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From: coachwiththemost@kingsrow.com







To: ermentrudewilliams@tmail.com







Re: you don’t call, you don’t write, you only fence…





Hey Ermie,





I’m sorry I haven’t written in a while. Every time I start an email, a kid runs into my office with an emotional crisis and a sword.


You’re right; it feels strange that I’m here and not back home. Of course I want to live closer to you. I miss you all the time. You’re my big sister! I want to meet up for coffee every weekend and help you train Bruno not to eat the potted plants.


But I see something at this school that I haven’t seen in fifteen years of coaching.


You’d love Connecticut if you visited. Kings Row is on a hundred acres, with woods you can get lost in and a lake the boys are strictly forbidden to go near. All the buildings are rambling redbricks from the 1800s, and they still teach Latin. The school was established a century ago to teach boys how to be “proper young gentlemen.” Which meant those young gentlemen, as a natural part of their education, learning the blade.


Trouble is, their team has never won a state fencing championship. It’s been decades since they even got close—decades of boys with dreams, chasing gold they could never win.


But something is different this year.


Yeah, this team is rough. They’ve never fenced together before, and some of them are complete newcomers to the sport. Our captain, Harvard Lee, is solid—he has a heart of gold and is the kind of kid who shoulders everyone’s burdens. But his best friend is the school flirt, Aiden Kane. You may recall him from the times I have screamed into your ear, “Don’t talk to me about Aiden Kane!” Do you know how many boys I’ve seen absolutely wipe out because they’re heartbroken over him?


And then there are the freshmen. Nicholas Cox is a kid who’s had no formal training. He sticks out at this school like a sore thumb. The kids around here don’t know what to do with his undercut hair or his lower-class slang. At the other extreme, there’s Seiji Katayama, the perfect fencer. He’s lived and breathed nothing but the sword since he was five years old. He and Nicholas couldn’t be more different, and when they’re in a room it’s like a cat and a dog forced into a bath together. But on the piste…


… On the piste, they have potential. They all do.


So I’m not coming home. I’m staying at Kings Row, because this year we’re going to win the state championship. I want to see these boys pull together and become a true team. I know they can do it.


They’re good kids. Even Aiden.


And I have a plan to prove it.…
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1: AIDEN



You’re here early.”


Coach Williams scowled at the sight of Aiden and Harvard. She seemed preoccupied, apparently finishing up an email.


“If I’m not wanted, I can go,” drawled Aiden, sauntering through the office. “I don’t wish to be here at all, never mind early. I was on my way to a romantic rendezvous after class when my cruel roommate seized me by the collar and dragged me here against my will.”


Coach’s office was small as far as rooms in Kings Row went, and cozy in a neglected-paperwork way. The office walls, the color of institutional cream, were covered with photos from fencing glory days. One was entirely dominated by a poster of a saber that Aiden thought might be Coach Williams’s celebrity crush. Coach, still in bright red-and-white athletic wear, looked uncomfortable sitting at a desk. She’d clearly rather be standing in the gym ordering the team to do suicide drills and win state championships.


And Aiden would rather be making out! Yet here they were. It was impossible to get what you truly wanted in this life.


Aiden chose one of the chairs in front of the desk, and commenced lounging insouciantly. He looked toward Harvard and made a lazy gesture to the chair beside him.


“Great job dragging Aiden against his will, Harvard,” Coach praised her captain.


Harvard gave her a thumbs-up. “No problem, Coach.”


Aiden kicked him in the ankle for his wanton cruelty. Harvard grinned. After a moment, Aiden let himself grin back.


“I thought this was a team meeting,” Aiden remarked. “Are we so punctual the others aren’t here yet? I am deeply shamed.”


He glanced around in anticipation of seeing the door open. The team was a bit of a mess this year, but they were an entertaining mess. Aiden was mildly surprised they weren’t here already. He expected Nicholas the scholarship kid to be late. Nicholas didn’t really know how to handle himself at Kings Row, any more than Kings Row knew how to handle his awful haircut and worse style. However, brawny Eugene was congenitally enthusiastic, and Aiden doubted Seiji Katayama had ever been late for anything. Seiji, their baby fencing genius, took life far too seriously.


Aiden shrugged. The important member of the team was here with him.


Unquestionably, Harvard was Aiden’s favorite. Even if he did insist on dragging Aiden away from his life of careless playboy ease. Aiden tried to be very dedicated to his life of careless playboy ease.


When Aiden gave Harvard an approving glance for being the best captain, Harvard avoided his eyes. Aiden had known Harvard since they were five. Harvard was marvelous in many ways, but he was not skilled at deception.


“What’s going on, Coach?” Aiden asked with sudden dark suspicion.


“Aiden, Aiden, Aiden,” said Coach. “Can I direct your attention to this? All will be explained, in the fullness of time.”


She was pointing to her bulletin board, which included a list of phrases such as What’s going on, Coach? Anyone who said, or made reference to, any of the bulletin-board phrases had to do two hundred suicides. In their gym, Coach had a whole wall crowded with things people weren’t allowed to say to her. One was Aiden dumped me. It made Aiden very proud.


“I already talked to the rest of the team this morning,” said Coach Williams.


“Before class?” Aiden wrinkled his nose. “You made the poor little freshmen get up at some barbaric hour?”


“Seiji gets up at four every morning for fencing practice.”


Even their coach seemed slightly horrified to report this.


“Seiji’s life is so tragic,” said Aiden. “I hope I never catch work ethic from him.”


Harvard smacked Aiden affectionately on the back of the head.


“Wow, I wish you could. We’re listening, Coach!”


Outside the picture window set high in the wall was a late September afternoon, even the trees golden with promise. The idea of Aiden’s evening shone before him, all starlight and making out. Aiden didn’t know why Harvard insisted on blighting Aiden’s life by being a team player.


Coach raised an eyebrow at Harvard. “And why are you cluttering up my office and interrupting my writing to my sister to see if Bruno has stopped eating plants?”


“Is that a pet?” asked Harvard with real interest.


“You’d think,” said Coach. “Actually, Bruno is my nephew. My sister’s dog, Antoinette, started munching on the geraniums, then the baby started copying her. Any other questions?”


There was the obvious question: Why would anyone name a dog Antoinette and a kid Bruno?


“Can I see a picture of your nephew?” asked Harvard.


Coach, won over by Harvard’s dangerous sincerity, softened and showed Harvard a picture on her phone. Harvard got out of his chair to take the phone and coo over the kid.


“Aw, Coach, he’s so cute and little!”


Aiden sneaked a glance over at Harvard’s glowing face, and then smiled to himself. Harvard really got a kick out of kids. He also secretly collected videos of kittens and puppies being friends.


Suddenly, Coach slammed her hand down on the desk. Harvard laid Coach’s phone down discreetly beside it.


“The reason I wanted to talk to the whole team in turn was to say you all have to do better,” said Coach. “You hardly ever practice, Aiden. Nicholas choked during tryouts. Eugene choked against MLC. Seiji choked in his tryout against you.”


Aiden snickered.


“I know I should do better,” murmured Harvard. “I’ve been letting everyone down as captain.”


Aiden stopped snickering and lifted his eyes to heaven. There was another picture of a saber taped to the ceiling.


“No, you haven’t!” Aiden snapped. “You’re an angel of a captain, and everyone is thrilled you’re here.”


“I do have a bone to pick with you, Captain. But stop lurking and go,” said Coach. “I will speak with you in private later. For now, leave Aiden to me.”


Harvard winced and nodded. Aiden sat bolt upright.


“Why would Harvard leave me?”


He found Coach’s smile frankly sinister. “I asked him to bring you because I want to talk to you alone.”


“It would be wrong to bring me to this place and desert me,” said Aiden, but Harvard was already making for the door. He cast an apologetic look over his shoulder at Aiden as he went, but Aiden was not appeased. “You’re betraying me like this? I can’t believe it. I thought you loved me!”


“I do love you, buddy,” said Harvard. “But I am betraying you, yeah. Coach’s orders. Captain’s gotta do what a captain’s gotta do.”


He waved goodbye and gave Aiden a mischievous grin. Since Harvard was a traitor, Aiden didn’t wave back and only half returned the grin.


The door closed after Harvard, and the room seemed instantly darker. Aiden leaned back in his chair and sulked. Insouciantly, of course.


Coach was staring at him from across the desk. She’d steepled her fingers. Maybe she hadn’t got the memo that only evil masterminds steepled their fingers.


“Aiden, Aiden, Aiden.”


“Coach, Coach, Coach,” Aiden responded.


“Are you aware we won our first team victory against a rival school last week?”


“Sure am,” said Aiden. “Many congratulations.”


“But you weren’t actually at the match to help us win, or even to cheer your teammates on to victory?”


“Sure wasn’t,” said Aiden. “Many apologies. I had plans that couldn’t be put off. They were ridiculously good-looking plans.”


Coach seemed unimpressed by this information. Aiden was getting the feeling she might be a tiny bit annoyed with him.


“Kings Row has never won the state championship,” Coach announced. “Do you know when we last reached the finals?”


“In the Jurassic period?” Aiden hazarded.


Coach didn’t laugh. Harvard would have. As ever when Harvard wasn’t there, Aiden wished he was.


“Kings Row reached the finals in 1979 but ultimately didn’t win, despite having Robert Coste—a legend who went on to win Olympic gold. Why do you think we didn’t win that year?”


Aiden shrugged. “Robert Coste had food poisoning?”


Coach regarded Aiden sternly.


“He was distracted by someone hot?” Aiden guessed. Coach’s stern aspect only increased. “I don’t know. Give me a clue.”


It was interesting Coach should bring up Robert Coste, Kings Row’s most famous alumnus. Robert Coste hadn’t sent his son to his alma mater. Jesse Coste had gone to Exton, the better, shinier school where he was now the star of a better, shinier fencing team. And Jesse’s former partner, Seiji Katayama, had thrown it all away to come to Kings Row for reasons nobody understood.


Aiden could probably work them out, but he didn’t care that much.


He’d once needled Seiji about Jesse Coste, in order to throw off Seiji and win a match. It had worked. There were no hard feelings on Aiden’s side, but Aiden suspected Seiji held it against him. That was why the phrase “sore loser” existed. Losers were the ones who got hurt.


Coach tilted her head to scrutinize Aiden in a way he found unsettling. Mellow afternoon light caught the silver glints starting in Coach’s hair.


“Kings Row didn’t win, because one genius fencer is not enough to win a team match,” said Coach. “If we want to win the state championships, we have to be the best team we can be. Right now, we’re hardly a team at all. I’ve been seriously thinking our teamwork could use a little, oh, work. Aiden!”


Her snarling his name might’ve made lesser men flinch, but Aiden maintained his lounge unperturbed.


“How many times did you attend our matches last year?”


“To tell you the truth, I never bothered to count.…”


He clearly saw the moment when Coach considered throwing a lamp at his artfully disheveled head. “Zero times, Aiden. That’s how many. Zero times.”


“Now that you mention it,” Aiden murmured, “that does sound right.”


Coach leaned both her elbows on her desk, ever more intent. “This has to change. If we establish stronger bonds as a team, nobody will skip matches or try to win them on their own. For the next few weeks, I’ve decided we must focus on teamwork.”


Aiden nodded politely. He didn’t see why Coach was telling him this, since it couldn’t possibly apply to Aiden. When it came to participation, Aiden simply refused to participate.


Coach expanded on her demented scheme.


“We’re going to do bonding exercises. I’m asking every one of you to write essays on your childhoods, which will be shared with your teammates so you can get to know one another better. I’m going to send you on expeditions. I want you to do trust falls. At the end of the team bonding sessions, we can have a team bonfire.”


Aiden gave the door Harvard had disappeared through a wistful glance. He’d been abandoned in this office, alone with a madwoman who wanted him to bond with freshmen instead of racking up dates.


“I have somebody waiting for me, you know,” he reminded Coach reproachfully. “Somebody hot.”


Coach snorted. “Who?”


“Well, I don’t remember his name at this time,” Aiden admitted, “but I’m sure he’s distraught.”


“Shame,” said Coach. “What do you have to say about these training exercises?”


Aiden leaned back farther in his chair, his slouch going from insouciant to insolent. He understood now that Coach had Seiji on the team, she’d gone wild with ambition to win the state championship. Aiden wished her luck. This didn’t mean he was going to put forth actual effort.


“Quick note on those: I won’t be doing them.”


The corner of Coach’s mouth kicked up. “You think you’re getting out of this that easily, huh?”


“I really do. Don’t hate me because I’m beautiful and indolent,” said Aiden. “I mean… I guess you can, but I won’t care. See: indolent.”


Coach’s eyes narrowed. “I’ll drop you from the team.”


Aiden refused to show weakness.


“Easy come, easy go. Replace me with Eugene. Then burst into tears every time you imagine me in his place.”


“I’ll try to be strong.” Coach’s voice was dry. “Run along, Aiden.”


Weird. Aiden had been pretty sure she was bluffing. He felt a pang at the thought of losing fencing, sharper than he would’ve thought. He couldn’t help remembering the early days of fencing lessons, when he started to move in a way that was graceful rather than awkward. Fencing had taught him a new way of existing in the world. Fencing wasn’t a person. Aiden hadn’t thought he could ever lose fencing.


Harvard was in all his memories of fencing, as he was in every memory that mattered, his face luminous and his voice warm as he said, We’ll be on the same team, always.


With fervor that surprised him, Aiden wanted to ask Coach to reconsider, but he couldn’t let her win. He gave her a lazy salute, then ran his saluting hand through his long hair, which he usually kept in a ponytail.


“It’s been real, Coach.”


He was at the door when Coach said: “I’ll also be replacing you as Harvard’s roommate. With Eugene.”


The whole world went still, and Aiden with it.


Aiden froze with his hand on the doorknob. “Excuse me. What?”


“It will be an opportunity for Harvard and Eugene to bond as teammates!” said Coach. “Like Seiji and Nicholas. They’re roommates, and lately I think they’ve been connecting.”


Aiden turned and snarled: “I found Seiji and Nicholas trying to murder each other in a supply closet last week!”


“I’m sure that was part of the bonding process,” Coach said airily. “Well, ta-ta, Aiden!” She wiggled her fingers at him. “It’s been real.”


Aiden’s vision blurred as he tried not to panic. The posters on the walls swam before him. He felt surrounded by fuzzy, dancing swords. That was naturally unsettling.


“Don’t worry,” Coach added. “I’m positive you can find some other boy to be your roommate.”


“I don’t want another roommate!”


Aiden paused, taking a deep breath. He was shouting. He didn’t let himself shout. It wasn’t cool. The ring of his own voice echoed in his ears like the remembered sound of people having fights downstairs. The kind of fights that ended in somebody leaving forever.


“Don’t you?” Coach shrugged. “Guess you’ll be participating in these exercises.”


Coach’s smile was smug. She was doing this on purpose. The detached part of Aiden, lounging in the back of his own mind, admired her play. It was important to know your opponent’s weak points.


“If you try making me do trust falls with Nicholas, Seiji, or Eugene, goodbye team!” warned Aiden. “There will be fatalities.”


“Fair enough,” said Coach, benevolent in victory. “I’m a reasonable woman. I’m prepared to compromise. If you swear to me you will attend every match we have this year, and if you write an essay about your childhood to share with the team next week, and if you attend the sessions and the team bonfire, then you can stay. On the team. With your roommate. Deal?”


Aiden’s soul writhed like a fish on a hook. He didn’t want to participate in team bonding or let Coach win. He didn’t want to write an essay on the awful, pathetic times of his childhood. He tried to think of a way to keep his dignity.


The office’s picture window showed leaves golden as falling stars before Aiden’s eyes. Clear as though the window were a photograph, Aiden could see his first day at Kings Row, walking on the smooth green grass of the quad under the oak trees. He could feel again the swift, hard beat of his heart as he worked up the nerve to ask Harvard a question. Aiden’s father had suggested bigger, even more elite schools, but Harvard had picked this rambling redbrick place of deep woods and narrow lanes, and he wanted Aiden to be his roommate. Aiden loved Kings Row, as he loved fencing, because Harvard had chosen it for them.


His room at Kings Row was home. He wouldn’t give it up.


“Deal or no deal?” After a pause, Coach called out, “Harvard! I’m going to need you to get Eugene.”


“Fine!” Aiden snapped. “Deal.”


Coach was smiling. Aiden wasn’t.


It was Aiden’s policy not to care much about anyone or anything. If Aiden knew one thing for sure, he knew that the person who cared more always lost.


This time, Aiden had lost.
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2: HARVARD



Harvard was worried about his team. Most of all, he was worried about Aiden.


Harvard always worried the most about Aiden, but right now he had new reasons. Harvard was standing in the hall, leaning against the ebony paneling and listening to the muffled sound of voices behind the door, Aiden’s easy cadence unmistakable. But then Aiden had gone quiet. Aiden hardly ever went quiet. When he did, it was a very bad sign. Harvard wondered if he should go back inside.


Just then, the rest of the team showed up and distracted him. Seiji was leading the charge, heading for Coach’s door like a guided missile in a crisply ironed uniform.


“I wish to speak to Coach further about this absurd team bonding idea. It has been haunting me all day,” said Seiji, just as Nicholas Cox checked Seiji’s stride by grabbing on to his sleeve. “Release me, Nicholas!”


“Nope,” Nicholas said.


He and Seiji were like that sometimes. Nicholas grinned while Seiji glared, and Eugene tried to creep up behind Harvard so he could listen at the door. Eugene was a big guy. His sneaking was not subtle.


“Seiji, Coach Williams is talking to Aiden right now,” Harvard said, trying to calm the constantly troubled waters between their star fencer and their scholarship kid. “You’ll have to come back tomorrow.”


Seiji’s almost-black eyes narrowed. “Captain, it’s insanity to be wasting time forming human connections when we should be fencing.”


Harvard liked Seiji, but he was very intense. He intimidated many of the other students at Kings Row. He didn’t appear to intimidate Nicholas significantly, though.


Nicholas rolled his eyes. “Team bonding is gonna be cool. You just don’t wanna do it because it means talking to people.”


“Exactly,” said Seiji. “I’m not temperamentally suited to bonding, and I won’t do it.”


Harvard tried to speak reasonably, as was his job as captain. He also made a gesture to Nicholas to tuck in his shirt. As usual, Nicholas was breaking every rule of the dress code.


“Coach thinks this is our best shot at winning the state championship. We’ve never even come close to the finals, not since Robert Coste was a student. When we go up against Exton, we have to be the best team we can be if we’re going to have any chance of beating them.”


At the mention of Robert Coste, both Seiji and Nicholas jolted as though electrified. Harvard wasn’t sure why Nicholas would care about Robert Coste. Maybe he was being sympathetic to his roommate. That was nice. Harvard gave him an encouraging nod.


“Oh, I’m going to beat Exton,” said Seiji, his voice deadly calm. “Tomorrow I will explain to the coach that I can do it on my own.”


“Wow, Seiji. You need me. I’m your rival,” Nicholas muttered.


“You’re not my rival,” Seiji muttered back. “You’re very bad.”


“Let’s not insult our teammates, guys,” said Harvard.


Seiji blinked, finally breaking his intense gaze. “I didn’t mean to be insulting, Nicholas. What I meant was, your fencing is very bad.”


“Really?” said Nicholas. “Really?”


He started to shove Seiji, who turned and walked away down the corridor. Nicholas followed Seiji so he could continue shoving him.


Normally, Harvard would’ve sent two boys who fought as much as Nicholas and Seiji to their dorm, but since Nicholas and Seiji shared a room, that seemed like telling them to go kill each other in private.


Harvard realized Eugene had his ear pressed up against the door of Coach’s office, and intervened hastily to pull him away.


“Whoa, bro,” said Eugene. “Captain, bro. Do you wanna know what Coach just said to Aiden?”


“No, I don’t,” Harvard told him sternly, “because eavesdropping is wrong.”


Whatever Eugene had overheard, it would be all over the school by nightfall. Harvard opened his mouth to order Eugene not to gossip about Aiden’s business.


The door to Coach’s office swung wide. Harvard pushed Eugene immediately out of the way.


Aiden didn’t glance at Harvard, or anyone else, as he stormed, white-faced, out of Coach’s office—and not, Harvard noticed, in the direction of one of his usual make-out spots. He would’ve chased after Aiden if he didn’t have to meet with Coach next. Harvard had responsibilities. He couldn’t just run off and do whatever he wanted.


That was Aiden’s job.


Still, the glimpse he’d got of Aiden’s green eyes set in a face gone salt-white stayed with him, even after the echo of Aiden’s steps down the hall had faded away. Maybe Harvard could quickly go check on him.


Coach rapped on her desk. “Captain! Come inside.”


Harvard hesitated a moment.


“When I get impatient, I have this irresistible urge to order captains to do five hundred suicides,” threatened Coach.


Harvard did as he was told, and closed the door of the office behind him.
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Coach studied him as he sat.


“What are you looking so thoughtful about, Harvard?”


“Aiden,” said Harvard honestly.


“You’re thinking about Aiden?” said Coach.


“Well, I’m thinking about all my teammates, really,” said Harvard. “The team is in some, uh, disarray. Seiji and Nicholas were fighting about Seiji not wanting to do team bonding, and Aiden seemed… upset.”


“You shock me,” said Coach. “On all counts.”


Harvard decided there was nothing to worry about, because he and Coach would put their heads together and work this out. Coach Williams was the best coach Harvard had ever had, and Harvard thought they made a pretty good pair. His mom thought she was awesome, too. Coach wore her hair in a natural cloud like Mom’s youngest and coolest sister, Harvard’s favorite aunt, though Harvard’s auntie wore gold beads woven through her curls. Harvard couldn’t imagine Coach doing that. Coach was too no-nonsense for beads.


“I’m really glad we’re doing these bonding exercises, Coach. It’s a great idea, and I’m behind you one hundred and ten percent. Nicholas seems excited about team bonding, too. I know he doesn’t seem like a people person, but I think he’s what my Meemee would call a rough diamond.”


“His technique is certainly rough,” said Coach, but she said it with a forgiving smile.


Harvard suspected Coach had a soft spot for the new kid. Harvard liked Nicholas, too.


“Oh, but Seiji’s technique is very smooth; they can learn from each other,” Harvard said eagerly. “Maybe Meemee would call Seiji an overly polished diamond? You know how diamonds are created by coal under immense pressure? Maybe that’s Seiji’s problem. He’s a diamond who puts himself under too much pressure, like he believes he’s still coal.”


He checked to see what Coach thought about this theory. Coach was frowning, kicked back in her chair, the way she did when she was mentally working her way through a new strategy.


“Diamonds aren’t actually created from coal. Some diamonds are created by asteroid strikes,” said Coach.


“Really?”


Coach winked. “Trust me, I’m a teacher. Sometimes you have to take drastic action to get shining results.”


Harvard was silent. He saw what Coach meant, but he was slightly worried about what the equivalent of an asteroid strike would do to his team.


“What are your thoughts about Aiden?” Coach asked.


Harvard said it simply: “Aiden’s the best.”


Coach didn’t look convinced, but she would see. Harvard had faith.


Eager to help, Harvard proposed, “I was thinking—maybe we could start by drawing up a points system.”


Coach shook her head.


“You think we should play it looser and more relaxed? You could be right. Okay, let’s lay out the beginning stages of the plan. You know, loosely.”


Another head shake.


“Maybe a graph?” said Harvard, questing.


“Sometimes I worry…,” Coach started.


“About Aiden? I’ll talk to him.”


“Don’t you get tired of talking to Aiden?” asked Coach.


“No, never.”


“I suppose you’re used to it.” Coach suppressed a shudder. “Friends for ten years and all that.”


“Twelve.” They hadn’t gone a day without talking since they’d first met.


More recently, this meant Aiden would text Harvard messages at random hours, such as In Swiss chalet, kidnapped by heir to Swiss banking fortune. Harvard would wake in a panic at the notification, and then grin, texting back Should I alert the authorities? When Aiden replied In the morning, Harvard could go back to sleep, knowing Aiden was safe somewhere in the world.


It was nicer during the semester, when Aiden was always nearby. Then it was how they’d planned, ever since they were kids. They’d looked into other schools, but Harvard liked the idea of this small, lovely place where he could learn everybody’s name. He’d been able to picture their future here ever since their first day walking around Kings Row, discussing how they would be roommates, teammates, and go to the fair in town every year. Aiden had swung around the stone pillars standing on each end of the quad and laughed. The sound was as bright as the spill of sunlight through the oak leaves, and Harvard had known they would be happy at Kings Row.


During the semester, it all went exactly according to plan.


Well. Almost.


“One day we’ll hire a bunch of nuns to sing ‘How Do You Solve a Problem Like Aiden?’ and maybe we’ll receive an answer,” said Coach. “Besides him, don’t you get tired of running around after the team, solving their problems?”


“Um,” said Harvard. “No? I’m the captain.”


“You did it before you were captain, though.”


Coach seemed to be in a funny mood.


“I was happy to help,” said Harvard. “And I was hoping to be chosen as captain. Which I was. Thanks, Coach! So, it’s all good. Except I’m not really following you here.… If you’re not worried about Aiden, is it Seiji or Nicholas?”


“I’m worried about you,” said Coach.


“Me?” Harvard repeated, shocked. “But I’m—”


“All good?”


Coach raised a single eyebrow.


“Well…,” Harvard said. “Yeah. What’s this got to do with team bonding?”


“I’m glad you asked. Your special personal assignment is to remember there’s a me in team,” Coach told him.


Harvard blinked.


“Do you realize the only person on the team you’re not tenderly concerned about is you?”


“Oh right! I get it now. I could definitely get some more practice in,” Harvard suggested. “I’ll ask Seiji or Aiden—”


Coach held up a hand. Harvard felt seven years old again, confused and at a loss. The only thing he could be certain of was there must be something he could do to fix this and please her, but he couldn’t think what.


“No. Don’t think about fencing. Think about yourself.”


“Coach,” Harvard said helplessly, “I’m fine.”


“Yes,” said Coach. “But are you happy?”


“Well, of—”


“Don’t answer me right away,” said Coach. “Think about it. When was the last time you did something purely for yourself? Go on a date or something.”


Harvard’s head snapped back so hard Coach’s cool sword posters blurred in his vision.


“A date!” said Harvard. “What do you mean?”


“You know, the sweet fruit that’s a staple food in the Middle East.” Coach rolled her eyes. “I mean an outing, its intent entertainment and romance. You’re Aiden’s best friend. Surely you’ve become familiar with the concept of a date by osmosis? I’d understand if you didn’t know what a second date was.…”


She trailed off. Harvard must have looked slightly traumatized.


More gently, Coach said, “If you don’t have any interest in romance, that’s more than okay. It was just a suggestion. You don’t have to date. You can get ice cream or play a video game.”


“I do!” exclaimed Harvard. “Uh, that wasn’t an ‘I do’ to playing video games, though I do occasionally. With my little cousin. Some of those games are very violent. Never mind that,” he added hastily. “I mean—I do have an interest in romance. Dating. I mean, I always thought it might just—happen.…”


“Did you believe a date might fall out of a tree?” asked Coach. “Again, you may be thinking of the fruit.”


Harvard met many wonderful people and tended to get along with them pretty well. He’d had the hazy thought, now and then, that one day he’d meet someone great and feel what was described as a coup de foudre: a strike of lightning. Or a coup de maître: a masterstroke, someone delivering a strike that was both utterly recognizable and irresistible. He’d thought he would meet someone, and they would make sense to him in the same way fencing did. He’d want to be around them all the time.


That hadn’t happened so far. Harvard hadn’t worried about it. His mother said it was best to wait to get serious, and Harvard knew himself well enough to be aware he tended to get serious about everything. He’d probably meet someone in college. They’d get married and adopt a totally great dog. It would be…


All good, Coach’s voice said in his mind, cynically.


He’d been silent for too long, he realized. Coach was giving him a keen look, sympathetic but still uncomfortable to receive. Her eyes were searching for an answer he’d just realized he didn’t have.


“So that’s your teamwork assignment,” said Coach gently. “Go think about yourself.”


And dating, apparently. Harvard nodded and left the coach’s office, somewhat dazed.


There was always so much other stuff to do. He didn’t want to let anybody down. Like he’d told Coach, he was fine, and he wanted to make sure everybody else was fine, too. He wasn’t lonely. He had Aiden.


Usually.


He climbed the stairs, dark paneling on all sides. The stairs seemed narrower than normal today.


Maybe another reason Harvard hadn’t tried dating was Aiden. Romantic stuff came so easily to his best friend. When they went into the city, Aiden was constantly approached by admirers and modeling agency scouts. All Aiden had to do was smile at people, and they fell in love. Aiden had his own devoted fan club, a group of boys Aiden had nicknamed the Bons, who came to every fencing match. Trying to date with Aiden around would be like learning to play a keyboard around the world’s foremost concert pianist.


When Aiden was busy with a guy—which, in recent years, happened more and more—Harvard had his team, his family, and other friends. Kally and Tanner were good guys. Kings Row was a great place. Someone always needed help with fencing or homework. Harvard led a very full life.


Yes, Coach had said. But are you happy?


Harvard walked slowly down the hall to his dormitory, lost in thought.


When he opened the door, he found his roommate hunched over his laptop like a vexed cat brooding over an unsatisfactory dead mouse. His green eyes flashed with displeasure at being interrupted.


“Hey,” said Harvard. “You seemed off earlier. You okay? Want to talk?”


“I need quiet!” Aiden snapped.


“I’ll take that as a no.”


Harvard gazed around. Something else was weird, besides his uncharacteristically cranky roommate. Their room was festooned with piles of flowers and chocolates. Aiden’s bed was covered in roses and ribbons and cake, as if an unscrupulous thief had robbed a wedding and abandoned their loot.


Harvard was used to such displays on Aiden’s birthday and Valentine’s Day, but both were months away.


“Where’d all this come from?” Harvard asked.


“All what?” Aiden made an impatient gesture with his finger, and then glanced around the room. “I don’t know. Some people wandered in with some stuff, I guess? There have been many interruptions during the past hour. Including you.”


The room really did remind Harvard of Valentine’s Day. Every Valentine’s Day, Aiden got such a deluge of cards and gifts that Harvard feared they might drown in candy waterfalls and storms of lace-edged cardboard hearts. Harvard had never received a valentine himself. Except from Aiden when they were little, in a cute, platonic way. But Aiden hadn’t given him one for years.


Harvard wandered uneasily over to his own bed, skirting around the suspicious lumps under the blanket of petals on the floor. His bed was also covered in presents. (Their beds were pushed together, and gifts seemed to have flooded in from Aiden’s side.) He made out several fruit baskets, but he couldn’t see his pillow, and he knew a pineapple wouldn’t be a good substitute. A pineapple pillow did not promise restful slumber.


He poked at the heap, wondering if there was any way he could shift the presents around so he could sleep comfortably tonight. The pile of offerings tilted like the Leaning Tower of Pisa, then a flood of chocolates splashed onto the floor. Harvard let out a squawk.


“Aiden!” said Harvard. “My bed’s a disaster!”


“Great,” murmured Aiden.


Harvard was receiving the impression Aiden wasn’t really listening.


Against his better judgment, Harvard peered at the note affixed to the largest fruit basket. It was a square of white cardboard reading, Heard you might need a new roommate, Aiden! A note on a box of chocolates wrapped with a dusky crimson ribbon read Call me lover roomie.


“Huh,” said Harvard.


He thought again of their first day seeing Kings Row, when he’d asked Aiden to be roommates. Aiden had been talking excitedly about the harvest festival in town. Harvard had looked forward to going with him.


Only he hadn’t. Aiden had gone with a date instead. People said the Kingstone Fair was a guaranteed great date. Harvard had never actually been to the fair.


“Are you… in the market for another roommate?” Harvard asked.


“Don’t bother me with absurd questions,” said Aiden.


Harvard didn’t really think Aiden was. Of course, he’d seen Aiden cast off people with a shrug, as if they didn’t matter, all the time… but Harvard was different.


About twenty guys had sobbed on Harvard’s shoulder saying they’d thought they were different, wailing over Aiden while Harvard patted them on the back. But obviously, that was… not the same.


This was probably just a misunderstanding.


But… if Aiden did want a new roommate, who would Harvard room with? He got along well with everybody and didn’t have anyone specific to ask. Just as he usually didn’t have anyone specific to hang out with while Aiden was busy on his dates.


“Coach made some suggestions to me just now,” Harvard said tentatively. “About the team bonding exercise.”


“Yeah, yeah, go on a picnic, make a graph. Do whatever you like,” snapped Aiden, crunching up another piece of paper. “Leave me alone.”


“If that’s what you want.”


Harvard retreated from Aiden’s mood and the gift apocalypse occurring in his room. He went into the hall to get a breath of air. Once he did, a basic strategy formed in his mind.


It was pretty clear what Harvard’s next step should be. He took out his phone and called the person he knew would help, no matter what his problem was.


He smiled as soon as he heard her voice on the other end of the line. “Hey, Mom. Just called to say I love you. And, uh… do any of your friends have a daughter my age? Who might be interested in going on a date? With me?”
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3: AIDEN



I believe you should start as you mean to go on, so I was born gorgeous, Aiden wrote.


So what if it was a lie? Aiden was literally being blackmailed to write this. Two wrongs gave Aiden the right to do anything he chose.


He looked distractedly about the room—it seemed as though there was more stuff in here than usual—in search of inspiration for his great work of fiction. Their shadowed bedroom floor stretched on like gray desert until it met the forbidding mahogany door Harvard had closed behind him. Aiden wanted to crawl under the beds he and Harvard had pushed together in the center of the room and hide there.


Actually, Aiden hadn’t been a prepossessing child. He was born premature, so his first baby pictures were of him looking like a shriveled hairless hamster in a plastic cage in the NICU. Even when he was out of the hospital, Aiden stayed shrimpy and spindly.


I had an oppressive childhood in many ways. “Stop doting on me, Mother, I have things to do,” I would be forced to tell her. “Go to the country club; those charity galas won’t organize themselves.”


Maybe if he’d been a cuter baby, his mother would’ve stuck around. She was a model; she was always poised for the next great photo op. But by the time Aiden was cute, he’d looked too old to be a good accessory, and she didn’t want the world identifying her as the mother of a teenager. She’d had other kids later—adorable, curly-haired tots with some soccer player in Spain—and taken glossy photographs with them. He’d seen them smiling perfect-family smiles at him from a magazine.


When Aiden was younger, he’d told himself he remembered his mother leaving, the sounds of shouts and thrown gifts and the screech of a sports car in the driveway. The truth is, Aiden was too young when she’d left. He couldn’t possibly remember her leaving. He was remembering other women leaving, long after his mother.


His dad hadn’t had any other kids. When he had Aiden, he’d discovered he didn’t find fatherhood amusing. What his dad did find entertaining, and worth collecting, was women. Kids were boring because you had to keep them, but you could always find a brand-new shiny romance if you had enough money to pay for it.


It didn’t really matter that Aiden couldn’t actually recall his mother leaving. They all left in a similar way. His dad’s women were all the same.


Aiden had believed one of them was different. Once. A long time ago.


When he was five, his father had taken up with a Brazilian singer foolish enough to believe faking a maternal instinct would please his dad. Aiden used to follow his father’s girlfriends around the house, allured by the glitter of their jewelry and the scent of their perfume and the sense that something exciting and glamorous was happening. The Brazilian one used to take his hand when he chased after her, slow her step, and tell him stories as she did her eye makeup. She used to hug him and say, “Aiden, you’re so cute.” (Total lie. But he was a little kid back then, so what did he know?) When she and his father got engaged, she showed him the ring, told him they were going to be a family, and asked if she could adopt him. She told him she wanted to be his mother, and could she? Aiden said yes with all his heart.


His dad had married eight women so far. He didn’t marry that one. She left more quietly than most, but she left. There was no screaming, no screech of a car in the driveway, only her engagement ring left gleaming in the shadows of their big cold house. She didn’t even bother to say goodbye.


Whatever. She was only one of many. Aiden didn’t even remember her name now, and he was never fooled again.


Aiden had cried every night for two months after she’d left. Then he’d started school and met Harvard.


Hadn’t Harvard been around, just now? Aiden could’ve sworn he’d come in. Aiden was occupied wrestling with writing and trying not to dwell on Coach’s hideous threat.


Mostly, Aiden found it both useful and amusing to know other people’s weak points. Eugene’s was the fear of letting people down. Seiji’s weak point was his former fencing partner, Jesse Coste. Aiden had used that weak point to needle Seiji and beat him in their tournament. Seiji was a better fencer than Aiden. Seiji should’ve won. Aiden had proved what his father always said was true: Caring was for losers.


Everyone had a weak point. Harvard did, as well. Aiden couldn’t bear to think about it, because Aiden couldn’t bear to think about hurting him.


Harvard was Aiden’s weak point. Coach knew his secret. She knew it would work when she’d threatened to separate them, after even the threat of being removed from the fencing team hadn’t been effective. Aiden had clearly been a lot more obvious and pathetic than he’d realized.
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