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TUESDAY


	The final bell rang a decibel lower than usual. Or the pitch was a half note sharp or flat. Daphne didn’t have the musical ear to distinguish exactly what it was, but something sounded different. Maybe because it was Tuesday, and Tuesdays had a tendency to sound that way. She twisted her neck to the surrounding desks. The other students either hadn’t noticed the fluctuation in the bell tone, or they didn’t care. They gathered their books and waited at the door to funnel out of the classroom. Daphne cleared her desk and joined the mob formation.


	The student body drained into the hallway like pipes connecting to a festive, heavily perfumed sewer. Homecoming banners dangled from the walls, one gust of wind away from being trampled on the floor. Senior year was in full swing. Three classrooms down, Daphne saw Janine whack a rogue balloon into the air. Even in maximum exertion mode, her best friend’s face rested in its standard quasi-sour state. Daphne leaned against the lockers and waited for Janine to catch up.


	“Yo, yo, yo,” Janine said.


	“Did the final bell sound different?” Daphne asked.


	“Maybe a little louder,” Janine said. “Probably psychological, though. Or both our speakers are on the fritz. Did you see that balloon assault my face?”


	Daphne smiled at Janine’s talent for switching subjects in the same breath. “No, I only saw you teaching it a lesson. You should’ve popped it.”


	“It will be the greatest regret of my life.” Janine grumbled, but her brown eyes twinkled under the thick, dark brows that intimidated everyone but Daphne.


	The two girls plodded down the school hallways, together and alone. Their thrift store attire, with mismatched buttons, vintage threads worn thin, and patches covering the tears, set them apart from the other students clustered against the lockers in assembly line sweaters and knockoff denim. Plus, the secondhand wardrobe was cost effective.


	Daphne dialed her locker combination. “Want to go to the game on Friday?” She left out the sarcasm to mess with Janine’s head.


	“Why? Do you want to watch a bunch of dudes in spandex concuss themselves?” Distressed, Janine flipped the part of her long, wiry black hair to the other side.


	Daphne continued feigning innocence. “I don’t know. I like the sound their helmets make when they collide. It’s so raw and animalistic.”


	The tan skin on Janine’s forehead furrowed at this revelation.


	Mission accomplished.


	Daphne’s voice went dreamy, and she slung her bookbag over her shoulder. “It’s the sound I imagine hearing on my deathbed when I’m taking my last breaths. That heavenly sound ushering me into the afterlife.”


	Janine groaned, embarrassed that she’d fallen for the ruse. “I thought you’d gone and caught school spirit or something. You know, I’d have to take you out back and put you out of your misery.” They reached Janine’s locker.


	“You have my permission,” Daphne said. They’d been doing their best to ease each other’s suffering since fifth grade.


	Gazing past Janine, Daphne spied a girl walking away. The hair on Daphne’s arms tingled and pointed straight to the ceiling. From the back, the girl could be Emily. Except that, of course, she couldn’t. The blonde hair swishing at the girl’s shoulders couldn’t be her sister’s. Neither could the slopes and valleys where her ribs and hips became her waist. But Daphne grabbed these seconds, the ticks of time when she reclaimed her sister, when history was rewritten. She held them tight, fingernails digging into her palms, so she was ready to let go when Janine slammed her locker and blocked her view.


	“You saw the library was closed, right?” Janine asked.


	Daphne flinched, and the raven ends of her asymmetrical bob flopped against her neck and shoulder. “What?”


	“I drove by and the sign said it was closed for repairs.”


	“What does that mean?”


	“The library broke.” Janine shrugged.


	“What the hell, L.A.?” Daphne slumped against a locker. “Get your public services together.”


	“Use the school’s library.”


	“That’s crazy talk.”


	“You’re crazy talk.”


	“Can I come over?” Daphne pleaded.


	“I’m still grounded for flunking my Spanish quiz.”


	Daphne scolded Janine. “You already speak two languages. Seems like it shouldn’t be such a struggle to learn a third.” She smirked.


	Janine snickered. “What’s your excuse, monolingual?”


	Daphne tilted her head up to the ceiling, pretended to think, and lowered her chin with the obvious answer. “White privilege.”


	“Damn skippy. If this stupid school offered Armenian, I’d be aces. I mean, I wouldn’t get an A, but I wouldn’t be grounded.”


	“Janine, ace of the B-. It’s an art form.”


	“Put it up.” Janine raised her arm, and Daphne high-wristed her, joining the fragile bones where arm meets palm.


	They’d been doing this in place of high fives since sophomore year. One Saturday, after a fruitful haul from Buffalo Exchange, Janine had dressed for a family reunion in a faded pair of overalls and a black turtleneck with a hole at the wrist.


	Janine’s mom wasn’t impressed with their thriftiness. “I can deal with the overalls, but you shouldn’t buy damaged clothes.”


	Janine picked up a pair of scissors, cut a hole in the turtleneck’s other wrist, and stuck her thumbs through the holes. “Better?”


	Daphne giggled.


	Janine’s mom shook her head. “You two are literally wearing your teen angst on your sleeves.”


	Janine held up her arm. “High five with wrists.”


	Daphne bumped her wrist against Janine’s. An inside joke was born.


	Two years later, they were still wearing their literal teen angst on their sleeves. Daphne tapped Janine’s wrist twice for emphasis. “See you tomorrow.” She grinned down the hallway.


	• • •


	Daphne weighed the cost against the sacrifice. If she went to a coffee shop to do her homework she’d spend three dollars. No, four dollars with the tip. Three dollars hurt. Four dollars hurt a dollar more.


	If she went home, she might have to talk to her dad. That would be painful. Hurt versus pain was a tough choice. Even after she spent the four dollars, her dad might be awake when she walked through the front door. And then she’d be in pain and hurt. She was economical, fiscally and emotionally. Going home offered less potential for spiritual and financial rug burn.


	She dawdled the three-quarters of a mile to her home, taking the long way around the park, adding another mile, another half hour toward sunset, until there was nowhere left to go except up her driveway. She ignored the garage door. The past tried to crawl up her legs from the concrete, but she shook her knees and kicked the memories away.


	The extra mileage on the journey home paid off. When Daphne slipped the key into the knob and turned, demonstrating mastery of the silent unlock and door open, her dad was asleep on the La-Z-Boy. The light from the TV reflected off his balding head, and his overgrown blond hair splayed with static electricity against the cushions. She could see his eyelids twitching, which meant he was gone for the night. Tiptoeing down the hallway, she silently praised herself for not choosing the coffee shop.


	It was only when she crossed her bedroom threshold and closed the door with a miniscule click that she could breathe again. She plopped down in the chair and adjusted her laptop to her body. In moving the computer, she inadvertently knocked the nickel she had propped against it. The coin tumbled to the ground with a mocking, spinning chime. Daphne sighed. The perfect end to another perfect Tuesday.


	Daphne scanned the floor, under the chair, under her feet. The nickel was nowhere. She knelt and, on further inspection, detected a flash of silver between two floorboards. There was barely enough room to stuff the tops of her fingers down into the crack. The sensation of her cuticles scraping against the wood ran down her spine, and the pain shot up her neck and into her molars. She gritted her teeth and shoved her hands down further, until a loose plank shifted.


	Daphne pried up the floorboard. The nickel fell for a final time, resting next to a carelessly folded piece of notebook paper and a small bottle of perfume or cologne, Daphne wasn’t sure which.


	She picked up the bottle. “FLAME” was printed across the barrel. The “A” was a lick of fire. She sniffed the nozzle but could only smell cold metal. She sprayed a fine mist into the air. The essence of Jason Pagano rushed into her mind through her nose—his shadowy figure slinking behind Emily everywhere she went, always disappearing behind a closed door. Daphne had liked his scent. It evoked the embers of summer camp and winter fireplaces.


	Her jittery hands smoothed the paper open, cautious to not damage the relic, an archeologist discovering a Pharaoh’s tomb. Small pen doodles, like hieroglyphics, spread across the page. The horned head of a bull. A mountain. The Eiffel Tower. A parachute. A waterfall. A cactus. A brick wall. Stars in all the open spaces of the page, framing the words. It was a list, written with two different hands, one more legible than the other.


	EMILY & JASON’S TOP TEN




			The Great Wall of China


			Jim Morrison’s grave


			Climb Mount Everest


			Skydive


			The Sahara Desert


			Own a pair of designer shoes


			Niagara Falls


			Running with the Bulls


			Go To Outer Space


			




	The list trembled in her hands. For seven years, she had listened for the clue and this was her reward. Instead of finding treasure, she had found a map.


	• • •


	“Whoa. Whoa. Whoa.” The immensity of the situation had reduced Janine to a malfunctioning AI.


	“I need some sentences,” Daphne said into the phone.


	“My thoughts are all in Armenian. That only happens in dreams.”


	“Well, I’m glad my sister’s bucket list is such a cultural experience for you.”


	“When do you think they wrote it?”


	“Seven years ago.”


	There was a pause before Janine chuckled, and Daphne was pleased with herself. “That’s dark, dude,” Janine said.


	Daphne shrugged. “Yeah, well.” She propped the fallen nickel on the desk against the spine of The Catcher in the Rye, making sure Jefferson’s head was perfectly centered.


	“You could tell your mom?”


	Daphne let the silence hang until Janine apologized.


	“Good point.” Janine said. “So, what’re you going to do with it?”


	“I don’t know. But I should do something, right?”


	“Yeah, probably. But what…?” Janine trailed off and came back with a frantic whisper. “Oh, my mom’s coming!”


	Janine hung up, another abrupt ending Daphne could associate with Emily and Jason.


	All evening, Daphne’s brain was a magnet stuck on the list. Calculus homework wasn’t happening. Daphne did something that she never did: copied the answers from the back of the book. Not showing her work would earn her a “C.” Fine. She moved on to half-assing her English assignment, skimming Lord of the Flies and using loose tangents to fake her way through the essay. Between paragraphs, she read the Top Ten list over and over again.


	What could she do with a list about dream places scattered across the world? The universe, even. What did it mean? Why had she found it? And now, after all this time?


	That night, the minutes ticked away as Daphne lie half-asleep. Visions of Emily spun around her head: the gold strands of her hair catching the sunlight, the constellations of freckles on her nose linking directly back to the Sun, everything in orbit, the Earth frozen but still spinning.


	Daphne woke up groggy and depleted. No sleep, no solace. Apparently, that would be her motto until she figured out what to do with the piece of paper weighing down her pocket.


	She couldn’t tell her parents. Bringing up Emily’s name sucked them into the vortex of that Tuesday night. The way their skin tightened and the air chilled and sparked with electricity was enough to warn Daphne away from asking any more questions. They would freak out and ask the same questions she couldn’t answer. Her parents might even accuse her of being an accomplice in burying the relics and take away the list and Flame. She whipped out her cell, snapped a photo, and backed it up in five places.


	Daphne’s dad was still asleep when she made breakfast. She pulled out a box of Bran Flakes, careful not to bang the cabinet. She sprinkled raisins in her bowl, facing the two converging counters against the opposite wall. Standing in the same place, she remembered them.


	Emily sits on the counter. Jason stands next to her. Their heads are close, mouths in a whisper. Emily looks up at Daphne, who’s pouring a box of Lucky Charms, but her smile never leaves Jason.


	“Let’s go.” Emily vaults off the counter toward the door.


	Jason follows. He reaches for Emily’s hand, grabs and holds tight, speaking through their palms. He gives Daphne a shy smile, twice the acknowledgment that Emily gave her.


	“I promised my brother we’d play catch,” Jason mumbles to Emily as they disappear through the doorway.


	Daphne’s Bran Flakes hit the bowl, and the ceramic jingle woke her with the force of five espresso shots. Her earlobes went warm.


	The brother.


	Oliver.


	He might be the key to getting a good night’s sleep.


	It was the longest morning of a school day in her twelve-plus years of education. If the bell had been an emergency siren, she still would’ve fled to the library at lunch without regard for her safety. She sat at a computer and searched his full name, “Oliver Pagano,” on Facebook. She had no clue what he looked like because his profile photo was a man in a bird costume. They had ten mutual friends, but they weren’t real friends. Daphne hadn’t had an actual conversation with any of them. She scratched her nose. All his photos were private. His profile indicated that he went to Sacred Heart High School.


	“Of course.” Daphne’s mouth pinched at the corners to form a sarcastic smile.


	He was rich, after all. His family owned that furniture chain with all the annoying commercials that were intentionally cheap looking. Because if you had that much money, playing poor was a fun game.


	She studied the profile photo of the bird-man. At least he had a sense of humor. She clicked on the “Send Friend Request” tab.


	“Hi, Oliver. This may seem weird…” She immediately deleted it.


	“Hi. My name is Daphne. Which you can already see because you’re not blind. And you probably declined my Friend Request because you saw my last name.” And my face.


	“So, your brother and my sister. Barrel of laughs, right?” Delete, delete, delete.


	Her first instinct was usually best. She typed and revised, doubting every keystroke. She hovered the mouse over “Send” and gulped. The bell rang, slightly muffled in the library speaker.


	Click. She closed the window, message unsent. She’d send it tonight, after spending another five hours obsessing over the exact wording, commas, and balance of subtext. By the time she hit “Send,” the message would be so built up that Oliver Pagano could only be a letdown.




OPPOSITE POSSUM


	Oliver’s phone buzzed on the coffee table. It was a Friend Request from a name he recognized, one that he hadn’t thought about in years. He started to read the message: “Hi, Oliver. This may seem a little weird…” His stomach shifted. He knew it was because of Jason. Like most things concerning Jason, Oliver ignored it.


	“Am I boring you?” Katrina asked. She was half joking, half possessive. Her eyelids were heavy with infatuation, and he felt extra good every time she gazed at him. Under those eyelids, her irises were weapons, green blades ready to slice him. With every blink, she’d been sneaking over his boundaries without him noticing. Oliver raised his guard. They needed to have the No Boyfriend conversation.


	He tossed the phone aside. “Nope.”


	Kissing Katrina was heaven. She knew what she was doing, knew how to use her entire body, molding herself into precise positions against him. He wanted to see her naked, smell her skin as it rubbed against his. And this was exactly why he waited two minutes too long to give the No Boyfriend speech. She straddled him on her sofa and removed her navy Sacred Heart polo with such ease that he didn’t realize what had happened until he was staring at a black, lacy bra filled with her small, lovely curves.


	“Katrina, I like you…”


	She gathered her hair over one shoulder, so the long, red waves cradled her neck and left her breastbone bare to run her fingers across. Oliver translated the deliberate move and pressed onward. “You know I like you.”


	“The feeling’s mutual.” She tugged at her bra strap and the release snapped against her shoulder.


	“Yeah.” He didn’t know how to segue, so he didn’t try. “I can’t be your boyfriend.”


	“Why not?” She bit her lip, still playing the seductress.


	“It’s my thing.”


	“Well, my thing is I can’t have sex with you unless you’re my boyfriend.”


	An ultimatum. Oliver had never received an ultimatum this early into a nonrelationship. He nodded, impressed. “That’s fair.”


	She crossed her arms under her chest. “How is it fair?”


	“Uh, because you said it was.”


	“I never said it was fair. I want you to be my boyfriend.”


	She knew what she wanted and was saying it out loud. Oliver showed his gratitude by placing his hands on her thighs. “And I said I couldn’t be your boyfriend, so you said we couldn’t have sex, and I said that was fair.”


	“Thanks for the recap.” She climbed off him and yanked her shirt back on.


	“Why are you upset?” He genuinely wanted to know.


	“You know why I’m upset.”


	“No, I don’t.”


	In some ways, girls were still a science experiment to him. He wanted to understand the workings of their minds on a theoretical level. He wanted to become a master, a black belt in women. Earning that piece of cloth might be his key to figuring out the universe.


	Katrina sighed and sank into the sofa facing him. “We should be together. As a couple. You should be mine. And I should be yours.”


	“But we can still be that. We’re exclusive. I’m faithful to you and you alone.”


	“Then why can’t you be my boyfriend?”


	He scratched at a tingle in his chin. “Because it’s a word I don’t like. I have my reasons.”


	“What reasons?”


	“Jason,” he said.


	“You don’t have to explain. I get it,” Katrina said.


	The mere mention of Jason won every argument. When Oliver said his brother’s name, he attached no emotion to it. Yet, for whoever listened, guilt and anguish always harmonized in its two syllables.


	Oliver and Katrina nodded at each other in understanding. For the time being, they would both get what they wanted, until she needed more. Oliver stood up. “I should probably go.”


	“Okay.” Katrina leaned over and kissed him, sucking on his lower lip as she pulled away.


	He gathered himself, touched his quads to make sure his legs could carry him. “Pick you up before school?”


	She grinned, breaking her seductress façade. Something even more stunning shined through the cracks. “Yeah. I’ll see you tomorrow.”


	Oliver limped out the front door blue-balled, anxious, and pleased. He couldn’t tell which sensation outweighed the other two. Driving home, the testosterone and pleasure faded, and only the anxiety remained. He’d thought about Jason twice in a single conversation without his parents’ prompting. These statistics were troublesome.


	At the dinner table half an hour later, the Jason percentage increased as predicted.


	“I was going through Jason’s box today, and I found a note that he left on our car one morning.” Oliver’s mom pulled out the crayon scrawl on green construction paper, cut into the points of a star. “Dear Mom, have a god day. A god day. He forgot an o,” she cooed.


	“Maybe he’s hinting that we should go to Mass.” Oliver’s dad matched her tenderness and scratched a sentimental itch in his salt and pepper beard.


	Jason had died when Oliver was eleven, but not a day passed that Jason wasn’t mentioned in the Pagano household, revered as the most perfect son that ever existed. Jason, who had taken his first steps before any of the other children his age. Jason, who had gotten straight A’s on every report card since kindergarten. Jason, who had written the most thoughtful Christmas and birthday cards every year and always delivered them early.


	Oliver resented that his parents never once mentioned that this perfect child had also permanently wounded them, twisting the invisible knife so the hole would never heal. And Jason didn’t even have to stick around to watch the suffering. Not that Oliver considered his brother to be lucky, but it wasn’t fair that his parents only spoke of Jason’s great accomplishments and his kind and beautiful and pure soul. The way Oliver saw it, Jason, a questionable soul, had made a series of unkind and not beautiful decisions that couldn’t be undone. It would’ve gone a long way with Oliver for them to mention this, even once.


	Oliver took a deep breath and opened his mouth, ready to enlighten his parents. But the bright tears ready to fall from his mother’s eyes sabotaged him. He panned across the table to his father’s flush of pride and twitching nose. The sadness was all right there under thin layers of skin and laughter. If this is what the happy memories did to them, what would the worst memory of their lives do? Oliver couldn’t bear to inflict this upon them. If he did, he would be just like Jason. Except the intent would be worse because Oliver was alive.


	He exhaled the tight balloon of air in his chest, stuffed his mouth full of mashed potatoes, and reminded himself that their pain was worse than his. And surely they knew that Jason wasn’t Prince Perfect. But, seriously, couldn’t they say it out loud?


	“Cute,” Oliver mustered for the green star, earning some good will.


	Further validating that Jason wasn’t Prince Perfect was the fact that Oliver’s parents had taken an approach to raising him that he referred to as Opposite Possum. They played dead to the fact that Oliver was an actual individual with a distinct personality, that he held different inclinations than his older brother. Oliver had no intention of ending his life, especially before he’d reached the legal drinking age. Nevertheless, they steered him to be Jason’s opposite in every aspect. Jason had gone to public school, so Oliver was enrolled at Sacred Heart. Jason hadn’t been policed by a curfew, so Oliver was due home earlier than all of his friends. He’d discovered a workaround for the curfew situation, though. It was called lying, and Oliver was getting pretty good at it.


	“Can I stay out until one on Friday?”


	“A curfew is a curfew, not a malleable state.” His dad trimmed the fat from his pork chop.


	“I’m negotiating,” Oliver said. “I know you don’t want to hear this, but there’s a party. My friends are going. I told them I’d be the DD.”


	His mom sighed. The distance between her thin brown eyebrows and pixie haircut left a lot of forehead to condemn him.


	“I’m just being honest. And responsible.”


	“We didn’t buy you that car so you could play chauffeur to your drunk friends,” his dad said.


	“They’re gonna drink, Dad. And they won’t be done by ten. I’m just making sure they get home without killing anyone.”


	Oliver’s parents had a telepathic debate across the table. His dad wasn’t easily convinced. A bite of pork chop was chewed long and slow in deliberation. His mother answered, “Midnight. And we appreciate your honesty. But maybe you should get a job to help supplement the gas and insurance for your valet service.” His mom stabbed a broccoli floret with her fork.


	Oliver accepted these terms.


	Luckily or unluckily, Jason had been an employee at Quickee Car Wash when he died. His parents wouldn’t press Oliver further on the employment front as long as he didn’t push the curfew extension limits.


	When it came to dating, Oliver chose to apply the Opposite Possum strategy on himself without his parents’ decree. Since Jason had a girlfriend at the time of his demise, Oliver would have no such thing. Thus, the No Boyfriend conversation. It wasn’t malicious. It was merely full disclosure.


	Some girls would immediately be turned off, and the dating would be over. Most took it as a challenge, thinking that he’d simply taken the stance because he wanted to keep playing the field. Like in all the movies, he just hadn’t met the right girl to commit to, and each one thought she was the girl. She would be the one to awaken his soul at last.


	They thought they could change him, and their efforts always failed. The girls eventually acknowledged that he would never be their boyfriend. More often than not, this conclusion led to feelings of deep, personal failure. This was the exact situation he’d tried to avoid, the whole reason he’d had the awkward No Boyfriend conversation in the first place. And still, his final encounters with the girls he’d been seeing usually involved flinging grenades of tears at him and/or showering him with expletives.


	He wouldn’t give Daphne Bowman or her Friend Request that chance, even if it was just platonic. There was too much history. She had all the baggage of an ex-girlfriend and he’d never even met her. She was more dangerous than Katrina. He took out his phone and contemplated her photo for the last time. Her weird haircut and ghostly white skin. Eyes big and blue enough he could practically swim in them. Something in those eyes told him she was the smartest girl he’d ever met, and he was never going to know her. Oliver hit “Decline.”


	Keeping trouble out of his life was supposed to leave Oliver feeling cleansed. Instead, his skin drew tight, as if coated with dust. His whole body itched. Even though his brother had been gone for seven years, it was all Jason’s fault.




SACRED HEARTS


	Seventeen. Stupid Oliver Pagano and his stupid bird face reminded her that she was very much seventeen.


	Even before finding the list, Daphne had been thinking about her sister more than ever now that they shared the same age. Seventeen was the link to Emily that had been simmering in Daphne’s veins for seven years, a curse to be revealed and a chance to break its spell. If Daphne could just make it through seventeen, the doors of life would open to her and she could walk through anything. Emily’s list gave her a charm to counter this spell, but she didn’t know how to use it.


	She reached deep into the black nothing of her mind and grasped for any clue that Emily may have left. Her last memory of Emily was the most prominent, a few months before that infamous Tuesday, when Emily’s mood had swung on a peaceful hammock blowing in the wind.


	Daphne sits at her small desk, filling out a workbook for spelling class. Emily knocks on the door, which is strange because Emily isn’t a knocker. She’s barged in and out of rooms as long as Daphne can remember with absolutely zero courtesy for the people on either side of the door. The knock validated her parents’ whispers of medication and working, a quiet joy in their voices.


	“Come in.” Daphne’s words come out as suspicion rather than instruction.


	“How’s it going?” Emily tiptoes in, as if reduced volume lessens the disruption. Daphne goes back to her writing.


	“Doing homework?” Emily asks.


	Daphne is no fool. Plenty of times Emily has asked Daphne about school only to ridicule her teacher’s pet status. It’s better to say nothing and just let Emily get frustrated with the lack of attention and storm out of the room. Daphne nods without looking up.


	“Sorry you have Mrs. Morris. She’s a huge bit…” Emily catches herself. “Big, nasty person.”


	“That’s what I thought, too, before I had her. She seems really mean in the halls and at recess. But she’s a really fun teacher and not mean at all.”


	“I don’t know if I believe you.”


	“Why would I lie?” Daphne cocks her head, half innocent, half annoyed.


	“Why would you tell the truth?”


	Daphne gives this three seconds of thought. “Because I do.”


	Emily smiles at her, a smile Daphne hasn’t seen in a long time. A real one.


	“Yeah, you do.” Emily exits louder than her entrance. The ground creaks and moans under her feet, and she takes extra, weighted steps to build the noise.


	Daphne stares at Emily, at her rude feet.


	“So serious. You need to get out of this room.” Emily throws Daphne a wink as she saunters through the doorway.


	This list was probably there the whole time—maybe that’s what the wink was about. Daphne played the scene again and again in her mind. At the end of each wink through the doorway, her thoughts returned to Oliver. The other boy at another desk in the other house with another set of floorboards.


	She’d given Oliver a full week. Rather, she’d given herself a full week to forget about him, and she’d failed. Basic cyberstalking showed that he’d “Liked” one of their mutual friend’s photos. Deductive reasoning pointed to him having read her message. Still, she couldn’t let it go. She didn’t know what the list meant, but it meant something. He should have something, shouldn’t he? The list had become a secret she was keeping from him. Whether he wanted to hear it or not, the universe owed it to him. And Daphne was the universe.


	A quick Google search revealed that he’d scored a touchdown in football three years ago in a JV game. It was a start. The first place she’d look was the Sacred Heart football field.


	After school, one block before her house, she passed the Sacred Heart campus as she’d done roughly twelve hundred times before. Striding by the elite prep school every morning, she fantasized rolling out of bed at the first bell and still making it to first period without a tardy. Daphne had the sensibility to keep her dreams feasible.


	Though a block away in proximity, Sacred Heart levitated miles above her family’s income bracket, even with her mom working eighty-hour weeks at the hospital, even before her dad lost his insurance job. Daphne shared the sidewalk with girls whose shoes cost more than her entire wardrobe, and the student parking lot could stand in for an Audi dealership.


	The whole scene was pretty disgusting. Sweet-sixteen birthday presents could pay for entire college educations. Well, almost. Daphne always held her head high and slowed her pace when walking alongside the Sacred Hearters. The rich would suffer the sight of her ninety-eight-percentery as long as possible. She tugged on her vintage Harley Davidson T-shirt. The safety pins holding it together shimmered in the sun.


	“Cool shirt.” A blonde girl slipped in six dainty conch earrings, no mirror required. She gave Daphne a nod of approval and adorned her fingers with thick silver rings.


	That’s what Daphne got for trying to make a socioeconomical statement: a compliment.


	“Thanks,” Daphne mumbled. She also acknowledged that if she had the money, she’d buy the same pair of Alexander Wang ankle boots that No Mirror Girl was wearing, college education be damned.


	Daphne wondered what the girl would wear if she wasn’t hampered by the Sacred Heart’s polos and knee-length skirts. And that’s when Daphne realized the fatal flaw in her plan—the dress code. She couldn’t blend in wearing all black in a world of navy blue and khaki.


	She circled back, taking long, slow breaths to coax her stomach up the four inches it had fallen. In an effort to calm herself, she analyzed her findings from the initial Sacred Heart flyby. The main entrance had too much security to get through without a Student ID. All the other gates were locked, but the East Gate had a fair amount of foot traffic. That was her best chance of sneaking in. She just needed someone to open the door.


	By the time she made it back to the East Gate, the stream of students had run dry. Daphne milled about the sidewalk for ten minutes, pretending to be on her phone, until someone finally came. The Chuck Taylors beneath the boy’s khakis made him a solid prospect. They were decked out in rebel fashion with band logos reimagined as pro-Catholicism talking points. On one white toe cap, the squared NIN of Nine Inch Nails now read “NIV.” On the other toe cap, NOFX’s logo now promoted “NOSEX.” She walked to the gate, keeping her eyes on her phone, playing it cool. She moved to slide behind him, but he jerked the gate closed.


	“Hey, you don’t go here.” He held her shoulder.


	Daphne almost dropped her phone. “I…was…” She stuttered, unable to concoct a lie.


	He scowled at her and walked away.


	Entitled asshat. Trent Reznor would not approve.


	Daphne leaned against the fence, ready to give up. Out of the corner of her eye, No Mirror Girl crossed into the parking lot from the main entrance. This was Daphne’s last chance. She ran to the Alexander Wang boots.


	“Hey!”


	No Mirror Girl turned. “Hi?”


	“I don’t have a badge.” The line came out smooth because it wasn’t a lie. “Could you, please, let me in?”


	No Mirror Girl gave Daphne’s T-shirt a second look and pointed up and over the fence. “See those?”


	Daphne followed her finger to three security cameras aimed in different angles at the gate.


	“If you do anything illegal, it’s my ass. And I like my ass just the way it is.”


	“Understood. No asses will be affected.”


	NMG ran her badge over the sensor. The gate unlocked.


	“Thank you.” Daphne hoped the wavering in her voice conveyed her gratitude and ran inside.


	She didn’t know where she was going, but a sweet-rich-exotic cloud of incense swarmed the sidewalk. She followed the scent, averting her trespassing eyes from any remaining students. The trail led her to the school chapel. Directly behind it were the football field bleachers. The entrance was right there! But between her and the fifty-yard line, two male faculty members with badges dangling on lanyards were headed straight toward her. One of the men spotted Daphne and nodded in her direction. Daphne couldn’t turn around. They’d call her out for sure, and she’d be escorted out as soon as she’d arrived. The chapel was her only hope. Don’t panic. She held her head high and marched the ten steps to the chapel. Not too fast, not too slow.


	The chapel was filled with smoke from the incense. She froze in the doorway. Her own memories swirled in the exhaust.


	The thick haze escapes as the garage door opens. Her mom throws open her car door, tries to jump out with her seatbelt still on. The yank of the seatbelt reaching the end of its give, like a noose snapping a neck.


	PHLUGH-MEH-DUM! The brown flash in Daphne’s peripheral vision brought her back to the chapel. A priest whipped a rug through the air, whooshing fresh air in and incense out. A nun waved a broom, trying to do the same, while an overachieving altar boy apologized profusely.


	“It’s fine, Wyatt. I know it won’t happen again.” The warmth in the priest’s voice comforted the boy. The nun scowled, unconvinced Wyatt wouldn’t repeat his sins.


	Still flapping the rug, the priest spotted Daphne in the doorway. “Please, come in. If you don’t mind a little incense. This might put you off the stuff for life.”


	It struck her that the last time she’d attended church was Emily’s funeral. She considered turning around and running, but she liked the way the light blazed through the stained glass windows in the late afternoon. The vivid colors of the Virgin Mary and Jesus, mercifully not on the cross, energized her. At the same time, the listless eyes of shepherds and angels lent the room a sense of serenity. No worries, no happiness, no sorrow. She gave the priest a sheepish look and stepped inside.


	The two faculty members were right behind her. “Everything alright, Father?” They said it referring to Daphne, not the smoke.


	“Yes. This is a prospective student,” the priest said. “We should be so lucky.”


	The faculty members smiled at Daphne and left.


	“I’m Father George. Please don’t tell me if you’re not a prospective student. I like to consider myself an honest man.”


	Normally, there was something off-putting about the black and Roman-collared attire of priests, such formality for a religion based on a notoriously informal carpenter. Father George overcame her apprehension with an assertive handshake. She wasn’t a delicate creature to him, nor a soul that needed to be saved.


	“Daphne.” She shouldn’t have given her real name, but he was a priest. Lying to him was an express ticket to hell. Not that she believed in hell, but still.


	“Welcome to Sacred Heart, Daphne.” His kind eyes eased her nerves.


	“I’m looking for someone. Oliver Pagano?”


	Recognition lit up Father George’s face. “I imagine he’s on the field.”


	“Is it this way?” Daphne pointed to the back door.


	“I’m sorry, Daphne. You’re not a student here, so you can’t go through there.”


	“Oh.” Her knees turned to jelly. She struggled not to slump to the floor in defeat.


	“But there’s a home game Friday night.”


	“Oh,” she said again. Her legs reconstituted, and she grew an inch while attempting to make more than vowel sounds. “Can I do my homework here?” Every night, she wanted to add.


	“You’re welcome here, anytime.” Father George reached into his pocket and handed her a business card bearing his name, phone number, and the Sacred Heart emblem. “Call this number at the Main Gate.” He pulled a pair of scissors from behind the pulpit and trimmed the wicks on the prayer candles. “Call every day, if you like. I’ll be here.”


	Daphne swallowed and nodded, barely able to contain her smile. “Thank you.”


	Over the next hour, a few people stepped in and out to say a brief prayer. If Daphne was distracted by their entrance, they exited quietly without her notice. This place was a homework mecca, while her broken public library was a crowded and noisy substitution for a babysitter and a homeless shelter. She was going to study here tomorrow and next week and the week after. The idea made her head go fizzy. Even reading about the horrors of Gettysburg couldn’t take away all of the carbonation.


	• • •


	She wanted to bring Janine along for moral support. But the merciless teasing—for a boy, much less—wasn’t worth it. Friday night, Daphne arrived at Sacred Heart an hour before the game, paid the entry fee, and sat at the bottommost bleachers, prime real estate for reading names on jerseys. She knew she was in the right place because the bird head from Oliver’s profile photo was cheering at her feet.


	The stands filled up and screamers of all ages, all wearing red and white, packed in around her. By the end of the fourth quarter, Oliver Pagano hadn’t made any passes, blocks, catches, tackles, or touchdowns. He hadn’t incurred any penalties, and he wasn’t sitting on the bench. The masses around her hadn’t screamed his name.


	He wasn’t on the football team.


	Sacred Heart was fourteen points ahead as the final seconds ticked down. Everyone in the bleachers stood and cheered. It was time to make her escape before everyone fled for the exits. She ran along the bottom bleacher, careful not to step on any toes.


	“Oliver!” A female voice shouted.


	Daphne halted and turned to the voice. Beneath her, right in front of the bleachers, most of the cheerleading squad ran and hugged the hawk mascot. She shuffled back to her seat, closer to the hawk, now pushing against the flow of bodies.


	“We did it!” a short, buxom girl squealed, burying her boobs in the bird’s feathers.


	Daphne grimaced. Squealing girls were nails on chalkboards.


	“Oly, are you coming out tonight?” Another cheerleader asked. The hawk head nodded.


	Jason Pagano’s little brother had been right in front of her the whole game, running back and forth as the Sacred Heart Hawk. She’d made a point not to watch him because she pitied the sticky, stinky person in the hawk costume. Her eyes stung imagining the sweat dripping into his eyes, the hot breath hitting the headpiece and blowing back in his face. Even more irritating was the realization that the profile photo wasn’t a reflection of his sense of humor—it was realism.
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