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CHAPTER ONE







SHE NEVER MISSED a chance to ruin my life. My mother, Lucille Bramford, veteran of suburban tyranny and PTA coups, had suffocated me in ruffled skirts and curated obedience for as long as I could remember. My entire education had been a parade of plaid skirts, polished shoes, and all-girl Catholic academies, where sin was something you read about in scripture and never, ever tasted.

Now, fresh out of high school, I was finally supposed to begin my life. But no, Lucille had other plans. She’d enrolled me in St. Revela’s College for Women, a Christian conservatory nestled deep in the swamplands of the Carolina low country. Four more years of rules. Of sterile dorm rooms. Of untouched virginity. If I dared protest, the purse strings would snap shut, no tuition, no degree, no freedom. Just her disappointed sighs and cold silences.

And I was still untouched. Still unkissed. Still a girl in a woman’s body, aching with unmet need and the shame of it.

I’d dreamt of it for years. Quiet nights in bed, shivering beneath the sheets, wondering what a real man’s hands would feel like wrapped around my hips, or what it might be like to have someone press me down, spread me open, and finally, finally fill me. My friends at Our Lady of Divine Mercy would whisper and giggle over kisses and fantasies, daring each other to lift their skirts for passing gardeners or peek over the fence at the boys' school next door. But that was all it ever was, whispers and dares. Play-pretend.

Now I was eighteen, standing in my bedroom with a half-zipped suitcase and a heart full of hunger that my mother couldn’t see and wouldn’t understand. My thoughts swirled like dark syrup, thick, sweet, and dangerous. Maybe I couldn't fight her now, but once I was away, tucked into some lacy little room in that Gothic plantation-turned-prison, she wouldn't be watching. Maybe then, I could find a way to break the rules.

Lucille was frying bacon when I came downstairs, her lipstick fresh and her pearls gleaming like shark teeth. The table was laid with pancakes, scrambled eggs, and toast, too much for one girl headed to her doom.

“Leora, let’s go. Eat before it gets cold.”

“Jesus, Mom, are you feeding the whole dorm?” I dropped into the chair, glaring at the syrup bottle like it was complicit.

“You won’t get cooking like this out there in the sticks. Eat.”

I did. And despite myself, I felt the lump in my throat as she hovered nearby, bustling, pretending she wasn’t already mourning the empty nest. I kissed her cheek. She smelled like lavender and stale worry.

We landed in South Carolina and immediately felt the sweet, sticky air of the south.  At the car rental desk, she insisted on an SUV “in case of deer or delinquents.” And as we drove deeper into the wilderness, I realized with mounting horror that St. Revela’s wasn’t just “remote.” It was exiled.

“Where the hell is this place? I haven’t seen a building in an hour.”

“That’s a good thing,” Lucille replied, smug. “No distractions. No temptation. The Lord’s work takes focus.”

I stared out the window at the moss-covered trees and the creeping fog and felt something primal whisper in my blood. You’re not supposed to be here.

When we finally reached the iron gates, I had to admit, it was stunning. The campus sat at the end of a long driveway flanked by skeletal oak trees and Spanish moss that hung like lace from the branches. The buildings were white-columned mansions, haunted by old money and older sins. Girls in immaculate uniforms glided across the lawns like swans, beautiful and untouchable.

Lucille was practically panting. “Isn’t it lovely?”

“If you like your virginity embalmed and on display, sure.”

We pulled to a stop in front of the main building. A woman emerged from the heavy front doors like a phantom from another century. Tall, thin, and carved from stone, Dean Octavia Virelli approached with the slow menace of a blade being drawn.

“You must be Miss Bramford,” she said, voice like polished iron.

I nodded. She did not shake my hand.

“You’ll be in Dorm 428. Miss Thorne will help you with your belongings. Please report to my office once you’ve settled.”

I turned just in time to see her, Miss Thorne. Short red tartan skirt slung too low. Shirt unbuttoned just a little too far. Smirk like a secret on her mouth. She grabbed my duffel and winked. “Hope you packed light. You’ll want room for some fun.”

I blinked. “Fun?”

“You’ll see.” She walked off with a sway in her hips like the first note of a filthy song.

I followed her inside.

The dorm was smaller than expected—an attic room with two twin beds, wide windows, and a vintage vanity that looked like it belonged to a 1940s pinup. Ivy Thorne threw my bag onto the bed and sprawled across hers like she owned it.

“You can unpack later. You’ve got a meeting with Dean Virelli, right?”

“Yeah, she seemed… strict.”

“She is. Very. Like whips-and-chains strict. The rumors are true.”

“You’re kidding.”

Ivy grinned. “Nope. Just don’t let her catch you with anything, or she’ll ‘discipline’ you personally. Some girls fake being bad just to get called to her office.”

The words made something stir low in my belly. I shoved it down and left for the Dean’s office.

Dean Virelli’s office smelled like lemon polish and repression. She gestured to a stiff wooden chair and began her lecture.

“You will address me as Dean Virelli. I will not call you by your given name. Discipline here is swift and corporal, and I do not tolerate defiance. The body is a temple, and it shall not be defiled beneath my roof.”

She passed me a thick manual filled with rules. I scanned it. No sex. No touching. No ‘vulgar media.’ No ‘private exploration.’

She narrowed her eyes. “Is that going to be a problem?”

I forced a smile. “No, ma’am.”

She looked at me too long. Smiled. Just a little. “And just so you know, I administer punishment myself.”

My stomach fluttered.

Back in the dorm, Ivy was lounging with earbuds in and a devilish gleam in her eyes. I threw the manual down on my bed.

“She gave you the whole ‘no dicks, no drugs, no fun’ speech, didn’t she?”

“Yep.”

“Come out tonight. There’s something you should see. And drink.”

She wouldn’t say more, but I agreed.

That night, once the halls fell silent and the lights went out, Ivy shook me awake. We tiptoed through the dark like naughty schoolgirls, our sheer nightgowns clinging to us in the humidity.
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