjay laughed because he was supposed to, and Mark sat back down at the table. Kal watched the cards in Kristin’s hand as they danced their familiar shuffle-cut-shuffle step. Sanjay stepped out into the warm night air, letting the door snick closed behind him.

Too much light pollution in Vegas to see anything at night. With no stars in the sky above, Sanjay felt cut off from the greater universe. He walked toward his car and climbed in behind the steering wheel.

The engine growled and his headlights lit up the low houses and green lawns along the street. Green, green, green. So green it made your eyes hurt, even in the darkness. An upper-middle-class oasis in the middle of the goddamn desert. Sanjay shifted into first and headed for home. Maybe next time. Tonight was…part of the learning curve. Next time, for sure.
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Her right hand was a fist. A headache thrummed at her temples as the dream receded, hazy and indistinct. Around her, white walls reflected the eerie green numbers of her digital alarm: 3:48 a.m. Still two hours and fifty-seven minutes left before I have to get up, she thought automatically, waiting patiently for the room to stop spinning. She looked at the bottle of pills on her nightstand, its white label glowing. She had taken the small yellow tablet tonight, which was part of why she was so tired and wired. At night, the medication made her grind her teeth. During the day, it made her feel as if her head was attached to her neck by a strand of spiderweb.

Jerrica tucked her head against the soft white pillowcase and shut her eyes. Like a slow, spreading fog, the dream began to creep back. She had the impression of flower petals. Petals upon petals, locked in a perfect spiral. The petals were mud-brown and blood-red—ugly.

Just a dream, she told herself. But she couldn’t fight the feeling that the dream held an important meaning. It was there, just at the edge of her grasp…then it fluttered away…

Jerrica’s eyes snapped open, and she flipped on her bedside lamp. Silently, she began to recite a series of numbers. Or, rather, it was one number—pi. Most people thought of it as 3.14. But pi is infinite. A single number, spilling into eternity, without pattern, without repetition.

Jerrica had studied pi in an independent course last semester, and it had quickly replaced her fascination with prime numbers and Fibonacci sequences. She had memorized pi to the first two hundred twenty-five decimal places.

But this time, even as she recited the numbers, a distinct feeling of unease crawled over her body.

There was something about those petals and ugly colors. It was as if reciting the numbers made the dream more vivid. It had a message.

She lay on her back, staring up at the ceiling for a moment, then turned back to face the clock: 3:59.

A prime number. It meant something. Something she was just beginning to pick up on.

I’ll never get back to sleep.
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Kat had seen the little girl—the one in the pink sundress—before. The girl looked up at her mother with eyes like the sea, wide and dark and bottomless. The mother, lumpy and shapeless in an unflattering velour sweat suit, coaxed her daughter toward the iron gate between the concrete posts. The mother’s hair was elaborately curled, pinned into an erupting volcano at the top of her head, and her makeup had all the subtlety of desperation. Kat watched as the six-year-old skipped through the entrance and disappeared.

Overhead, the sky was a brilliant blue, so vividly painful that looking at it felt like biting on tinfoil. The cruel sun sucked the moisture from Kat’s skin, from her lips. That was the thing about Nevada. It was the desert. People aren’t supposed to live here, she thought.

Beside the gate, a guard with a gun watched her from the sliver of shadow cast by the visor on his hat. She knew that he was a man—probably a man with a family; a man with a favorite food, a favorite childhood memory—but she couldn’t think of him that way. He held a job that should have been performed by robots. Human beings shouldn’t lock each other up. They shouldn’t have that much power.


Dear Katharine Phelps…

Two fat women trickled through the gate, followed by the shuffling steps of an old man in a green baseball cap. An entire family—three children of various ages, an older woman (mother? aunt?)—bobbed toward the entrance like ducks. They were joking with each other and laughing, and Kat wondered briefly if they were lost. They acted more like a group on their way to a day at the beach than to a prison.

The guard flicked his eyes back to her, and Kat shifted her weight from one foot to the other. But she didn’t move forward.


Dear Katharine Phelps,

We are writing to inform you that your mother, Julia Phelps,…


Kat ran her eyes over the ropes of razor wire curled like a kinky ribbon along the top ridge of the chain-link fence that surrounded the concrete box. The windows were narrow slits, and she imagined a thousand eyes peering out, staring into the parking lot, waiting.

Outside, the world moved on, shifting and changing without them.

The hot wind blew, whispering as it scraped against the hard edges of razor wire and concrete.

My mother is in there, Kat thought.

It had been almost twenty months, and the thought still struck Kat as strange, almost impossible. Her mother was serving time in prison for a hit-and-run, while she and the rest of the world were on the outside, living their lives.


Dear Katharine Phelps,

We are writing to inform you that your mother, Julia Phelps, is scheduled to appear before the Nevada Board of Parole Commissioners on…


Kat checked her watch. She had to be home in half an hour—Aunt Trish needed the car. Once again, she had hesitated long enough for time to make the decision for her. She yanked the handle on the car door, climbed in, and turned on the ignition. She let the engine warm up for a few moments, then turned on the air-conditioning. She hadn’t been stopped for long—the car had barely had time to get hot. Still, the cool air was a relief.

She drove away without a backward glance. Next time. I’ll go see her next time. She’s not going anywhere.
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“jerrica, honey, there’s something we want to tell you.”

The sentence hung there for a moment, like a kite. Jerrica sat perfectly still. If I don’t move, this moment won’t bleed on into the next one; the future will stay put, refuse to happen.

Angela’s fingers—delicately manicured, the nails a fragile ballerina pink, with French tips—reached out and wove themselves between Jerrica’s father’s. His large, square thumb traced the curve between her index finger and her thumb. And Jerrica knew then that the present had begun its steady march toward her.

“It’s happy news,” Angela said with a hesitant, almost shy smile. The orange flame of the candles was reflected in Angela’s dark eyes, two tiny fires. The image of the hideous flower popped into Jerrica’s mind.

“You’re getting married,” Jerrica said so that her father wouldn’t have to.

“Yes,” Mr. Tyler said. For a brief moment, Angela rested her head on his shoulder, and Jerrica felt as though she had just taken a step off the edge of a tall cliff. The wind whistled past her ears.

The news wasn’t unexpected. Look, they had been dating for five years, and Angela had practically been living with them for the past six months. And Jerrica liked Angela—she did. What was there not to like? Angela was smart, beautiful, compassionate—a successful speech therapist. She loved Jerrica’s father, and she even seemed to like Jerrica. She had cooked this delicious dinner—this spice-rubbed salmon with mango salsa, these curried green beans, this basmati rice. She even humored Jerrica by placing them evenly apart on Jerrica’s plate. It isn’t unexpected. She inhaled, exhaled. It isn’t unexpected. “Congratulations,” she said.

“There’s more,” Angela said, reaching across the glossy dark wood table for Jerrica’s hand. Now they were joined, like three paper dolls.

Jerrica’s father cleared his throat and looked away for a moment. Then his green eyes met Jerrica’s. He was a tall man, well muscled, with a head of blond hair streaked with gray. “If you’re doing your job, being a lawyer should turn your hair white,” he always said when he came home late, his briefcase filled with files. Andrew Tyler practiced a kind of law that Jerrica barely understood, involving developers and real estate.

I’m nothing like him, Jerrica thought as she looked at her father, still vigorous at forty-five. Jerrica was sixteen, but she already felt ancient. Fossilized.

Jerrica’s hair was dark and straight, almost black, and she was small. There was something about her that made people assume that she was much older than sixteen. Everyone who saw her with her father commented that they looked as different as two people can get—except for their matching eyes.

“Jerrica, you’re going to be a sister,” her father said.

Silence closed in at the edges of Jerrica’s ears and her father’s face grew blurry. The mud-and-blood-colored flower hung at the edge of her mind. Tell them that you’re happy for them, she commanded herself. Her lips tried to form the words, quivered, gave up.

“Sweetheart, of course you have a lot of feelings about this,” Angela said. “Of course. But we’re going to be a family. This is happy news.” There was an edge of desperation to her plea.

Jerrica nodded, but a hot tear spilled over the edge of her lower eyelid. It skated across her cheek and dripped onto her plate. Stop it. Now.

“Do you want to talk about it…,” her father began as Angela looked up into his face.

Jerrica shook her head. “You just surprised me,” she said. Stop crying. And she did. After years of practice, this was one thing she could do. Deep breath in. Deep breath out. “I’m so happy for you,” Jerrica said at last. “For all of us.”

She extricated her hand from Angela’s manicured fingers and picked up her fork.

“This salmon is delicious, Angela,” Jerrica said as she took a bite.

After dinner, Jerrica worked on her homework for a while, then retreated to her room. She had pulled a pack of cards from her bedside table. Now she looked at the irregular pattern of cards spread out before her. Patience. Her mother had always called it Patience. Her father called it Fascination. For Jerrica, it was just solitaire.

Picking up a card from the stockpile, she placed it on the eight of clubs. The red seven of diamonds gleamed up at her as she reached for the next card. It was only when the new card was in Jerrica’s fingers that she realized she had placed the seven instinctively, without looking at it.

Or maybe I just don’t remember looking?

Jerrica held up a card, studying the swirly red pattern on its back. Ovals made of ovals, interconnecting and endlessly repeating. Fifty-two pieces of mass-produced geometry.

The card was light, the tiniest weight against her fingertips.

She closed her eyes and the colors shifted behind her lids. There was a slight falling sensation as the colors swirled and then, like a kaleidoscope, settled into place. The shape—it reminded her of the flower in her dream, but it wasn’t the same. The colors gave her a feeling, one she could almost name…

Three of clubs? But when she turned over the card, it was a nine of hearts. She placed it on the black ten of spades, then rearranged her seven of diamonds and eight of clubs on top of them and flipped over the next card.

Three of clubs.

There you are. Just a bit…late. The three moved to a four, which moved to a five; then things lined up, and all of a sudden Jerrica was looking at three long tails running from ace to two, and one that stopped at the three of clubs. Only the two of diamonds remained missing.

She touched the top of the stockpile, discarded the first card, and flipped over the next. Game over.

Jerrica stared out her window into the dusky light. Next door, her middle-aged neighbor was chatting on the phone in the kitchen, smoking a cigarette and drinking tea. The woman’s husband was in the living room, watching the flickering television. Once, Jerrica had heard her father say that the neighbors hadn’t spoken a word to each other since their son went away to college. That was four years ago.

But they must have, Jerrica thought. Pass the salt, can I have a glass of water, you’re standing on my foot, the phone’s for you, I can’t believe you’re watching that stupid show—something.

She thought about her three of clubs. How sometimes things can drop into place and the game will start to click. And how, at other times, things refuse to fall into place.

The difference? One card.

One card at the right moment.

Jerrica gathered her cards, shuffled them, and put them back into the box. The box was placed on her nightstand, the edges lined up with those of the table. She straightened the photograph of her mother and climbed between her soft cotton sheets.

One card, Jerrica thought, studying her mother’s face. Things can drop right or fall wrong. In the photo, Jerrica’s mother was gazing down at a small newborn—Jerrica’s sister, Isabel. They had both been dead for almost seven years. Sometimes, Jerrica sat in the blankness of her room and tried hard to remember their faces. If it wasn’t for the photo, she wasn’t sure she could manage it.

White walls. There were no other photos or posters—white bureau, white desk, white sheets, white comforter. She had white shelves, but she didn’t use them. She could never decide whether to arrange her books alphabetically by author or by title, so they were piled against the far wall in precarious stacks. Her father said that it looked like she’d just moved in or maybe was in the process of moving out, but Jerrica liked the void of her white room. It looked clean. And it meant that the room was never quite dark. The white picked up the green luminescence of her clock radio, creating a permanent twilight.

She closed her eyes, and now the colors behind her lids were darker—green and muddy gray lit with red. There was something about their shapes that unnerved her. A slithering sense of dread snaked around her gut. Her hand clenched as she remembered the dream from the night before. What did it mean?

And why do I keep thinking that it has to mean something?

Don’t think about it. Don’t. Instead, she refocused her thoughts on how the cards had snapped into place so perfectly. Jerrica tried to remember the last time she couldn’t finish a game of solitaire. She had played three games every night before bed for years…and she used to lose fairly often. But lately…

The cards had been falling for her.

Enjoy it while it lasts. It’ll end. Everything does.
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Sanjay’s father had a checklist for closing the store taped to the side of the cash register, but Sanjay didn’t need to consult it. He had been closing by himself for the past eight months—ever since his sister started college—and the list was tattooed on Sanjay’s brain.

Lock the front door, straighten the shelves, sweep and mop, zero out the receipts, count up the money, fill out the deposit slip, put the money into the deposit bag. Time to lock it up, he thought as he closed the safe. Mr. Patel would take it to the bank the next day. Sleep tight, money.

I hope you don’t miss your little friends, Sanjay thought as he placed a tidy stack of bills into a white envelope. Of course he would return the slight shortage. But he needed this cash now to pay off the minimum on his credit card. Online gambling had racked up some serious damage there. But Sanjay knew that once he got ahead again, everything would get paid off. No problem. He had always caught up.

At least that was one thing he didn’t have to explain: his father had co-signed for the card months ago, and Sanjay always paid the minimum balance online. No bills came to the house.

The crisp paper was smooth against his fingertips as he folded the envelope in half, placed it in the pocket of his jacket, and turned to go.

“Oh! Jeez, Ma!” Sanjay stumbled backward a couple of steps and forced a laugh. “Ami, you nearly made me jump out of my skin. How long have you been standing there?”

Sanjay’s mother stood perfectly still in the doorway, not smiling. Her eyes were black as stone, and they bored into his, pinning him in his place. “Sanjay?”

He considered lying, but her glance told him that she knew.

“Mom…Ami, look.” Sanjay walked toward her and took her hands in his. Her fingers were tense, and slightly rough. “I know this looks bad, but I’m just borrowing this money. Abu will never know it’s gone.”

His mother looked doubtful. “Why didn’t you just ask your father for the money?”

“Oh, right.”

Her black lashes dipped as she looked at the floor. She nodded her head. It was a tiny movement, almost imperceptible.

“You know this is easier. I’m going to make more money with this…loan, and it’ll be back in the safe before Abu even knows it’s gone.” Sanjay knew that his father only compared the total store receipts to the amount in the bank account once a month—when the statement arrived. Sanjay always deposited the checks, but he could float the cash for a couple of weeks.

His mother’s features started working—a question forced her straight brows together and the edges of her mouth into a frown. “Have you done this before?”

“Yes,” Sanjay admitted. “Twice. I paid it all back, and Abu has never missed the money. Never.” Twice doesn’t sound so bad. Better than the truth.

His mother’s eyes traced a line down to his pocket, where the money waited in its fat little fold. “But what if you don’t get it back?”

Sanjay released his mother’s hands and gave her a gentle kiss on the cheek. “Don’t worry,” he murmured. “I’ll get it back.”

And more. More, more, more.
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Kat’s eyes snapped open the moment the door cracked an inch. Her drowsiness evaporated instantly. She felt taut, like a crossbow ready to fire. The light was out in the hallway, but the sliver between the door and the frame was wide enough to let in a faint, silvery glow. Hazy twilight crept in, and cold fingers of fear squeezed Kat’s heart. She could barely breathe.

“Kat?” The uncertain whisper fluttered into the room like a pale moth seeking light.

Air trickled into Kat’s lungs, enough for her to choke out, “Lala?”

In response, the door opened and soft feet padded across the carpet toward Kat’s bed. The light was dim, but Kat could still see her sister’s black hair and dark eyes.

Relief made Kat dizzy. She moved over in her tiny bed, making room for Lala to climb in beside her. She lay on her side, facing her sister so that she could feel Lala’s breath on her face.

“Nightmare?” Kat asked.

Lala nodded.

“It’s okay,” Kat said. It was warm under the blanket now that her sister was there, but Kat didn’t move, didn’t complain. She felt safer, too, somehow.

Lala used to do the same thing when they lived on the other side of town with Julia. Sometimes their mother would disappear for days at a time. And then Kat would have to scramble to find something for them to eat from the bare cupboards. Tuna on pasta. Baked potato with barbecue sauce. Frozen peas and nothing else. Then at night, with the house making strange, uncertain creaking noises around them, Kat and Lala would huddle together under the covers in their mother’s bed. Next door, the neighbor’s vicious one-eyed black Doberman would bark and lunge, straining at the metal chain attached to a stake in the middle of the yard, until it finally settled down sometime after midnight. It was a mean dog, and Kat didn’t like to walk past it on her way to the school bus every morning. But at night, she felt it was a sort of guardian angel, protecting them by its proximity.

During those nights when Julia had disappeared—lost on one of her gambling jags—Kat would lie awake, watching Lala sleep. Kat didn’t remember much about her middle school years. Teachers’ names and faces were blanks and voids. Her shelves were lined with paperbacks she was certain she had read, although she could not recall a single story. She could remember the gnawing ache in her chest, the blood that pounded through her veins like acid during those years.

Once during seventh grade, while she was crossing the street, a car stopped just inches from her. She had been sleepwalking through her classes. There were dark circles under her eyes like purple bruises—and when she stepped off the curb, she looked right but not left and did not see the car. The brakes squealed, and the smell of hot rubber wafted over her as she stood there, not three inches from the bumper. Adrenaline shot through Kat’s body, and she felt a moment of absolute terror. She was amazed at how familiar that feeling was.

Through the windshield, Kat could see the woman behind the wheel. Slightly older than her mother, pale eyes rimmed with too much eyeliner. She didn’t yell at Kat, or hit the horn, or even move. She simply sat there, with her mouth poised in a surprised purple-lipstick O.

Somehow Kat found it comforting to know that this woman, this perfect stranger, was feeling the same fear that she was. They had connected.

Kat turned onto her back to look up at the blank ceiling.

Their aunt Trish’s apartment was nicer than Julia’s old house, and Trish never spent the night away from them. In the time that Kat had lived with her aunt, the tightness in her chest had begun to loosen, like a shoelace knot that has been picked at and picked at by a patient child. But the hurt was still there.

Kat was still trapped in her mother’s sticky shit.

Stiffness crept up Kat’s neck. Lala had managed to plant her skull right in the middle of Kat’s pillow, and Kat’s head was tilted at an awkward angle.

Kat studied the clean lines of her sister’s profile. She looked like Julia. Then again, so did Kat—even though Kat and Lala didn’t look alike at all. Both daughters were a perfect blend of their mother and her first and fourth husbands, Kat’s and Lala’s fathers.

Julia looked like a California cover girl—blue eyes, straight blond hair, tall, slim, and gorgeous.

Kat’s father was a guy Julia met while she was waitressing at a joint near an army base. Kat had only seen pictures—Anthony was dark as bittersweet chocolate, with full lips and intense, almost shocking hazel eyes. Kat had gotten his eyes, and her hair was a weird hybrid of her parents’—wiry, curly, and honey-colored. Kat was shorter than her mother and much curvier, but she had her mother’s facial bone structure. Their smiles were exactly the same.

Lala’s father was from Bali. His name was Wayan and he carved furniture for a living. Lala didn’t remember him, but Kat did. He was very quiet, and he would let Kat help him sometimes while he was working. He was a really nice guy, so—naturally—Julia ran him off pretty quick.

Lala’s mouth was half open, her breath even. She muttered something in her sleep.

“Are you okay?” Kat whispered, but her sister didn’t say anything else. Her eyelids fluttered; then she was still.

It was easy to forget that Lala was only ten. She seemed so much older sometimes.

We both do, Kat thought. Sometimes she wondered if Lala felt as ancient as she did. An old soul that had been reincarnated too many times into low, difficult lives.

She wondered if Lala felt the same tension in her chest, the same acid in her blood. But why wouldn’t she? Lala wasn’t stupid. She knew that their mother would be coming home eventually. And she knew that Kat would be graduating in a little over a year. Kat imagined that Lala knew fear as well as she did, if not the burden of responsibility.

Let her hog the pillow, Kat thought.
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“The interesting thing about black holes”—Mr. Argent smiled his lopsided smile and paused long enough to brush his fingers through the hair that grew in wispy, fernlike patches across his scalp—“is that they exert a gravitational force so strong that even light can’t escape.” He tucked the long piece of white chalk he’d been holding behind his ear like a pencil and leaned against the desk, his smile still hanging dreamily on his lips.

Mr. Argent was the physics teacher and faculty advisor to the Rocket Club. Sometimes Jerrica imagined him at home, reading the latest issue of Scientific American or Popular Mechanics. She didn’t know anything about his life, not really, but she felt it had to be something like frozen burritos for dinner, an unmade bed, and reheated coffee for breakfast. It was an image that made her sad—viscerally sad, with an ache in her chest—in spite of the fact that she had no real reason to believe it was true.

Don’t feel sorry for him, Jerrica told herself. You’re the one who played fourteen games of online solitaire last night.

After six games of solitaire with real cards, Jerrica had begun to wonder whether she was predicting the cards because she unconsciously recognized them. Maybe marks on the backs—too small to be registered by the eye—were helping her.

So she switched to online games. But, well…

Well, she’d been able to predict those cards, too. Not perfectly. But lately the geometric shapes had been appearing in her mind more and more often. She would feel the strange drop in her stomach and then catch a glimpse of the colors and shapes. And Jerrica had begun to realize that the patterns in her mind corresponded with numbers. Yellow and orange with a pattern like a blossom at the center? Ten. Ten of spades, more specifically, because a slight shift with a streak of orange at the center was ten of clubs. Two of diamonds was a neon-pink swirl interlaced with deep sea-green; five of hearts was orange and gold, like a sunburst…

“Hey, Sergeant Argent!” called a voice from the back of the room. It was Jimmy Franks, the red-haired third baseman on the undefeated William Henry Harrison High School team. Jimmy was the kind of guy who would put a traffic cone on his head and dance around, singing in a high falsetto. Jerrica had actually seen him do that once, at Emily Waters’s party. Jerrica hadn’t laughed until he accidentally danced into a coffee table and landed a face-plant into Sarah Mosington’s chest, which had recently been augmented as a sixteenth-birthday present from her more-money-than-brains parents. “Hey—if I had a spaceship,” Jimmy said now, “and I got caught in a black hole, could I end up on an Earth-like planet on which monkeys ruled over people, only to discover that the planet was actually Earth itself, thousands of years in the future?”

Jerrica sighed. This was Jimmy’s usual tactic—to try to send the class careening off course in the hope that he could distract Mr. Argent from any effort at actual teaching.

The class laughed in a knee-jerk way, but Mr. Argent pursed his lips, as though he was thinking it over. “Well, you could,” he said. “Do you know this equation?” Forgetting about the chalk behind his ear, he picked up another piece and wrote E = mc2 on the blackboard. Then he tucked the chalk behind his other ear.

“Sure—that’s Einstein,” Jimmy said.

“I meant, Do you know what it means?” Mr. Argent said.

Jimmy gave it a shot. “Energy equals…”

Mr. Argent knew better than to wait for the rest of the answer. “Mass times the speed of light squared,” the teacher finished for him. “Okay, so the speed of light is constant. What this is saying is that energy and mass are really different forms of the same thing. Look, if you got into a spaceship and traveled three years at the speed of light, many, many years on Earth would have passed in your absence. That’s the kind of time travel that could really happen.”

“Like Rumpelstiltskin!” This was from Tigger, one of Jimmy’s best friends.

Jimmy punched him on the shoulder. “You mean Rip van Winkle, you moron. But could you go back in time?”

“No. Time always flows in a forward direction.”

“Why?”

Something about the soft, velvety voice made Jerrica turn in her seat.

Mr. Argent’s eyes flicked to the far wall, by the back door. “Is that a serious question from Sanjay Patel?”

Sanjay leaned back in his chair and stuck his long legs out in front of him. He was wearing dark jeans and a soft brown suede jacket. “Do you have a serious answer?”

“The serious answer is that nobody knows why.” Mr. Argent picked up a piece of chalk and then put it down again. “Actually, some people think that time’s flow might be circular. You have the big bang; the universe starts to expand; the universe reaches maximum expansion and begins to contract again until it reaches a mass so dense that—bang!”

The class had fallen silent. Jerrica could hear the wall clock’s steady heartbeat ticking. Why does the second hand sweep to the right and not the left?

“If it does move in a circle, would that mean that…that things are predictable?” Jerrica asked, thinking about the shifting kaleidoscope and the cards…five of diamonds, three of clubs…

“Well…” Mr. Argent hesitated. “You could make an argument, in the abstract—”

“I’m gonna figure out the circle!” Jimmy called from the back row. “Then I’m gonna make a killing in the stock market!”

The class chorused laughter. Even Mr. Argent broke into a smile.

“But could you?” Jerrica asked.

Mr. Argent lifted his eyebrows at her, waving at the class to be silent. “I’m sorry?”

“Could you predict things?” Jerrica asked.

“Well, not the stock market—”

Jerrica cut him off. “What about numerical things?”

“Do you have something in mind, Ms. Tyler?” Mr. Argent pulled the chalk from behind one ear and placed it in the front pocket of his button-down shirt.

“I don’t know. Games. Cards, maybe?”

“Cards?” Mr. Argent cocked his head. “Not exactly. If you have a good grip on probability, you can increase your chances of knowing what card will appear when, but you can’t predict them. But you know that, right? Didn’t you study probability last year?”

“Hey, Jerrica, what number am I thinking of?” Jimmy shouted.

Turning, Jerrica saw a pair of black eyes locked onto her face. Sanjay wasn’t laughing.

He was looking at her, and something about his eyes made Jerrica itch. He’s noticed me.
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