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      Ava woke.

      And she was cold.

      Not the kind of cold when you've kicked off your blankets in the middle of the night. No, this was meat-locker type cold. Not that she'd ever spent any time in a meat locker. But she imagined this was how you'd feel. A cold that got into your bones and made your teeth chatter.

      One problem.

      She couldn't see where she was. So she didn't know why she was cold. Just that she was. 

      The air carried the faint scent of disinfectant and something else — something sickeningly sweet that she couldn't quite place.

      She sat.

      Hit her head on something metal.

      The resulting sound clanged all the way down into her brain.

      What the actual fuck?

      She raised a hand. More cold. This time, it was metal. Above her. Below her. Beside her. Even her skin was cold. Because she was naked.

      But she couldn't remember why.

      In fact, she couldn't quite remember the last thing she was supposed to remember. And she was certain there was something between the time she left home this morning and her waking up here.

      A crisp sheet lay over her body. At least, she was grateful for that. And there was a string around her right toe.

      She didn't like it.

      Made her toe feel weirdly claustrophobic. If toes could feel such a thing.

      Time to assess.

      She was cold. Lying in a metal box. Had something tied around her toe. Could remember fuck all about the day before. 

      You're in a morgue, bitch.

      She knew she was right. Not that, at 16, she had much experience with morgues. She was drawing on all those TV shows that her mother used to watch before she left Ava and her father. 

      She shimmied down and kicked the end of the drawer.

      Thud.

      Thud. Thud. Thud. Thud. Thud. Thud. Thud. Thud. Thud. Thud. Thud. Thud. Thud. Thud. Thud. Thud. Thud. Thud. Thud. Thud. Thud. Thud. Thud. Thud. Thud. Thud. Thud. Thud. Thud. Thud. Thud. Thud. Thud. Thud. Thud. Thud. Thud. Thud. Thud. Thud. THUD.

      Okay. Obviously, that wasn't gonna work.

      She bunched her fingers into a fist and bashed the wall. Was it a wall? Side of the drawer? Who the hell knew. She banged it anyway.

      But all she got was metallic reverberations drilling into her skull.

      And bruised knuckles.

      She gave up.

      "Hey! Anyone out there?"

      No response.

      "Help!" 

      Nothing.

      "LET ME THE FUCK OUT!"

      Nada.

      Goddamnit. She supposed eventually SOMEONE would open the drawer and let her out. And then she was gonna find whoever put her in here and swap spots. See how they liked it. 

      Unless she wasn't in a morgue.

      What if it was a crematorium?

      Panic.

      "LET ME OUT. LET ME OUT. LET ME OUT —"

      The door at her feet opened. She sat. Hit her head. "Fuck!"

      She fell back. A blast of fluorescent light hit her eyes. The metal slab beneath her groaned when it slid forward.

      "Jesus Christ," said a girl on her right, with a halo of tight black curls framing her face. She held a cloth bundle in her arms. "If you're trying to wake the dead, I've got news — they're already up."

      "Fuck you," Ava said, clutching the sheet to her chest. 

      "You didn't think you were gonna get burned up, did you?" A second girl on her left asked. She had a shock of electric blue hair falling in her face.

      "Of course not," Ava said.

      Blue hair shrugged. "I thought so when I woke up here. But then I didn't smell gas. So I knew I was gonna be okay."

      "Who the fuck are you?" Ava asked. 

      Blue hair gestured to herself. "I'm Mary. And that's Zahra." 

      Zahra plunked her cloth bundle on Ava's chest. "Get dressed. We've got places to go."

      Ava stared at her. "What places?"

      Mary smiled. "The dentist."
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        * * *

      

      Ava wore an oversized T-shirt that reached her knees and read: Save Water, Drink Beer. It had a moose sitting next to a cooler full of Pilsner. The jeans fit better but they were too long, so she'd rolled up the cuffs. A pair of Team-Bride flip-flops completed her ensemble.

      Was this some kind of hazing ritual?

      Only she couldn't think of anything she needed hazing for.

      Mary and Zahra told her they'd wait outside the morgue. That was fine with her. She wasn't planning on seeing them again.

      But after a quick search of the room, she realized that was the only exit.

      There was a phone on the wall. But there was no dial tone. 

      She exited into the hall.

      Mary jumped to her feet. "Ready?"

      "I'm going home," Ava said. "My Dad will be worried sick about me." Assuming he was sober.

      "After the dentist," Zahra said.

      Ava was beginning to get pissed. No, she was WAY past pissed. And verging on irritable. "I don't need the dentist."

      "Trust us," Mary said. "You do."

      "That is if you want to find out how you wound up in the morgue," Zahra said.

      Ava glared at her. "Was it you?"

      "All will be explained at —"

      "— the dentist's," Ava said.

      Mary beamed. "Exactly."

      Ava looked up and down the hospital corridors. She didn't even know what hospital she was at. Let alone WHERE.

      "After I go to the dentist, you'll take me home?"

      "Of course," Zahra said.

      Mary glanced at her.

      Ava chewed on her thumb. What was she supposed to do?

      "Well?" Zahra asked.

      Fuck it.

      "Let's go."
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        * * *

      

      Ava figured that since none of them looked old enough to drive, she might be able to ask their driver where they were. 

      But they wound up walking to the dentist's office.

      They went out a back door, so she still wasn't sure what hospital she'd turned up in. To be honest, it mostly looked abandoned. Windows boarded over. Large metal gates around the property. 

      And it was late.

      What the fuck kind of dentist's office was open in the middle of the night.

      Ava stopped. "Am I being trafficked?"

      Mary looked horrified. "Of course not!"

      "Then what's this about? The last thing I remember was —"she broke off. Frowned.

      "Yes?" Zahra said, her mouth twitching in an almost smirk. "Please tell us."

      Ava glared at her. "Never mind."

      They resumed walking.  

      Ava kept her eyes on Zahra's back. She was certain the girl knew she couldn't remember. But how? She wanted to ask.

      But for the first time since she'd woken up in the morgue, she felt nervous about hearing the answer.
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        * * *

      

      Ava followed Zahra into the dentist's office.

      A receptionist sat behind the counter. Her name tag read: Sarah. 

      She looked up and smiled at them when they entered. "Welcome back, girls."

      "Uh huh," Zara said. She proceeded through the door into the back of the office. 

      Mary, however, stopped for introductions. "This is Ava. Ava, this is our receptionist."

      "Hello, Ava."

      Ava forced a smile. "Hi."

      Sarah waved her hand towards the door Zahra had taken. "You can go on through."

      "I really don't need a check-up," Ava said.

      Mary snagged her arm. "Come on."

      Ava sighed and went with her. 

      Was she being kidnapped? Was this some reality show prank? She stopped in the doorway. Maybe she'd finally gone insane.

      "Come on," Mary said.

      Ava followed her down the row of rooms to the last one on the right. Zahra was seated on a dental assistant's chair. She patted the client chair.

      "No," Ava said.

      "Suit yourself," Zahra said, leaning back and putting her feet on the chair.

      Mary stood in the doorway, looking anxious.

      "Alright, spill," Ava said. "I'm here. Do your worst."

      Zahra fiddled with a dental pick. "You're dead."

      Ava blinked. 

      Huh?

      "What?"

      "Zahra," Mary said. "We talked about this. Making it easier on the girls."

      Ava was still staring at Zahra. "Dead?"

      "Or, if you prefer, deceased. Passed. Over the rainbow bridge. Kaput. Six feet under. Shall I go on?"

      "No. Dead is fine," Ava said. "Only it's not true. Because I'm standing here."

      Zahra reached behind her for a hand mirror. Held it out to Ava. She took it. Weird. It wasn't like a mirror at all. Because the face in the glass wasn't hers.

      And then she realized it was. Only she wasn't her.

      Ava dropped the mirror. It shattered on the floor. "What the fuck. Where did my face go?"

      "I told you," Zahra said. "It died."

      "My face did not die," Ava said.

      "It did. Along with your bones. Eyes. Feet. Heart. All of it. Dead."

      Ava stared at her. Then turned to Mary. "What is this bullshit?"

      "It's true," Mary said. "You died."

      "Then how am I standing here?"

      "It's because you're back. You're what we call a Dead Girl."

      "Okay, I've had enough of this." Ava stepped towards the door. "I'm going home."

      "Don't do that." For the first time, Zahra looked serious. "It'll only cause more harm than good."

      Fuck that.

      Fuck them.

      She'd had enough bullshit this evening.

      "See you later." She brushed past Mary and headed back to the reception. 

      Sarah smiled when she entered. "That was quick."

      Ava grunted. Made her way outside. Half expected Zahra and Mary to follow her. But they didn't. She tried to get her bearings because she was thoroughly confused. A truck barreled along the road towards her.

      She ran out to flag it down.

      Right when it reached her, a raccoon waddled into the road. The truck swerved to avoid it. Lights flashed bright and —-
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        * * *

      

      Ava woke.

      And she was cold.

      Not the kind of cold when you've kicked off your blankets in the middle of the night. No, this was meat-locker type of cold. Not that she'd ever spent any time in a meat locker. But she imagined this was how you'd feel. A cold that got into your bones and made your teeth chatter.

      One problem.

      She couldn't see where she was.

      She just knew that she was fucking cold and —

      Goddamnit. 

      Not this again.

      The door at her feet opened. The metal slab beneath her groaned when it slid forward. Waiting for her, once again, were Zahra and Mary.

      Zahra dropped the bundle of clothes on her chest and headed for the door. "Meet you in the hallway."

      Ava shook out the shirt. This one had a cartoon woman in a straw flower hat. I Love My Husband Almost as Much as Wine.

      "Where the fuck do you get these clothes?"

      Mary pointed to a box on the other side of the room. Lost and Found.
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        * * *

      

      Ava sat on the dental chair.

      Sideways.

      Just in case they decided to try to knock her out with some laughing gas. "I'm really dead?"

      "'fraid so," Zahra said.

      "How?"

      "We don't know the details," Mary said. "But it wouldn't have been … natural."

      "Not natural?"

      Mary shook her head.

      "Like an accident?"

      "Not really," Mary said.

      "Jesus Christ," Zahra said, decorating her fingernails with toothpaste as though it were nail polish. "You were fucking murdered."

      "Zahra!"

      Ava stared at her. "By who?"

      Zahra shrugged. "Dunno. Dad, boyfriend, uber driver, science teacher. Take your pick. It's not important."

      Ava snatched the toothpaste from her hands and threw it across the room. "It's important to me!"

      "Zahra's been dead second longest," Mary said. "So she forgets what it was like."

      "If I'm dead, how come I'm here?"

      "Because you're a Dead Girl," Mary said.

      "It sounds like a cult," Ava said.

      Zahra laughed. It sounded genuine. Mary glared at her. Zahra covered her hand with her mouth. "Sorry."

      "It's not a cult," Mary said. "It's a sisterhood."

      "Which sounds exactly like what a cult would say," Ava grunted.

      "Zahra, you explain," Mary said.

      Zahra licked the paste from one of her nails. Grimaced. "As Dead Girls, we are destined to die repeatedly in order to inspire men."

      Ava blinked. "What?"

      "Exactly."

      "I'm supposed to die to inspire men. Sure. Like Jesus?"

      "Yeah," Zahra nodded. "But with more daddy issues and less carpentry skills."

      Ava laughed.

      "And the only people who will recognize you from one life to the next are your fellow Dead Girls. To everyone else, you'll appear as a completely different person each time."

      "Every time? How many times are there?"

      Mary gestured to Zahra. "She's over three hundred."

      Ava's mouth fell open. "You've died three hundred times?"

      "Over."

      This had to be some kind of joke …

      "But … how? Why?" Ava asked. "Who decided this was a thing?"

      Zahra shrugged. "Dunno. Just the way it's always been."

      Mary nodded. "We die, we inspire, we come back and do it all over again."

      "And I'm not allowed to go back home?"

      "It's not, NOT allowed," Zahra said. "It's just usually too painful."

      "Good," Ava said, sliding off the seat. She went out to reception. Waited for Sarah to look up. "Where's Chestnut Street?"

      Sarah pointed east.

      "Thanks."

      And out Ava went.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      She'd walked for over an hour before she started to recognize her surroundings. But as soon as she did, she started to run.

      Ahead was the overpass, then the exit to her neighborhood. The crosswalk would be just ahead.

      She crossed beneath it. Heard a loud bang and turned back.

      A car had broken through the cement barrier of the overpass and was coming right at —
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        * * *

      

      Ava woke.

      It was cold.

      "FUCK."
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        * * *

      

      Ava left the morgue wearing a shirt that said: I'd rather be screwing.

      "I'm beginning to think this is deliberate," Ava said, looking down at the cartoon man wearing carpenter's gear.

      Zahra grinned.

      But once they left the hospital grounds, they didn't go left; they went right. She stopped. "We're not going to the dentist?"

      "Nope," Mary said. "We're headed to Zander's art gallery."

      "For what?"

      Zahra glanced at her. "Wine and a showing. Why do you think?"

      "I think we're all under 16, and we won't be allowed entrance."

      Zahra pulled a compact mirror from her pocket. Flipped it open and held it out. Ava checked her appearance.

      "Why do I look like Betty White?"

      "You're not that old."

      Ava grunted.

      They caught a city bus and made their way downtown. 

      Zander's Art Galleria (God, could it be more pretentious?) was located at the edge of the art district. Inside, it was all white walls and long rows of track lighting. 

      And it was packed.

      The three of them made their way up, and a bored student dressed all in black opened the door for them. Zahra gestured for Ava to enter first. 

      The paintings were a riot of red, splattered across multiple canvases in patterns that were too chaotic to track.

      A placard next to the first painting read: Semi-Permanent by Marcus Jeffries.

      Ava sure as fuck hoped they were semi-permanent. Because these paintings were bad. Mediocre at best. "I came, I saw. Can I leave now?"

      "But you haven't seen all your paintings," Mary said.

      "My paintings?" Ava said.

      Zahra nodded. "Marcus was the one that ran you over."

      Ava blinked. Looked closer at a painting. A raccoon covered in blood. "He killed me?"

      Zahra nodded. "The second time. He's already being called the next Jackson Pollock."

      Fuck him.

      "Where is he?" Ava asked.

      Mary pointed to a gaunt man surrounded by art enthusiasts. He was dressed in black. The mirror image of the student who had opened the door.

      She marched over to him and poked him in the chest. "Asshole."

      Marcus recoiled. "I beg your pardon."

      "You killed me, you fucker."

      "Uh —"He glanced at the other guests.

      But Ava didn't give him time to respond. Instead she walked over and grabbed the painting of the blood-spattered raccoon. Yanked it from the wall. Tried to tear it into pieces. No luck. So she walked to the entrance. "I'm taking this with me."

      "Ava!" Mary looked worried.

      "Stop her," Marcus said. "She's stealing Trash Life!"
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        * * *

      

      Ava darted outside and down the stairs. The painting was large and cumbersome. It caught between her legs, tripping her. She went flying onto the road. A manhole cover was missing. She tumbled down into the sewage and —
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        * * *

      

      Ava woke.

      "Son of a bitch."
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        * * *

      

      Ava yanked the It's Beer O'Clock t-shirt over her head.

      This time Zahra didn't leave while she dressed. Instead she scooted around the morgue on a gurney, using a mop for propulsion.

      "You've done this over three hundred times?" Ava asked.

      Zahra nodded.

      "Who gets you out?"

      "Steph and Bella."

      Ava stared at her. "There's more like us?"

      Zahra rolled her eyes. "Of course. There's hundred of Dead Girls"." She stretched out the "s" so it sounded like zzzzzz.

      "And when do I get to meet them?"

      "Dunno," Mary said. "But Margaret wants to meet you in ten minutes."

      "And who is Margaret?"

      "The dentist."

      Ava swallowed. "Am I in trouble?"

      "Dunno."

      "How many times have you had to go to the dentist?"

      Mary smiled, standing proud. "Never."

      Ava turned to Zahra. "You?"

      She shrugged. "Over three hundred."
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        * * *

      

      When they arrived at the dental office, Zahra and Mary declined to go inside.

      "You can't be serious," Ava said. "What about sisterhood?"

      "It's you she wants to see, not us," Zahra said. "We'll wait for you here."

      Ava glared at her, then stomped inside. 

      Sarah looked up and smiled. "Exam room three."

      Ava growled, then stopped. It wasn't Sarah's fault she was here. She turned back. "Thanks. Sorry if I came off grouchy."

      Sarah laughed. "You're good. Go on in."

      Ava made her way to the third room and entered. A stern-looking woman in her fifties, wearing a lab coat, sat in the dentist's chair.

      "Take a seat, Ava."

      She did. "Am I in trouble?"

      "No. Why?"

      She shrugged. "I feel like I got called to the Principal's Office."

      Margaret rummaged through a cupboard. "You want some toothpaste?"

      Ava blinked. "For what?"

      "Your teeth."

      "No, I'm good," Ava said. 

      Margaret nodded and closed the cupboard.

      "Wait. Do I need to brush my teeth? I mean, I'm dead." Ava widened her eyes. "Unless I'm not?"

      "No, you're dead," Margaret said. "And you don't need to brush or floss or mouthwash. Although some girls find it helps to maintain a semblance of their prior life."

      "So, who are you? Head Dead Girl?"

      Margaret laughed. "You can call me that."

      "What do others call you?"

      "Their dentist."

      "And why do we need a dentist?"

      Margaret smiled. "That's exactly what I'm here to tell you."
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        * * *

      

      "There are two rules," Margaret said once Ava got settled in the dental chair. "One. I give you the name of a man you are to inspire. Two. You figure out how to inspire him."

      "Inspire?"

      "Yes."

      "What do you mean by that?"

      Margaret mimed hanging herself.

      "You mean die?"

      "Well, yes, but it's rather a touchy subject, so we find inspire a better word. And the bloodier and more violent and painful, the better. Anything less, and inspiration won't take."

      "Is this a fucking joke?"

      "Language," Margaret said. "And it's no fucking joke."

      "Well, it's stupid."

      "It's the system."

      "And what man came up with it?"

      Margaret's face remained impassive. "I am certain I don't know. The rules have been in place for as long as anyone can remember. Even Joan doesn't know their origins, and she's been with us the longest."

      "So, what if I want to opt-out? Quit?"

      "You can't."

      "Say's who?"

      Margaret's expression hardened. "This is who you are now, Ava. There is no way out."

      "There's always a way out," Ava said. She grabbed the dental drill, switched it on, and drove it into her neck.
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        * * *

      

      Ava woke.
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        * * *

      

      Margaret produced a slip of paper from her pocket. "Shall we continue?"

      Ava grunted.

      "Your first assignment is Daniel Anders. Musician. Find him, inspire him, you know the drill."

      Ava plucked the paper from her fingers. "Ha, ha."

      Margaret blanched. "My apologies. I didn't mean to suggest —"

      But Ava was already gone. She stepped out of the office and — where the fuck was Mary and Zahra? She went back in. "Uh, Sarah. Where are Mary and Zahra?"

      Sarah looked down at her appointment book. "They're out on assignment. Do you need them?"

      Did she?

      "Nope." She looked down at the paper. "I'm good."

      She exited, crumpling Daniel Anders' address in her hand, then tossed it in the nearest bin. 

      She didn't need it 'cause Ava was going home.
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        * * *

      

      Ava stood across the street from her home.

      Staring.

      The once wild jungle of weeds and dandelions that had been their front yard for years was now a manicured expanse of emerald grass. The peeling, sun-bleached grey home had been painted with a fresh coat of cheery yellow paint. 

      For a moment, she thought her father might have moved.

      But no, that was his F150 in the driveway, the bed filled with cardboard boxes.

      Then the front door opened, and her father stepped out. He was clean-shaven, and he carried another box.

      Ava couldn't remember the last time she'd seen him without his usual scruff or holding anything other than a bottle. And the way he moved. His shoulders seemed lighter.

      Her throat tightened.

      Was he happy she was gone?

      The front door banged open again. Another figure emerged. Ava's eyes widened in disbelief. "M- Mom?"

      It couldn't be.

      They hadn't spoken in years. In fact, she could still hear her mother's last words. "I'm never coming back."

      But there she was.

      She'd been broken-hearted when Ava decided to stay, hoping she could help her father get sober. She'd begged and pleaded. But Ava had her father's stubbornness.

      Her father stopped half way to the truck. And her mom added her box to the top of his. Then she turned around and went back inside.

      Ava's shock turned to anger. 

      What the hell was going on? 

      And just how long had she been… gone? 

      She marched across the street.

      "Hey!" Ava waved her arms. 

      Her father set the boxes in the truck bed, then turned around. "Can I help you?"

      Could he help her? No, where the fuck have you been? 

      And then she remembered. He wasn't seeing her. He was seeing someone else.

      Ava opened her mouth to explain, but the words never came out. A deafening crack cut the air, followed by a blinding flash of light.

      Pain exploded through every nerve in her body, and then⁠—
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        * * *

      

      Dark.

      "Oh, come on!" Ava said. "Seriously?"

      The drawer slid open. 

      "Rough day?" Zahra asked.

      "What the hell just happened?"

      Zahra handed her a fabric bundle. "Lightning strike. Pretty rare, but it happens."

      "There wasn't a cloud in the sky," Ava said.

      "As I said, rare."

      Ava glared at her. 

      "Margaret's mad," Mary said, her large eyes looking worried. "You weren't supposed to go home."

      Ava slid off the metal bed, letting the sheet fall away. "Margaret doesn't get a say."
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        * * *

      

      Ava ran faster.

      Her house was just two blocks away now.

      She heard a growl. Glanced back. A massive dog with foam dripping from its jaws crawled out of the bushes and scampered after her. Ava ran faster. "Good boy."
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        * * *

      

      Metal.
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        * * *

      

      Ava scrambled over the fence. Maybe the way to success was going in the back door. She heard something electrical snap.

      Looked up.

      A power line fell towards her in a shower of sparks.
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        * * *

      

      Cold.
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        * * *

      

      Ava walked.

      Careful to avoid any obstacle. Crossed the street only when there were zero cars. She was two houses away now. 

      Alert for any possible sign of interference.

      It was now or never.

      She stepped off the curb.

      Something hit her on the head.
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        * * *

      

      "A toilet seat?" Ava said.

      "Uh huh," Zahra nodded. "From the space station."

      Ava glared at her. "Sounds like something from a TV show."

      This time when she stepped out of the morgue and into the hospital hallway, Margaret was waiting for her. 

      "What the fuck?" Margaret said.

      Ava looked down at her shirt: Warning: Fart Loading. "I agree. This might be the worst yet."

      "I am not talking about the shirt," Margaret said through clenched teeth. "I am talking about Daniel Anders."

      "Who's that?"

      For a moment, Margaret looked like she wanted to put Ava back in the drawer. "Who is that? The man you supposed to be inspiring."

      "Oh, right."

      "Only you seem to be determined to go home."

      Ava pointed. "Zahra said it wasn't against the rules."

      "Hey!"

      "It's not. Because it's impossible to go home. You'll just wind up dead. Those we've left behind have moved on."

      "But I haven't." Tears pricked her eyes. "I want to see my dad. My mom."

      Margaret walked over and hugged her. "I know. But it's impossible."

      For a moment, Ava resisted. But it felt good to be hugged. She tried to imagine it was her mother holding her. But she couldn't quite get there.

      "You weren't murdered for nothing, Ava. You have the potential to inspire hundreds. If not thousands."

      "Of men." The words were dripping with disdain.

      Margaret obviously chose to ignore her tone. "Exactly. So why not embrace it?"

      Ava stiffened. Why not embrace it?

      Why not, indeed.

      She pursed her lips, a plan forming in her head.

      "Alright. Give me Daniel's address."

      Margaret looked shocked. "You don't have it?"

      Ava shrugged. "Must have burned up when the lightning struck."
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        * * *

      

      The address for Daniel wasn't a house but a coffee shop.

      Bean There, Done That.

      Ava wasn't sure how she was supposed to recognize him when she entered. She just did. He was seated in the window, hunched over his laptop, eyes on the screen. 

      There was an empty chair opposite him, so she walked over and sat.

      It took him a minute to realize she was staring at him. But finally, he looked up. "May I help you?"

      "No, but I'm here to help you."

      He looked confused. "With what?"

      "Your music."

      He stiffened. "You know my music?"

      "Sure do. It's awesome. Amazing. I can't get enough of it. You should write more."

      His eyes narrowed. "Did my sister send you here?"

      Ava blinked. "What? No. Why?"

      "Because she's the only one who has ever heard me play."

      Shit.

      "Look, Daniel," she said, leaning in and lowering her voice. "I'm trying to inspire you."

      He recoiled. "You know my name?"

      Double shit. Maybe she had been too forward.

      Ava pointed to the barista. "I heard him call it out."

      Daniel turned his cup around. Scribbled on the side was: oat milk latte, extra hot. She met his eyes and shrugged. "I guessed."

      Daniel closed his laptop, got to his feet, and collected his cup. "Have a good day."

      Ava got up. "No, wait. Please. I just want to talk."

      He headed for the door. 

      She followed him out. 

      As soon as he spotted her, he broke into a jog. Cutting across the road towards a high-rise building that was under construction. Ava tried to follow, but the light turned red. When he got to the other side, he stopped, turning back to make sure she hadn't followed him.

      Which was the exact moment a cement block from the half-built high-rise fell on him.
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        * * *

      

      For the first three seconds after the cement block splatted Daniel Anders into a pancake everything continued on. And then someone screamed.

      Eventually, Ava was jostled by others wanting to get a front page seat to Man Squashed by Cement Brick!

      But Ava didn't need to watch.

      She also didn't know what to do.

      She went back into the cafe and sat. Until someone next to her hissed and pointed to her face. She went to the washroom and checked the mirror. There was a spot of blood on her unfamiliar cheek. Daniel had traveled in death.

      She wondered if she had.

      And why the hell she hadn't looked into her own death. That was weird. Even now, trying to hold onto that thought felt difficult. Like it was evaporating into the ether.

      She had no idea where to go.

      Not to the dentist's.

      God, what was she supposed to tell Margaret?

      She wiped her face and exited the cafe. Then started walking. And, of course, her feet took her home. She stopped mid-block, looking around for whichever unseen force was watching her. "I don't want to talk to them," she said. "I just want to SEE them. And then I'll leave. I promise." 

      She waited a moment.

      And when she didn't wake up in the morgue, she decided that she had permission to proceed. She walked up to the front window, resisting the urge to bolt inside.

      But she was going to be true to her word.

      She peered inside.

      Her father's face was red. Drinking again. Or not. He paced. And then her mom stepped out, arms waving about. 

      They were arguing.

      She stepped towards the door.

      And then her dad collapsed on the couch. Head in his hands. Her mom went and sat beside him. Pulled him into her arms, cradling him. His shoulders shook. He was crying. And Ava knew it was because of her.

      He was sad she was gone.

      Tears pricked her own eyes.

      And she caught her reflection in the window. Even if she were to go inside, she wasn't Ava anymore.

      She turned around and walked away.

      Might as well go see Margaret.

      Get the lecture over with.
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        * * *

      

      The door of the dentist's office banged closed behind her.

      Sarah looked up. Her smile faded instantly. "You better get in there."

      "Number three?"

      Sarah nodded.

      Ava headed into the back of the office and walked along to the third office. Margaret exited just as she neared.

      "What. Did. You. Do?" Margaret ground out through clenched teeth.

      "What do you mean?" Ava asked. Although she probably wasn't going to be able to play innocent for long.

      A familiar head popped out of the room.

      "Hi." 

      It was Daniel Anders.

      "Oh," Ava said. "That."

      "Yes, that!" Margaret said, marching to her and grabbing her arm. Dragging her down the hallway. "What the hell am I supposed to do with him, Ava?"

      "I don't know," Ava said.

      "What happened?"

      Ave gesticulated. "He just died."

      "That was supposed to be you."

      "I get that," Ava said. She was starting to get pissed. "Maybe he took one for the team."

      Margaret glared at her. "That's not how it works."

      "So now what?" Ava asked.

      Margaret pinched the bridge of her nose. "I don't know. I'll have to consult with — well, I'll have to consult." 

      Ava stared at her. "There's someone above you?"

      Margaret ignored her. Slipped a piece of paper from the pocket of her lab coat. Held it out. "Your next assignment." 

      Ava took the paper and gestured to Daniel. "What about him?"

      "Look after him," Margaret said, stalking off.

      Ava planted her hands on her hips. "Why me?"

      "He's your Dead Boy."
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        * * *

      

      They made their way through reception, and Ava handed the paper to Daniel. "You better hang onto this. I tend to lose them."

      Then they exited the office right when Zahra rounded the corner. 

      She stopped short, and Daniel bumped into her.

      Zahra stopped too, eying Daniel. "Who's this?"

      "Dead Boy," said Ava.

      Daniel glared at her and held out his hand in greeting. "Daniel Anders."

      Zahra eyed his hand as though she'd just seen him sneeze in it. "Daniel Anders. Why is he dead?"

      Ava shrugged. "Got to him too late, I guess."

      "He passed his expiration date?"

      "Something like that."

      Daniel crossed his arms. "I'm not sure I appreciate you discussing me like I'm a can of tinned tomatoes."

      "Why not?" Ava asked. "You kinda were."

      He glowered at her.

      "What did Margaret say when she saw him?" Zahra asked.

      "That she needed a consult."

      "Oh, you really did fuck up," Zahra said. "She's only ever asked for a consult once before."

      "When was that?"

      "Long time ago."

      "Shouldn't we be going?" Daniel asked, waving the slip of paper at her. "Don't we have an assignment?"

      Ava glared at him, then walked over to Zahra, lowering her voice. "I've got a question for you. You ever wonder how you died?"

      Zahra crossed her arms over her chest. "That kind of thinking never leads anywhere good, Ava."

      "It's when you said maybe it was father. What if it was?"

      Zahra shook her head. "No. It's not him."

      "How do you know?"

      "Because you remember him."

      "And?"

      "We never remember the ones that kill us. Probably to keep us from going back and getting vengeance."

      "We can do that?"

      Zahra shrugged. "Maybe."

      Ava took a breath. "You did that."

      Zahra looked sad. "I don't recommend it."

      "Why?"

      "It left my mom without a daughter. And a son."

      "Fuck." Ava hugged her. For a moment, Zahra was stiff. Then she relaxed, but only for a second. Then she was pulling away.

      "Thanks."

      Ava nodded, gestured to Daniel. "Come on, we got work to do." Then she started walking. When she got to the end of the block, she stopped and turned back.

      Zahra was still watching after them.
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        * * *

      

      Ava stopped in front of the house.

      Her father's truck was gone. He was out. 

      "Is this our assignment?" Daniel asked. "Because the address doesn't match the paper."

      "Fuck the address," Ava said, walking up the driveway. A box of bottles sat next to the garbage can. She bent down and picked one up. Artemis Tull. And it was still full.

      Huh.

      "What's wrong?" Daniel asked.

      "Nothing. Let's go inside."

      Ava walked to the front porch and found the plastic stone hidden in the flower pot. It had a false bottom. She dumped out the key.

      Unlocked the house.

      And entered.

      The familiar smell of her father hit instantly. Her whole body relaxed. She was home. She walked to the closet and opened it. Took out one of his coats and slipped it on, smelling the sleeve.

      "This is your house," Daniel said.

      Ava walked into the living room. He was standing in front of the wall next to the window. A bunch of newspaper clippings had been taped there. Teen Murdered, Body Dumped in High School Parking Lot.

      Teen.

      Her.

      Ava pulled the clipping and read. She'd gone to the school dance with her boyfriend, Steve Messenger. They'd had an argument, as witnessed by several friends. Messenger reported that she didn't want a lift home. Said she'd walk. So he left her. Four hours later, her body was discovered by a man who was walking his dog.

      Daniel was looking at a photograph of her with a teenage boy. He was dressed in a football uniform. A large Eagle on his chest. "Are we supposed to be here?"

      Ava ignored him, and plucked the photograph from his hands. Compared it to the one in the clipping. Steve Messenger. She didn't remember having a boyfriend.

      A flash of cold slid down her spine like a knife.

      We never remember the ones that kill us.

      Steve. Steve had killed her. 

      She looked up at the wall. There was another news article. Steve had been taken in for questioning a third time. His photograph had been circled with a pen. Several times. A yellow sticky was in the center of the wall.

      Eagles versus Guardians. Plus, a date. Today's date.

      Her father wasn't going to do anything stupid, was he? 

      She glanced at the coffee table. An empty holster sat there. Fuck.

      "I don't think this is our assignment," Daniel said.

      "No, it's not," Ava said. "I'll catch you later."

      Then she headed for the door.

      "Where are you going?" Daniel asked.

      "High school."
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        * * *

      

      Ava arrived at the high school to find the parking lot packed and crowds of people streaming toward the football field. She glanced over the crowd, spotting a familiar face. Callie. Her former best friend. 

      She was with her parents. Holding tight to her mom's arm. She looked sad.

      Ava stepped towards her, then remembered. 

      Callie wouldn't recognize her.

      Besides, she was here to find her Dad. But why? Steve. That's right. She thought he was going to kill Steve.

      She made her way into the school.

      The smell of it, the memory of classes, of bells and tests and teachers all came flooding back. She understood why Dead Girls weren't supposed to go back to their other life. It was overwhelming. 

      She walked along the hallway, peering into classrooms, running her fingers along lockers. Reading posters announcing dances, study sessions, lost textbooks. The next classroom she looked in, she stopped.

      Her father was seated inside. 

      A bottle of whisky on the desk before him. Along with the gun and his phone.

      She put her hand on the doorknob, waiting for lightning to strike. But it didn't. So she opened it and went inside.

      Her father looked up, straightening, wiping his eyes.

      "Are you okay?" Ava said. For a moment, she was scared he'd recognize her voice. But it sounded different. Even to her own ears.

      He opened his mouth, then gestured, unable to talk. His head dropped again. Ava walked over and pulled up a chair. Sitting next to him. Then she lay a hand on his shoulder. It took every ounce of willpower not to throw herself into his arms. "You look … sad."

      He sniffed. "My daughter … she was murdered. I'm not handling it well."

      Ava's throat tightened. "I'm so sorry."

      "Don't be." He reached for the gun, then his hands dropped into his lap. "I came here to kill the little shit that did it."

      "And have you?" Ava asked.

      He laughed. It was brittle, bitter. "Nah. Cops picked him up about an hour ago. They finally got enough evidence to arrest him." He gestured to his cellphone. "Just got the call."

      Ava felt her shoulders sag. Relieved. "That's a good thing, isn't it?"

      He cleared his throat. "I guess so. I just — all I can think about is my baby dying alone. All by herself. All scared."

      Ava took his hand. She couldn't help it. It was warm and strong. Like she remembered. "She wasn't alone."

      His eyes flashed. He tried to pull his hand away. "I fucking know that. That bastard⁠—"

      "No, no, that's not what I mean. I'm not talking about him. I'm talking about you."

      Her father met her eyes. "What do you mean?"

      Ava's fingers tightened on his. "I know that in her final moments, her thoughts would have been on you and Mom. Her mom. So you would have been with her. Even if you weren't physically there."

      Her father cleared his throat. "You think?"

      "I know," Ava said.

      He gave her a wobbly smile. "Thank you. That means a lot."

      Ava squeezed his hand. "Is there someone I could call for you? Take you home?"

      He wiped his eyes. "Already done. Just waiting for her now."

      There was a quiet knock on the door. Ava looked up. Her mom stood there. She bolted to her feet, dropping her dad's hand.

      Her father got up and gestured to Ava. "She was helping me."

      Her mom smiled. "I heard. I got here a few minutes ago, but I didn't want to interrupt."

      Her father turned to her. "Thank you —?"

      "A- Abigail," she said.

      He gave her a hug. Then released her and walked to the door. A moment later they were both gone. 

      Ava sat.

      A minute later, her mom appeared at the door. "Is that — is that my husband's coat?"

      Ava looked down at it. "Yeah, sorry."

      "No, no," she said. "You keep it."

      Ava swallowed. "Thank you."

      "Although, maybe I should dispose of those two things." She gestured to the gun and the bottle. Ava nodded.

      Her mom entered and collected them. Then she paused. "Do I know you?"

      "I don't think so," Ava said. "Take care of him, will you."

      Her mom smiled. "I will."

      And then she was gone. Leaving Ava alone. From outside, a loud cheer came from the direction of the football field.
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        * * *

      

      Ava entered the dentist's office. 

      Daniel was seated in a chair. He jumped up when he saw her. "Hey, Ava. I don't think my mission went quite as planned."

      Ava ignored him, walking past Sarah without greeting her. The receptionist's smile was gone. In fact, she looked downright pissed. Ava made her way through to the back office. A line of men stood waiting to get into number three. Jesus, why was it so busy?

      "Psst."

      Ava turned.

      Zahra and Mary were watching from room one. Ava walked down to them. 

      "This is all your fault," Mary said.

      "What did I do?" Ava asked.

      Zahra stopped mid-floss and gestured to the line of men. "We all decided to stop dying. And every single target showed up as a Dead Boy. The entire system has ground to a halt."

      Ava blinked. Then turned to Mary. "Even you stopped?"

      "I was peer-pressured."

      Zahra rolled her eyes.

      Ava gestured to the line-up. "So they're all —"

      "Yep," Zahra nodded. "Dead Boys."

      "What's Margaret got to say about it?"

      Zahra shrugged. "Dunno. She came out of her consult and has been hiding in the bathroom ever since."

      Ava made her way past the line-up. "Excuse me."

      The boys shuffled to the side. 

      Ava reached the bathroom and knocked.

      "Go away." Margaret sounded like she had been crying.

      "Open up," Ava said. 

      The lock clicked.

      Ava opened the door and stepped inside. Margaret was seated on the toilet, her eyes red and puffy. "What's going on?"

      Margaret gestured to the sink. "I got the next set of assignments."

      Ava picked one out of the sink. It was slightly damp. Zahra. She pulled the next one. Mary. Ava. Joan. Sadie. Clara. Helen.

      "Huh?"

      "You're all supposed to kill yourselves."

      "Okay. I mean. I've done it before."

      "Not like this," Margaret said. "Not when Management wants it."

      Ava set the paper down. "What's the difference?"

      Margaret's cheeks look hollow. "You don't rise again. This is it. The end."

      "How do you know?"

      "It happened once before in '66. Clean slate. Except for me."

      "Why?"

      Margaret sniffed. "The Dead Girls went on strike back then as well." 

      Ava crossed her arms. "Who's in charge?"

      Margaret stiffened. "I can't tell you that."

      "Why not?"

      "It's against procedure."

      "You think if I burn this place down, they'll come and talk to me? Or maybe I go destroy the morgue. Or how about —"

      "Sarah."

      Ava blinked. "What?"

      "It's Sarah."

      "Sarah's in charge?"

      "But you don't understand what she's like. She can —"

      Ava was already gone. Out the bathroom and past the Dead Boys to where Zahra and Mary were waiting for her. Then out into the reception area.

      Ava walked over to Sarah and slapped her palms down on the counter. "I would like to talk to management."

      Sarah looked up at her. "I beg your pardon?"

      Ava smiled. "You heard me."

      Sarah stood, rising taller and taller, transforming into a grotesque creature that was half shadow, half flesh.

      "Clever girl," she said. "What can I do for you?"

      "You can die," Ava said.

      Sarah laughed, smoke expelling from her mouth, eyes, and nose. "I think not. As a Dead Girl, that's your fate." 

      "No," Ava said. "It's yours. Because when I said I wanted to talk to Management, I didn't mean you." 

      Sarah stilled. "Pardon?"

      Ava bared her teeth. "I meant MANAGEMENT."

      The door to the street opened. A tiny woman who looked to be in her sixties entered. She carried a leather handbag and wore shiny Mary Janes. 

      "Madam," Sarah said. Her hands came out in supplication.

      But the woman ignored her, turning to Ava instead. "I'm here, girl."

      Ava turned. "You've been watching me."

      "I watch all the players," she smiled. "What is it you want?"

      Ava pointed to Sarah. "Can we fire her?"

      Zahra's eyes widened. 

      Mary shuffled behind her.

      "Now, wait a minute," Sarah said. But that was all she got out. Because she exploded. A shockwave of dark energy shot through the office, shattering windows and blowing Ava clean off her feet.

      A second later, it was over.

      Blood and guts dripped from the ceiling.

      Ava spat out a half a toe.

      Then she stood. Daniel coughed. Zahra picked a chunk of intestine from her hair. Mary still cowered behind her. Margaret appeared in the doorway. Spotted the small woman and paled.

      "Games-Mistress."

      Ava glanced at her. "That your title?"

      "It is. Although it's hardly fitting. I run the board, not the games. And it's been some time since anyone has asked to end one."

      "There are more games?" Mary asked.

      "Oh yes, many more." The woman nodded. "But Sarah's appears to have run its course."

      "It's over?" Margaret asked.

      "It is."

      Margaret smiled, then dropped into one of the chairs, looking exhausted.

      Ava glanced at Mary. Then Zahra. "So what happens to us?"

      The woman smiled. "You can take the life you currently have and live, dying naturally when your time comes. Or ..."

      Zahra headed for the door. "See you."

      Then she banged out and was gone. A second later Mary ran after her. Daniel followed shortly after.

      But Ava hadn't moved. "Or?"

      "You become a demon yourself and set up a game of your own choosing." Ava glanced over at Margaret. Her eyes were closed. She wondered if she was asleep. "Well, my dear," the Game-Mistress asked. "Have you decided?"

      Ava smiled. "I have."
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      It’s an amazing day whenever Christina Aguilera wakes me up by telling me just how beautiful I am in every single way. Except the world does, indeed, hold me down.

      Well, most of the time.

      Almost all the time.

      Okay, every day.

      It’s not like I don’t try to make it better. I do. I really do.

      But it’s your parents, you know, and it’s not like you can just go ruin their day because you feel like it.

      Look at me, dumping all of this onto you. Like it’s your business. Like you really care.

      But maybe you do. Let’s see if I can give you some insight into where I’m coming from.

      The morning starts at 6:30 am, when the “Dirty” diva herself, Ms. Christina Aguilera, wakes me from my beauty sleep. From there, it’s a struggle to start the day off right with a ritual of taking care of myself through skincare, a little bit of spontaneous yoga, and some power poses in front of the mirror. The divas themselves, from Madonna to Beyonce to Dua Lipa, watch over me as I practice. Posters and pictures cover the walls. My parents think I want to be a performer when I graduate. They think I’m going to hit the stage and be a leading man in a Broadway play.

      I mean, I wouldn’t mind, but I’m not that good at acting.

      Most of the time, I feel like I’m half-convincing, playing the part of a straight son in a family of suburban white folks.

      Beyond the divas, I have blue walls because that is what boys have on their walls. I still have medals from the championship Little League games I played in. The allure was the way the pants made my ass look, but sure, it was kind of fun, too, I guess.

      The baseball bat I used to win the championship is encased in glass on my wall.

      I’m just kidding.

      I fucking sucked.

      I was on the team because my dad knew the coach. I was the best bench warmer the team ever had. I could run fast, but had a habit of throwing the bat whenever I swung at the ball. I was a hazard to the team. Both teams, actually.

      The parents would all laugh except mine. They groaned and told everyone that the little ginger kid who got the home runs (his name is Harry, by the way) was their son.

      That’s why I pose in the mirror. To find that inner strength that these fine ladies on my wall all have.

      And only the most fierce poses will do. I walk like I’m Tyra on the runway, taking a fierce step, eyes forward like I could burn the world down with my stare. Let everyone know, but really my room,  just how fucking lucky they are to have met me. That to gaze upon me is a gift to them.

      The girls all want to be me or be my bestie.

      The boys?

      Well, that’s more complicated.

      I’m always interrupted mid-wardrobe change by my mother calling me down to breakfast. “Michael! Your eggs are getting cold.”

      Fortunately for me, t-shirts and jeans never go out of style. I go for a tighter fitting blue shirt with a slight rip in the neck hole. My mom hates it, but I refuse to let her fix it. It’s mine and I like it that way.

      Besides, it’s that one conversation piece that everyone needs to have when they go out to present themselves to the world. I can’t go with blue or pink hair. And there’s no way my mom will let me wear pink or baby lilac nail polish. So, I go for this as my refuge. It’s nothing and everything all at once. 

      Mom taps on my door just as I’m finished pulling on my socks. They’re rainbow, from red at the toes to purple just below my knee. It’s a look that dares to scream, “I’m here, and I’m queer,” if you bother to look hard enough.

      Today, I’m not taking any chances. Not a single bitch is going to misinterpret shit today.

      Because I’m here. And I’m queer.

      “I’m coming, Mom.”

      What I meant to say is, “I’m coming out, Mom,” but it’s one baby step at a time. Baby girl needs to walk in heels before she can work the catwalk.

      “M’kay, honey.” I can hear her footsteps disappear. Back into the kitchen, I presume.

      I check myself over in the mirror again and again. The shirt is a size too small, but it makes my shoulders look great. The rest of me looks like a flat board, but that’s neither here nor there. It’s the style. The fashion.

      I open the door, and my mom is halfway down the stairs. She turns around and looks at me. “Is that shirt too small for you? You should change.”

      “I’m fine, Mom.” I grab the handrail for support. I’m not going back in my bedroom.

      “You really should. It’s too small. Please don’t tell me the 90s are back again.” Mom refuses to continue going down the stairs. She’s blocking me from life and self-expression and my food. My literal cupcakes, rainbow with a whipped cream cheese frosting and party sprinkles for good measure.

      What’s the point of doing rainbow and leaving out the sprinkles? 

      “Mom, we’re going to be late. I’m fine.”

      “And it has a hole it in.”

      She acts like she hasn’t seen it before.

      “Mother, can we go, please?”

      Mom keeps her eyes on me. She wants me to feel each judgmental little thought she has. Those thought worms digging through my skull to the one part of my brain that’s bigger than every other part: the part that feels shame.

      I let go of the railing but seize it again. “I’m not going to change. I don’t know what else to wear.”

      “I can do your laundry.”

      “No!” I scream it at her, but it’s a reaction. Honest. Nothing meant by that. It’s just that at a certain time in a young man’s life, you do your own laundry. It’s for my — and her — protection.

      She holds up both hands in surrender. “Fine, no laundry. Do it when you need it.”

      “I will.”

      “Okay.”

      “Okay.”

      We lock eyes. She recognizes the fact that she lost this battle, but she’ll win the war. Mom will make sure of it. “Well, let’s get to school, shall we?”

      I follow her down the steps. The further we go, the more I start to wonder if the shirt is too tight. Is someone going to say something? Something that’s going to make me regret everything?

      Thanks for the gaslight, Mom. It was starting to get a little dark in here.

      The cupcakes are already in a plastic container, sealed off from the rest of the world with its translucent cover. All I see is white frosting and bits of red and blue through the sides.

      “Thank you for getting this together, Mom.” Every time she pisses me off, there’s something like this she’s also done. I would say this is manipulative if I had more evidence.

      Once in the car, the cupcakes rest on my lap, and I pray that each speed bump and stop sign doesn’t send them flying. That me grabbing for the “oh shit” bar on the side of the car doesn’t loosen my grip too much.

      In between stop signs, Mom eyes the plastic dome that covers the cupcakes. “Why cupcakes?”

      “Just a sweet treat for my friends.”

      She nods with a smile that tells me that although I can’t see in her head, I know something’s cooking in there. And my mom’s not exactly a Michelin-star chef. Whenever she’s cooking—plans or recipes — it usually comes out a disaster and an incomprehensible mess. Mashed potatoes with Chinese food. We’re talking about cuisines that have no reason to be together.

      The classics are a classic for a reason, is what I’m trying to say.

      But Mom? She’s the creative one in the family.

      I should put “creative” in quotes because that’s exactly how you should interpret it. Creative, as in, her mind doesn’t know what else to micromanage now that I’m old enough to do my own laundry. She’s the type of person who cleans my keyboard and mouse, getting in between the buttons and crevices with a toothpick.

      Not that Dad is much better, but he’s not questioning my choice to bring homemade baked goods to school.

      “Is that even allowed anymore?” Mom says. “I thought you had to label everything.”

      I show her an index card I planted on the bottom of the tray. “It has all of the ingredients.”

      “You made it from a box.”

      “We made this from a box,” I remind her. “And some substitutions that I found on TikTok.”

      Mom nods at the correction. “Right.” She says it loud enough for me to hear it. The next “Right” is just under her breath. She thinks I can’t hear the tone, but there’s a tone. There’s always a tone.

      She pulls up at the school at the end of drop-off time, and it’s like torture. I’d rather have someone stand above me, dripping water against that spot between my eyes with a plastic syringe, than suffer this. The silence— at the risk of being cliche about it — is so totally silent. It’s A Quiet Place quiet, like our lives depend on it.

      Mom nods at me and smiles.

      It’s off. It feels so off.

      I don’t know why, but I want to apologize, even though I’m not sure what I did wrong. Was it because I didn’t say she could do my laundry? Because I corrected her about the box of cupcake mix? Was I too quiet?

      Maybe she sees the rainbows and the girl friends — not girlfriends — and she already suspects and is mourning the loss of her dear child. And I’ll come home to a bag of my stuff, wrinkled and stinky, and she and my dad will be sitting on the couch. The only words will be “How could you?” and “You’re not my son anymore.”

      My stomach hurts just from the thought.

      Someone behind us honks, and that’s what breaks the silence. Finally, something louder than all of this doubt and shame I’m feeling over God-knows-what.

      “I’m sorry,” I blurt out.

      Mom says, “It’s fine.”

      But I don’t know what’s fine, and I don’t know what I’m sorry for.

      Another honk.

      “Mom,” I begin. I don’t finish. Mom taps the side of her cheek for the kiss goodbye. I give her a peck on the cheek and realize I’m too old for this. But guilt is a helluva drug.

      Door opens. More honking.

      I step out and glare at the people behind us while Mom hands me the cupcakes. “Have fun, Michael. Be good. Learn lots.”

      “Thanks, Mom. You, too.” I close the door. And no, I don’t know why I said that.

      Taylor and Charlotte come running. This time without the tackle. They see the cupcakes and immediately, it’s “Can I have one?”

      Charlotte doesn’t even ask. She just grabs the container and opens it up, her hands gripping the silver foil wrapper and she looks at me, eyebrows, drag queen high on her forehead and she says, “What?”

      “Nothing.” I roll my eyes. “Take one. You already touched it.”

      “They are for us, right?” Charlotte already has half the wrapper off the cupcake.

      Taylor takes one and peels hers off slowly. She’s methodical and surgeon-precise, while Charlotte takes more of a “bull in china shop” approach.

      Taylor and Charlotte look up almost at the same time.

      “Rainbow?” Taylor says.

      “This is so cool,” Charlotte smiles. “How’d you do it?”

      “Actually,” I say, “it’s easy to do. Just time-consuming. What you do is portion the batter out into six bowls and then drop in a bit of food coloring.”

      White frosting lines the corners of their mouths before I can even finish the explanation.

      I sigh. “Were they at least good?”

      Charlotte licks the frosting off her fingers. Most other straight guys would be losing their minds over it.

      “Okay, guys. I have something to tell you,” I say.

      Charlotte goes to reach for another cupcake. Her eyebrows are still so high, but that’s her way of asking a question.

      I take a cupcake out and hand it to her. “Look, I’m gay.”

      I try to pose a little bit, shifting my hips to the side and trying to be more feminine. Trying to be lighthearted. Not be so serious. But immediately my attempt falls flat.

      “You can’t do that,” Taylor says. “You’re lucky no one is recording this, or you’d be dragged online.”

      “Why?”

      Taylor takes a second cupcake. The precision of the layers isn’t as pretty as I want them to be. From the outside, all of the colors take on a light brown color from the heat. Inside, though, the colors shine bright, and I feel like the yellow blends in with the green and orange a little too much.

      “Because you can’t be straight and make fun of those coming out videos like that,” Charlotte says. “It’s insensitive. People really struggle with this kind of stuff.”

      Tell me about it. I’m struggling right now.

      Most people, gay people, my kind of people, fear not being accepted. My fear right now is their refusal to accept it. I stand up tall. I walk with my shoulders and not my hips. I love pop music and divas, but no one knows about that because they’ve never been in my room. I wear T-shirts and jeans; I look for sneakers and collectible shoes. I don’t work out, and I don’t really enjoy sports. I don’t really have the gay voice thing, either. At least not from what I hear.

      But that’s not a gay thing, necessarily. I’m more in the “I lack any real athletic bones in my body” camp of boys.

      Charlotte finishes her cupcake, licking her fingers. Again. “Your mom sure can bake, though.”

      “Can she?”

      Charlotte nods.

      “I’ll be sure to tell her.” I step away from them but leave the plastic cover off my cupcakes. I will offer one to anyone who asks. When we enter the school, students approach, wanting to try one. “Hi,” I tell them. “I’m gay, have a cupcake. Hi. Have a cupcake, I’m gay, by the way.”

      The students who actually take them? Not a single fucking one listens to me. Like, no one hears a single word from me. They see cupcakes, and they ask for one. There are so many of them asking for a cupcake that I might as well not be here. I might as well be a plastic stand in a supermarket, holding these things out and letting the world take take take…

      When the tray is empty, I toss it into my locker and move on to my next class.

      And, of course, it’s him, I see first.

      Again.

      Chris.

      But I don’t have time to study him because our teacher, this small blond thing with short hair and thin lips, hands a stack of paper to the first student and says, “Take one, pass it around.” Her big, owl-like green eyes make you feel like she’s always watching you, even when she’s facing the opposite direction.

      The paper in question is an outline for the next documentary. What we’re supposed to do is fill it in while we’re watching what she shows us. It’s her way to make sure we’re actually paying attention. But really, we’ll just wait for Aaron to finish before we cheat off of him. It’ll start with Chris, who will send it over to Ian, who sends it over to Rachel, who sends it over my way.

      And Ms. Bowbel? She’s clueless as to what’s really going on. Or she doesn’t care.

      Neither would surprise me.

      The lights go down low, and the documentary starts to play.

      But ten minutes later, I haven’t filled out a single line. I hear the movie. I just don’t know what’s being said. My eyes only see Chris’s jawline. The green eyes and brown hair stand out, even in the darkness of the room. My pen sketches a line for his jaw, hard thickness at first, then lightening to match the soft curve of his chin, letting the line smoothly wander upwards until it slides out to create the soft curvature of his nose. Another thicker stroke from his nose bone up to his forehead. His eyebrows are thin, but they work. Large eyes and skin that glows with the green and black and browns of the documentary.

      Ms. Bowbel walks up and down the aisles, hands behind her back. She scans each of our papers, stopping when she gets to me. Then she taps the edge of my desk and says, “Good job.”

      I don’t have a single answer on any of the blank lines. The margins of the paper are littered with body parts. Not like that. His body parts. His shoulders are in the lower right corner. His profile, specifically his nose, is in the lower left. Along the right margin, a long, slender sketch of his bicep down to his knuckles. It’s not picture-perfect, but it’s close.

      Ms. Bowbel looks across the room, clever enough that no one really catches what has to be the quickest glance in the history of ever. She looks back down and says, “You’re good.”

      If you could see me through the darkness, my face would be one giant patch of red.

      At the end of the period, she asks us to turn in our worksheet. My worksheet is bare. Nothing there except for the sketches along the sides and corners. My hand shakes when I hold it up to her.

      She looks at me, looks at the paper, then back to me and says, “If you need more time, you can have more time.”

      “Thank you.”

      “Don’t mention it.” She smiles at me. The rest of the class exits in a thick group, leaving me alone with Ms. Bowbel. “It really is good. You should consider art.”

      “I don’t know that my parents would be…” I falter, not knowing what to say.

      “This is Chris?” she says.

      I can’t keep myself from shaking. Manage a nod.

      “It’s spot on. You have an eye for drawing.” There’s a pause, and then she smiles. “Or an eye for —”

      She doesn’t finish the sentence. She knows it doesn’t need to be said. And I hope to God that she will never say it out loud. Finally, she breaks the awkward silence. “Don’t be late to your next class. I’m all out of passes.”

      The hallway is about to clear out, with about two minutes left until the next bell.

      I hand her my paper and escape.

      Ms. Bowbel knows. And I wanted someone to know. In fact, I’m so fucking happy that she knows.

      But also, please don’t tell anyone. Please, please, please don’t tell anyone.

      I pull my phone and bring up Taylor. And then I type: “I have a secret.”

      I hit send. And I leave it at that.

      The suspense will fucking kill her, but I need to do this. They need to know.
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        * * *

      

      We eat at the outer reaches of the campus. During lunch, we can pretty much do whatever we want, as long as we’re not hiding out in a classroom or in the hallways. And even then, the teachers turn the other cheek. Or their eye. Or something like that.

      Taylor is the last to meet us at the table because her class is at the other end of the campus. The art wing, with the ceramics and studio art classes. Taylor’s not exactly a creative person. Not in a traditional sense. What she does is more like an open interpretation of art. If she knew what expressionist art was, she’d say that’s what she did so we’d take her seriously.

      As usual, her hands are bright pink from the soap and hot water that she uses to take an extra layer of skin off every time she has art class. She holds up her hands, which look like fleshy pink gloves, and says, “We were working with oil paints again.”

      She forks out a few bucks, slaps them onto the table, and starts to pick food off of Charlotte’s tray. It’s chicken tenders with pureed mashed potatoes and brown gravy with skin thicker than a drag queen in a small town in Alabama.

      Taylor takes a tender and tears off a small hunk of it. Stringy white flesh hangs from the corner of her mouth when her blue eyes meet mine. Of the entire group, she’s the only one of us that’s had a boyfriend, let alone a relationship, period. She’s incredibly religious on the outside, but deep down, she’s bragged about how many times she’s gotten drunk and showed us selfies of her right after she had an orgasm.

      What I’m trying to say is bitch is nasty, and I’m here for it. 

      Charlotte notices that something is going on between me and Taylor, but she’s not quite sure what. Her eyes dart between us. But honestly, there’s not much else to look at.

      Behind me is a solid brick wall. To my left is a metal gate, then more brick wall, then a wide open metal gate painted green. That’s one of the school colors. If you were to believe the sun-faded signs on the walls, it would look like green, white, and purple. The purple used to be black once upon a time. On spirit days, some of the kids still wear purple as a way to mock the stupidity of not replacing these signs.

      “What’s going on here?” Charlotte asks.

      Taylor pulls out her phone, strings of dry chicken slowly being sucked into her mouth with repetitive chews. She pulls up her phone and flips her fingers around the screen from one side to the next so fast she must be going on muscle memory. I don’t believe she even sees what she’s actually doing.

      Then, she shows her phone to Charlotte.

      Taylor looks at me, a quiet smile on her mouth. Her lips shine from the grease.

      Charlotte mumbles, “A secret. What the hell does that mean?”

      Taylor slides over next to me. Her knee touches mine, and her hand grips my thigh. Then she leans in. “Alright, Michael. What’s your secret?”

      My heart beats, thumps, thunders under my chest. In the deepest memories of my head, Christina sings that I’m beautiful in every single way. I get that familiar warmth that I felt a few hours ago in first period.

      Taylor taps my knee with her finger. “So?”

      “So what?”

      “What’s your secret?”

      I gulp. There’s nothing to wash down the fear with. My own food is a sandwich and a dry granola bar that I found buried in my backpack. Mom dropped them in there. More of her crossing boundaries.

      “Please tell us,” Charlotte says.

      “Remember the cupcakes?” I ask.

      “You baked those after all?” Charlotte slaps Taylor’s hand. “I knew it. See? I told you he baked them.”

      “No,” I say. “I mean. Yes, I did. But that’s not the secret.”

      “Then what is?”

      I put my head down on the table. I sigh so deeply that I end up breathing in some sour smells of dried ketchup, and I don’t even know what. I don’t want to know what.

      “Homosexuality,” I say. I raise my head up. “I’m gay, okay? I’m actually gay.”

      Taylor laughs immediately. “No, you’re not.”

      “But I am. How are you going to say that I’m not gay?”

      Charlotte tries to hold back laughter. “Because, look at you. You don’t look gay. You don’t sound gay. You don’t do this,” and she flops her hands around with the limp wrist stereotype.

      “Don’t do that,” I say. “That’s kind of fucked up.”

      Taylor says, “What do you care? You’re not gay.”

      “Oh, for fuck’s sake.” I stand up from the table, my palms against the surface. “I like dick.”

      “See?” Taylor says. “What you need is the right girl.”

      My knees can’t take it, and I collapse back onto the bench. “This is impossible.”

      “It’s not funny,” Charlotte says. “It’s tragic. I mean, the cupcakes and the video and this secret confession. You’re trying a little too hard to be relevant or popular or something.” Her eyes widen and she looks under the table, beside the table, between my legs. “Are you hiding a camera? Are you filming this? You’re not going to go viral for pretending to be gay.”

      I just shake my head, rolling my forehead along the tabletop. “Why would I do that?” My words are muffled through the wood.

      “I don’t know. Because you think it’s funny.”

      Taylor chuckles. “Because you’re a middle school boy.”

      “Besides, it’s not like you’ve had sex,” Charlotte says. “You’re not gay because you can’t compare. You don’t know what you do like or don’t like.”

      “You’re insane. The both of you. You’re insane.”

      “You don’t wear nail polish. You don’t do your eyebrows. You don’t do anything effeminate.”

      “You’re basing this off what you’ve seen on TV?” I ask.

      Taylor comes to my defense. Or at least tries to. “Okay, so Michael’s right. You can’t just base what you think you know about people from TV.”

      “It is reality TV,” Charlotte says.

      Taylor taps my shoulder. “So there’s that.”

      “This is ridiculous.”

      Charlotte sits on the other side of me, and she puts her hands on both sides of my face. She lifts my head up from the table, staring at me in the eyes. Brown eyes against white skin, she says to me, “I can prove it. I’ll introduce you to the right girl. Or girls.”

      “You think you’re the right girl?”

      Charlotte lets go of my head. “Don’t tell me what I said or didn’t say. I didn’t say that.”

      Taylor repeats, “Yeah, she didn’t say that.”

      “But she meant it.”

      “I did not. Mean it, I mean.”

      Charlotte sees from my face that I don’t believe her. Not that it matters. I can already see what she’s thinking. Her eyes shift around me, glancing at everyone. Measuring them out. Assessing.

      This bitch, she’s already looking around for girls to introduce me to.

      I’m saved by the literal bell.

      There’s nothing to be done here except to just let go and realize that Charlotte is going to do what Charlotte wants to do.

      Taylor, on the other hand, kisses me on the cheek and says, “I’ll talk to you after school, okay?” She sounds sad, somehow, like the tone of her voice is apologizing for something she didn’t even say.
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        * * *

      

      At the end of the day, I’m outside waiting for the girls to arrive. Taylor comes out first, but she’s busy talking to an Asian kid I don’t recognize off the bat. And then he turns to face me.

      It’s Ethan. I’ve seen him around. He’s a senior who came onto the Mr. Maple Ridge fundraiser stage wearing a Speedo. The girls—and some boys—all wooed and catcalled.

      Ethan loved it. He also won because, well, sex sells. Even if the sex wasn’t real actual sex. It was skin. Lots and lots of skin.

      Taylor stands there long enough for Ethan to lean in and kiss her on the cheek. And then Taylor sees me and waves for me to come over.
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