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To Blair Waldorf and every great pair of shoes she wears in every single book. You would hate these girls!







PART ONE


“This has been a day long in the making. Three years ago Miss Cecily Gardner and I, Liliane Bahnsen, first spoke of our dream to each other: to open a school for girls unlike any other institution already in existence. Now here we are, welcoming our very first group of students to the Gardner-Bahnsen School for Girls! We look forward to the adventure that surely awaits us all.”

—LILIANE BAHNSEN,

cofounder of the Gardner-Bahnsen School for Girls, Founders’ Speech, September 2, 1912
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WHEN MAX STEPS out of the car at the bottom of the school driveway, the itch that has been crawling under her skin for the past three months finally calms for a second. Home, she thinks, and inhales deep, like a smoker taking a delicious drag of nicotine. Back where she belongs.

The driver lifts her bags out of the trunk like they weigh nothing. They’re matte black, scuffed on the corners a little. Everything Max owns is a little something or other: a little cracked, a little old, a little broken. She was embarrassed the first year she came here, even if she didn’t admit it to herself, even though all the literature about the school oozed with the notion that the Gardner-Bahnsen School for Girls was different from most boarding schools. They took upward of ten, sometimes fifteen percent of their students on scholarship. Unspoken: So don’t worry about the girls with their two-thousand-dollar monogrammed luggage, because you won’t be the only one who doesn’t have it!

Some snotty part of her brain admonishes her. Don’t act like this place isn’t different. After all, that was what convinced Max she needed to be here, made her fill in all the forms by herself and ace the interview and then tell her bewildered parents that all they had to do was sign the paperwork. Gardner promised difference and delivered. Gardner girls don’t just take AP classes and SAT prep tests and play the elite-college-acceptance game. They do all that and learn to become sailors, proficient archers, swimmers with sinewy muscles. They learn how to build fires, construct shelters, survive off the land. Outsiders sometimes laugh at them, at the concept of these rich girls who could never want for anything learning how to survive with nothing. But Max has seen it close up, how those rich girls here always seem to have something else burning beneath their skin, so that they don’t mind ruining their manicures digging in dirt, how they will knock each other to the ground and finish off with a foot to the chest, just to win. And then there are girls like Max, who come from not a lot at all, who want more than the empty futures stretching out before them, who come to Gardner for access and achievement and that feeling that comes after you’ve thrown up every single thing inside you. What they all have in common is that drive, a willingness to push themselves to the brink, all in pursuit of greatness.

Max slides her phone into the black nylon bag slung across her body as the driver slams the trunk and gets back in the car, already driving away before she even gets to her bags. Four stars, she thinks, a little irritated that he didn’t offer to help get her bags off the gravel and onto the path at least. Then she rolls her eyes at herself. Spend enough time here, and at the eye-wateringly expensive camp she worked at all summer long, and some of those rich-bitch tendencies start to rub off. She’ll give him five stars, like she always does, to prove to herself that she hasn’t entirely forgotten where she comes from.

There are other cars lingering, letting other girls out, but nothing like the rush of last year. Final years, first years, and new girls get to move in a day before everybody else, so all Max can hear is the sniffles of the eleven-year-olds saying goodbye to their parents for the first time mixed with the all-knowing laughter and yells of her senior classmates.

Then one of those yells is aimed at her: “Wren! Wren, wait up!”

She looks up from her bags, her heart rate kicking up a notch. Brooke Nielsen is running over, long dark hair pushed back by sunglasses, and Max lets out a long, slow breath. It’s only Brooke. Brooke, she can handle.

“You know I fucking hate when you call me that,” Max says, finally hefting her bags onto the path.

“It’s your name, isn’t it?” Brooke says, the tease so over the top. “C’mon, Wren Maxwell, aren’t you happy to see me?”

“Happy to see you go,” Max says, but it’s only Brooke, and she’s no real threat to Max, never irritating enough to bring on Max’s actual wrath. “Are you ready?”

Brooke grins, those perfect shiny white teeth gleaming. Max does not tell anyone else how she has a weird thing about teeth, smiles. Like, she could think a girl was the most irritating, boring bitch, but if she had the right kind of smile Max would suddenly think she was so hot. Brooke does not need to be told that she’s hot; she’s conceited enough as it is. “Ready for our last year at this fucking place?” Brooke says. “Jesus Christ, yeah.”

“I was talking about the Cup,” Max says, and Brooke groans.

“Already with that shit? We just got here.” She takes the handle of one of Max’s cases and starts rolling it along the path. Max doesn’t have to ask where Brooke’s bags are—already magicked up to her room, by some person invisible to Brooke and girls like her.

“Yeah, for our last year, which means it’s time to find out which one of us will be the Tierney Cup champ.”

“If I say it’ll be you, will you shut the fuck up about it?”

“You’re going to miss all this when we’re gone,” Max says, and then kicks at the back of Brooke’s leg. “You’ll miss me, at least.”

“Please,” Brooke says. “I can’t wait until I don’t have to hear about the Cup ever again, or see your bitchy little face every day.” Then she laughs. “Instead I will just be seeing the various bitchy little faces of whatever new bitches I end up at college with.”

“Say bitch again,” Max says, and then they’re walking in silence, concentrating on steering their way along the path that loops around the imposing school entrance and up to the dorms. Whenever she talks like that—plays along with her friends who talk about how much they can’t wait to get to college—she feels bad for lying. But it’s the kind of lie you have to tell to survive here, because even though they all agree that Gardner really is different, and even though they all defend their school to those outsiders who criticize it, it’s still a little too much to admit that you love it. Too much for Max to admit that sometimes, she wishes she never had to leave this place.

Max loves the brick buildings that house their classrooms, the assembly hall with its rows of benches, the dining hall and its vaulted ceilings. She loves the dorms, how they hum with a particular kind of energy, how they go so quiet around exam time and then explode after. She loves the Washington air and the trees that cover so much of the 130-acre grounds, the ocean on one side of them and forest on the other. She loves the rabbits that plague the campus, fairy-tale charming until they’re not, until they’re targets for hunting practice. She loves that when they go into town, the locals always look at them in that certain way, as if they’re different. She loves that she is so far away from home that the place almost ceases to exist to her.

When they reach the dorm blocks, they go straight for the last building in the U shape that frames the grassy courtyard where they lie out in hot weather. OXFORD is spelled out in white metal letters over the entrance, and a girl sitting on the steps stands as she sees them. “About fucking time,” she says, launching herself first at Brooke, then at Max, dropping air kisses on their cheeks. “Safiya is already driving me insane.”

“Hi, Isobel,” Max says. “I’m not even going to ask how your summer was.”

“Good, because it was terrible.” Her accent has that lilt that Max has learned Isobel gets from spending time at the Delphy family’s château in France. “You’re so lucky you didn’t have to spend the whole break with your parents.”

Max smiles, the careful, practiced smile she reserves for these moments. Oh, so lucky to spend months running around after a bunch of spoiled brats who squealed if a fleck of dirt got on them and spoke to Max like she was their personal maid, instead of at the ancestral pile with zero responsibilities. “Yeah, camp was a blast. So fun! Totally not jealous of you at all!”

Isobel laughs, because nothing bothers her, but Brooke frowns. “Wait,” she says, reaching over and tugging on one of Max’s braids. “You didn’t go to Nora’s for the summer?”

Max winces—her braids are so fresh that they still hurt, her scalp throbbing dully. She brushes Brooke’s hand away and shrugs. “No, I told you. I need to fill out my résumé a little more. Camp counselor looks good on college apps.”

Brooke raises her eyebrows. “Oh, look at you, you little diligent student.”

“Can we go up?” Isobel says, the slightest whine in her voice. “I want to finish unpacking before dinner.”

Max is grateful for the out, not wanting Brooke to probe any further and figure out that camp is not the only reason Max didn’t go to Nora’s for the break. She realizes she’s rubbing the charm on her necklace a moment too late, when Brooke has already looked back and noticed, too.

But Max doesn’t give her time to say anything, instead grabbing her bags and dragging them up the steps. “Come on. I don’t want to miss dinner, either.”
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NORA SITS ON the edge of her new bed, in her new room, in their new dorm. If she kicks her leg out, it touches nothing but air. Not like the last six years, where she could kick Max’s bed from her own.

She looks around, taking in exactly how much more space there is when it’s just one person. One desk, one closet, one bed. It’s a privilege, of course; only final year girls get their own rooms, like a reward for putting in the work of sharing the space through all those earlier years. Before, Nora had been looking forward to this moment, the way all her friends had, too—Brooke saying she couldn’t wait to not have Isobel’s coat collection taking up most of the closet, Safiya saying she looked forward to going to sleep without her roommate, Vina Kashian, reciting Latin out loud. Max pinching her side and saying she was most excited about getting to decorate her way, not Nora’s.

Now it feels wrong. Too empty, too alone.

Nora isn’t stupid. She knows it’s not about the room but about everything else. What happened at the end of last school year, before summer, the first summer she and Max had spent apart since they met at move-in six years ago. Sitting on the edge of another bed in a different room, no light but the string of pink bulbs that wrapped around her headboard and up to the curtain rod, spilling her stupid idiot feelings with all the confidence of a stupid idiot. I don’t want to just be your friend, Max. I feel something else. You feel it, too. I know. I know it. Max, I’m in love with—

The door flies open and Nora jumps up, pressing a hand to her chest. “Jesus Christ,” she says. “You scared the shit out of me.”

“Language, please,” her mom says. “Is that really what I’m paying all this money for them to teach you?”

She’s smiling when she says it, so Nora knows it’s nothing more than teasing, but she can’t bring herself to play along, play the good little Nora part her mom expects. There’s too much wrong with her to do it. And besides, she hasn’t been that Nora for a long time, the prissy little insecure baby who had no idea who or what she was. Gardner toughened her up. Max toughened her up.

The problem is that maybe Max broke her again, too.

“Don’t slam the door open and I won’t have to say shit,” Nora tells her mother, and then sits on the bed again.

Her mom tuts. “You’re wrinkling the bedding—”

“It’s a bed, Mom, people generally mess them up.”

“Oh, aren’t we smart today.”

Nora rolls her eyes. “Mom, please.”

“Nora—” Her mom stops short, and her fingers twist the eternity ring on her left hand around and around, the stones cool against her warm brown skin.

Nora watches her mom’s action and wonders what there is to say to break the silence. All summer long it was like this, every little thing her mom did irritating her, every word Nora said to her mom seemingly the wrong thing. Once upon a time Nora would have run to her mom and recounted every last word of that fight she and Max had ended the year on, sobbing into her lap.

That was old Nora, though. Pre-Gardner Nora, and now she doesn’t want to tell her mom anything, didn’t even want her to come up to the dorm but lost that battle.

“Thank you for helping with my bags,” Nora says now, and the cue is audible: Now you can leave. Bye!

There’s a second where her mom’s face crumples and it looks like she might be the one to burst into tears, but then it passes and she’s back to the pristine demeanor that keeps her clients from ever having to make it to a courtroom, the formidable Alicia McQueen. “I can barely believe it,” she says. “It feels like just yesterday we were bringing you here for the first time, and now it’s your last year.”

“I know,” Nora says, and then, as a gesture of kindness, she stands and leans in, wrapping her arms around her mother’s waist. “It won’t be too long before I’m home again.”

They stay like that for a minute, Nora tucked where she always fit on her mother, the tickle of her mom’s always perfectly pressed dark hair against her cheek. The more time they spend apart, the more Nora sees the differences between them: her mom’s skin deep brown and luminous, Nora’s lighter and cool. Her mom’s hair dyed to her natural dark, hiding any hint of gray, Nora’s an ashy blond, inherited from her grandmother on her dad’s side. Her mom wanting to pull Nora close, while Nora pushes her further and further away. Except in her weakest moments, like this. Those same moments in which she wonders about giving up on this place and running back home where she wouldn’t have to deal with the fallout of her actions, where she could retreat into the cocoon of home and the old friends she always hated, who always hated her even though they pretended not to, the school they all go to that doesn’t challenge anyone at all, not in any real way.

Nora lets herself sink a second longer, inhaling her mom’s perfume, and then she puts an end to all of it. Straightens up, steel in her spine, resolve in her bones. “Thanks for helping,” she says again. “I should start unpacking.”

Her mom takes the cue this time and leaves, although she calls back to Nora along the corridor as she goes—“I’ll text once I’ve landed” and “Make sure that coat gets to the dry cleaners” and “Tell Max I’m sorry I missed her.”

Nora glances both ways along the corridor as her mom finally disappears from view, wondering if Max heard that. Is she already here, in her room, keeping hidden from Nora? Is she somewhere else on campus, putting off the inevitable? Is she still on the bus?

She steps back into her room and closes the door, the noise of other girls moving in suddenly quieted. It used to be that Nora knew where Max was, always, because usually she was right by her side—stealing blueberry muffins from the dining hall, writing papers in that fourth-floor window seat in the library, shooting at the archery range long after everyone else had left. Sleeping in their twin beds, breaths synced up and everything.

She leans against the door, forehead pressing against the wood, and closes her eyes. In the dark her fingers go to her necklace, sliding the pearl-and-gold N back and forth along the chain. “It’s going to be okay,” she whispers to herself, and then feels her lip curl into a snarl, teeth gritted. Oh, so fucking sad and pathetic. When did she become—revert to—the kind of girl who whispers positive little platitudes to herself? No, it is not going to be okay: this year is going to be the best, like every year is, because she is one of the best girls at the best school and she can take a beating. That’s all it is, this shit between her and Max, a beating she needs to get over.

Before she can change her mind she flings the door wide open again, the universal signal to let others know they can come in. The door opposite opens, and there’s Safiya, and they laugh at the same moment, each taken a little by surprise. Nora speaks first, pointing somewhere behind Safiya’s shoulder. “Shut up,” she says. “You’re in there?”

“Can’t get away from you if I tried, I guess,” Safiya says, and then she crosses the tiny distance between their rooms and throws her bony arms around Nora’s neck. “How was summer?”

“Boring as shit,” Nora says as they release each other. “Yours?”

“My parents hired a college prep advisor for me,” Safiya says. “Very smart, very driven, and very hot. But she was in the city, which so sadly meant I had to leave the Hamptons and my darling parents to go back and you know, prep and shit.”

“How horrible for you,” Nora says. “And was she good at prepping you?”

“Oh, the best,” Saf says, and she closes her eyes, a dreamy smile taking over her face.

Nora laughs. “Okay, back to earth, please.”

“Let a girl reminisce, god.” Safiya flips her shiny dark hair over her shoulder. “I’m starving. You think the dining hall’s open yet? Maybe we should just go see.”

Nora’s already grabbing her phone. “Anything to not unpack,” she says, and then they’re walking and it happens too fast, not enough time or space to give Nora warning, as they turn the corner and almost crash right into her.

Max.

It’s not like time slows or the moment stretches or any of that shit people say when they retell their heartbreak stories, mining them for tortured writings and lovestruck songs. It’s two seconds, maybe three, as Nora and Max lock eyes. Nora has to try not to look away, show too much weakness. She doesn’t want to take Max in, her braids half tied back off her face, her gray tank with no bra, her hands with bitten nails and that annoying thumb ring she insists on wearing. Nora doesn’t want to take it in nor does she have to, because she’s memorized every molecule of Max over the last six years.

It’s two seconds, maybe three, and then Max looks past Nora and says, “Hey, Saf.” And then she keeps on moving, like Nora wasn’t even there, like she never even mattered at all.

Nora does not look back after her. She runs her tongue along the edge of her teeth, remembers how it feels to bite down. Fine. If this is how Max wants it, this is how it will be.

“Come on.” Nora takes Safiya’s hand, keeping her voice light. “We have places to be.”
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TEDDY’S MOTHER SWATS at her legs. “I told you to wear tights.”

“It’s ninety degrees. Why would I be wearing tights?” Teddy uncrosses her legs and smooths her skirt over her thighs. “Better?”

Her mother only sniffs.

Teddy tips her head back to stare at the ceiling. She blinks. Tiles that were once white, peppered with holes and a ring of rust-ish red about two inches over from where the pendant light hangs. It seems wildly out of place, a cheap, flimsy ceiling in this plush, quiet office, at this plush, quiet school. There’s always something, she’s learned: always a sign somewhere in these schools of the shit they’d rather keep hidden. At her last school it was the locker rooms, the damp smell of mold seeping out from behind the gunmetal lockers. At the one before that, it was the broken clock tower, hands permanently stuck at midnight. No matter how well these places present themselves, there’s going to be something they can’t quite hide, and Teddy always enjoys watching the way people pretend the problem doesn’t exist.

Which, coincidentally, is what her parents are hoping to do right now, by sending her off to yet another boarding school.

“When Dr. Thompson asks you about Harbor—”

“I’ll tell her I am deeply regretful of my actions and understand better now how my behavior impacts other people,” Teddy says. “Is that okay? Is that good? You like that?”

Her mother sighs, and there’s such a heaviness to it, such exhaustion, that Teddy thinks about feeling guilty. But then the feeling passes, and she resumes her normal state of irritation. It’s not her fault she got kicked out of the last school, and the two before that. She just gets bored sometimes. She gets bored and then she gets tired, and then the trouble starts, and so she does whatever she has to to stave it all off. Sometimes that shit ends up getting her in a little trouble.

Okay, big trouble.

Her mother has pulled out a compact and is dabbing powder on her forehead, the shine disappearing with each little pat of the puff covered in deep brown powder. “I don’t think you quite understand the severity of the situation you’ve put us all in,” she says, and snaps the compact shut. “There is no next time this time. There is no other school that will take you when this one doesn’t work out. This is it, Theodora.”

“I get it! Best behavior,” Teddy says, and she draws a cross over her heart, her long pink nails snagging on the silk of her camisole.

Her mother opens her mouth to reprimand her once more but then the door opens and a woman Teddy assumes is Dr. Thompson—the headmistress—sweeps in. “Hello, welcome!” she says as she takes her seat in the big, dark green leather chair behind the big, polished wood desk. “My apologies for keeping you waiting. Always so much going on during move-in.”

“No apology necessary,” Teddy’s mother says, and shoots a look at Teddy like Sit up straight. Or maybe it says I can’t believe I ended up with you as a daughter. Teddy has always wondered why they didn’t stop after one, let themselves be satisfied with her older sister, Cassandra. Really, all of this is their fault for forcing Teddy into this world. She never asked to be alive.

Dr. Thompson jiggles the mouse and nods at something on the screen of her computer before looking at Teddy. “You must be Theodora.” She holds her hands out wide. “Welcome to the Gardner-Bahnsen School for Girls. It’s always such a pleasure to welcome another generation back to the school.”

If this were her first time on the carousel, Teddy would say that this woman doesn’t look like what she imagined a headmistress at an expensive boarding school to look like. This is school number four, though, and so she knows that actually Dr. Thompson falls right on the middle of the scale, not all military-inspired brusqueness but not new age, nurturing hippy teacher, either. She’s white—duh, they’re always white—and shorter than Teddy by probably seven inches, maybe more, wearing what Teddy assumes is an off-duty look of dark jeans and a long-sleeve white top with a tiny wreath of green and gold leaves embroidered on the left. School insignia, Teddy already knows. Her eye catches on a black blazer hung on a hook beside a different door from the one Dr. Thompson came through. How long did this woman deliberate over her outfit today, Teddy wonders. Does she wear the same thing every move-in day? Does she look at herself in the mirror and go yes, girl, you got it! before she comes to the office each day? Teddy imagines the decor in her house: her prized doctorate pride of place, Ikea furniture painted fun and different colors, posters of little phrases some teacher with a side hustle sells, the kind you have to print yourself, dotted around her house in seashell-covered picture frames. Just Be Cool. I’d Rather Be Introverting. Tomorrow Is a New Day. Keep Your Head, Heart, and Standards High.

It’s only when Teddy’s mother clears her throat that Teddy realizes she’s completely zoned out, and Dr. Thompson is waiting for her to say something. “Oh,” Teddy says, spinning into action. “Oh, I’m so excited to be here. I’m really looking forward to getting to know everyone and making the most of the opportunity I’ve been given.”

Dr. Thompson glances back at the screen and then at Teddy again, her neatly groomed eyebrows lifting slightly. “I should think so,” she says. “If I were to put it kindly, I would say you don’t have the… cleanest track record. And if I were to say it how I really think—you’ve abused your time at three other excellent schools and left more than a little chaos in your wake. So I hope you do know that this isn’t just any old opportunity you’ve been given. It’s a pretty big one, that a lot of people pulled a lot of strings for. You’d better keep that in mind as you make your way here.”

Teddy straightens up in her seat. Maybe she didn’t completely nail her appraisal of this woman. It’s been a while since she had a good sparring partner. “I didn’t ask anyone to pull any strings.”

“Of course you didn’t.” Dr. Thompson lays her hands neatly on the desk. “I know you don’t want to be here, but you are here. Because you have people who care about you, and care about your future, and don’t want to see you go any further down the path it seems you’re on. And because your grandmother was one of the finest students to walk these halls, we are willing to give you the chance to honor her legacy.”

Legacy? All she does is wear Chanel suits and plan dinners, Teddy thinks. Her grandmother—her father’s mother—used to be someone interesting, before she gave up her job in advertising decades ago to do what all the other women in their circle did, attending brunches and lunches and charity functions. Whenever they see her, there’s always a second of hesitation before she says Teddy’s name, and maybe it’s that she hates the shortening of Theodora or maybe it’s that she feels the exact same way as Teddy’s mother: I can’t believe I ended up with you as a granddaughter.

Teddy can sense her mother glaring at her and so she nods at Dr. Thompson. “I understand,” she says, and she really does mean it. Everybody in her life seems to think that she fucks up for fun, when that couldn’t be further from the truth. If Teddy could not fuck up, if she were physically capable of doing anything else, she would. Last night, in the hotel, she couldn’t sleep and sometime around three a.m. she started to cry and then she did the thing she hates, the thing that happens when she hates herself. She started wishing. I wish I were normal. I wish I didn’t have this black hole inside me. I wish I could go to Gardner and meet some nice girls and be a nice girl and not cause trouble and not ruin anything and I could be a girl people like and I could be a better daughter and a good sister and just be anything but the person I really am.

She has tried to explain the black hole many times, to her mother, her father, her sister, teachers, former friends, a school therapist once. It’s like it exists inside me and I’m standing on the edge of it, at the same time. This big, yawning, cavernous hole of nothing that wants to suck me in. Sometimes I’m far from the edge, sometimes I’m right there, like when you stand on a cliff looking out over the ocean, but there’s no ocean underneath. It’s just… nothing. A void. And I can’t feel anything, because the black hole sucks it all away before I can even get to it, so the only chance I have is to make something bigger than the hole. So I pull the fire alarm, and I crash a car racing on the highway, and I cheat, and I steal, and I blow things up because if it’s big enough, the explosion pulls me back from the edge.

She says all that and then whoever she’s said it to shakes their head like they’re so sick of her bullshit, and then—here she is. Another school, another fresh start, another set of instructions to not fuck up this time, as if Teddy does it all for fun.

Her mother reaches over now and pats Teddy’s knee. “I know you can be better,” she says. “That’s all we’re asking.”

Better. Best. Perfect.

Teddy fixes a rigid smile on her face. “I got it,” she says. “I got it.”
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AT DINNER THERE’S this excited energy in the air—not because they’re all back, but because now it’s their chance to pick the tables they’ll sit at for the rest of the year, taking the best ones for themselves before everyone else arrives tomorrow. So stupid, Max thinks, but charitably, because of course she’s fucking excited, too.

The only thing putting a dampener on it is Nora, of course.

“Hurry up,” Isobel calls back, leading their little line snaking through the tables. Isobel, then Nora, Safiya, Brooke, and Max bringing up the rear. She hadn’t known what to say when Isobel had banged on her open door and told her they were all going down. Like—Oh wait, is Nora going, too? Because if she’s going, then I don’t wanna go. Of course she wasn’t going to say that, but that meant she’d had no choice but to come out into the hall where they were all waiting, and there was Nora doing her sad little bird-with-a-broken-wing face again.

Isobel slides her tray onto the table that they all agreed last year was the absolute best spot in the room—full view of the main doors, so you could watch everyone coming in and out; far enough away from the food that you didn’t have to sit with the smell of bad Brussels sprouts; close enough to the incongruous vending machine so Diet Coke was always accessible. “Victorious,” she says, throwing her head back and laughing. Everything Isobel does, she does knowing that everybody is watching her, the star actress of their year.

“You put up a good fight,” Max says, taking the seat across from Isobel. She looks up, catching Nora’s gaze for only a second, before she looks at Safiya and says, “Saf, c’mon.”

It’s an interruption in their usual rhythm, a break in the pattern, Max knows, and it tips them all off-balance for a moment. She can see it ticking over in their brains: But Max and Nora always sit together at dinner. So why would Max tell Saf to sit by her? What’s going on?

Max picks up her fork and begins stabbing at her salad. If she pretends everything is normal, then they will pretend everything is normal. That’s at least one thing she’s learned at Gardner: these girls with their good breeding and polished manners always let that take over when they’re not sure what to do. So of course Safiya sits down beside her, and then the others sit and it’s over, done.

Max shoves a forkful of arugula into her mouth and chews. This is not what she planned on. She had thought—hoped—that the summer apart would be enough. Nora could get over herself and whatever feelings she claimed to have, and by the time school started they would see each other again and Nora would apologize and Max would tell her to forget it and just let everything go back to normal. But then she actually saw Nora, and the look on her face told her instantly that she was wrong. So wounded, like Max had hurt her on purpose. Max was the one who should have been hurt, really. To find out your best friend isn’t actually your best friend? To find out she’s concocted some world in which everything you say has another meaning, and everything you do has to be examined, and to be told that actually, she’s pretty sure you are in love with her, too? God, it was just really fucking stupid of Nora. All of it was so stupid and exactly the kind of shit that Max did not have time for. Nora was supposed to be the one person who knew that about Max, who understood that she had plans, and goals, and couldn’t let herself be bogged down in the kind of drama their friends enjoyed. Nora was supposed to understand that Max did not have time to hear that her best friend was in love with her.

But she could have looked past all of it, if Nora had sucked it the fuck up and come back normal. That was why Max had been nervous about seeing her, although of course she would never have admitted that to anyone. But then she’d seen her in the corridor with Safiya, and it was clear to Max from the way Nora stopped and just… stared, that things were not going back to normal. Instead it seems like she wants to drag it out, and so that means things have to change. They can’t sit together. They can’t be Max-and-Nora anymore.

Brooke elbows Isobel. “New girl,” she says, loud enough for all of them to hear, and their heads whip up from their plates, immediately searching.

Max is grateful for the distraction, and also not above curiosity. “Where?”

“Corner table,” Brooke says, and they turn as one. Brooke is correct: the girl setting her stuff down at maybe the worst table, in the corner of the dining hall that the sun never quite hits, is indeed new, someone they’ve never seen before. Max takes in the girl’s long dark hair, those seventies flicked-out bangs, the silky top with one thin strap falling off her bronzed brown shoulder. Hot, she thinks, and turns back to face the girls.

“Do we know anything?”

Isobel scrapes a spoon across the foil lid of the yogurt she eats at every single meal. “Hmm,” she says, sucking on the spoon. “I did hear something about a legacy transfer.”

“I heard she’s in our year,” Safiya says. “Which means something happened, because why else would you transfer senior year?”

“I heard she got kicked out of her last school for running a cheating ring,” Brooke says. “Or, she cheated on her boyfriend in a sex ring. Something like that.”

“Well, I heard she was in the woods with Goody Proctor,” Nora says, her tone sour.

Max eyes her. Interesting, that this is the first thing she has to say for herself. “Sorry if this is beneath you,” Max says, and she knows that Nora knows this exchange is not about the fucking new girl.

“It’s just boring.” Nora pushes her chair back noisily and stands up. “I’m so bored of all of this. I’m going back to my room.”

She takes her tray and leaves without a look back. Brooke reaches across the table and pinches Max’s arm. “Okay, what is going on with you two?”

Max watches as Nora tosses her uneaten dinner and marches out of the hall, her soft blond curls bouncing as she goes. “Nothing,” Max says, shrugging. See how easy it was to say it? Nothing. Everything Nora told her last year? Nothing. Her supposed romantic feelings for Nora? Nothing.

She turns back and smiles. “She’ll get over it.”
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IF THIS WERE her first time being the new girl at school, maybe Teddy would find the stares and the completely unsubtle whispering uncomfortable. But she knows how this goes: she’s a little shiny toy for them, something to brighten the monotony of the usual back-to-school routines. They’ll be assessing her, wondering what value she might bring them, coming up with their own versions of her past. Sometimes the stories are more exciting than the truth; sometimes they’re so far off she can’t help but laugh.

At dinner on the first night she goes down by herself, leaving her single room on the third floor of the senior dorm without waiting for the student guide who has been “assigned” to her. Fuck that, she thought when Dr. Thompson mentioned it in her office. I don’t need a babysitter.

It does occur to her, briefly, as she’s waiting in line for some kind of tomato tart and roasted chicken, that perhaps ditching her guide is not the kind of thing a well-behaved, starting-over Teddy should do. But by then it’s too late. So she sits by herself in the back and acts like she doesn’t mind eating with a hundred eyes on her, and then when she’s done eating she goes back to the dorm. Along the hall some girls have already hung little whiteboards with their names drawn on: Lauren and Sage to either side of her room, Josette and Freya across the way. She contemplates her own blank door and wonders if maybe she should do the same. She wonders if any of these girls will write her messages, if she could be friends with any of them. It’s not that it’s hard for her to make friends, just that it’s hard to keep them, especially when they realize that by being in her orbit they’re inevitably going to get in some kind of trouble.

Not this time, she reminds herself. She’s going to be good this year. Find some new, different way to deal with the black hole.

So she goes into her room and spends the rest of the night unpacking, tucking her underwear into the drawers and hanging her new uniforms in the closet, before watching a movie on her laptop and passing out.

On Sunday she has to meet with Dr. Thompson’s assistant to fill out paperwork and take a tour of the campus, one thing she can’t get out of. It’s move-in day for the rest of the school, and Teddy can hear the chaos of it wherever the assistant—Ms. Archibald—takes her. Screams outside the art building. Cheers over at the science block. Somebody crying, echoing all the way up to the top floor of the library. It’s all she can focus on because everything else is boring. Like, no, she doesn’t care about how old the buildings are, or how Gardner-Bahnsen prides itself on being different, or hearing the story of the two women who founded this school yet again. It’s a rich kid school for rich kids, she thinks. She’s been to many of them and no matter how different they say they are, how special, how historic, in the end they’re all the same: a bunch of neurotic overachievers mixed with slackers whose parents’ money makes up what their SAT scores lack, and a few scholarship kids thrown in for good measure.

On Monday she wakes up at an ungodly hour and dresses in her uniform for the first time: white polo, dark green plaid pleated skirt, gray cardigan with that Gardner insignia on the left chest shoved into her bag because it’s still too hot. She’s just sliding her feet into her new black satin ballet flats when there’s a knock at the door. Teddy takes a deep breath. Really, two days is as long as she could get away with ignoring every other girl on this floor.

So she pastes a smile on her face and opens the door to a white girl with perfect red hair. “Hi,” the girl says before Teddy can even open her mouth. “You’re Theodora, right? I’m Freya. We’re going down to assembly now if you wanna walk with us.”

It’s only then that Teddy notices the other two girls hovering somewhere behind the redhead. “Sure,” Teddy says, the word leaving her mouth before she’s actually decided. “Let me just get my bag.”

The hall where assembly is held is in the school’s main building (“erected in 1922, designed by founder Cecily Gardner’s father, Thomas Nightingale Gardner!” Ms. Archibald had trilled). Teddy takes in the old brick, odd little faces carved out of stone sitting tucked between arches. The big doors are wide open and a steady stream of girls walk through, disappearing into the cavernous insides. The younger girls look like overgrown baby animals, not quite fitting right into their own bodies, uniforms either too small or too big, too short or too long, absolutely nothing in between. The older girls look bored already, well versed in Gardner’s rituals and schedules. Teddy follows the girls from her dorm and as they hop up the steps to go in, a wave of exhaustion slaps into her. Another year, another school. Another day. It’s the idea of all the performing she’s going to have to do, putting on a nice smile and trying to convince everyone here that she can be one of them, when in reality she has no interest in that at all. It’s the idea of all the performing, shoving down her instincts and the desire to hold her palm over a Bunsen burner flame for a little too long, or pull a wad of gum out of her mouth and shove it into the nearest person’s hair, or take off all her clothes and throw herself into the frigid water that borders the school grounds. She can feel the promise she made her mother fading deep into the background already, the promises she’s made herself—not ten seconds ago, even—turning to ash. This is the other problem. She can say all the right things and maybe even act right for a few days but then that thing inside her that sends her clawing for survival comes screaming awake and here she is. Bored, ready to snap.

“Theodora?”

It takes Teddy half a second longer than it should to realize she is being called. She looks up and finds Freya and the other two girls whose names she doesn’t yet know waiting expectantly by the doors. “I’m coming,” she says, her fingers finding a loose thread on the waist of her skirt and beginning to pull at it. “Also, it’s Teddy. Not Theodora.”

Freya nods, her smile unchanging. “Got it,” she says. “Come on, we don’t want to be late.”

But once they’re inside, after they’ve walked through the corridor with black-and-white checkered tile echoing with a hundred footsteps and are about to step into the actual assembly hall, Teddy feels a tug on her arm. She whips around, about ready to bite a head off, but then she sees Ms. Archibald and tucks her teeth away. “Is something wrong?” Teddy says right away, conscious that Freya and the others have stopped to watch. “Are we late or something?”

“Oh no,” Ms. Archibald says, and waves the others off. “We just need you up front, not with the other final years. Carry on, girls,” she says, to Freya’s back. “You, come with me.”

Teddy’s mouth opens but nothing comes out, and instead she lets herself be shepherded inside the hall but not to the rows in the back where Freya and what she assumes is the rest of the senior class is sitting, but to a row of chairs placed along the wall, facing into the crowd of girls. There are a handful of other girls sitting there and then Ms. Archibald says, “Here you go. Take a seat here and Dr. Thompson will call you up when it’s time to be introduced!”

Teddy blinks. “Introduced?” she repeats, but the headmistress’s assistant is already gone, taking her place on the low stage, leaving Teddy behind.

And because she doesn’t know what else to do, she sits. Introduced? As in, paraded onto the stage with what she now assumes are the other transfer students, in front of the entire school?

“Fucking Gardner,” she says under her breath, and folds her arms across her chest, and waits.

It’s mostly a very boring, very standard welcome assembly. Dr. Thompson stands behind a lectern and tells everyone that it’s going to be a great year, that they have a new dinner menu in the dining hall, and that Family Weekend is in five weeks. She drones on some more and Teddy stops listening, gazing around the assembly hall instead. There are something like two hundred girls at Gardner, and on paper it doesn’t seem like a lot but in their uniformed rows, it looks to Teddy like there could be a thousand of them. She squints toward the back, half-heartedly trying to locate Freya—not like she cares, but she at least could pretend to. Her gaze moves across the row, noting Freya’s red hair and then moving past her, another oblivious face, another oblivious girl—

But then she locks eyes with someone. It’s only a second, the girl with braids and a tight look on her face quickly averting her gaze. Teddy smirks. Won’t that be fun for her, later? After assembly, she can tell all her little friends that she made eye contact with the new girl, wow!

Teddy sighs and is about to turn back to Dr. Thompson when, for the first time since she got to this school, she sees something worthy of her attention.

Two seats down from the girl with the pinched face, there’s another girl. She’s chewing her bottom lip and staring at the stage under heavy lids. These soft, ashy-blond coils circle her face, turning her angelic. Cherubic. Except the length of her skirt is anything but pure, revealing a large expanse of golden brown dimpled thigh.

Teddy shifts in her seat, crossing her own legs. She only really finds fat girls hot, especially in short, short skirts. She closes her eyes and imagines this girl blowing candy-colored bubbles, her tongue flicking baby-blue gum.

She opens her eyes and watches as the girl leans over and whispers something to her neighbor, both of them trying and failing to keep grins off their faces.

Somewhere inside her Teddy feels the black hole contract just a little, a sense of balance a little closer in reach. A girl, she thinks. No—not a girl. That girl. I feel like a chase.

Up onstage Dr. Thompson clears her throat. Teddy does look back now, remembering suddenly that she’s supposed to go up there, and thinking this is the moment. But instead of saying something about welcoming new students, Dr. Thompson says, “Now. It’s time to talk about…” And she pauses, her fingers tightening on the lectern and a knowing smile on her face. “The Tierney Cup.”
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THEIR WHOLE SECTION bursts into whispers as soon as Dr. Thompson mentions the Cup.

Nora has to force herself not to look for Max, exchange the same excited glances they have every other year before this, when they got to this same part of the welcome assembly. Every year Dr. Thompson introduces the Cup again, and every year before now Nora and Max have had to sit back and listen and wait, because it wasn’t their time yet. Wasn’t Max’s time, really—she was the one more obsessed, always talking about when they would be final years and finally she would be eligible to compete.

Now, Nora realizes, she herself won’t be any kind of part of it. Even if Max makes it in, Nora won’t be her cheerleader anymore.

Dr. Thompson holds her hands up, and instantly the whispers cease. “Thank you,” she says, smiling out at them like she’s just as excited, like she revels in the power the Cup brings her. “For our incoming students and anyone who may need a reminder: the Tierney Cup is a tournament, reserved for those of you in your final year here at Gardner-Bahnsen. The Cup is named for one of our brightest stars, Maeve Tierney, who captained Gardner’s diving team to back-to-back titles in 1947 and went on to earn three world titles and two Olympic medals, as well as become a pioneering physicist. Maeve embodied precisely what it means to be a Gardner girl, adhering to the founding principles that this school was built on: to be academically excellent, yes, but also to possess great strength, ingenuity, survival skills, and determination. The tournament both challenges students to demonstrate their own capabilities and honors the guiding values that separate our school from the rest.”

At this point some girls start to applaud, and somewhere down front someone whistles. Nora only nods. She knows this speech by heart, knows each and every one of Maeve Tierney’s accomplishments. She knows exactly what Dr. Thompson will say next: Entry is restricted to final year students only. There are seven competitor positions; those of you who wish to sign up may simply write your name on the sheet outside my office. On the rare chance that only seven students sign up, they will all be entered, but as always we expect there to be more aspiring competitors than spots, so names will be drawn at random after the sign-up period is finished. You have until Thursday to sign up. Names will be drawn on Friday morning and announced during a special assembly.

Safiya leans over as Dr. Thompson pauses, like she’s letting the weight of what she’s said sink in. “And then you can all start eating each other alive,” Saf whispers.

Nora swats at her. “It’s not that bad.” Well. Not always that bad. There was that girl in their first year who shattered her collarbone and had to leave school to recover. But it was never proven that her climbing rope had been cut. And then there was that incident a few years before Nora had arrived at Gardner, when the front-runner to win had ended up almost being shot with an arrow. Key world: almost.

“The tournament will begin in late October. That’s six weeks away,” Dr. Thompson is saying now. “For those of you who will be competing, those intervening weeks are best used for training. For everybody else…” She holds her hands up again. “Enjoy the show! Now…”

Nora tunes out again. The Cup, the Cup. It has loomed so large in their lives ever since she came to Gardner. It was partly why she had even chosen Gardner out of the boarding schools her parents had picked out for her—this was not just a normal, prissy school, but one that taught girls a whole raft of other shit. Archery, sailing, open water swimming, diving, climbing, how to build a fucking fire and keep yourself alive for three days out in the wilderness. It was a world away from the school she would have gone to if she stayed home, with all the other kids she’d already gone through elementary with, who Nora had never felt comfortable around. She was always too much something for them—too serious, too smart, too fat. Always a second too slow in laughing at their jokes, always too uncertain and self-conscious to feel at ease during sleepovers or pool parties.

Faced with the prospect of a further seven years feeling the exact same way around the exact same people, Nora had been somewhat relieved when her parents started talking about boarding school. And then she’d been sitting in her brand-new dorm room when her brand-new roommate walked in. Nora McQueen and Wren Maxwell, nestled next to each other alphabetically and now physically, for the rest of their time at Gardner. Max had shown up all by herself, no parents carrying her bags or fussing over her as she unpacked on her side and made herself at home. Nora had looked at Max with envy and wished she were the kind of girl who could do shit alone. And then, with Max’s help, she had become that girl. Max didn’t find her too much. They were the exact same level of serious, like the rest of their classmates, like Safiya and Isobel and the others who they made friends with early on. Back home Nora had always been the biggest girl in her dance and gymnastics classes, feeling like a giant next to her skinny little classmates flinging themselves around. At Gardner she was still bigger than most of the other girls but suddenly it didn’t matter so much, because here they had to climb and swim out beyond the break and other things that asked for little delicateness and far more strength and bone-deep grit. Here she stood out for good reasons, for reasons of her own making: winning the interschool archery trophy in her third year, being part of the robotics team in fourth year, having one of her narrative nonfiction pieces accepted into a Seattle journal last year. She had written about the complications of coming out, because she knew people liked to read that sort of shit even though her real feelings on coming out were far more fraught than most people had the capacity for and she had, in reality, chosen not to formally sit her parents down and tell them she was a lesbian, because she had always known and why couldn’t they always know it, then, too?

She has to work so hard to stop from turning to seek Max out. Max had proofread that piece for her and even given it praise, a half-raised brow and a single, astute comment: “They’re going to eat it up.” That, in Max terms, was the highest praise and Nora had pretended it didn’t make her stomach flip, because that was when she was still ignoring how her feelings for Max had changed. Now, of course, they can’t ignore anything anymore, and Nora wonders who will be the one cheering Max on during the Cup.

If she gets in.

Safiya leans over again. “I’m going to put my name down,” she whispers.

Nora blinks. “For the Cup?” It comes out loud in her surprise, and gains her a disapproving look from Mr. Gordon, the ancient English teacher they all secretly love because of his stories about being gay in New York in the eighties. She tucks her head and lowers her voice. “You want to compete?”

“I wanna win,” Safiya whispers ferociously, and then they both laugh, hands pressed over their mouths. “Seriously, though,” Saf whispers again. “It would just look so good on my résumé, you know?”

Nora nods, even though she knows it’s a bullshit reason. The Tierney Cup doesn’t have much impact on college acceptances, not with how late it comes in their school career. That’s part of why they like it—it’s not about college apps, or scholarships, or adding yet another string to an already overloaded bow. It’s about proving you, out of all the girls you’ve spent the last six years with, are the best. The strongest. The most willing to bare her teeth.

She tunes back in to what’s happening up front. Dr. Thompson says something about welcoming new transfer students and then a line of scared faces in staticky-new uniforms tiptoe tentatively onstage. It’s half a dozen younger girls and Nora is about to switch to staring at her cuticles when the last girl saunters up. It’s the senior, the one they saw at dinner the other night, before Nora stormed out to go back to the dorm and eat ramen made with her contraband electric kettle.

Dr. Thompson reads out each girl’s name and the corresponding frightened rabbit gives a brief wave and smile before scurrying back to the shadows. They’ll get over that soon enough, Nora thinks. And then the senior steps forward and even from this distance Nora sees how there is absolutely no fear in her eyes. “And lastly,” Dr. Thompson says, “joining our senior class, Theodora Swanson.”

Nora waits for this girl to wave and smile like all the others, but instead she takes another step forward and leans over the lectern, lips close to the tiny microphone there. “Teddy,” the girl says. “You can call me Teddy,” and then she slides away like she’s entirely liquid, unreal.

Dr. Thompson sniffs and fusses with the microphone, as if making a point. “Teddy Swanson,” she says, and claps. “Wonderful! I think that officially brings us to the end of our first assembly of the year. Let’s finish with the school song.”

The hall fills first with the sound of shuffling feet as everybody stands, and then the voices singing the old school song that is only ever sung three times a year: at this first assembly, at the last one, and at graduation.

Nora’s mouth moves along with the words without having to think. Honorable and true… for hope and glory born… whatever. Instead, she wonders what Teddy Swanson’s real story is—not the bullshit her friends had been talking about at dinner, or whatever other rumors are surely flying around already, or even the whispers she can hear bubbling beneath the song.

When she looks up at the stage, a jolt runs through her, because Teddy Swanson is looking right at her.

Teddy smiles.

Nora’s voice falters.

Trouble.
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