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Show me a hero, and I will write you a tragedy.





—F. SCOTT FITZGERALD














PART ONE












NORA


SHE WAS LYING ON THE GROUND, SPREAD-EAGLE, breathing in the scent of earth. There was a horrible taste in her mouth, like metal and olives. She turned her head to the side, gagging. Just thinking about olives made her want to hurl.


“I think you got it all out,” a voice said.


Who was talking? She tried to look, but light stabbed her eyeballs. She tried to swallow. Her tongue felt thick and furry. Weird. Could a tongue grow fur overnight? She needed water.


Thirsty?


Yeah.


Let me get you a drink.


I don’t drink.


Not a drink drink. A pop… Sprite? Coke?


A pop? Who said pop instead of soda? And what was this fragment of conversation?


“Nor. Open your eyes.”


She tried again. More daggers of light. Better to stay here, in the dark.


“Nora.” A hand on her shoulder, squeezing. “Wake up. You’re scaring me.”


That’s when she recognized the voice. It was her best friend, Cam.


Her thoughts began to crystallize. What was Cam doing here? They were mad at each other. They’d had a fight last night… about… something. There was a boy… in a red shirt. Or had Cam been wearing the red shirt? Now her brain was as furry as her tongue. A furry tongue, for eff’s sake. How was that possible? She really needed something to drink.


Mountain Dew? Root beer?


Root beer, please.


Ice or no ice?


Ice, s’il vous plaît.


You’re cute.


Merci.


“Nor. Please. Look at me.”


Why was root beer called beer anyway? It didn’t have alcohol. And was it actually made from roots?


“Nora.” A poke now. An actual poke in the ribs. And another.


She opened her eyes. “Stop that!”


“Good. You’re alive.”


Everything was so bright. Painfully bright. She had to squint to see Cam’s face looming over her. Cam’s hair was every which way. Her mascara was smudged.


“Oh, hey, raccoon eyes,” Nora murmured.


“Shut up,” Cam said. “It’s your fault. I’ve been sitting here all night making sure you weren’t dead.”


“Huh,” Nora said, lifting her chin. There was a dull ache at the base of her skull. “Where am I?”


“You’re on the Faber University golf course. Ninth hole.”


The Faber University golf course? Nora didn’t golf. And what was this pain? Had someone clubbed her on the head?


“I got a text,” Cam said, “from your phone. Saying you needed help. There were these guys—”


“Guys?” Nora sat up. The green grass swam in front of her eyes. “What guys?”


“I don’t know,” Cam said. “Adam Xu doesn’t know, either.”


“Adam Xu?”


“He’s the one who texted me. To say you were in trouble. He said there were these guys—”


“Adam Xu texted you.”


“Yeah. From your phone. He didn’t have my number.”


Nora felt her head bob. The motion made her dizzy.


“You need to thank him,” Cam said. “He chased the guys away with a baseball bat.”


Baseball bat. Adam Xu. Golf course. It was all so confusing.


“Also… I found your underwear hanging from the flagstick.”


Nora blinked. “What?”


“The flagstick.” Cam pointed. “That yellow thingy poking out of the hole. Your underwear was hanging off it.”


“My underwear.” Nora felt a little sick. She looked down at herself. Black scoop neck. Jean miniskirt.


“I put it back on you.”


“Oh.” Nora nodded. Cam had put her underwear back on, like she was a baby or a grandma in a nursing home. She should be embarrassed. She was embarrassed.


“Nor,” Cam said gently.


“What?”


“Do you remember anything about last night?”


“The frat fair,” Nora said without hesitation. She was still wearing her blue wristband, the one that allowed unlimited rides.


“What did you do at the frat fair?”


“Rode the Yo-Yo.” That was an easy one, too. She remembered soaring over everyone’s heads, the wind in her hair. She remembered squeezing her knees together so no one could see up her skirt.


“What else?” Cam said.


“I ate funnel cake,” Nora said. She could picture it: the greasy disk of dough as big as her head, heaped with powdered sugar. “It made me really thirsty. I had to wait in line all over again to get a drink.”


Cam put a hand on Nora’s arm. Her raccoon eyes were comically wide. “What did you drink? Rum? Vodka?… Tequila?”


“No, Camille.” Nora was annoyed. Cam knew she didn’t drink alcohol. Ever since that sleepover at Becca Bomberg’s house the last day of ninth grade, when the three of them drank an entire bottle of Manischewitz and Nora projectile-vomited into a potted plant on Becca’s porch. “I had a root beer.”


“A root beer,” Cam repeated.


“Yes.” Nora raised her chin triumphantly. “In a red cup. With ice.” She remembered this clearly now, holding the drink in her hand, lifting it to her lips. The bubbles had tickled her nose.


Cam was looking at her funny.


“What? You think I’m lying?”


“No,” Cam said slowly. “I think you’re telling the truth. But…”


But. Nora did not like this but.


“When I got here… you were passed out.”


“Passed out,” Nora repeated.


“Like… comatose.”


“Ah,” Nora said. As though this explained everything, when, really, it explained nothing. Ah.


She turned her head and barfed onto the beautifully manicured grass.














CAM


THERE WERE THREE THINGS CAMILLE AISLING DODD knew for sure:


1) Sometime last night, her best friend passed out on the ninth hole of the Faber University golf course in the presence of three unidentified males, one of whom REMOVED HER STARS-AND-STRIPES UNDERWEAR and hung it on the flagstick.


2) Adam Xu chased the guys away with a baseball bat before texting Cam from Nora’s phone to say, Nora needs you. (Seriously, Adam Xu. Boy most likely to spend every Friday night of high school playing Dungeons & Dragons in his basement. Tragic. But hello? Fending off villains with a Louisville Slugger? Surprisingly badass.)


3) Nora swore all she drank was root beer—and Cam believed her, because best friends tell the brutal truth—and yet, Nora remembered nothing between drinking the root beer and waking up on the putting green. Which meant—holy shit—anything could have happened.


Anything.


It was crazy, because Nora Melchionda was literally the last person in Faber, New York, Cam would expect to find passed out on a golf course, pantyless, beside a puddle of her own puke. Chelsea Machado? Yes. Anna Golden? Definitely. But Nora was the girl in the front row of American lit with her hand in the air, or on the bleachers with her dad on a Saturday afternoon, eating kettle corn and cheering on the Blue Devils. Nora and her dad were insanely close. He would have stroked out if he’d seen her half-naked on the ninth hole, so it was a good thing Nora had told him she was sleeping over at Cam’s. Even though she’d never actually slept over. Because Cam and Nora had a fight.


It was stupid. Cam had wanted to go to a party at Kyle Tenhope’s house. Nora hadn’t. Nora had wanted to go to the frat fair, a fundraiser the Faber fraternities hosted every fall on the town green, to raise money for local charities. Cam thought the frat fair was lame. How many times could you play “smack the rat” before dying of boredom? But Nora insisted. Nora got up on her high-and-mighty give-back-to-the-community horse. Cam called Nora a goody-goody. Nora called Cam a social lemming.


Cam said, “I just want to have fun. Have you heard of fun?”


And Nora—classic Nora—said, “Riding the Yo-Yo is fun.”


And Cam said, “Fine, go to the stupid frat fair. I’m going to Kyle Tenhope’s rager.”


And Nora said fine. Which is why Cam hadn’t been there when Nora rode the Yo-Yo and ate funnel cake and drank root beer. Cam had only shown up later, on the ninth hole, after the text from Adam Xu.


Which didn’t mean Cam was a bad friend. She wasn’t. Cam and Nora had known each other their whole lives, literally. Cam’s mom, Imani, and Nora’s mom, Diane, had met in pregnancy yoga class back when Cam and Nora were the size of jelly beans. Cam and Nora had been born thirty-six hours apart in the same hospital. Besides the fact that Cam was biracial and Nora was white, they were basically twins. Because Cam didn’t have any siblings of her own, Nora was it. Who else was Cam going to fight with? That was just part of the package. But when it came down to it, Cam would do anything for Nora.


She would wipe the puke off her face.


She would rescue her underwear.


She would offer, when Nora finally woke up and made it back to Cam’s house, to inspect her best friend’s pubic area for bruising or forced entry.


Cam wasn’t squeamish about body parts. Her mom was an obstetrician-gynecologist. Imani had taught her, from a young age, to use the proper names for her anatomy. Vulva. Labia. Clitoris. Not “pee pee,” or “down there.” When Cam was in sixth grade, Imani had gone so far as to bust out a hand mirror, to show Cam which part was which. Yes, Cam knew this was weird. But she was glad she got a hippie feminist ob-gyn for a mother. Imani had taught her everything there was to know about the female body, so whenever Cam needed that information as a reference, she would have it.


And the time, apparently, had come.














ADAM XU


ADAM XU ATTENDED NEITHER KYLE TENHOPE’S PARTY nor the fraternity fair on the town green. He hadn’t even heard about the party. He had known about the fraternity fair—a person would have to be living on the moon not to know about the fraternity fair—but he didn’t go. He had felt no need to put himself in that position. Wandering the game booths would have been fine. Riding the Ali Baba and chucking candy apples from the top of the Ferris wheel would have been okay, too. But at some point in the night, one of the guys would bring out a bottle—whatever they could find in their parents’ liquor cabinets—and pass it around. To avoid drawing attention to himself, Adam would take a few sips. Fifteen minutes later—bam. His face would heat up and start to tingle. His eyes would go bloodshot.


It wouldn’t take long before someone would say, “Dude. What’s wrong with you?”


Then someone else would yell, “Look at Xu! He’s plastered!”


At which point, everyone would turn to stare at his red, pulsing face.


He hated when that happened.


It actually had a name; he’d googled it once. “Asian flush syndrome.” Technically it was a genetic condition that affected 36 percent of East Asian people. The reaction in Adam’s body was the result of an accumulation of acetaldehyde, a metabolic by-product of the catabolic metabolism of alcohol. Not that he would ever try to explain that to the guys on the baseball team. They had only just started asking him to hang out with them. He didn’t want to ruin it.


Adam often wondered if moving to Faber in fourth grade had been part of the problem. If he had started in kindergarten with everyone else, maybe he wouldn’t have had to work so hard to fit in. But by the time he arrived, groups had already formed. There was a reigning Adam—Adam Courtmanche—who was tall and blond and captain of every dodgeball game. Adam Xu, small and klutzy, could never be just “Adam.” He would forever be “Adam Xu.” The Adam on the sidelines. The lesser Adam. It didn’t help that 99 percent of the students at Faber Central School were white. Nine times out of ten, Adam Xu would be partnered with Fumi Ikemoto for class projects, even though Fumi was Japanese American, not Chinese American, and they had no more in common than their school and their town and the fact that no one ever invited them to parties.


All that changed freshman year, when Adam Xu shot up six inches, gained some muscle, and made the JV baseball team. Suddenly, people started to see him as someone other than a wimpy, uncoordinated nerd. Now he was an athlete, a role he took seriously. Instead of going to the fraternity fair or to Kyle Tenhope’s party, Adam spent Friday night alone, hitting baseballs on the Faber University golf course. Not real baseballs—those were too loud—but the Precision Impact Slugs he’d ordered online. They glowed in the dark. So did his bat. Whenever he made solid contact, the night-vision camcorder he’d jerry-rigged to the top of his bike helmet quivered, but it never fell off. The quality of the videos was decent.


Nobody, not even Adam’s parents, knew what he did in the middle of the night. They thought their son was in bed. Adam’s mother had been known to check on him at odd hours, opening his door and peering across the room to make sure he was sleeping. He always took the necessary precautions, stuffing his comforter with pillows before climbing out the window, leaving his phone behind.


Adam’s mother was obsessed with sleep. She wanted him to get ten uninterrupted hours a night so he could be his optimal self. He had tried once, after reading an article about adolescent brain development, to explain to her that the sleep cycles of teenagers were different from those of adults. He couldn’t go to bed early because he could not shut off his brain. But his mother wouldn’t listen. Sleep deficiency, she said, was linked to an increased risk of heart disease, kidney disease, high blood pressure, diabetes, and stroke. Did he want to have a stroke at age fifteen?


Adam loved his mother. He respected her. But lately, her presence in his life had begun to chafe, like a too-tight necktie.


Hitting balls in the dark was only a minor rebellion, but it helped. With every swing, he felt looser. The Precision Impact Slugs were filled with sand. They didn’t make the satisfying crack of a baseball sailing through the air. Their sound was a heavy, labored wump. But Adam appreciated the wump. Because the Slugs traveled only a few feet, they forced him to hit dead center, with the barrel of the bat, to avoid cutting or rolling.


As he hit, he didn’t just think about form or bat speed. He thought about fourth-grade gym. Until he moved to Faber, he had never picked up a bat or a glove. Mr. Milner must have smelled it on him, because that first day of the baseball unit, he put Adam Xu last in the order. Which was actually a good thing. Adam got to observe the first twelve batters, so that by the time he came up to the plate, he had a fair handle on what to do: swing the bat, hit the ball, and run. His first two strikes had been embarrassing. He swung and missed in dramatic fashion, spinning in a full circle on the first pitch, falling down on the second. Then, by some miracle, instead of striking out, he connected, hitting a weak dribbler up the third-base line. He ran like hell, cutting left at first base and heading to second because the third baseman bumbled the ball.


That’s when it happened. The kid playing first, a floppy-haired loudmouth named Kevin Hamm, yelled, “He didn’t touch first! He missed the bag!”


And everyone on Adam’s team started yelling, “Go back! Touch the bag! Touch the bag!”


So Adam ran back to first base, squatted down, and touched the bag. With his hand.


If he closed his eyes, he could still hear the laughter. It was the funniest thing they had ever seen. The Chinese kid touched the bag! Touched the bag! Literally! Hahahahahahahaha!


The feeling of disgrace never left him. Adam tended his shame like a small plant, watering it, pruning it, vowing to himself that he would learn everything there was to know about baseball so that, one day, he could wipe the smirks off everyone’s faces. One day, he would earn their respect.


Wump. Last spring, he’d finally done it.


Wump. He’d made JV.


Wump. This year, he would make varsity.


Hahahahahahahaha!


The sound of laughter, deep and low. It took him a moment to realize this wasn’t a memory bubbling to the surface of his brain. He was hearing it in real time.


He turned his head. The sky over the golf course was clear, full of stars. The sound would be easy to follow.


Hahahahahahaha!


He walked quickly.


Partyers? he thought.


He remembered the fair. It would be over by now. But the college students were probably just getting started.


He saw figures up ahead, dimly lit by the moon. Three of them… no, four. One was flat on the ground.


The closer he got, the clearer the scene became. One of the figures was holding something in the air. A phone? Another was bent over the body on the ground.


“Dude, she’s completely out.”


The third was—wait. Was he taking off his pants?


“Hey!” Adam shouted. He hadn’t planned to. It was pure instinct.


The three figures turned. They were big, way bigger than Adam. For a second, he panicked. But then he remembered the bat in his hand, and something took over—some strange, subterranean part of him.


“Ting xia lai! Huai dan!”


He was yelling in Chinese, words his mother yelled at their dog, Bao Bao, for chewing on the furniture—Stop it! You bad egg! Between Adam yelling and the glow-in-the-dark baseball bat slashing Z’s through the air like Obi-Wan’s lightsaber, he must have freaked them out, because the figures took off running.


Three of them were gone.


One was still lying on the ground.


Adam did not realize, at first, who she was. He saw only that her clothes were half off.


“Hey,” he said. “Are you okay?”


No response.


His head spun. Was this a crime scene? What was he supposed to do? The girl was so still, so utterly motionless, he was almost afraid to touch her.


But he did. He had to. He knelt down to brush the hair off her neck so he could check her pulse.


And there she was.


Nora Melchionda.


The rhythmic throbbing of her heart against his fingertips.


Nora Melchionda with the golden braids and the triple-pierced ears and the eyes that crinkled into aqua slits when she smiled. No-ra-Mel-chi-on-da. Her name was a waterfall of sounds.


Okay, fine. Yes. Adam had never admitted this to anyone—but it was true: He loved everything about her. Nora Melchionda. No-ra No-ra No-ra-Mel-chi-on-da.


She probably didn’t remember, but in fourth grade, the day before winter break, his milk carton exploded when he tripped over a chair and went flying. He had been living in Faber for only a week, and already he was on the floor of the cafeteria, covered in milk. Everyone was staring.


“You okay?”


He had looked up, and there she was, squinting down at him. She was wearing the ugliest sweater he had ever seen, a reindeer head covered in pom-poms and sparkles. He could do nothing but nod.


“Up you go.” She reached out a hand and yanked him to his feet.


He nodded again, in thanks. She was four inches taller than he was. Maybe five.


“Here,” she said, thrusting a fresh carton of milk into his hand and smiling a dazzling smile full of braces. “Merry Christmas.”


This time he managed to say it: “Thank you.”


“No prob.” She shrugged. “I’m lactose intolerant. I always give away my milk.”


That was the first thing Adam learned about Nora Melchionda: She was lactose intolerant; she always gave away her milk.


He discovered other things, too, over the years. Countless details, like how she bit the nails on her left hand but not her right, and how green apple Airheads were her go-to candy, and how she loved classic rock. There was so much to be learned about a person just by paying attention. Not that Adam was a stalker or anything. He wasn’t. He was merely an observer, a quiet satellite in Nora Melchionda’s extraordinary orbit, gathering information.


It didn’t take a genius to see that Camille Dodd was Nora’s best friend. They were inseparable. And all Adam had to do was listen when Nora read her personal essay out loud in freshman English to learn that her favorite movie was The Fighter, based on the real-life story of boxer “Irish” Micky Ward. As for knowing her astrological sign—Aquarius, the water bearer; intelligent, unyielding, grounded—he just had to watch every year on February 2, when Nora’s friends decorated her locker and showered her with gifts and cupcakes from the Blue Bird. Nora always laughed and did a silly birthday dance in the hall, not caring who was watching.


All those things had endeared Nora to Adam and made him want to know her better. He had once gone so far as to read an article entitled “What Attracts an Aquarius Woman,” where he discovered that “an Aquarius female loves a good conversationalist.” Although he had always felt too shy in front of Nora’s many admirers to strike up a conversation with her, if, by some miracle, they ever ended up alone, he would know what to talk about. The final boxing scene from The Fighter: “Head-body, head-body!” The ingredients in green apple Airheads: Blue 1, Blue 2, Red 3, Red 40, Yellow 5, and Yellow 6, but no actual green. Crazy, right?


Crazy.


But not as crazy as this: kneeling on the grass of the golf course at 1:27 AM, two fingers to Nora Melchionda’s neck, the closest he had ever been to her, and he couldn’t even prove what a good conversationalist he was. If she could see him on Dungeons & Dragons 3.5 Live, talking about metamagic feats, she would know that he could articulate clear and intelligent thoughts without turning red in the face. But this wasn’t D&D Live. Not even close.


“Nora? It’s me, Adam Xu… from school… Can you hear me? Nora?”


Nothing.


He straightened her clothes, gently, careful not to touch any more of her body than he had to. He could have, of course—no one was there to see. But he never would. That was the difference between Adam and the Neanderthals he’d chased off with his baseball bat. Adam had loved Nora Melchionda since she was a scrawny ten-year-old kid, before she had any “body” to speak of—before every guy in Faber started noticing her. Just thinking about those three guys lifting up Nora’s shirt, pulling down her underwear, made Adam feel as unhinged as he had ever felt in his life. He wanted to tear through the night with his baseball bat cocked.


But no. He had stay focused.


He removed her phone from her pocket, and he held the screen to her face. Gently, he lifted her eyelids, and when the phone unlocked, he found her best friend’s number.




It’s Adam Xu. Nora needs you. Faber golf course 9th hole, asap.















NORA


“YOU ARE NOT INSPECTING MY VAJAYJAY,” SHE SAID.


She was standing in the middle of Cam’s bedroom, on the braided rug where she had stood a million times before. The whorls of purple and blue made her dizzy.


“Vajayjay?” Cam gawked at her.


“I’ll call it what I want,” Nora said. Her head was still throbbing. She’d chugged three glasses of water in Cam’s kitchen, but it hadn’t helped. “And you are not getting out that stupid hand mirror.”


“How are you going to see your pubic area without a hand mirror?”


“I’ll see it fine,” Nora said.


This was exactly like that time when they were twelve and Cam insisted on showing her how to put in a tampon—not just provide moral support from the other side of the bathroom stall like a normal friend—show. Cam’s comfort level with her body, her freakish lack of embarrassment, made Nora feel like a sixteenth-century nun. Privates are private. That’s what Nora’s mom always said. Unlike Cam’s mother, Imani, who said things like Own your pleasure, girls.


“Take some pictures with your phone,” Cam told Nora. “If you see any bruises or scratches, you’ll need documentation.”


“Okay, CSI Miami.”


“This isn’t a joke, Nor. You woke up half-naked on a putting green. You don’t remember anything. What if you were gang-raped?” Cam’s voice dropped to a theatrical whisper, and Nora rolled her eyes. Drama queen.


“Nora.” Cam’s face meant business, like Principal Hicks during assembly that day the seniors toilet-papered freshman hall.


Okay, fine… could she have been gang-raped? Three guys in a remote location? Her memory a blank? Yes, she supposed it was possible—if this were New York City, where crazy things happened in the dark. But not in Faber. In Faber, the crime rate was 0.01. No one locked their doors. There were only two traffic lights. A rocking Friday night meant the Red Barn roller rink and two slices of bacon and pineapple at NY Pizzeria. If it weren’t for the university, no one outside of Chenango County would even know this place existed.


“Enough stalling,” Cam said. “Go look at your body.”


Nora did not appreciate Cam’s bossy tone, but she didn’t have the energy to argue. She shuffled into the bathroom to the left of Cam’s bed, flicked on the light, and shut the door behind her. The brightness made her eyeballs ache.


Nora lifted her shirt up over her head, let it drop to the floor. She unhooked her bra, flung it over the shower rod. She stepped out of her skirt and underwear and stood there, in front of the full-length mirror, squinting.


She could see her whole self.


I am a ghost, she thought, pressing her fingertips to the hollow beneath her neck. She could literally see the veins running like blue-green highways under her skin. Over the summer, she’d been a nice toasty color from weeks spent at the lake. In Cam’s mirror, she was translucent. How had that happened?


Cam always told her she was lucky, that there were women the world over who would kill to look like Nora, blond and curvy. It was the law of bodies, Nora supposed, that girls always wanted what they didn’t have. Whenever she watched Cam run the 200-meter, those long legs pumping, quad muscles gleaming, she felt a spark of envy.


“Your body is amazing,” Nora had said once, after a track meet. “You’re like the female Usain Bolt.”


Cam, being Cam, had bristled at the compliment. She was an athlete in her own right, she’d told Nora.


“Listen to this,” Cam said from the other side of the door. “I googled ‘What happened last night? I don’t remember anything,’ and here’s what I got. ‘The signs of a sex crime may be very obvious or very subtle. You wake up in a strange place. You have bruises or scratches or unusual pain. You feel hungover even when you didn’t drink alcohol…’”


Cam’s voice was urgent, but Nora was barely listening. She didn’t like standing in front of the mirror, everything on display. Her skin was so pasty. Her breasts were so… breasty. They had come out of nowhere. All her life she’d been thin, like her little sister. She’d assumed she would look like that forever. Then, suddenly, Nora’s body had gone into hyperdrive, morphing from a string bean into what her friend Becca called a “loaded potato.” Everyone, it seemed, had something to say about this new development, even Nora’s brother, who’d stood in her doorway a few weeks earlier, looking supremely uncomfortable.


“I have to tell you something,” he said. “Guys at school are starting to talk. Seniors.”


When Nora asked him to elaborate, Asher said, “They’re making comments about your… you know… appearance. Compliments, technically, but still.”


At first, Nora had felt a strange rush of pride, like she’d won a contest. Senior boys have noticed me!


But then Asher said, “When you wear things that are too tight… or too short… some guys see that as an invitation.”


At which point Nora had felt the opposite of proud. She’d felt ashamed. As though she had done something wrong by growing boobs and hips, by not dressing like Laura Ingalls Wilder.


Ugh. She didn’t want to think about that. She didn’t want to think about her body. She didn’t want to think about what happened on the golf course. All she wanted to do was pull on sweatpants, crawl into bed, and sleep.


But no. Cam was still going. “Do you see anything? Bruises? Blood? Hairs that aren’t yours?”


Nora stepped closer to the mirror. The front of herself looked normal. She wasn’t bruised or bloody or covered in random hairs. She turned slowly to the left, then to the right, glancing over each shoulder at her backside. Nothing.


Wait—there was a strange bluish mark on her upper arm. Maybe one of the guys grabbed her? Nora stepped closer to the mirror.


Ha!


It wasn’t a bruise. It was the temporary tattoo Nora’s sister, Maeve, had insisted on giving her a few days earlier, after some Potterhead event at the library. The tattoo was a Ravenclaw crest. That’s what Nora was, Maeve told her: a Ravenclaw. Intelligent, witty, wise.


“Do you need the hand mirror?” Cam asked from outside the door.


“No,” Nora said. She most certainly did not need the hand mirror.


“You sure?”


“Yes!”


God, Cam was bossy. If she weren’t three feet away, insisting that Nora inspect her privates, Nora wouldn’t even bother looking. But there Cam was, right outside, and she wouldn’t stop yammering until Nora did it.


So fine.


She took a deep breath, squatted, and bent over. It’s just another body part, she told herself. It’s perfectly normal to be checking out your own crotch. She squinted, trying to focus. Okay. This was completely weird. Flipping upside down, poking around at her nether region, checking for signs that some strange guy, or guys, had been down there without her knowledge. What was she even looking for? Suddenly, Nora was filled with a sick, dizzy feeling. Did she want to know? No. She did not. All she wanted was to pretend the frat fair never happened.


“Well?” Cam said from outside the door.


Nora rolled up slowly so she wouldn’t get a head rush. “I’m fine,” she said. Not just to Cam, but to her own reflection. To the pale, naked girl standing there with her hands clenched.


I’m fine.


I’m fine.


I’m fine.














CAM


CAM HAD TWO MAIN CONCERNS. THE FIRST WAS HER best friend, who seemed to be in denial. When Nora walked out of Cam’s bathroom, she was calm. She hadn’t seen anything on her body, she said. No scratches, no bruises, no blood, no hair. She hadn’t smelled any strange smells on her skin or clothes. The only pain she felt was her head. Nora was telling the truth—Cam would know if she weren’t—but still. If Cam had woken up half-naked on the golf course, and there was a witness who had spotted three guys at the scene, she would be screaming. She would be punching a wall. The fact that Nora was showing zero emotion only made Cam worry more. How dare anyone hurt her best friend?


Nora was the most decent, loyal person Cam knew. She had been there for Cam through every hard time in her life. When Cam got her tonsils out, Nora showed up at the hospital with two kinds of ice cream. When Cam’s grandfather died, Nora sat in the front pew and held her hand while she cried. When Cam tripped in the final lap of the 4x400 relay, Nora ran out onto the track and helped her up. That’s the kind of friend she was: decent and loyal.


Well, it was Cam’s turn to be decent and loyal. She would show up for Nora. She would absorb whatever emotions Nora was feeling but could not express. She would be a true friend.


There was just one thing. Cam’s second concern: her cell phone, pinging from the back pocket of her jeans. There were three texts already. She had read them while Nora was in the bathroom.




Wow


Still reeling


No regrets





All three texts were from Nora’s brother, Asher. Nora’s brother, Asher, who Cam had inadvertently made out with in a closet at Kyle Tenhope’s party.


She hadn’t planned to. Really. She had been just as surprised as anyone when Asher Melchionda rolled up on his bike in front of the Tenhopes’ house. Even though Asher was a senior, he didn’t go to parties. (As a sophomore, Cam typically wouldn’t have gone to an upperclassman party, either, except that Kyle Tenhope was captain of both the cross-country team and the track team, and he had invited her because—not to brag or anything—she’d been a varsity runner since freshman year.) So there Cam was on the Tenhopes’ front stoop, holding a beer and scrolling through her phone, when Nora’s brother rolled up on his silly bike. Asher had his driver’s license, but he rarely drove. Over the summer, he’d found an old, beat-up beach cruiser at the dump. He’d fixed it himself and painted the frame yellow. He’d named it Odd Duck, which was appropriate because Asher Melchionda was pretty much the opposite of every guy Cam knew in Faber.


For starters, he didn’t play sports. He painted huge, splattery canvases and sketched random objects with charcoal. He kept his hair long, sometimes in a ponytail, sometimes in a bandanna. He wore a silver hoop in his left ear, like a pirate. His eyes were brownish-gold. He was taller than Cam, and thin, but his arms and shoulders were as chiseled as an Olympic gymnast’s. From painting all the time? Or maybe he lifted weights in the garage. Who knew what he did out there all day? Cam had spent half her life at the Melchiondas’ house, but Nora’s brother was as much a mystery to her as a senior as he had been back in elementary school, when all he did was juggle and eat butter-and-bacon sandwiches.


Was Asher attractive? Cam supposed he was, in an offbeat, bohemian banjo player sort of way. Nothing like his dad, though. It was kind of funny to admit, but it was true: Mr. M was Cam’s first crush. She wasn’t alone, either. Everyone loved Mr. M. All Nora’s friends, all Nora’s friends’ mothers. Even the eighty-year-old waitresses at the Blue Bird got a spring in their step when he walked in. Rhett Melchionda was Faber’s own force of nature. His hair was thicker, his smile was wider, his personality was bigger than anyone else’s. Asher wasn’t like that, which was why Cam had never thought of him as crush material. He was just… Asher. Nora’s big, weird brother.


So the thing that had happened between them in Mrs. Tenhope’s closet—what was that? An accident, Cam decided. A party foul.


And yet—her cheeks warmed at the thought—neither of them had been drinking. By the time Asher pulled up to the Tenhopes’ front stoop, everyone inside the house had been well on their way, but Cam had only had two sips of warm keg beer. In truth, she had been finding the party boring. She’d thought there would be games. Quarters, beer pong, something for her to compete in, but there was nothing.


“Hey,” Asher said when he saw Cam sitting alone on the steps. “What are you doing here?”


Cam shrugged. “Party hearty.”


“Huh,” Asher said. He was straddling his bike.


Since the last time Cam saw him riding, he’d added a wicker basket to the handlebars. A wicker basket. Like a grandma! She had to admire a guy who wore a pirate earring and rode a grandma bike and didn’t give a crap what anyone thought about it.


“What are you doing here?” Cam asked.


And Asher said, in all seriousness, “I’m having a paint emergency.”


“A paint emergency,” she repeated.


“Yup,” he said. “Is Mrs. T. home?”


It had taken Cam a moment, but then she remembered that Kyle’s mother was not only the high school art teacher but also a professional painter. “She’s in Vermont,” Cam told Asher. “Hence the party.”


“Right.” He nodded. “Rats.”


Rats, he’d said. Any other guy would have dropped the f-bomb.


“Just how serious is this paint emergency?” Cam asked—joking, of course, because it was a ridiculous question.


But Asher answered, “Life-or-death.”


So she said, “Well, then, I’ll help you.”


And he said, “Your mission, should you choose to accept it, is to find me some Tahiti Blue acrylic paint.”


And she said, “As always, should I or any of my force be caught or killed, the secretary will disavow any knowledge of my actions.”


Was that where it started, with the two of them quoting Mission: Impossible to each other like a couple of dorks? Cam didn’t know. All she knew was that she’d made Nora’s brother smile, which was something she had never done before. He was always so serious. Seeing the corners of Asher’s lips rise gave her a little jolt of pride.


“Come on,” she said. “Let’s go find Kyle.”


Asher parked his bike and followed Cam into the Tenhopes’ house. As they wove their way through the bodies—it seemed like half the high school was jammed into the living room—Asher shouted in Cam’s ear so she would hear him over Lady Gaga, “How many drunk teenagers does it take to screw in a lightbulb?”


“How many?” Cam shouted back.


“Two! One to hold the bulb steady and another to drink until the room spins!”


She laughed, not because the joke was so funny, but because she and Asher seemed to be the only sober people in the room. Aaron Mischke, the second-best pole vaulter in the state of New York, was wearing a yellow construction hat attached to two beer cans and was drinking through a tube. The Stampler twins had stripped off their shirts and were dancing on a coffee table. Someone was peeing out a window. Cam laughed because what she saw was so comical.


She hadn’t known, then, what was happening on the other side of town. She hadn’t known about her best friend drinking from a red cup and losing an entire chunk of her night. She hadn’t known about the three guys or the ninth hole or Adam Xu or the shitstorm that would follow. She hadn’t known how her friendship would be tested. All she knew, in that moment, was that she had a mission: to find Tahiti Blue acrylic paint.


They found Kyle in the far corner of the kitchen, pumping beer from a keg. His hair was freshly buzzed and he was wearing a “Faber Track & Field” tank top.


“Speedy!” he crowed when he saw Cam. He’d given her the nickname the season before, after she’d won the 200-meter at the Sequoia Valley invitational.


“Hey,” Cam said.


Kyle grabbed her arm and pulled her into a hug. His skin was warm and damp. His breath smelled beery. “You look hot! Like Zendaya!”


Cam looked nothing, nothing like Zendaya. But that’s what guys did sometimes. They tried to give compliments by comparing her to some black celebrity. Yara Shahidi. Amandla Stenberg.


“You look drunk,” Cam said, pulling away.


Kyle laughed. “Ha!” A steamy blast in her face. “I am!”


“Where does your mom keep her paint?”


“Huh?”


Cam tried again. “Where. Does. Your. Mom. Keep. Her. Paint? Asher. Needs. Some.”


“Hey, man,” Asher said, stepping forward to shake Kyle’s hand.


“Anaconda!” Kyle laughed again, spit flying through the air. “Dude! I thought you didn’t party!”


“I don’t. I’m working on an art project, and I ran out of paint. Your mom said I could—”


“Dudes!” Kyle yelled across the room. “It’s Anaconda!”


Drunken cheers erupted. “Anaconda!”


“What’s with the anaconda?” Cam asked Asher when they’d finally communicated to Kyle what they needed, and he had directed them, vaguely and cheerfully, through a back door.


“Melchionda Anaconda,” Asher said. “He’s called me that since third grade.”


“He’s big on nicknames,” Cam said.


“A real Shakespeare, that one,” Asher said. Then: “Careful on the steps. They’re steep.”


There was a narrow flight of stairs that led up to the second floor. The light in the stairway was dim, and there was no railing.


“Here,” Asher said, reaching back. “Just in case.”


Cam took his hand. “Thanks.”


Surely they’d held hands before, as kids. Playing blob tag. Jumping off the dock at Lake Moraine. But this—Asher’s eighteen-year-old fingers, strong and sure, wrapped around her own—made something happen in Cam’s throat. A catch of surprise. A rush of warmth. Then she caught herself: This was Nora’s brother.


As though he’d read her mind, Asher asked, “Is Nora here?”


“No,” Cam said. “She’s at the frat fair.” Instead of stopping there, she expelled breath she hadn’t known she was holding and said something she hadn’t known she was thinking: “We’re starting to want different things.”


“Yeah?” Asher said.


“Yeah. Completely.”


As soon as she spoke the words, she realized they were true. Cam didn’t know how to explain it, the feeling of restlessness that had begun to nibble at her. Nora seemed content to keep doing what the two of them had always done: movie nights and baking nights and game nights. The same old boring traditions: marching in the July Fourth parade, buying matching folders for school, riding the Yo-Yo. Cam used to like those things, too. But the sameness was beginning to wear on her. She had tried to inject some excitement into their lives once, at the end of ninth grade. It had been a boneheaded decision, in retrospect, to drink an entire bottle of Manischewitz from Becca Bomberg’s parents’ wine cellar—Nora had barfed her guts out—but at least it was something new and different. Novelty! That’s what Cam craved. Something unexpected. Something to set her on fire.


She and Asher reached Mrs. Tenhope’s bedroom: half sleep space, half art studio. Cream-colored walls, track lighting, easels. Works of art in various stages of completion tacked up everywhere, including a sketch of a nude woman, hanging over the king-size bed. A nude woman! Cam wasn’t shocked by the nakedness—or by the reminder that, after Kyle’s father died, Kyle’s mother had suddenly come out as a lesbian (it had been the talk of Faber for a while)—but walking into Mrs. T’s private sanctuary without her permission felt wrong. Cam was a trespasser. A burglar. The thought made her giddy. She and Nora’s brother prowled around the room, sliding out drawers, lifting lids.


“Aha!” Asher said finally. He had opened a closet, inside of which was a cabinet full of paint. Rows and rows of paint. Tubes, tubs, bottles. “Help me look,” he said.


Cam joined him in the closet. The paint colors had great names. Juneberry. Aster. Nacho Cheese.


Who knew how long they searched? Five minutes? Twenty? At some point Asher cried, “Jackpot!” and waved a bottle in the air. “Tahiti Blue, baby!” Then he reached into the pocket of his jeans and pulled out a ten-dollar bill, which he placed on the shelf.


“She would have just given it to me,” he said, “but… paint’s not cheap.”


He looked around until he found a scrap of paper and a stub of charcoal. Desperate measures, Mrs. T, he scrawled. Needed some tahiti blue. Thx. —Asher. He placed the note on the shelf beside the money. Then he looked at Cam and grinned. Again!


Cam stared at him. He was wearing a mustard-colored T-shirt with a ripped collar. It brought out the gold in his eyes.


“What?” he said.


She shook her head. “Nothing.”


“I know this is weird,” he said.


“What?”


“Having a paint emergency on a Friday night.” He shrugged, tucked a hank of hair behind his ear. “I’m a freak. I admit it.”


“No,” Cam said. “You’re a serious artist. I respect that.”


Asher looked at her. Really looked at her with those tiger eyes.


“Thanks,” he said. “For saying that. My dad thinks I’m wasting my life.”


Cam had spent enough time at the Melchiondas’ to know that Mr. M and Asher didn’t always get along. But Mr. M wasn’t in Mrs. Tenhope’s closet, so Cam could speak freely.


“You’re not wasting your life,” she said.


“You don’t think?”


“No.”


His face was thoughtful now. He looked so quintessentially Asher that Cam was overwhelmed by a sudden desire to hug him. Hug Nora’s brother! Her brain gave the order, and her arms obeyed.


It was a little awkward. Her nose rammed into his shoulder. She stepped away almost as quickly as she’d stepped toward him.


But then. Then.


Cam felt something warm on her face. It was… Asher’s hand, cupping her cheek. This was not a brotherly gesture. Cam was shocked, but she made herself keep breathing.


Innnn. Ouuuut.


Asher Melchionda’s hand on her cheek. Cupping it! This was crazy. And yet, it was happening. There, in Mrs. Tenhope’s closet full of paint, he bent down and pressed his lips to hers. Cam was 100 percent sober, but Asher’s kiss was like three slugs of Manischewitz straight from the bottle. When she came up for air, she felt warm and dizzy.


“Was that okay?” he said.


And she said, “Definitely.”


They kissed again. And again.


While they had been kissing, Nora had been passed out on the golf course, clueless to the three guys removing her underwear.


Now, Cam’s guilt was a boulder in her gut. She should have gone to the frat fair!


Nora was out of the bathroom and standing on Cam’s rug. She was fine, she said. She’d checked her body and hadn’t seen anything.


“You sure?” Cam said.


“I’m sure,” Nora said.


Cam thought about the phone in her back pocket.




Wow


Still reeling


No regrets





Should she come clean about hooking up with Asher? She and Nora had promised each other, back in sixth grade, always to tell the brutal truth, even if it hurt. They had vowed to share every boy-related detail, which was how Cam knew that Nora had tongue-kissed a Jersey boy named Evan Fendelbaum at Becca Bomberg’s bat mitzvah, and Nora knew that Cam had seen Kyle Tenhope’s erection through his swim trunks at the track team’s end-of-season pool party freshman year. But those things were different. Who cared about Evan Fendelbaum’s lizard tongue or Kyle Tenhope’s boner? Asher was Nora’s brother. Cam had to tell her about the kiss, right? Of course she did. And at some point, she definitely would. But not now. Now, Cam decided, was not the right moment.


“We should go to the police,” she said. “Or the hospital. They can test your blood or urine or whatever.”


Nora looked at her like she had three heads. “Are you insane?”


“No,” Cam said. “I’m logical.”


“No freaking way.”


“Nor,” Cam said, as gently as she could. “I’m pretty sure you got roofied. That’s why you can’t remember.”


“So?”


Now it was Cam’s turn to look horrified. “So?”


“I told you I’m fine,” Nora said. “I don’t need the whole town knowing I was passed out on the golf course.”


There were so many things Cam wanted to say, but Nora was being deaf to reason. “There is one person you need to see,” she said, “and that is nonnegotiable.”


“Who?” Nora said.


“Adam Xu. He deserves a thank-you.”
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