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To Sam.

I will battle one million Ender Dragons, a hundred million Creepers, twenty Cave Spiders, and a Zombie Pigman,

for you.
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THERE’S THIS THING ABOUT ME that I don’t tell anyone. I haven’t told my boyfriend or my stepdad, or any of my friends, but it’s important to the story, so I think I’d better put it out there right at the beginning.

Two or three nights a week, I drown in my sleep.

Here’s how it goes: I’m in the water, an oxygen tank strapped to my back, and I’m diving, my face pointed toward the ocean floor. The water is warm and a startling blue-green, but I hardly notice it because I’m too busy looking for something. Searching for something. I don’t know what it is that I’m trying to find, only that I want it more than I’ve ever wanted anything.

Finally, I see something down below—a glimmer of light. It’s bright and inviting, and without a second of hesitation, I kick harder, chasing it. The glow is centered around something, a small piece of metal that shines brighter the closer I get to it. But right as I reach my hand out to touch it, the light goes black, plunging me into thick, stunning darkness. And that’s when I realize the worst part. My oxygen has run out. I panic, trying to claw my way to the surface, but it’s so far away, and when I open my mouth to scream, water fills my throat and ears and—

You get it.

In my sleep I don’t know what I’m looking for, but once I’m awake, and my cheeks are salty and my throat feels raw, it’s all so obvious. Painfully obvious. I’m looking for the lost city of Atlantis. My dad’s world. And even though I know I’m safe, that I’m lying in my bed, not at the bottom of the Aegean Sea, I still have to get up and find my dad’s map.

The map is another one of my secrets. I keep it hidden in the top of my closet under the tower of sketchbooks I’ve been adding to since grade school, and though I’ve tried to throw it out at least a dozen times, I’ve never been able to. The map is hand drawn and overflowing with arrows and overlapping notes, some in Greek, some in English. There are even a few of my dad’s characteristically quirky drawings, like a sea serpent wearing an eye patch and Poseidon napping in a hammock with his trident.

It’s strange, though. When I open the map, I don’t really see any of that. I see my dad. We’re at our tiny kitchen table, his dark head bent over the map. His eyes are bright, because he’s talking about our shared love of Atlantis. Child Me is hanging on to his every word, because back then I wasn’t just Olive. I was Indiana Olive, the world-famous explorer.

Part scientist, part archaeologist, part deep-sea diver, Indiana Olive fought pirates and giant squids and greedy money mongers who wanted her treasure. She was brave and smart, and no matter what the ocean threw her way, she always had her dad next to her.

Until she didn’t.

When my dad left, he left twenty-six things behind. A lot of them were throwaways, but I kept them anyway—a pack of his favorite cinnamon gum, a faded T-shirt, scribbled-on papers. I gathered them up and hid them in an old shoebox under my bed, and while my mom was at work, I’d bring them out, trying to make sense of them. Why had he left these things behind?

A few of them were easy to figure out. The T-shirt was scratchy. The gum, too cinnamony. But why would he leave his favorite shaving soap? And what about our map? He’d left it folded on my nightstand. Wouldn’t he need that in Santorini—to help him find the lost city?

I made a careful list of all the items, and I looked at that list every single day for two years—which is how long it took me to figure out that my dad wasn’t coming back for me. I don’t like to say much about that time period, but let’s just say that sometimes I think I know exactly what it felt like for the Atlanteans to have their entire lives crumble and disappear.

After that, I stopped looking at the list. But it moved with us. From place to place, tagging along through all the school changes and apartment changes, all those lonely places that made up our post-Dad life. It was when we were living in Seattle, shortly after Mom married James, when she found the list: 26 Things My Dad Left Behind, by Indiana Olive. And she wanted to talk to me about the last item—number twenty-six.

But, of course, I didn’t want to talk about it. I wasn’t Indiana Olive anymore. I wasn’t even Olive anymore. I was Liv. And part of being Liv was never ever talking about my dad. I’d learned the hard way that telling people that your father left you for a mythical island that 99.9 percent of the world doesn’t believe ever existed is not a great idea. In fact, it’s best if you don’t even tell it to yourself that often.

So, “no,” I told her. I didn’t want to talk about my dad. I didn’t want to talk about my past. And I most definitely didn’t want anything to do with that list. It symbolized everything that had hurt me, and everything that I no longer wanted to be.

My mom told me that important things don’t like to stay buried, but then, thankfully, she let it go. It felt like a victory. We’d moved on, hadn’t we? I had no use for golden cities and broken promises. I was no longer interested in cryptic clues. I’d declared that part of my life over. Case closed.

And then Atlantis came looking for me.
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#1. HALF A PACK OF BIG RED CHEWING GUM

My dad chewed this all the time. One foil-wrapped stick after another starting right after his morning cup of coffee. He said it was the first thing he bought when he arrived in the Chicago airport from Greece, and the second he popped it into his mouth, he knew he’d made the right decision: any country that made gum like this knew what it was doing. He emigrated with almost nothing. Just his passport, a ratty backpack, a few hundred dollars, and a Greek accent so strong he said it took three months before he could successfully order a cup of coffee.

His philosophy for navigating the US with zero connections, zero money, and zero friends? “Jump and a net will grow.”

He was always getting American idioms wrong like that.

I’M GASPING FOR AIR. MY lungs feel like two fiery balloons. The mailboxes and trees are starting to sway in my blurry vision. And according to the fitness watch my stepdad, James, gave me for Christmas, we’ve gone only 1.32 miles.

In the tradition of the great Master Yoda: a runner I am not. And today I couldn’t even fake it.

“I need another break,” I wheezed, doubling over to rest my hands on my bare knees.

My boyfriend, Dax, slowed his jaunty pace and sighed loudly, not because he needed the extra oxygen, but because this was our third break in less than fifteen minutes. I didn’t have to glance at him to know exactly what his face looked like. Disappointed. Well, disappointed and gorgeous in that sun-kissed, fauxhawked, blue-green eyes kind of way. Because, Dax.

He rested his hand on my back, but the weight of it felt more incriminating than supportive. “Liv, we already had a break. I still have three more miles if I’m going to hit my training goal, remember?”

I did remember. And honestly, I wanted to run those three miles with him. Not only does Dax hate running alone, but last night he also accompanied me to an art exhibit in downtown Seattle that was all about the history of the Polaroid. He’d even turned off his phone so we wouldn’t spend half the night being bombarded by texts from his legions of friends. So this morning, as a thank-you, I had planned to make it through his entire run without any complaining, which I can usually at least sort of do.

But unlike every other member of Dax’s family/friend circle, I am not a runner. Or a biker. Or a cross-country skier. And I’m definitely not a morning person. I am an occasional Star Wars–quoter, a collage artist, and a friend to all houseplants, but when Dax and I first started dating, I’d casually agreed with him when he mentioned how much he loved running in the mornings, and here we were. Two years later the ruse was definitely up, but he was still dragging me along with him. He was nothing if not persistent.

Today felt extra hard. I was so sleepy.

And then the memory hit me in the face. Splashed me in the face. I’d had the dream last night. No wonder I had the stamina of an elderly sloth.

I blew the ends of my sweaty bangs out of my eyes and attempted yet another ponytail, but my chin-length hair was too short. Not even my hair wanted to complete this run. And now Dax was disappointed and hurt and… annoyed? I neatly shoved the nightmare to the back of my mind. Time to pull out SUPER! GIRLFRIEND! capable of averting all oncoming squabbles with the power of flirtatious diversion!

I abandoned my ponytail holder, instead ruffling my hair into what I hoped was mussed perfection. “Hey, Dax, do you know what would be great for your conditioning? Running with extra weight. Something like…” I looked at the sky thoughtfully, then landed my smile on him. “Something like me!”

He groaned again, but a smile slipped through, and he bent down so I could jump onto his back. We took off at a steady clip, me clinging happily to his shoulders. Dax’s shoulders were actually the first thing I noticed about him, mostly because I’d sat directly behind him in homeroom, and that first day I was so busy trying to fake the same bored look everyone else was sporting that I could barely focus on anything else.

He says my style was the first thing he noticed, which, to be honest, is the first thing everyone notices and is entirely by design. When I’d transformed from Olive to Liv, I’d scoured hundreds of style videos before finally landing on the ones that I thought I might be able to pull off—French-girl style. I’d cut off twelve inches of hair, binge-watched makeup-application videos, then spent a solid month looking for clothes that were neutral and effortlessly stylish. In the sea of Patagonia wearers, Parisian chic had made quite the splash.

And yes, I’m Greek American, not French American. But who’s keeping track? Not me.

He took off at a jog, and I sank my face into his neck. During the summer, Dax spends twenty to thirty hours a week in a pool, and he wears chlorine the way other guys wear cologne. Dax technically goes to a private school, but to be on our water polo team, he has to have dual enrollment, so he spends part of the day at my school. Or at least he used to. As of two weeks ago he is officially a high school graduate, a fact that tipped my world slightly off-balance though I’ve been working hard to conceal it. “I love the smell of hypochlorous acid in the morning,” I said.

“You smell like sweat,” he said, giving my right knee a squeeze. “I can’t run three miles with you on my back. Let’s go back to your house.”

“If you say so.” I pressed my cheek into his. “We can make chocolate chip pancakes. The breakfast of champions. Not even your new college coaches can argue with that.”

College. The muscles in Dax’s jaw tightened, and I held my breath, already regretting the conversation that was about to happen. Unless he magically decided not to bring it up?

My eye snagged on a red-cheeked garden gnome planted in the flower bed of a yard we were passing, and I found myself praying to it out of sheer desperation. Please, little garden gnome, please don’t make me have to lie to my boyfriend today—

“Did you contact Stanford about their high school day yet?” Dax interrupted. “Amelia says that’s really important to the admission process. They want to see that you’ve put in the effort before they consider your application.”

Thanks for nothing, garden gnome.

“Of course,” I said. “Hopefully I’ll hear back soon.”

My voice sounded like it belonged to a lark or a sparrow or something equally chirpy. Not only was Dax going to Stanford, but half his family had gone there too, and his older cousin Amelia worked in the admissions office. It complicated things, a lot. And by things, I mean the fact that every time I’d clicked on the link that Amelia had sent me, I’d immediately gotten that panicked-for-air feeling that I get in my drowning nightmares. So, no. I had not applied to Stanford’s high school day. But I didn’t want to tell him now. Not when it was such a gorgeous summer day. Not when we’d had that great date at the art exhibit. Not when we were galloping through my neighborhood, my arms tight around him.

Dax started to say something, but luckily, a blur of lululemon activewear suddenly appeared in the driveway next to us, stopping the oncoming inquisition I knew was about to happen.

“Dax?” It was Maya Nakamura, a girl from Dax’s graduating class, looking all kinds of sporty in her pink sports bra and leggings. Her long black hair was in a sleek ponytail, and she held a straining Labrador retriever by its leash. She was out for an actual, non-pressured run. Also, her abs were a thing to behold.

“Hi, Maya,” I said, jumping off Dax to pet her dog, who was smiling through his slobber.

I knew Maya from parties and our SAT prep class. Dax knew her from kindergarten, which was how it worked for most of the people in his prep school—I’d learned quickly that rich Seattle was small Seattle. They clung to each other like barnacles. Today I was so happy to have a distraction that I was more than willing to pretend that Maya didn’t have a raging crush on my boyfriend that had spanned a decade. In all fairness, who could blame her? He was Dax.

“Dax, I tried to call you last night,” Maya said, ignoring me like she always does whenever she thinks she can get away with it. A lot of the girls in his graduating class are like that. They hadn’t been particularly pleased when he’d started dating someone who went to (gasp!) public school. Not only had it taken him off the market, but they really didn’t like to break ranks.

Maya’s dad owned a Fortune 500 company, and she was the kind of girl who could run five miles in her sleep while also painting student rally posters and doing her hair for the homecoming dance. I’m not sure why anyone would attempt these things in their sleep, but you get it.

“Did you hear the news?”

“What news?” Dax grabbed the hem of his shirt and wiped the sweat from his glistening brow, exposing his abs. Ugh. Was he trying to torture her?

“I got into UC Berkeley! We’re going to be, like, thirty miles from each other!”

“Really?” I jumped to my feet, wiping dog drool on my shorts. Despite the fact that mine and Maya’s relationship existed primarily on Planet Awkward, I couldn’t help but be excited for her. She’d been on UC Berkeley’s waitlist for almost six months, and I’d seen how hard she’d worked on her SAT prep. This called for a celebration.

“Maya, that’s incredible! You deserve it.” I shot my elbow into Dax’s ribs. “Isn’t that great, Dax?”

He sprang dutifully into action. “Yeah, that’s really great, Maya. You worked hard for that.” He landed his arm around me. “Liv’s trying for early decision at Stanford; hopefully she’ll be there with us in a year.”

Ugh.

Ugh ugh ugh.

“Oh. Really? You’re thinking about Stanford?” Maya’s expression fell for a moment, but her ponytail bobbed enthusiastically. “Well, that’s great. Then you’ll be together!”

Dax’s gaze fell heavily on my face. “Maybe,” I said. “I have a few schools I’m considering, and it’s not like Stanford is easy to get into. Luckily, I have six months to decide where I want to apply. You don’t have to make decisions this early, you know?”

Now Dax’s body stiffened. But if Maya sensed the tension between us, she didn’t let on. “Liv, I’m sure you’ll get in anywhere; everyone knows your SAT scores were off the charts. Plus, you won that statewide art competition. For your, like… collage things? Right?”

Collage things. This was exactly the reason I didn’t tell people about my art life. I hadn’t even entered the contest in the first place; it was my teacher who had sent in my entry. “It wasn’t that big of a deal,” I said, doing my best to wave the whole statewide art competition thing off.

“Well, everyone else thought it was,” she added, but she was looking at Dax when she said it.

My phone dinged. Text from Mom. Olive, are you home? I need to talk to you.

My heart lurched into my throat, but it took my brain a moment to realize why. Olive. She’d called me Olive. She’d been really respectful of my decision to go by Liv, and she almost never slipped up on that anymore. Also, it was 9:37. Shouldn’t she be at work by now? Why wasn’t she at work?

I felt another jolt in my chest, and suddenly my head was swirling, my thoughts racing by so quickly I couldn’t snag a single one. Is something wrong? Nothing’s wrong. Keep it together, Liv. You’re overreacting like usual. So what if she called you by the wrong name? She’s fine—

“Liv, you good?” Dax whispered. A small crease had formed between his eyebrows.

I nodded, doing my best to smile. Fine. I was fine.

Maya was still talking, and I focused on regaining my bearings in the conversation. “I can’t wait. I wish summer was over already. I am so ready for college!” She smiled at Dax. “So, Balboa Island. You ready for senior trip?”

“We’re ready,” Dax said, slinging his arm around me again.

Maya’s eyes widened slightly. “Liv, you’re coming with us? That’s so great!”

“My mom still hasn’t decided,” I said quickly. About thirty people from Dax’s class were going to a classmate’s beach house, which sounded chaotic and fun, but also…

I don’t know. If I had to pin it down, I’d say that the ocean and I aren’t the best of friends. I mostly like to admire it from afar, but Dax was already talking to me about this rock formation he planned to swim out to, and I was already coming up with a long list of excuses as to why I would not be swimming out to said rock formation. I can swim. I’m even scuba certified. It’s just that I prefer not to drown in the depths of the murky sea. I still wanted to go. But not in the same way Dax wanted me to. It seemed to be a running theme these days.

“I’m going to make it work,” I said confidently, and Dax shot me one of his dazzling smiles. A real smile. My shoulders loosened.

Maya hesitated, her grin turning sly. “Cool. Well, I guess I’ll see you in Balboa, Couple Most Likely to Outlast High School!”

Aw. The infamous yearbook title.

“See you soon, Maya,” Dax said, looping his other arm around me.

Maya turned, and we watched her and her dog trot off into the distance while I waited for Dax’s customary denial. He didn’t disappoint.

“Nothing’s going on with her,” he said quickly.

“I didn’t say anything was going on with her.” I fell into him, so he had to catch me. “Why do you keep telling people I’m applying to Stanford? I’m only a junior.”

“Senior,” he corrected, setting me back on my feet. “In three months, you’ll be a senior. And I said you’re trying for it, not that you’re going for sure. Besides, what do you have against us going to the same school?”

“Nothing.” I shut my eyes for half a second. Because, yes, the thought of wandering around campus and dorms and parties with Dax and zero parental supervision made me want to click my heels together and sing. But something about it made me feel a swirl of panic, too. Dax’s dual enrollment meant that we only went to the same school part of the time, and already he dictated most of our social life. Maybe that had worked at first, when I didn’t know anyone at my high school. But once I began making my own friends, it had started to feel a bit… constricting. He didn’t love when I spent time with other guys (understandable), and it was hard to balance all of my own activities and schoolwork with going to his games and spending time with his school friends. Life had been so busy that I’d even had to drop soccer this year (I played goalie, of course, less running, all the social benefits) so I had enough time to balance everything.

Not that I was complaining. I was wild about Dax. Bananas about Dax. The real problem with Stanford is that it wasn’t Rhode Island School of Design.

RISD. Thinking about it made me want to swoon into a field of lilacs or burst into spontaneous song or whatever it was people did when all their dreams come true. But I needed to wait for the right moment to tell Dax, and today was clearly not it. For Couple Most Likely to Outlast High School, we sure fought a lot.

I took a deep breath, mentally prepping for a conversational U-turn, when my phone dinged again. Another text from Mom. This time a bit more aggressive. Olive, please come home NOW. I really need to talk to you.

Olive again?

“Who is it?” Dax asked, glancing at my phone.

I quickly tilted it away from him. “Mom.”

Dax wiped his face on his shirt again. “Thought she was at work?”

Instantly, my stomach turned to origami, and I had to force myself to relax. Worrying about my mom is an automatic reflex. That tends to happen when you lose one parent—you automatically worry more about the other one. Not that she ever gave me reason to worry. She probably needed someone to watch my little brother is all.

“Come on. Let’s go make pancakes,” I said.

I climbed onto his back again, and we were mercifully quiet for the next few minutes. We had made it to the last few feet of my driveway when Dax pointed to the mailbox. “You should check. Amelia told me they’d send out the invitations by mail.”

“Dax,” I groaned, tumbling off his back and making a big show of going boneless. I’d learned it from my five-year-old brother, Julius. He was a master at becoming an invertebrate should the situation ever demand it. “Does the mail even come on Saturday?”

“Of course it does,” he said in that authoritative tone he sometimes gets. “Let me check.” He reached for the mailbox, but luckily, a small, Julius-size ninja chose that exact moment to drop from a nearby maple tree, landing directly on Dax’s head.

“Only the ninja can defeat the ninja!” Julius yelled, clamping down hard.

“What the—” Dax yelled, spinning around, his arms outstretched. “Julius, I thought we agreed you had to give me fair warning!”

“The first priority to the ninja is to win without fighting!”

I quickly peeled Julius off Dax. Today he’d gone all out in the costume department: a mask, two plastic katanas, and our mom’s black bathrobe. “Is Mom okay?”

“She’s okay,” he said, looking at me blankly. “Why?”

My body relaxed slightly, and I put my hands on his shoulders. “Remember what Mom and James said? You aren’t supposed to ambush from trees anymore.”

“Or maybe not from anywhere?” Dax added hopefully, and Julius smiled indulgently at him. Dax had always been one of Julius’s main targets, and so far all attempts at a cease-fire had been met with resistance.

“Oh no.” I pushed Julius’s mask off his face. “Is that my new eyeliner?” His eyes were ringed with a gold shimmer that I’d recognize anywhere. Urban Decay Goldmine. I’d bought it for Dax’s graduation dinner. “Julius! That was thirty dollars at Sephora!”

“The ninja must be cloaked in secrecy!” He pointed a katana at me. “Liv, I was in the tree because Mom told me to come looking for you. You got a postcard in the mail. It’s really dirty and the writing was weird. Mom’s face got scrunched up when she saw it.”

No.

“A postcard?” Dax whirled on me excitedly. “That must be the invitation.”

The dread hit me in an icy wave. My entire body went numb. You see! my mind shrieked triumphantly. Something is wrong!

“Let’s go look!” Dax said, grabbing my hand and lacing his fingers through mine. “Come on.”

My mom’s text scrolled across my brain. I need to talk to you.

“Let me go.… Wait here, okay? Stay with Julius?” I untangled my fingers from Dax’s and headed for the front door. I was going for brisk power walk—think mall walker on a mission—but it turned into a sprint about six steps in. I had too much adrenaline not to.

“Now you run,” Dax called from behind me.

I didn’t even try to respond. There was only one person who sent me old postcards with weird writing. Only one. And it definitely wasn’t Stanford Admissions.

I had to get that postcard and hide it before Dax or anyone else saw it.
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#2. FADED T-SHIRT THAT READS HERMES GREEK DELIVERY, YOU ORDER, WE FLY

During his first few months in the US, my dad worked as a deliveryman. That wasn’t by default; it was by design. He said New York City is a wild beast, and, like all wild beasts, the only way to truly tame it is to look it in the eye and then ride your bicycle all over it. (Don’t overthink it; it doesn’t make any sense.) The day he arrived in NYC, he knocked on the door of every Greek restaurant he could find and within three hours managed to find both a job working as a deliveryman for a deli on 56th Street and a room to rent in the deli owner’s aunt’s cousin’s house. He’s always been good at making himself at home.

MY MOM MUST HAVE HEARD me coming, because we nearly collided in the entryway. Luckily, I was able to reroute in the nick of time, performing an involuntary triple axel in order to circumvent her belly. She was officially in the stage of pregnancy where her bump entered the room first, and no one was ever prepared for that.

“Liv!” She grabbed my shoulders, steadying both of us. “Slow down.”

Her feet were bare, but she was dressed to go into the office, in the maternity version of a power suit. My mom is a corporate attorney, which is a lot less Law & Order and a lot more staying late way too many nights in a row trying to meet deadlines and coming home smelling like stale coffee. But still, it’s pretty impressive. Especially when you consider the fact that she attended law school and passed the bar exam as a single parent.

I wanted to take a moment to catch my breath, but there was no time. “Julius told me I got a postcard. I need to hide it from—”

“Hi, Mrs. Williams!” Dax’s voice rang out into the entryway. He wore a katana-wielding Julius on his back and a winning smile. Too bad it wasn’t actually going to win my mom over.

“The enemy of my enemy… ,” Julius prompted, widening his eyes at us.

“Is my friend,” she said automatically. “Hello, Dax.”

He pushed straight through her lackluster tone. “How are you feeling today?”

“Oh… you know,” she said, gesturing vaguely to her stomach. “Very with child.”

Julius jumped down, then poked his katana directly into my left rib cage. “Did Mom show you the postcard yet? The writing on the front wasn’t even like the alphabet. It was like all those squiggly things.”

“Squiggly things?” Dax gave me a confused look.

I shrugged. Who knows?

“Liv, it’s like different writing. Like a secret code—” Julius insisted.

“Why don’t you two go have some cinnamon rolls?” my mom interrupted, deftly deflecting Julius. She was great at that. “Dax, would you like one?”

Whenever she says his name, my mom’s face goes the tiniest bit rigid. She will never ever admit it, but she doesn’t like Dax. I’ve tried to get her to say it before, but the most she’ll say is cryptic things such as “Life is long and first loves are short” or “It can be easy to lose yourself in your first relationship.” Which is ridiculous, coming from someone who met, married, and got pregnant from her first relationship by twenty-two. It was similar with James. They met, and she was pregnant and engaged within six months. My mom is the falling-in-love type, and you’d think that would make her more sympathetic to my case, which, admittedly, is less falling and more diving. But still.

“Love one. Thank you, ma’am,” Dax said.

She smiled at him, but a tiny crease appeared on her forehead, the one I officially coined the Dax crease.

“Dax!”

All three of us jumped. My stepdad is less of a speaker and more of a boomer. He’s so tall that he makes my mom look short, with big hands, a friendly face, and a loud voice that gets louder whenever he’s around people he likes, and he definitely, unequivocally likes Dax.

He’s a lawyer like my mom is, and the only time I’ve ever seen him in a bad mood was after he lost a case that he’d spent more than a year on. But instead of yelling and stomping around like my mom and I would have, he channeled his energy into doing the kinds of healthy things that magazine articles always tell you to do. First he replaced all the light fixtures in the dining room, and then he went for a thirty-mile bike ride. His level of healthiness is a bit frightening.

James clapped his massive hand on Dax’s back and nearly sent him sprawling.

“Hi, Mr. Harrison,” Dax said dutifully, recovering his footing. He shot me a help me look, but I pretended not to notice. Dax had no idea how much he needed James as an ally in this household.

“How’s the water polo season? Your father?” James boomed. “And I heard about Stanford. Your dad is pleased as punch.”

“Thrilled,” Dax said, sending me a meaningful stare.

James leaned against the wall, folding his massive arms over his chest. Today he wore a white golf shirt and a pair of slacks. “Think you’ll play goalkeeper at Stanford? That is one tough-looking position.”

“It is challenging, sir.” Dax’s shoulders relaxed, his spine straight. Sports were his comfort zone, and he was used to people congratulating him on them. According to the photographs and trophies his mom displayed all over the house, he’d been excelling at them since elementary school.

I took the opportunity to edge toward my mom. “Where is it?” I whisper-demanded.

I put my hand out, hoping she’d slip the postcard to me covert style, but instead she grabbed my hand. “We’ll leave you two to talk,” she called, pulling me into the foyer and all the way down the hall to the nursery.

The hallway was cool and quiet, and when we stepped into the nursery, the only sound was the muffled noise of our next-door neighbor mowing the lawn.

“Um… why are we in here?” I asked, looking around at all the half-finished projects. A stack of boxes sat next to one wall, along with a partially constructed dresser and several piles of baby clothes. Boy baby clothes. Julius #2 would be here before the end of the summer, and thinking about it made me tired already.

She turned, almost whacking me with Julius #2, and I had to jump backward to miss him. “You hid the postcard, right?”

She nodded but took a moment to lower herself into the rocking chair, which had been delivered last week.

“Sit, please,” she said, gesturing to the box containing the stroller. But I stayed standing. She seemed to be gathering up the words the way a storm gathers up the elements. What could possibly require this much of a buildup? Not the postcard. Was it something else?

Wait.

“Is it Grandma?” The words shot out of my mouth.

My grandmother is a fairly new addition to our lives—well, my life anyway. My grandparents weren’t a huge fan of my dad or the fact that their debutante daughter had fallen for a Greek immigrant. Marrying and procreating with said Greek had sealed the deal. It makes it a little awkward, being the procreated and all. My mom and her parents had an on-again, off-again relationship for years, but once my grandfather passed away, Grandma had started to come visit every few months or so. I think she was lonely. A couple of weeks ago, she’d had a fall. Maybe it was worse than we thought.

“No, it isn’t Grandma.” She pointed to the cardboard box again. “Sit.”

This time I complied, watching her smooth her completely wrinkleless skirt over her knees. Her cheeks were flushed pink, and when she met my eyes, I saw that she was nervous. It set my stomach ablaze. “Olive, an invitation came in the mail today. I wanted to wait for the right time to discuss it, but it’s a bit time sensitive, and I think we need to talk about it right away.”

A time-sensitive invitation? Now I was completely lost. Also, up to my neck in anxiety. “Mom, I thought this was about another postcard.”

“It is.” She reached into her blazer pocket… and there it was.

A postcard.

A tattered, rumpled-looking postcard that appeared to have battled all manner of elements and hardships before landing on its unwilling recipient.

Me.

She held it up so I could see the front of it. Julius had been partially right. It was an overexposed photograph of Greek temple ruins with large Greek writing overlaying its English counterparts. WELCOME TO BEAUTIFUL GREECE!

It was so kitschy and earnest that it was almost cute. And even if it hadn’t said GREECE!, I would have known who it was from. There is only one person I know who would track down a tattered, poorly printed postcard, dress it up with a fortune’s worth of postage, and send it halfway across the world.

Nico Varanakis. Noted Atlantis hunter, absentee father, and my new, unwanted pen pal.

I slumped over on my box, all of the anxiety seeping out of me to make way for something new. Sadness? Emptiness? I’d gotten the first postcard almost six months ago, completely out of the blue. I hadn’t heard from him in years, and suddenly I had a postcard with a chatty one-liner written in his familiar crabbed handwriting. Hello from Beautiful Santorini. Wish you were here!

It was possibly the worst opening line in the history of opening lines, other than How was the play, Mrs. Lincoln? Since then, I’d been getting postcards every few months or so, and they were all pretty similar. Misprinted or vintage-looking postcards from Greece with a few quick lines that would have made sense if he were on vacation, but in our context made absolutely no sense.

And no, I didn’t respond to them. I read them, cried alone somewhere, and then tore them up and threw them in the trash. But after the last one, I’d decided to stop doing even that. The postcards made my nightmares worse.

“I don’t want it,” I said, getting to my feet and yanking at a thread on my T-shirt.

My mom nodded understandingly but held it out anyway. “Honey, I think you’d better read this one.”

“Not this time.” I tried to back away, but she was on me before I knew it, shoving the postcard in my hand. My mom moved a little too fast for a pregnant woman.

“Mom…” I stalled.

“Now.”

Ugh. There was no fighting her. I flipped the postcard over carefully, instructing my heart not to do that thudding thing it always did whenever my dad was involved. I took a deep breath, reminding myself of my ground rule: Nico Varanakis no longer has anything to do with my life.


Olive,

Great news! I’m working on an exciting project, and I could really use your help here in Santorini, Indiana Olive. How does June 15th sound? I have already e-mailed your mother the plane ticket.

Baba



My heart didn’t have a chance.

Instantly my hands began to shake, my vision going blurry around the edges. “Liv?” my mom said, her voice worried, but she sounded far away.

I staggered for my cardboard box, but my mom intercepted me, planting me in the rocking chair and smoothing my hair back from my forehead.

“Liv. Breathe,” she ordered.

I was breathing, but I was breathing too much. “Mom—” I tried. My hands were shaking so hard that the postcard began flapping around. I couldn’t really see the words anymore, but I couldn’t stop looking at it. Not only was it in his scrawly chicken-scratch writing, but he’d also used my old nickname. Indiana Olive. The one I hadn’t heard in more than nine years. And he’d signed using the Greek word for dad, a word I’d once said about a thousand times a day but now hadn’t said in years.

My head felt—

I felt—

“Liv, look at me!” my mom said. I locked my dark eyes with her blue ones and whoosh, I was connected again. My breath was even. It was a postcard. Only a postcard. Card stock and ink and a few colorful stamps. Nothing more, nothing less.

“Okay?” she said, reaching out for my arm.

“Okay,” I said evenly.

“Good.” She exhaled, her arm on mine. “Liv, I know it’s very sudden, but I think it’s a good idea.”

What? Her words hit me like an icy bucket of water. Stay calm, I ordered my brain. There was no way she meant that. “Mom, you’re joking, right? There’s no way I’m doing this. June fifteenth is like…” I searched my brain quickly. “It’s like a week away.” I shoved the postcard at her. “Besides, he said ‘Indiana Olive.’ What if it’s about Atlantis?”

A ghost of a smile appeared on her lips. But as quickly as it came, it disappeared. “Of course it’s about Atlantis,” she said. “It’s always about Atlantis.”

Not following, I gripped the postcard so tightly I felt it crinkle in my palm. “But, Mom, Atlantis is a hoax. Why would you want me to get dragged down into Dad’s delusions again?”

“Delusions” was the wrong word. Pain flashed across her face before she smoothed it away, moving into lecture mode. “Liv, I don’t care about Atlantis. I care about you. Despite what your seventeen-year-old brain is telling you, you don’t have all the time in the world. One day you’ll wonder where all that time went.”

Her eyes met mine again, and the resolve in them frightened me. Now I knew exactly what was going on. She was thinking of her relationship with her father. They’d been close for most of her childhood, but after my dad entered the picture, things had turned rocky. He’d died before she had a chance to make things right with him.

She looked at me pleadingly. “Besides, I think you’ll actually really like this project.”

A vague, uncomfortable suspicion crept up on me. “Mom, how do you know what the project is?”

She took a deep breath. “I’ve been talking to him.”

“What?” I yelled. My hands were shaking again, the postcard flopping around. It all felt too… much. “Are you being serious?”

The ends of my mom’s shoulder-length hair brushed my arm as she stood next to me, her voice steady in my ear. “Yes,” she said firmly. “And I promised I wouldn’t tell you what the project is. Honey, he’s in a great place in his life. I talked it over with Ali, and she thinks this could be a good idea. I know you’ve been having the nightmares again. I can hear you all the way downstairs—”

“You told Ali I’m having nightmares again?” I yelped. Now I sounded like Julius when confronted with the prospect of a bath. Ali is my mom’s best friend from childhood and an adolescent psychologist. She lives in Maine, and I can always tell when they’ve been spending a lot of time on the phone together because my mom will use phrases like “assertive anger expression” and “self-defeating patterns.” If she’d called Ali about me, then she really was worried.

Ali was the one who had suggested that my mom and I get scuba certified as a way to combat the dreams. Maybe if my waking mind knew the ins and outs, my dreaming brain could calm down. I’d thrown a massive fit, but we’d done it anyway, taking a certification class at a local pool and then completing our certification on a family vacation to Mexico. Once I got over the panic part, it hadn’t been too bad; I had actually really enjoyed the feeling of freedom that came from breathing underwater. But my dreaming brain had not gotten the memo. Dreaming Liv drowned. Every. Single. Time.

She cupped my hands in hers, the band of her diamond ring pressing into my wrist. “This could be a good chance to reconcile, put some things to rest before you go out on your own.”

“Reconcile?” I sputtered. In our context, what did that even mean? We were not two warring countries needing to work things out. We were two countries who no longer had anything to do with each other.

Her face softened. “Also, honey. Your list. I keep thinking about your list.”

“Mom.” I twisted away from her. Now I was angry. That list was private, and I had asked her not to talk about it ever again. I was about to remind her of that when a James-intense knock made us both jump.

“Ellen?” James boomed. “Liv? Dax says you have a tennis court appointment with his sister at eleven.”

“Ten forty-five,” Dax said, clearly right next to him.

Without meaning to, I made a face. Dax’s twin, Cora, is not my favorite person in the world. Her name is cute, but she’s always stomping around in her ugly combat boots and glaring at people with her blue-green eyes. I’m almost 100 percent sure that she can see straight through me. That she knows that up until recently, I had never fit in anywhere.

But Dax claims that Cora wants to get to know me, and so we’ve been meeting up with her and her best friend for weekly tennis matches, a sport she excels in—mostly because she’s intent on murdering the ball—and I fail. Under the circumstances, tennis sounded laughable. Claustrophobia coiled its grip around me.

“We’ll be out in a minute. You two go have more cinnamon rolls,” my mom called.

“I can’t go. Mom, I can’t go.” I sounded like I was hyperventilating again, only this time I had to keep it down. And I wasn’t sure which place I was talking about. The tennis club? Greece? Both? I had plans after tennis to meet up with my friends to pick out what we were all going to wear at my school’s end-of-the-year bonfire, which I was hoping to talk Dax into attending with me. Nowhere in my plans was there fly to another country to confront the thing that hurt you most.

She pushed the bangs out of my eyes. “Honey, I really think you could use some time away. I’m worried you’re getting caught up in… distractions.”

Distractions? A second surge of anger surfaced, this one big enough to bring me to my feet.

“Mom, this isn’t about Dax,” I said.

“No, it isn’t,” she agreed. “This is about you. You don’t have to forgive your father, and you don’t have to help him with his project. But you do need to go.”

Panic built, hot and fast in my chest. “Mom, no. I can’t.”

“Yes. You can,” she said evenly. Her blue eyes met mine, and for a moment it felt like it did in the devastating years right after my father left, when it was the two of us, bumping into each other in one of our cramped, noisy apartments. We’d been through a lot together.

She set her cool hand on top of mine. “Ten days. You have to go for ten days. You don’t have to do anything you don’t want to once you get there. But I do want you to go.”

Anyone listening in would assume she was making a request, but I knew my mother, and this was not a request—it was a nicely worded demand. My mom was what you’d call determined on a good day and stubborn on all the rest. She had to be. We wouldn’t have made it through the bad years otherwise. I knew that if she said I was going to Greece to spend ten days with someone I never thought I would see again, looking for a city the world didn’t believe ever existed, then that was exactly what I was going to do.

“But… senior trip. And I have plans with my friends, and…” I looked into her eyes and I knew. No matter what I said or did, I was going to Greece.

My entire summer shifted on its axis. Gravity lost meaning. I was falling, plummeting, with nothing to stop me or break my fall. End-of-year parties? Balboa with Dax? Any semblance of normal?

Gone. And all because of this ratty bit of paper. I stared down at the postcard, anger burrowing deep inside me as I read the line that felt worst.

I’m working on an exciting project, and I could really use your help here in Santorini, Indiana Olive.

Since when did he ever need my help? That was a game we used to play, and the fact was, in real life when I’d actually needed him, he hadn’t been there. He’d let me down. Even if he sent me a million postcards, that fact would never go away.

They could make me go, but they most certainly could not make me like it.
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#3. CLOTH NAPKIN FROM CONSTANTINE’S FINEDINING, STOLEN EITHER BY MY MOTHER OR MY FATHER, DEPENDING ON WHO YOU ASK

My dad had moved out of the deli owner’s aunt’s cousin’s house and into an apartment with two of the chefs from Hermes, and he had to pick up a second job to make rent. A restaurant made sense—he could practice his English. Plus, the more he played up his Greekness, the bigger the tips were.

One night he was assigned to a table that housed a University of Chicago student named Ellen Williams, who was spending the summer working as an intern for a local politician. She was tall with long blond hair and the kind of laugh that made you look twice.

My dad said she spilled the pitcher of water on him on purpose. She said he was misremembering, though she’d always have a tiny gleam in her eyes when she said it. And, honestly, I wouldn’t put it past her. In the photos of them from that first summer—there aren’t many—my dad was handsome, with thick dark hair and his overeager smile, and my mom was so happy she looks dizzy.

A SHORT LIST OF RULES given to me by my mother regarding my trip to Santorini, Greece—a place I did not want to go to in the first place:


	Call her morning and night.

	No talking to strangers.
Impossible, seeing as every single person on that island will be a stranger, including, at this point, my own father. I literally don’t even know what he looks like these days. And the last time he saw me, I had a Frida Kahlo–esque unibrow and was usually wearing a fake microphone headset because I believed myself to be in active training to become a Disney Channel star. And yes, all photographic evidence of this period of my life has been destroyed.


	No talking to boys at the airport, regardless of how cute they may or may not be (see rule two).
According to her, these boys may actually be part of an elaborate crime circle with plans to kidnap me and reenact that Liam Neeson movie. And I don’t exactly have a gravelly voiced ex-assassin for a father. I have an absentee Atlantis hunter for a father.

I told her that the fact that this rule was even on her list was proof that I shouldn’t go. Mom said that Santorini is actually very safe and that I’ll be fine. But how does she know? Despite having once been married to someone from Santorini, she’s never set foot on the island.


	Should I at any point feel in danger of any type of neglect or harm, then I am to phone her immediately and she will fly me home.
This one came with the following caveat: in order to activate the Get out of Jail Free card, it must be a grave emergency, not just uncomfortable silences or challenging conversations. Grave. Again with the morbid.


	Take some time to “find myself.”
Or, in other words, take some time away from Dax. Of course, she didn’t come out and say this directly because she’s trying not to be her parents, which might actually be the goal of every person who ever lived. They desperately did not like her boyfriend, and look what happened there. She dropped out of school, married him at Chicago City Hall, and got pregnant with me. Live and learn.

And for the record, I resent being told to “find” myself. I’m not lost. I’m right here.


	Give my dad a chance.
(No comment.)


	Wear sunscreen.
Really. That made her list of rules.




I had one rule for her: go along with the story I came up with for Dax. The last thing I wanted was Dax—and everyone at school—knowing that my father was on a decades-long search for Atlantis, a city that he 100 percent, unflinchingly believed was real, despite the fact that only a few internet weirdos seemed to agree with him. The thought of everyone knowing made me feel weak in the knees, and not in the good way.

I was Liv now. The Liv who got invited to parties, and prom, and put on the nomination ballot for homecoming queen, and I needed to be the person everyone thought I was. That probably sounds shallow, but when you feel invisible for most of your life, feeling seen starts to matter. That’s who I was now. Not Indiana Olive, and definitely not the daughter of a man whose lifework put him in the same category as a UFO hunter with maps and charts and a pile of books on alien abduction. End of story.

So instead, this is what I told Dax: My Greek father is an amateur archaeologist! He studies ancient civilizations! How weird I never mentioned that! I know it’s last-minute, but my mom is making me go!

“Amateur archaeologist” was a bit misleading, but it sounded a lot better than “professional myth chaser.”

This is what Dax said: I can’t believe you aren’t coming on the senior trip! My friends will be so disappointed because they like hanging out with you so much, and I’m so disappointed because I was dying to spend a week on the beach with you!

Or at least I’m sure that’s what he’d say if he were still speaking to me. Which, after my last-minute cancellation of our trip, he wasn’t. Dax likes to have a plan, and me skipping his senior trip had thrown everything off. Also, in the stress of the past few days, I accidentally let slip that I may have forgotten to apply to high school day, and it had been exactly as dramatic and earth-shattering as I’d imagined. According to Dax, our relationship was at the very end of a list jammed at the very bottom of my very messiest bag. In other words, every other aspect of my life came before him.

That wasn’t true. But the fact that I couldn’t tell him why this trip was such a big deal most definitely did not help my case.

And now I was here. On the plane. Trying to breathe as I regretted literally every decision that had led me to this moment. In less than an hour I would be in Greece. Greece. Why hadn’t I fought harder against my mom? It wasn’t like she’d physically carried me onto the plane. I could have run away. I could have… Oh no.

I’m going to throw up.

I wanted to put my head between my knees, but the Santorini-bound plane was way too tiny for anything, much less sprawling panic attacks over the unfairness of being an almost-adult who doesn’t actually have control of her own life. I couldn’t even be that mad at my mom. She was so pregnant and so sure that she was right—so sure that for a moment there I’d begun to believe her too. Maybe I should give my dad a chance. Maybe this is a good idea. But… no. Clearly we’d both suffered a lapse in sanity.

Almost unconsciously, I grabbed one of the in-flight magazines out of the pocket in front of me and automatically began yanking out interesting-looking images to add to the envelope I keep stashed in my bag. My art teacher, Ms. Martinez, said that cultivating your mind to constantly collect images is the important part of being an artist—not that I’d call myself an artist. Well, not yet, but if I wasn’t drawing, then I was cutting out images and stuffing them into envelopes I carried everywhere with me. Think of it as visual hoarding.

Right now it was also acting as a much-needed calming technique. A distraction from all the rippling ocean I’d been flying across for what felt like an eternity. I was probably the first person in aeronautical history to be happy to have not been assigned the window seat. There was so much ocean out there.

I focused on my hands again. This was airplane number three, and ever since Seattle, each airplane had gotten progressively smaller and smellier. Add to that, I was on hour twenty-three of no sleep, unless you count the twenty minutes that occurred after takeoff from New York City (airplane number two), which was right before the woman sitting in 28B spilled her entire coffee on my T-shirt. Her hot coffee. And then, in penance for not only burning me but also making me smell like a human Starbucks, proceeded to show me twenty-plus photos of her bulldog, Winston Churchill. At least I was on my final flight.

A picture of a packed swimming pool went into an envelope. Then a boy with a dog on a leash. A father giving his daughter a piggyback ride. She was looking down at him, smiling like his shoulders were the most stable place in the world.

Ugh.

I shut my eyes tightly, but my dad’s scribbly handwriting appeared behind my eyelids. I could really use your help here in Santorini, Indiana Olive. With what? What could he possibly need my help with?

I abandoned the magazine and pulled my phone out of my backpack again, in case a text from Dax had managed to find me over the Atlantic. But no, there was only the one he’d sent me last night when he was supposed to come over but had apparently been too busy. Sorry, can’t make it. See you in two weeks.

Those periods looked passive-aggressive. Could punctuation be passive-aggressive? And then there was my overly-bouncy-full-of-nerves text back. Two weeks will pass in no time. Miss you already, hope you have an amazing time in Balboa!!! Then I panicked and added a bunch of mushy-looking emojis that made me hate myself more every time I looked at them. No wonder Dax hadn’t answered. He was probably in the process of rethinking every minute of our time together.

Looking at the wasteland that was our text history made me feel like an elephant was enjoying a leisurely afternoon tea right in the center of my chest, so I shoved my phone away and attempted to soothe myself by looking through my backpack. Sketchbook. Pencils. Watercolors. Makeup. Water bottle. Journal.

I’d definitely pushed the limits on carry-on baggage, but I’m kind of weird about my stuff. Dax jokes that I’m a pack rat, citing the fact that every inch of my room is packed full of things, including twelve plants and a mini garden of succulents, but it’s not that I don’t like to throw things away. It’s that I like to keep things.

“Eísai kalá?” The voice sounded in my right ear, and I sat up very quickly, coming face-to-face with a kind smile and a whole lot of eyelashes. My seatmate. He was in his mid to late twenties, wearing purposely nerdy black glasses and a concerned expression. His entire left arm, or at least what I could see of it, was engulfed in a tattooed rose garden that under regular circumstances I would have been obsessing over. And while I’m sure my skin was currently a shade resembling dead fish, his dark skin was luminous, his hair coiffed. He clearly wasn’t having a mid-flight breakdown.

“Eísai kalá?” he said again, but this time his voice was less confident. He pointed at the seat-back pocket. Was he offering his magazine to my nervous clutches?

“I’m sorry, I—I don’t know what that means,” I stammered. At least that solved the Greek language dilemma. I’d been wondering if I’d remember all the Greek I’d known as a child. The answer was definitely no.

His face broke into a relieved, brilliant smile. White teeth as far as the eye could see. “Oh, thank God, you’re American.” His accent had a hint of the Midwest in it. Minnesota? Chicago? You’d think I’d know, having been born there and all that. “I thought you must be Greek, and I was trying the one phrase I know. Are you feeling ill? I have a vomit bag if you need one.” He gestured to his seat-back pocket again.

“I’m not sick. Or very Greek. I’m…” I searched for a word. Petrified? Horror-struck? “Nervous.”

He glanced at my pile of torn-up magazine pages, and I quickly shoved them into their envelope, my face burning. “Aerophobia,” he said. “It’s a wonder we aren’t all affected by it, seeing as we are literally hurtling through the air in a large sardine can that could plunge to the earth at any given moment. Do you ever think about that? How we could plunge to the earth? Oh my God, don’t think about it.”

He widened his eyes at me behind his round glasses, and I felt a smile creep onto my face. Pointing out looming danger may not be a standard way to calm a nervous flier down, but it was working for me. Also, talking felt good. Very good. “I actually don’t mind flying. It’s more about what will happen when I get there.”

He leaned in, as if in preparation for a bit of juicy gossip. “Oh?”

If juicy was what he wanted, I could definitely deliver. “I’m here to visit someone. It’s a bit… complicated.”

“A boyfriend,” he pronounced.

I shook my head. “No. My boyfriend is back in Seattle. It’s…” Was I really going to tell this stranger? Yep, I was. Rule number two on Mom’s list—No
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