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That Girl


by P. K. Fox


If you blew her up and shared her,


she’d disappoint.


Pixels and haze.


She won’t survive an email


with the word “res.”


You’d open her, agonize, wonder


how to clean up her fuzziness.


You know what’s funny? How often


I see a sunrise and think it’s a sunset.


Like I forgot what time of day it is, or maybe


the time of day forgets to bug me


for a minute and I see


the beginning and the end


of light.


Even she, reduced to a thumbnail,


has her side to tell.


For all that time she was awake,


she was a woman.










Part I


Hope










The Carter Chronicle


Thursday, August 24


Welcome to Carter! 10 Pieces of Advice for First-years


by the Irreverent Rooster


Cock-a-doodle-doo! It’s O-weeka in these parts, and campus is filled with brand spankin’ new Roosters arriving en masse, unloading Teslas,b Priuses,c and Dodges.d


Allow me to introduce myself. I’m the Irreverent Rooster.


Today on tap: my top 10 pieces of advice to make the most out of your first year at this wondrous institution.


1.Read my column.

2.Don’t bother trying to figure out who I am. I am all of us and none of us.

3.Really, anything to do with me is probably a good idea.

4.The Rooster serves decent coffee, but stay away from the croissants.e

5.As we know, this campus is adorned with many gargoyles. Be sure to look up next time you pass the entrance to Stoling.f When you do, you will notice a set of gargoyles perched above it. These are—unmistakably—recent additions.

6.Scream in horror.

7.Nope, you are not hallucinating. These are real, and, yes, they are gargoyles with real human faces.

8.Who are these people/gargoyles? These sapien-goyles? These garg-hominums?

9.Why on earth are they in modern clothing? What are they doing hanging over the entrance to a building? What was this column about again?

10.Mojito, at the intersection of Beech and Smith streets off South Campus, has the best tacos—and you’re only likely to get trampled by a Big Bossg if it’s after 1 a.m.

Welcome to Carter, where the fraternities still rule, the gargoyles still mutate, and I’ll be here every week to make fun of all of it.h


Cock-a-doodle-doo!


Signing off,


Your Anonymous Humor Columnist


Glossary


a. O-week: Orientation week; get your mind out of the gutter.


b. Tesla: Driven by your parents, who are more successful than you will ever be.


c. Prius: Driven by your parents, who, wishing they were more successful than you will ever be, have settled for dumping epic pressure on you.


d. Dodge: Driven by your parents, who filled out a FAFSA.


e. Croissants from the Rooster: Stale as Professor Henrick’s adherence to the rational choice theory of economics.


f. Stoling: New dorm being constructed on main west quad because Carter loves to find ways to spend rich donors’ money.


g. Big Boss: Frat guy in boat shoes and madras shorts who grew up in Manhattan and summers with the Kennedy heirs. Pastimes: keg stands and light rape.


h. It: You. To make fun of you.
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Annie


Friday, August 25


My story of Tyler Brand begins the day I met him, the first week of my second fall at Carter. I have a vivid memory of that day, no doubt in part because my senses were heightened by the fresh air on my legs, the jolt of exposing my scarred flesh for the first time in years.


About my legs—my saving grace, or they were supposed to be. “I prayed for you to get your dad’s legs, and you did,” my mom told me repeatedly, as if she’d forgotten she’d already said it. I was told I’d be a runner, that I perhaps would be very tall, a basketball player or a supermodel. I was told I’d grow into them, that they’d drive boys crazy, that I would one day be able to pull off all kinds of shoes, not just universally flattering styles and heel heights.


And then, just as I was growing into them, they got fried. The summer after eighth grade I was sitting in our backyard when the grill tipped over and the blanket beneath me caught fire. Three square feet of tissue—two and a half from a donor and six inches from my own left butt cheek—were grafted onto my left calf and shin, my right knee and inner thigh.


After the chaos and panic subsided, I was slow to grasp how changed I was in others’ eyes. At first, their sadness confused me. Didn’t they understand that the bad part was over? I’d survived being on fire.


My toes, hands, breasts—I’d grasped before the accident that these were subpar. Scars, I’d thought, were different—they weren’t a part of me. They were more like an accessory, only unflattering; you may not like someone’s earrings, but you wouldn’t call her ugly for wearing them. My scars hadn’t been generated by my body; they were acquired from without, my backyard mishap’s I WAS HERE.


When they didn’t disappear or even fade, however, and when they, in fact, darkened and hardened, their tough and reddened permanence allowing me ample time to observe and learn, I discovered that they were nothing like earrings or stamps. Gasps, grimaces, slack jaws—these were the reactions my legs drew, the ones that were supposed to score baskets and drive boys mad. Jeans became the only bottom I’d wear. Parties, summers at the pool and beach, graduation—I even wore my jeans to church on Sundays after threatening to become an atheist if my mom insisted on a dress.


When I googled “how to live with burn scars,” the Internet told me to learn to make burn jokes. Instead, I adopted what would become my strategy for the next seven years: I didn’t acknowledge that I had legs. From the waist down, I might as well not have existed.


My hometown of Pineville makes “small” sound like an overstatement. We have a Red Lobster, a desolate shopping mall, and a couple of crumbling churches dubbed historic landmarks by the state of Georgia. My county’s nickname—on a sign as you enter on Highway 280—is “Almost gone but not forgotten.” There were forty-five people in my graduating high school class, six of them with the last name Cooper.


But even small towns have their social pressures. What I didn’t realize as a teenager was that my scars were a mixed blessing. Being so visibly flawed freed me to an extent from believing my looks could be my salvation. Excluded from the category of “pretty girl,” I was permitted to make the case for my personhood in other ways. I took up bassoon. I won contests in the city, then in the state. I was flown to Washington, DC, to play for the president with other high school kids as part of the National Youth Orchestra. Annie Stoddard, bassoonist, burn victim, denim obsessed. That my body was invisible at best and hideous at worst spared me in a way. I watched friends starve, purge, cut themselves, cry over low Insta likes. But not me. Why bother when no one is watching? Blessed are the plain.


And then the impossible happened. I got into Carter.


Carter had been a fantasy ever since National Youth Orchestra camp. The first flute, president of her private school senior class in Michigan, told me she planned to go there like her older sister, whose college friends were so smart even their parents didn’t know what they were talking about when they came home and debated around the dinner table. Although it was only two states away, in North Carolina, not a single person from my high school had ever matriculated there, per my guidance counselor, Ms. Flo. When I’d told her I planned to apply, she’d raised an eyebrow.


“Wanna maybe focus on UGA? You could probably get into the honors college,” she slurred (we were pretty sure she was always drunk), sipping from the lipstick-stained straw in the bottomless, twenty-four-ounce travel mug she never put down.


But Ms. Flo underestimated the value of being a bassoonist in a world of cellists and violinists. Not only was I admitted to Carter, I was even offered a scholarship—three-quarters tuition. My parents, who had emptied my college fund for an emergency gallbladder operation for my brother a year earlier, both cried.


“But how will we afford the rest of the tuition? And room and board?” I asked, flipping over the letter as if there were more money hiding on the back.


“We’ll figure it out,” my dad said, reaching proudly for the letter, although he’d already read it. (He would, by Christmas, begin five years of weekends tutoring SAT—six hours on Saturdays and three on Sundays—to cover the remaining eighteen thousand annually so as not to saddle me with student loan debt.)


Word spread quickly through my high school. Younger students I’d only known in passing stopped me in the hall to offer their congratulations.


“That’s Annie Stoddard. She got into Carter,” my calculus teacher told the new AP Bio teacher in the hall between third and fourth periods.


“Girl, you must be wildly smart!” he said and winked. I repeated it under my breath the rest of the day, liking the way that the word wildly felt on my tongue. I’d sailed through high school making easy As, but I’d never entertained the idea of being especially “smart” in any world bigger than Pineville High.


The week before graduation, my twelfth-grade English teacher, Mr. Royles, sheepishly handed me an article he’d clearly printed from the Internet entitled FORTY MUST-READ CLASSICS. “Here’s what you should have read in high school,” he said. Over the summer I made my way through four of them: The Great Gatsby, The Remains of the Day, Mrs. Dalloway, and Moby-Dick, the last of which took all of August. Finishing it made me as proud as I’d ever been of anything.


My first year at Carter, my life consisted of classes, orchestra rehearsal, and my work-study job at the campus bookstore. Some of the orchestra kids hung out on weekends, but I didn’t join them. When I wasn’t studying, I was with my best friend, Matty, and my roommate, Samantha, the first person I ever heard describe herself as being “from the Bay Area.” We spent Saturday nights watching documentaries that introduced me to the nuances of white supremacy, the most endangered victims of climate change, and capitalism’s dark underbelly. No moment of my time at Carter was unchallenging. By May I felt changed, fundamentally unlike the Annie who’d proudly completed Moby-Dick the previous August. I’d joined the Campus Progressives; I’d been to my first protest; I’d swapped my English major for psychology, having realized Mr. Royles had, in fact, understated my ill-preparedness for college lit coursework; I was by far the least read in my lit class, while my Psych 101 professor had drenched my papers in praise. Whether I was particularly interested in the subject didn’t seem all that relevant.


I would study endless hours in the dorm’s reading room, watching through the window as other students tossed footballs or lay gossiping in the sun. I wanted to be like them but didn’t know how. What I knew how to do was hunker down; what I knew how to do was to cover up and stay inside. I was making As, and I was lonely. Even at Carter, just as at Pineville High, I was the smart girl with burns.


Then, one afternoon in late February, my orchestra conductor told me that a local parent was in search of someone to teach her son bassoon, and she was offering sixty-five dollars an hour—an outrageous sum to me. What’s more, little Danny Yeager’s parents wanted me to meet with him three times a week. The dutiful twelve-year-old didn’t miss a single lesson. By late May, when I returned home for the summer after finals, I had made over two thousand dollars.


There was no question what I wanted to do with it.


The dermatologist in Atlanta recommended a series of pulsed-dye laser treatments over the course of the summer, assuring me that we could schedule them so that come fall, my legs would look better. My summer job as a nanny for a newborn meant I spent most of the day sitting around in someone else’s house anyway.


“We can’t improve the scars 100 percent,” he said, “but 70 percent isn’t out of the question.” Treatment of the magnitude I required cost over ten thousand dollars, but miraculously he offered to write off 80 percent, given that the lasers were a new model, and thus I was going to be a before-and-after model, which terrified me a little, but he promised not to show my face or use my name. I was able to pay the two grand out of pocket from my bassoon money.


I lay on the paper-wrapped table as the lasers pricked their way along the edges of my skin grafts, sounding like the snapping of rubber bands. After a cluster of snaps, an intern in a white jacket would lift a hose and spray my skin with a burst of cold air. You’d think the smell of flesh burning might have raised memories of the accident, but it didn’t. This time on the medical cot, I felt like a superhero being outfitted for her uniform.


The total process involved three treatments, spaced three weeks apart. Altogether it took twelve weeks, including the recovery periods, during which time the new wounds created by the lasers evolved from worse to better. With each round my legs were looking more normal than they had in years.


My parents were embarrassingly supportive. The day before I left to return to school, my mom and I were at the mall shopping for fall clothes. I was lighter—peach and gauzy in the places where before I’d been red and ropey; where shades of purple had jutted angrily from my flesh, smoothed patches of pink were stitched with a scarlet I could live with.


Walking along the clearance rack, I picked up things I wouldn’t normally choose: a short dress, two pairs of shorts, and, on a lark, a turquoise leather miniskirt. I wasn’t yet the girl who would wear a leather miniskirt, but I could see that I might be someday.


When she caught sight of the garments I’d pulled, my mother (a veteran coupon clipper who asked for a doggie bag at a restaurant if she had four green beans left on her plate) took them from my arms with a smile.


“I haven’t tried them on yet!” I called after her as she made her way to the register, but she ignored me, handing the cashier her credit card before the woman had even scanned any tags. “You can try them on at home,” she said.


We were both so full of hope as that summer drew to a close.


On that first Friday of the year, I stood in the closet of my gothic dorm room on the campus main quad, solely mine now that my first-year roommate, Samantha, had transferred to Stanford in mid-August, taking her violin and gum-chewing addiction and late-night computer glow with her. She’d never liked Carter; for her, a West Coast daughter of filmmakers, Carter was as confining as a straitjacket, and so, before even showing up for sophomore year, she’d abruptly changed plans. Room assignments having already been made, this left me with a coveted single room on Main Campus.


A gold mine.


“The luck of this!” my remaining friend, Matty, shrieked, throwing himself onto my bed. “I mean, of course, we’ll miss Samantha, blah blah, but will we? You have a single. For free.”


“Definitely not for free,” I said from the closet.


“Fair,” he called back.


Before me were mostly jeans and tanks, but under them, just next to my bassoon, was the shelf where I’d laid my new clothes: the sundress, the leather mini, and the pairs of still-tagged shorts.


I stripped off my black jogging pants and pulled on a pair of the shorts, ripping off the tag as I did, which felt like a new tier of commitment even though their return-by date had passed. I wrapped a dry towel around my torso and stepped into the room.


From my bed, leaning against the wall, Matty looked up from his laptop.


“What do you think?” I asked. I never asked Matty for fashion advice—that wasn’t our dynamic. He asked me for fashion advice sometimes—especially when he would rope me into going with him to gay clubs our first year. But I had my uniform since I’d known him. On my end, there had been nothing to discuss.


“You should probably wear a shirt,” he said.


I didn’t take the bait. I turned away from him to face my full-length mirror. There were my legs.


“If you mean the shorts,” Matty finally said—it was clear in his voice he’d known exactly what I’d meant—“I think it’s about time you dressed for the weather. It’s August in North Carolina. It only took you a year to figure that out.”


I didn’t move. He caught my eye in the mirror.


“You can do it,” he said.


That was how it began.
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Bea


Friday, August 25


By the fall of her senior year of high school, Bea had made some assumptions about what would happen next in her life. She assumed she would be premed and that after graduating from Miss Porter’s, she’d join her closest friend, Lorn, at Vassar or Amherst or Dartmouth or, if they got lucky, maybe Harvard or Yale, where she would go into medicine, following in her mother’s footsteps. An OB and surgeon turned hospital administrator, Bea’s mom had spent Bea’s childhood accumulating small, shiny statuettes with gold scrawl lauding her contribution to women’s health. What other career could Bea possibly choose?


But then, in September of senior year, Bea’s AP Government teacher, Mr. Canon, assigned a book called Radical Justice, by Lou Friedman, a criminal defense attorney and legal scholar whose high-profile work fighting capital punishment, along with his prolific, accessible writing on the topic, had garnered him widespread popularity in liberal circles. His book profiled five generations of men from the same black southern family, starting with the enslaved great-great-grandfather, followed by his descendants through Reconstruction, the Jim Crow era, and, finally, the 1990s, by which time the youngest man, in jail awaiting trial for larceny because he couldn’t afford bail, had hung himself after serving two years. The charges were ultimately dropped. The man’s imprisonment and suicide, Friedman argued, were emblematic of the deep systemic abuse of his family for over a century.


Friedman proposed a radical notion of justice in light of the country’s historical mistreatment of black citizens: that government-sanctioned justice must be intentionally and wholly blind to retribution. To Lou Friedman, an acceptable definition of justice could be about only two things, lest it replicate black subordination: rehabilitating the offender and restoring the victim’s sense of dignity. This was achievable through restorative justice. He argued an approach focused on reconciliation that was being adopted in pockets around the world.


Bea read the book in one sitting one October Thursday night, enamored of the author’s idealistic tone and probing research. In what she found to be the most moving parts of the book, he told the stories of victims of heinous crimes who’d found, by working with their wrongdoers, a sense of resolution. The family of a woman killed after a break-in was moved to forgive a twenty-one-year-old perpetrator, who’d since become a woodworker and a playwright.


“I’m going to write about how he’s Christ-like,” Lorn had said after Bea had summarized the book for her—Lorn had not found it as compelling as Bea had and hadn’t finished reading, which was causing her some difficulty with her two-page response paper.


“Did Christ write plays?” Bea asked.


“He was a woodworker,” Lorn said. “Don’t steal that.”


Bea had not stolen the Jesus parallel but instead, on a lark, wrote her paper about Friedman himself. This book, along with his other ones that followed, had been a New York Times best seller. She’d discovered a feature about the book in which he’d pledged to donate his royalties from it to a nonprofit dedicated to criminal justice reform. But Bea wondered—and wrote her class response essay asking—why, as interested as he was in the ongoing, changing face of black subjugation for white gain, as illustrated by this particular family, hadn’t he given them the money? Wasn’t he himself enacting the dynamic he’d written about: a white man profiting off black experience, one more rung in the ladder? His pledge to donate royalty monies didn’t much solve the problem, Bea argued, since it was to a nonprofit he’d chosen. A more cynical view might even be that he had ties, financial or otherwise, to the organization or that he’d made the “donation” more to protect his reputation than anything else, to avoid precisely the kind of critique Bea was making. She wrote her paper quickly, pleased with herself and high on her critical insight, and emailed it in a full day before it was due.


A week later, Mr. Canon announced a surprise: Dr. Friedman had been a schoolmate of his growing up and would be paying the class a visit.


Friedman—“Lou,” as he introduced himself—looked younger than Bea expected. In his forties with a buzz cut, he opened his hands wide and chopped the air as he regaled the class with stories—of a recent trip to Rome to teach a course about the Italian judicial system to NYU undergrads studying abroad, of his new book in progress, and about a program at Carter University in North Carolina that he ran for students interested in justice.


Bea sat still, fixated. In the presence of this man, she felt as she had around her mother—as if she were bearing witness to a person who mattered. Being in his company made her want to be around him more, as if by staying close enough for long enough, the substance igniting him might rub off on her.


And yet she knew better. She’d discovered the fallacy of this notion upon her mother’s passing two years earlier. Phaedra had vanished overnight—cardiac arrest in a seemingly healthy fifty-two-year-old woman—and, in addition to grief, Bea was surprised to encounter something else in the wake of Phaedra’s death. An unmooring. An identity void. Scattered—not just her mind, but her selfhood. Stripped of association to her magnetic, larger-than-life mother, Bea felt aimless, a balloon unhinged from its bunch. As the months passed, she came to recognize that this had always been the case; she was always going to have to chart her own future. With a living parent, she had unknowingly viewed the world as a game. It had all felt like play.


She didn’t know that Mr. Canon was going to share their papers with Dr. Friedman. She certainly didn’t know that she would then have to face him. As she exited the classroom after his presentation, the man with friendly eyes stopped her.


“Bea?”


“Yes?” she said, startled.


“Your paper. Thank you for putting such thought into it.” Then he gave her his card, and she hurried back to her dorm.


Later that day, she learned she’d won the National Science Award—only the sixth student from Porter’s ever to do so. The headmistress made an announcement at lunch and had her pose for a picture holding a calculator by the fountain.


That night, she checked the school’s Facebook page. Scrolling through the comments, she found that in addition to the chorus of “Congratulations!” and “Way to go, Bea!” were almost as many references to her mother.


“Your mother would be proud!”


“Following in her mother’s footsteps!”


“Is there any question she’s Phaedra’s daughter? What a remarkable woman. May she rest in peace.”


Irritated for a reason she couldn’t identify, she closed the tab and reached for Dr. Friedman’s card.


She opened a new email, entered his address into the “to” field, and began to type. That she didn’t think he’d see the paper; that if she had known, she’d never have been so rude; that she’d loved hearing about his work, particularly about the Justice Scholars Program at Carter; that she’d googled it, and it looked intriguing, but that didn’t look positive enough, so she changed it to “fascinating.”


After sending it off, she went to bed.


By the next morning he’d replied, inviting Bea to New York for coffee.


As the train inched its way out of the station in Greenwich, where she was staying with Lorn’s parents before taking Metro-North down to New York to meet with Dr. Friedman, Bea compiled a list of questions about the Justice Scholars Program he ran at Carter, mainly because she didn’t want to show up with nothing to say. Her cursory online research about the program had provided some details. She knew that only ten to twelve first-years were admitted, that three to four of them were “scholars” and received partial tuition grants, that the program entailed a preset curriculum of first-year courses on the theme of justice, and that Dr. Friedman taught one of these courses.


What kind of time does the program leave for outside activities?


Does it help students obtain summer internships?


She’d closed her eyes. Bea didn’t know why she found herself daydreaming about a school she’d never visited, a green campus she’d never laid eyes on. She pictured herself crossing the quad, a stack of books on criminal law in her arms. In the fantasy, no one knew her as Phaedra’s daughter. She was a blank slate.


When she arrived at Johnny’s, an old New York diner in the West Village, Dr. Friedman was already seated in a booth, his laptop open before him on the table.


“Bea, hi!” He shut it and slid it into a canvas satchel as she slipped into the seat across from him. “How was your trip down?”


“Smooth,” she said. The commute from New England to Manhattan was familiar to her. In seventh grade, her mother had briefly worked in the city before they’d missed Boston too much and returned. They’d lived on the Upper East Side, by the park, and Phaedra had allowed Bea to take the train alone on weekends to visit her friends—all by herself, at twelve. She’d felt incredibly mature and had become fond of trains, found their timetables and rumbling and musty smell comforting.


Dr. Friedman ordered grilled chicken and cottage cheese from their aproned server. Bea ordered a blueberry muffin and a coffee.


“I meant to warn you, the coffee here is not good,” he said.


Across the aisle, a table of four middle-aged men bickered loudly.


“I fuckin’ told her—I—I—I fuckin’ told her. . .” One of the men, determined to tell a story, was repeatedly being interrupted by his tablemates.


“Excuse me, miss!” another called to the server’s back as she disappeared into the kitchen. “What, is she fucking milking the cow back there?” he said to his buddies.


“About the Justice Scholars Program,” Bea said, trying to ignore the men. “I was wondering if it helps students with summer internships.”


Dr. Friedman nodded and interlaced his large hands on the table. He leaned forward as he spoke, looking her in the eye. His attentiveness and openness calmed her.


“We encourage all of our students to find internships in criminal justice, but there’s only one funded position that we’re able to offer at the moment. It’s with me in New York. Well, partly with me. You’d be working for the CJRI—that’s the Criminal Justice Reform Institute, my organization. Over three months, you’d spend a month working with me on research, a month working with the advocacy group, and a month working with the direct services group. Last year’s fellow is actually publishing his paper in the Journal of Criminal Justice. That’s essentially unheard of for an undergrad. Law students don’t even author publishable scholarship often. But Kyle is exceptional. His study on medicinal interventions and juvenile recidivism has already been cited in state law. Colorado. Can you believe it? He’s starting at Columbia Law in the fall.”


“Like, a judge referenced his paper?” Bea asked, astonished.


“Yes, ma’am.”


“Wow,” she said. “But that slot’s just for one student.”


He folded his hands.


“Funding is an eternal battle, my dear. Criminal justice is not the sexiest charity for philanthropists. People want to give to good poor people, not bad poor people.” He chuckled. “You and I both know that systemic oppression gives rise to criminal behavior, plus the designation of ‘criminal’ loses its heft when you consider who defines it. Did you ever hear the saying that when the guy on top makes the rules, the guy on the bottom hasn’t got a damn chance? Point is, growing a program like this one takes time. We’re building. Slowly. My hope is that one of these days all of the scholars can have funded summers.”


As her coffee and muffin arrived, Bea relished his phrasing—you and I. He’d included her! She tore her muffin in half and picked off the sugary top while, a few feet away, their neighbors began complaining to the server about their coffees being cold.


“So are you going to apply for the program?” Dr. Friedman asked.


“I’m thinking about it,” she said, though she didn’t know why she didn’t just say yes.


“Why?”


“Would I? Or would I not?”


“Would you?”


Plucking up a blueberry that had rolled onto the table, she realized why she hadn’t answered yes: She didn’t have a good response to this question. It wasn’t as if she had negative personal experience with the law, or any at all for that matter—she’d never even gotten a parking ticket. At fifth-grade graduation, to her embarrassment, she’d been given the Most Likely to Follow Directions award. The one time she’d been pulled over for not wearing a seat belt, while driving Lorn’s car to Whole Foods, the cop spotted her wrist brace (from slipping off a horse—the end of all things equestrian for her) and escorted her two miles back to the Birches’ house.


But there was one thing. The summer after ninth grade, in the Hamptons with Lorn and her family. She and Lorn had agreed to sneak out at midnight and meet up on the beach with a few boys whose families also had houses in East Hampton. They had been trying unsuccessfully to build a fire, and Hugh, the other black kid in their group that summer, had run back to the car to get some more newspaper. Within twenty minutes, he hadn’t come back and wasn’t responding to calls or texts. By the time anyone heard from him it was hours later. Someone had seen him rifling through the trunk of a car and had called the police to report a break-in. The cops who had showed up hadn’t believed Hugh’s story that it was his friend Tom’s car. They’d called Tom’s dad, who, of course, had thought the car was supposed to be in the driveway. (Also, they were all fifteen and not supposed to be driving in the first place.)


It was a story the group of friends recounted for years—that one crazy night Hugh got taken in, when they were all being stupid. No one talked about the unspoken underbelly of the story, racism. (Bea had brought it up once to Lorn, but not a second time after Lorn had said, “You don’t know that’s why they called the cops.”)


“I have a friend who got arrested once for something he didn’t do,” she said to Dr. Friedman. “It sort of made me interested in the subject.”


“Did you read about the student advocacy piece?” Dr. Friedman asked, and Bea shook her head.


Dr. Friedman explained that at Carter, students who found themselves involved in campus judicial proceedings, either as the complainant or respondent—those were the names for the parties—were assigned “student advocates,” peers who supported them through the process. The fellows in the Justice Scholars Program automatically joined the roster of student advocates.


“You mean,” Bea said, “be a fellow student’s lawyer? As a freshman?”


“Ha, no.” He smiled. “You’d be a support person. There’s a whole training. You’ll learn the details. You don’t argue on their behalf or anything. More like a resource. Nonetheless, it’s valuable exposure to what it means to be an advocate in an adversarial system.” Dr. Friedman’s food still hadn’t arrived. “Looks like you’re enjoying your coffee.” He’d nodded at her mug, which she hadn’t touched. They laughed.


“About your paper,” he said suddenly.


“Oh . . .” she’d stammered. “Like I said in my email, I didn’t think you’d ever see it.”


He interrupted, “Here’s the real story. I couldn’t . . . not publicly. Would you want everyone to know you were suddenly coming into wealth? With the pressure that brings? The eyeballs? Think of the Powerball winners who go broke within a year, two years—is it because they’re financially foolish? They simply can’t manage their money?”


By his tone Bea could tell that the answer he was searching for was no, but, in fact, that’s exactly what she’d always thought about those people.


“Of course not,” he said. “They got the money, Bea.”


“What?” Bea asked.


“Of course, the Washingtons got the money. I just got it to them in a way that didn’t put them in the spotlight. Through a trust.”


“Oh.” Bea felt a loosening in her chest. She had not realized she’d been holding it against him.


Suddenly she noticed that one of the men at the next table, who was wearing ripped jeans, sunglasses, and a camo T-shirt, was staring at her. Despite his reflective, fuchsia-tinted shades, she could feel his burning gaze asserting its authority.


Ever since she was a little girl, when people would study her as if trying to determine whether Bea belonged to the woman whose hand she was holding, Bea had been sensitive to stares. She could feel them thinking, The child isn’t white, but the woman is so much darker. Sometimes they’d outright ask Phaedra if she was the nanny.


“Can I help you?” Bea said to the man’s mirrored lenses. The man’s eyebrows rose behind them. He grunted.


“You’re staring, so I asked if I could help you,” Bea said. The man shrugged as his friend snickered. Dr. Friedman watched silently and, after a few seconds, stood. He pulled out his wallet and dropped a twenty on the table. His cottage cheese and chicken still hadn’t arrived.


“Let’s go,” he said to Bea, eyeing the men. She followed him out, embarrassed that she’d allowed her temper to flare in front of him.


On the sidewalk, he turned to her. “What happened?”


“Oh, I just . . .” That he’d expected there had to be more to the story had deepened her embarrassment. “I just have a thing about being stared at.”


“Sure,” he said after a pause. Looking past her, a mischievous expression came over his face. “Hey, look! Another coffee shop! What’re the odds? It’s a New York City miracle.” Across the street, under a sign that read mocha, large windows were lined with warm yellow bulbs. Inside, rows of red bistro tables were empty.


She laughed.


“There’s that smile.” He put a hand on her back to lead her into the crosswalk. They had the light.


Only eleven days after sending in her application to the JSP (which was concurrently considered an application to Carter), she’d received a congratulatory email from the assistant director telling her she’d been admitted to both. In the spring she’d been awarded one of the program’s merit scholarships. At only ten grand a year, it barely covered a fifth of tuition, but with her inheritance and life insurance payout, she didn’t really need it anyway. Still, it offset the exorbitant cost of Carter. Ten months later, the Friday before classes began, Bea sat in the back of an Uber, traveling from the Greensboro, North Carolina, airport to Cartersboro to begin her first year.


Her phone rattled against her thigh.


YOU IN THE CAR???


Lorn’s mother, Audrey—her guardian once her mom died—was far more overprotective than Bea’s mother had been. Bea found the constant check-ins via text—invariably in all caps—irritating, and she was often unsure how to respond.


Yes, she typed back, then turned back to the window. The abundant pines in North Carolina were different from the maples and birches of Connecticut, though she couldn’t quite pinpoint how. Taller? More dense?


“Ma’am, what dorm are you going to?” the driver asked. In the rearview mirror, she caught his twinkling eye. So this was southern charm. “I can get you to Carter, but that’s about as far as I know.”


“Sure,” she said, pulling her orientation folder from her bag and removing the map with her dorm starred on it. She handed it to him. “It’s there.”


“Uh oh, am I gonna need my readers?” He chuckled.


“It’s that star.”


“All right then,” he said.


To reach South Campus where the first-year dorms were located, they had to drive under the prominent Carter bridge—known to students as the Bridge, featured in the school brochure. It was a campus icon, a concrete arch and overpass blanketed in colorful graffiti. On this day it was covered in promotions by student groups targeting the arriving first-years:


Love a cappella? Join The Scarlets!


Black Student Union 1st Meeting: Sept 12


CRU: Bible Study, Ev Tues @7, SocSci Fl 4


Bea’s phone hummed in her hand. She looked down, expecting another text from Audrey but finding one instead from Early, her new roommate, with whom she’d traded numbers and a few logistical messages over the summer.


See u soon roomie!!!!!!!! ☺ ☺ ☺ ☺ ☺
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Stayja


Friday, August 18


Stayja ran, then walked, then ran across the quad, cup full of pee in hand. Fucking Nicole. She pushed through the building’s heavy glass doors and made her way up the stairs to the Carter health clinic, where her cousin was holed up in the bathroom.


where r u?! it’s getting obvious!


almost there, Stayja typed back, rounding the corner of the carpeted hallway to pass through another smooth, soundless door. A girl around Stayja’s age, presumably a student, sat behind a white, expansive reception desk, her bone-straight hair gleaming in the fluorescent light.


“Can I help you?” she asked Stayja.


“I was wondering—if I need, like, a pregnancy test, do you guys do that?”


“Are you . . . a student?” the receptionist asked, her voice rising an octave.


“I work at the Rooster Roast,” Stayja said. The girl’s face scrunched in confusion. “The coffee shop in the student center?”


“Oh! Right, I didn’t know it had a name. Um . . .”


The girl drummed her fingers on the desk. This was Stayja’s plan, and it was working. As Stayja shifted her weight, the pee sloshed a bit in the coffee cup she was holding before her like it contained a hot drink, and she noted again how oddly warm it was, like actual coffee. The fucking things she did for her fucking family. Here she’d managed to get Nicole a job at the Carter QuikMart, and then Nicole couldn’t pass the goddamn drug test. Of course. Nicole hadn’t had clean urine since she turned fourteen. Jesus only knew what combination of pot and what the fuck else was in her bladder.


“Do you have a health plan here then?” The girl looked Indian—not the Native American kind but the kind Stayja had never met until she came to work at Carter, the ones her mother called “dot heads” (as opposed to “woo-woos”).


“No,” said Stayja.


The girl pressed her lips together and swiveled slightly in her chair. Yes, go. You have to go ask.


“I’ll have to go check with my supervisor. Give me one second.”


Supervisor. It sounded so much classier than boss. Suddenly Nicole appeared, lurching from the hallway, hand outstretched.


“Give it, give it!” Her younger cousin grabbed the cup and lid from Stayja and darted back behind the door as the student with shampoo-commercial hair returned.


“Are you a member of the health plan?”


Stayja wasn’t a member of the health plan, because with reduced or nonexistent hours over seasonal breaks, coupled with the fact that the coffee shop was closed over the summer, her annual hours, even with overtime, averaged just under the threshold to qualify for benefits.


“Nope,” she said.


“We only serve members of the health plan, unfortunately,” the girl said, easing into her high-backed chair. “But there’s an urgent care a few miles east on”—glancing down at a small piece of paper she wasn’t holding before—“Wythe Avenue?”


“Cool, thanks,” Stayja said, turning to go.


“Do you want this?” The student held up the torn scrap.


“No, thanks!” Stayja said over her shoulder as she pushed through the doors.


Hurrying back across the quad, she checked the time. Three minutes left in her break. Just enough time for a cigarette.


She took a deep breath through her nose until her gut was as full as can be, then exhaled. Repeat. Exhale.


This time, unlike the other times, she would stick with it. It didn’t make sense, she reminded herself as she crossed the green, sunlit lawn, for a nurse to be a smoker. While for two years she’d justified her habit by distinguishing between being a nurse and being in nursing school, telling herself she’d quit before she got an actual job, she knew this was a load of shit. Anyway, now, thanks to Nicole and her uncanny knack for crapping all over Stayja’s life plans, Stayja was once again two years away from her degree. And that was assuming no more crises came up, and Nicole didn’t fucking do anything else stupid, like getting a DUI and having to be bailed out of jail.


Buzz.


Mom: which way on morehead is hospital


Stayja groaned and called her mother.


“Left or right on Morehead?” Donna answered.


“Mom, take the bus.”


“Bus isn’t running. I’m walking. Left or right?”


In addition to her diabetes, Donna had now been diagnosed with COPD. Her once-vibrant mother—the woman who, for their entire childhoods, had been an unstoppable force; who had driven Stayja and Nicole across the North Carolina/South Carolina border every July 3 to smuggle in illegal fireworks, the kind that spin and dash and explode; who had secured no fewer than twenty-seven jobs over the course of her lifetime by inventing elaborate work histories in every field imaginable; who had left her husband while pregnant after deciding he wasn’t worth the space he took up in the bed; and who once socked a lady in the face at Target for calling her white trash—now sat at home all day, every day, wheezing. At fifty-nine, forty-four years of smoking had finally caught up with her. And last week, Donna’s doctor had informed her that she would henceforth require weekly blood transfusions. (To Stayja’s shock, these were actually covered by disability insurance.)


Stayja knew her mother was self-conscious about her health problems. When Donna had taken her and Nicole on a trip to Asheville and they’d had to climb a flight of stairs to their motel room, Donna had claimed to be too tired to join them for dinner. Stayja didn’t know if it was to save money or to keep from having to go back up the stairs again, but since Donna loved going out to eat more than anything, it had to be one or the other. They’d brought her back calamari, and she’d asked questions about the restaurant, the service, the drinks. Was the ice cubed or crushed? Were the rolls warm?


Technically, Donna could still drive—her license was valid—but Stayja needed the car to get to work. So Donna took the bus when she had to go somewhere.


“Wait at the bus stop, I’m coming,” Stayja said.


“I’M WALKING HOME! MEET ME THERE.” Donna hung up.


Stayja entered the student center through the main entrance and hurried down the long corridor. There was still a week before classes started, but hundreds of students always returned early for reasons Stayja had gleaned over the years—their performance group had to rehearse, or they were in sorority or fraternity rush.


Undergrads decked out in tan leather flip-flops and oversized shades stood in clusters, clutching their pristine, just-purchased textbooks. Peeking out from their pages, white tops of crisp receipts flickered in the breeze. She passed the bank of bronze student mailboxes and the student government meeting rooms. Ahead of her, the Rooster Roast had no door or wall—the corridor simply terminated in six round wooden tables, three geometrically patterned sofas, and an espresso bar. In spite of the laminated be back in 5 sign Stayja had placed on the counter, a line three customers deep had formed. The student nearest the register, a pale blonde, was pulling at a hangnail. Her ponytail clung to the sticky skin on the back of her neck.


“Can I help you?” Stayja asked as she texted her manager Frank.


just got super sick, have to leave. sorry.


She looked up.


“A small oat milk latte, please.”


Stayja made sure to turn her back before rolling her eyes. She quickly filled their orders and headed home.


When she pulled into their gravel driveway, her mom was waiting outside the house.


“Don’t get out!” Donna yelled, heaving herself up off the rusty metal chair she kept by the door for occasions such as this. Donna liked to keep no one waiting. She’d rather sit outside facing the brick wall of her sister’s adjacent house than make someone summon her with a horn or have to park and ring the doorbell.


Only two years earlier, Donna had been darting about, cigarette in hand, getting jobs and getting fired from them with impressive turnover rates. She’d been hired by a cleaning company but didn’t know how to clean (putting bleach on a wooden dining room table once). Her stint at the 7-Eleven had ended when she’d lent a twenty to a customer. And she’d quit the gig reshelving books at the library because her boss was a “dumb dick.” Donna had explained that she did not “believe in bosses.”


“At least most bosses. All the bosses I’ve ever had,” Donna had clarified. “I don’t believe in working for somebody dumber than me, and every boss I’ve ever had has been dumber than me!”


Donna’s knack for circumventing rules as well as ignoring policies and expectations she categorized as useless or inconvenient had been something she had tried hard but unsuccessfully to instill in her daughter.


“You realize you can just make up that stuff,” she’d responded when Stayja had told her she wanted to go to bartending school. “You don’t need school. Just memorize the drinks. I’ll make you a résumé.” Donna had found a template online and filled it with fictions. It reported that Stayja had tended bar for seven years, which would have meant since she was fourteen. Stayja had been too afraid to show up with the forged document, so she’d skipped the interview and told her mom she didn’t get the job. She hadn’t wanted her mom to think she was a wuss.


This was the woman who now hobbled toward the car, rainbow cane in hand, chest rising and falling under her wrinkled cream blouse. Small movements took visible effort. She’d gained forty-five pounds in half as many months.


“Off we go, daughter of mine,” Donna groaned as she fell into the passenger seat. “Let’s get me some blood.”


They drove through the neighborhood past houses like their own, on crooked frames with peeling sidings and overgrown side yards littered with broken appliances that had cost too much to be thrown away but were too useless to keep indoors. She turned onto the road that led to the hospital. They drove in silence.


“What’s the matter, teacup?” her mom croaked.


“Nothing,” Stayja said. Soon she pulled into the lot for the cardiology building and headed to the building’s front double doors. “I’m going to drop you off and study in the car.”


Her mom muttered something about texting Stayja when she was done and then lugged herself out, wheezing.


Stayja found a spot as far from the entrance as possible, on the edge of the lot, where she was unlikely to be distracted by people coming and going and where the fierce afternoon sun was blocked by the shadow of another medical building. She reached into the backseat to riffle through the pile of novels shrouded in library plastic in search of the advanced anatomy text she’d bought for the semester before she’d had to drop her class. If she wasn’t going to be in class, she might as well learn on her own. She identified the bulky tome by its heft, dug it free, and brought it to rest on the steering wheel as Frank’s name lit up her phone.


when are you going to be unsick? need you tonight. Trudy decided her 2 wks notice was no wks notice.


Stayja squealed.


feeling better (not contagious) so I can do night shift tonight. Also can I switch to nights??? she typed, pausing for an instant before pressing send to ponder how exhausting it was going to be to work until 10 p.m. five days a week. But it would give her the daytime to study or pick up other work. Or, now, drive her mother to her doctors’ appointments.


I can cover day & night shifts for now til you find someone 4 day. . . . She knew Frank wasn’t fond of her working overtime—she got time and a half for every hour over forty in a given week—but if he was in a bind, he’d do it.


Dot dot dot. The dots disappeared. He’d started to respond and stopped.


She wrote: feeling better. back by 5.


Dots.


Ok, just till I find someone.


She set her textbook aside and opened her notebook to confirm the calculations she’d done and redone. Six classes completed of the nineteen she needed for her degree meant that she had thirteen left. The program was designed for people to attend full time. Scheduling her twenty-plus hours of work each week around her degree requirements was like high-stakes Tetris: three courses were only offered during summers, and the pre-reqs for those were only offered in the fall and spring. If she missed a spring pre-req, for example, it rippled into the summer and fall, setting her back an entire year.


At the Rooster she made $16,500 a year. Their household bills were mostly covered by Donna’s SSI, thank God. Stayja contributed two hundred dollars or so a month toward other bills and a hundred dollars a week for food for them both in addition to Donna’s food stamps. That left roughly fifteen hundred dollars she could save per semester, which would cover the three spring classes, two in summer, and two in the fall. (Her summer job, catering the city’s Friday Night Movies in the Park, was barely enough to pay her cell phone bill.)


She and Donna would do what they’d always done when things got especially tight—case the “Nearly Expired” bin at Dollar Savings; take advantage of the pasta special on Wednesdays at 50 percent off/sixty-nine cents a box at Walmart; do the forty-five-minute drive out to Sam’s Club to buy the $1.88 frozen chicken breasts in bulk.


In all of her calculations, though, Stayja hadn’t factored in her smoking. A pack cost $5.45, over a third of their combined daily food budget. She had to be realistic: she hadn’t ever quit successfully. At about half a pack a day, she was spending about eighty bucks a month on fucking cigarettes, a habit she couldn’t afford, which made her feel even worse about not having kicked it.


As she gazed into the woodsy distance beyond the hospital lot into the trees that separated it from the highway, a burn rose behind her eyes. She was just tired, she told herself. She only cried when she was tired.


Stayja awoke to knocking on the window. She reached to turn the latch and shove open the passenger door of her ancient Corolla, which could only be opened from the inside.


“Sorry, Mom. Fell asleep,” she said.


“Just glad you didn’t leave me here,” Donna said, breathing hard from the trek across the lot. Stayja had seven missed texts, three from her mother and four from Nicole. It was 4:29.


“How was it?” Stayja asked, starting the engine.


“Easy,” her mom said. “They said I could do it myself at home if I wanted, but that makes me nervous.”


“Really?” Stayja must have sounded too hopeful, because Donna lifted her eyebrows.
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