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THE OTHER NEW GIRL


“Overall, this is a deftly constructed coming-of-age story with well-drawn characters and the narrative momentum of a thriller. Gschwandtner (Carla’s Secret, 2013, etc.) is a gifted storyteller who ably balances the past and present throughout the novel and never puts a foot wrong. . . . A potent exploration of youth, innocence, and the abuse of authority.”


—Kirkus Reviews


“‘We swim in the soup we’ve made,’ the protagonist of LB Gschwandtner’s compulsively readable novel, The Other New Girl, observes. The ingredients of this dark and disturbing coming-of-age novel include adolescent cruelty, religious hypocrisy, and the sadder-but-wiser perspective of the adult who dares to look back. Gschwandtner asks the question ‘Do we ever really get over high school?’ Like me, other readers may ponder that question for themselves as they race through this harrowing and heartbreaking tale of the aftereffects of power misused. I was riveted.”


—Wally Lamb, author of six New York Times best-selling novels, including The Hour I First Believed and She’s Come Undone, and was twice selected for Oprah’s Book Club


“A coming-of-age story, woven with the pace of a thriller. The protagonist is wonderfully relatable, her wise but somewhat salty outlook appeals to the outsider in us all. The prose is fresh while we reminisce with the characters; we learn from them as they reveal their navigation of adolescent rites of passage, Quaker philosophy, bullying, and young love. A nuanced and satisfying read.”


—Eileen Dougharty, story performer and writer


“LB Gschwandtner has created a complex tale of loyalty and betrayal, of youthful alliances and conflicts, and the incredible tension between doing the right thing, and protecting one’s sense of self. Susannah Greenwood is not the newer girl; Moll Grimes is. And their relationship, the way this story builds in a setting fraught with the moral and strict demands of both their peers, the stringent Dean, Miss Bleaker, and their own hearts, makes for a fine, moving story.”


—Robert Bausch, author of Far as The Eye Can See and The Legend of Jesse Smoke


“This is the work of a master storyteller who introduces the reader to well-drawn characters, and brings the narrator’s moral dilemma to a stunning climax.”


—Lary Bloom, nonfiction writer, writing teacher, and co-founder of Writing at the Mark Twain House


“Unlike many books that tease with the promise of what’s to come, LB gives it to us up front. Her story takes place in a co-ed Quaker boarding school where students are often left to flounder before coming up for a gulp of the narrator’s rarified air. The girls’ dean, Miss Bleaker, knows all and sees all— or does she?”


—Suzanne Levine, poet, author of Haberdasher’s Daughter and Eric Hoffer Award finalist
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The past is never dead. It’s not even past.


—William Faulkner





PROLOGUE
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I ENTERED FOXHALL SCHOOL IN THE TENTH GRADE. IT WAS a coed Quaker school at a time when coeducation outside of public school was uncommon enough that only a few private schools offered it. Quakers had always treated women as equals—sort of. The school was founded for boys and girls from Quaker farming families in Pennsylvania; a state founded by William Penn, himself a Quaker, or Friend as the denomination was known, for The Religious Society of Friends.


Starting as a sophomore set me apart from the first day. There was only one other new sophomore girl that year. Her name was Moll Grimes. Everyone else had established their cliques and chosen roommates the year before so we were odd girls out from the start. I was stuck in a small, single room on the second floor of Fox, which served as the dorm for most of the girls, as well as housing the school offices on the ground floor, along with the dining hall, and assembly room above it.


The view from my window looked out onto a wide, gently sloping lawn that gradually became the long fields where girls practiced field hockey and lacrosse. Beyond those fields there was a flat grassy area at the end of which was the outdoor theatre, a grass stage about six feet higher than the field, where outdoor graduation was held every June, weather permitting. Behind that grass stage, flanked by huge old oaks, the Foxhall woods spread out and curved around, meeting the Nonnahanny River beyond, on whose banks I would come as close to losing my virginity as possible without technically altering my maidenly status. I was fifteen and arrived at Foxhall both happy and unhappy to be there.





ONE
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Hello Again


TWO WEEKS BEFORE HER DUE DATE, I GOT THIS FRANTIC TEXT from my daughter: com rite away labr strtd. So at the last minute I wangled a flight standby from D.C. to San Francisco then took a cab straight to the hospital. Everything was going about as expected, but the baby just could not make the final push and that’s when the grueling wait dragged on while hour after hour an increasing dread hung over the birthing room.


After twenty-three hours, I wanted to scream at all those hospital workers in soft-soled shoes solicitously padding around, “For God’s sake wheel her to the OR and get the baby out. Can’t you see she’s in agony?”


But my daughter had insisted on natural childbirth and refused to give up. Being an invited guest I kept silent, even when I held her husband in my arms to keep him from slumping to the floor while he sobbed into my shoulder. After it was all over, a bloodstain the size of a VW Beetle covered the floor under her bed. I never want to go through anything like that again. They named the baby James Joseph after both his grandfathers and we immediately dubbed him JJ.


Finally, with little JJ safely cradled in my exhausted daughter’s arms I left, dragging my paltry carry-on, and headed for a nearby hotel. Outside, morning fog hovered over the city creating a powdery gray dawn but it was turning blustery with glints of sunlight just breaking through, a ghostly sort of indecisive morning where passersby appeared out of the mist. And as I walked down one of those steep San Francisco hills there was Daria McQueen, an apparition heading straight toward me, her face half hidden behind a fluttery print scarf. When a burst of wind blew it sideways, wrapping it across her neck like a small sail taking a hard tack, we made eye contact and both of us stopped abruptly. I hadn’t seen her or heard anything about her in forty-five years. And then, suddenly there she was.


Even after all the time that had passed, I could tell it was Daria right away but was surprised when she recognized me, too. Later I would have to sort through how I felt about seeing her again and I guess that’s why I’m telling this story. But in the moment, what with the night I’d had, I was dazed, not sure how to react. I had never fully come to terms with the event we’d both lived through so many decades before. This chance meeting went way back, to everything that had happened when I first met Daria at Foxhall School.


“Greenwood, is it you?” She peered intently at me in that searching way I remembered.


She’d asked that same question once before, long ago, and the memory of it had stayed with me, popping up in my mind now and again. Daria always called me by my last name back then and it stuck like a tack. For the entire first year, no one called me Susannah, or my mother’s pet name for me—Suzi. I learned early on that everyone always fell into line behind Daria. She had some kind of power over us. So, to her, Greenwood it still was, although I’d been married for decades and no one had called me Greenwood since I left Foxhall School.


My teen years had been a mix of wonderful discovery and terrible insecurity. That first semester, when I was a new kid at Foxhall, left me even now wondering if I had done the right thing. Because really, sometimes it’s just not clear where the line falls between right and wrong. The decisions that can change the course of a life are like a maze with all possible exits leading to endless paths of uncertainty.


And now, there was Daria again. At sixteen, she was the girl who seemed to have everything we thought worth having. Beauty, brains, a sharp wit, a girl you hoped would like and accept you because just being around her meant you were accepted . . . somehow special.


Even though I hadn’t thought of myself as Greenwood since those battered years at prep school, I answered, “Yes. It’s me,” and raised a hand to shield my own face from the wind. Then I said, “Daria. How are you?” because I didn’t know what else to say but, after all that time, probably I did want to know. Anyway it was what you said to someone you hadn’t seen in a long time, even if just seeing that person disrupted your equilibrium and suddenly made you feel like a child who was not sure how she was supposed to behave around adults. There was nothing I wanted less on that glorious morning than to be pulled backward to a time when I didn’t yet know who I really was or what I would become. I had no idea how resilient I was, nor, at the time, even knew what that word meant.


“Not a simple question to answer,” she said. So like Daria to keep you guessing. People don’t change. Some soften. Some harden. But we all come with our pieces pre-arranged. That’s not to say bad decisions don’t lead to bad outcomes and good ones can’t make you relatively happy. Still, we are who we are. Looking back at the choice I made at fifteen, would I do the same today? Probably, but I can’t say for sure. That river swept past me long ago and all the possibilities of those years were gone.


Daria suggested we catch up at a Starbucks on the corner. There was always a Starbucks at a nearby corner these days, no matter where you were, even out there where it could just as well have been a Peet’s or a Philz, because coffee was common in San Francisco now the way head shops were when Daria and I were young, back in the sixties, the decade of our coming of age. So off we went, propelled by the wind but also by the passage of time that begged to have its blanks filled in like those little ovals on an SAT test.


We ordered—a skinny mocha for her, a chai latte for me—and sat at a small table on not too uncomfortable wood chairs. We dropped our bags and jackets and then, well, it seemed neither of us knew where to start. It would have been an awkward moment except that Daria started to giggle like a girl.


“You know,” she said, “I never really believed you told us the whole story.”


So there it was. Right at the start. “About what?” I asked but I knew what she meant. It was as if we had leaped back in time, back to Foxhall School and that suspicious, aggrieved time when we didn’t fully trust anyone, especially ourselves. I suppose I was testing her, or myself, wary of being too eager to reveal anything that might hurt. But she’d been on my side back then. She hadn’t even been upset by what happened. Everyone else had been in shock. But not Daria. She was just as detached as a runway model strutting her stuff.


“About Moll and Miss Bleaker.” She said it matter-of-factly, as if she’d been waiting all these years for me to divulge the truth. Before I could consider an answer, she went on.


“Did we ever find out why she was named Moll and not just plain Molly? I mean what a name for a girl. Sounds like some old, black-and-white, B-movie gangster girl.” She giggled again.


She’s nervous, I thought, and then dismissed it because it seemed inconceivable that anything could ever have made Daria nervous.


“She told me it was a combination of both her grand-mother’s names,” I explained. Why did I remember that? It’s mystifying what your mind holds onto as you age. “Mona and Lillian. But I remember telling her that calling herself Molly would make her fit in better. Seems utterly stupid now.”


Back then we all operated inside our own little spaces with invisible walls. We only knew what anyone allowed us to know or what we admitted to or shared. We were close in an artificial way because there we were, stuck at Foxhall School, a microcosm with its distinct reality. Over the decades, I’d had to unlearn the unspoken rules that guided us at Foxhall. I’d had to relinquish the cynical elitist attitude I learned there. It was not what the school taught us. In fact, just the opposite. But it was what the situation required. Or at least what we imagined we needed for armor.


“Well maybe that was afterward,” she said. “But before, you know, before we even knew who she was, when her name was Moll and she was a nameless, gray girl who melted into the background, you know? I mean you were the only one who ever talked to her. We all called her ‘the other new girl.’”


I remembered it all. I never spoke up back then, to tell them not to call her that. Never told them it was cruel not to use her name, even behind her back, because people always found out in some way. If they didn’t hear it, they sensed it and that could be even crueler than knowing something for sure. A suspicion could eat away at a young girl. Especially if she was not pretty like the others, and she didn’t fit in anywhere.


“I think I became a better person because of Moll. Over the long run anyway,” I said.


When she said nothing I asked, “How much of it do you remember?”


“I’m not sure,” she sipped at her skinny mocha and it seemed to me she was being evasive about her memories. Or it was possible she really didn’t remember. Maybe both.


“Enough. Or maybe not enough. It was all so long ago. It shouldn’t really matter anymore. So much else has happened,” she said.


It mattered to me. All those years later. I wondered, too, what in her life made her think what happened with Moll was trivial.


“But I mean, really, do you remember what it was all about? The details of it.”


She smiled and tilted her head in just the way she used to when she was about to deliver a zinger that made you feel about two inches tall.


“Sex, power, religion. What else is there?”


“What about love?” I must have sounded like a naïve child. And at my age. Well, maybe it was better to get more naïve as you age. Cynicism could weigh you down. I’d learned that at least.


“I wouldn’t know,” she said. “And I think your old friend Moll wouldn’t either. Her reasons would be different from mine, I’d bet. She certainly wanted love. Everyone wants love and some people will do anything to get it. And some people who deny they want it, will do anything to keep others from having it.”


She meant Miss Bleaker. I was sure of that. “We were cruel back then.” I really meant she could be cruel but I didn’t want to say that. And, besides, cruelty was a system that fed on our need to be accepted and we could all be cruel in the teen years.


“I don’t know about you and the others but I certainly was.” So she said it for me anyway, and I did not disagree. “I’ve paid my dues, though. Maybe not enough to make up for all that . . .” she stumbled over the word and then added, “mess.”


I was cruel, too, I thought. But not the way she meant. Yes, I did talk to Moll. And yes, I did step outside of our little circle of cool girls. But I did not stop what happened and then someone was dead and someone else was lost forever. Where does blame reside? I don’t know the answer to that. Daria called it “that mess.” As if you could dismiss life and death as a simple mess.





TWO
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The Makeup Room


I MET DARIA MCQUEEN IN THE FIRST WEEK AT FOXHALL. She was hard to miss and impossible to ignore in that sequestered community.


Going “away” to boarding school—prep school it was called by those who felt it necessary to designate exactly what rung one belonged on in the social strata—was looked upon by the girls I was leaving behind at my all-girl day school as something of an oddity. We were in eighth grade, a temporary way station between childhood and high school when girls were figuring out what was important to them. Clothes, boys, makeup, in any combination. Why would you want to go away to boarding school, they wondered. At our girls’ day school we wore gray uniforms and, when I told the girls I’d be going away to a Quaker school, they asked, “Are you allowed to have zippers in your clothes?”


“That’s Puritans,” I explained but it didn’t stop there. They wanted to know about buttons and if I had to wear black all the time and why would I subject myself to that when I could stay at home and wear whatever I wanted. It would have been useless to point at our uniforms, since the minute the girls were off school grounds they’d change clothes, apply makeup liberally, and meet up with boys. They also wanted to know about Quakers being against procreation. I would sigh and say those were Shakers, not Quakers, but the distinction seemed lost to them and after a while I gave up. When I told them it was a coed school they said, “Oh, well, that’s okay then.” In those days, only Quaker prep schools were coed except for one progressive school up in Vermont, which my parents considered with suspicion as possibly socialist. Heavens.


Sometimes girls back home went away to “prep”—always to sister schools associated with some elite boys prep school— but none had ever gone to a Quaker school before so I was a trailblazer and an oddity they looked upon with skepticism and confusion. Not a good combination in eighth grade, so I was not unhappy to leave. In truth, I was not doing well at the girls’ school and my home life was a mess. My parents wanted to get me into what they called “a better situation.” Translation . . . I’d better do well at the Quaker school that was billed as a caring, supportive, and family-like environment, or else. This did not address the messy home life for which I was not responsible but that never seemed to come up in any of the conversations around the dinner table about my so-called lackluster grades or behavioral infractions. When I look back now at my school reports, all of which my mother saved, I am amazed that my grades were actually quite good with one glaring lapse in algebra, which to this day makes no sense to me. And my teachers seemed to like me, according to their comments. But nothing I ever did satisfied my mother. So the impression left was of a slacker who was not living up to her potential. How one pre-measures potential was always puzzling.


At Foxhall I took the place of a girl named Ursula who’d been expelled at the end of her freshman year for sneaking a local boy into her room late one night and getting drunk with him. Or maybe they were already drunk before she let him climb the tree outside her room and come in through her open window. It had happened in the spring, the four girls who took me under their collective wing told me on my eighth day at Foxhall.


I’d arrived at Foxhall in a tentative state, my parents having driven me all the way from Connecticut arguing about something trivial that I tried not to listen to by reading in the back seat, which only made me feel queasy. My mother was starting to act weird again and when that happened she would pick on me. My father would defend me and they would go at it, leaving me caught in the middle and left out at the same time. By the time we’d unloaded my stuff and said good-bye so they could get back before dark, I was glad to be on my own, angry that they’d left me to whatever fate was waiting, and terrified I’d be shunned for being new. So when four junior girls took me under their collective wing, I didn’t ask questions or try to figure out why. I was happy to be absorbed into their clan, relieved to belong somewhere, especially if it meant being designated a cool girl.


We had all stayed up past lights out and gone to the makeup room behind the auditorium stage. The room was only supposed to be used for dress rehearsals or during plays but girls sometimes snuck in there after lights out to study or just to do what teenage girls do late at night—talk about boys, other girls, hopes and wishes. Once there, we would gaze at ourselves in the long mirror above the makeup table that ran the entire length of the back wall and point out our facial flaws.


Brady’s hair was thick and unmanageable. My eyebrows were too low. Poor Jan’s mouth curved to one side, especially when she smiled. Faith had not enough of a chin and her palms had a skin condition that flared up when she was stressed. It was nonsense, of course, because we were all pretty. But at our age none of us was thrilled with the images we saw gazing back at us, as if that mirror had been borrowed from a fun house and told only a distortion of truth. All except for Daria. She was gorgeous and everyone, including Daria, knew it. No mirror could dispute it, and the rest of us could only sigh and think how easy it was to be Daria, as if beauty was a key that would open any door.


I was in a kind of confused state during those first days at Foxhall. Plucked out of my familiar pond at home, out of the only bedroom I’d ever known, the house where I’d grown up, the school I’d been driven to since fourth grade, even the uniform I wore, that I’d gotten used to hating but that allowed me to dress five days a week without thinking about what to wear and what everyone else was wearing and what was acceptable and what I would look like and what the others might say about me or think of me. And boys. Now there were boys everywhere I went. At meals. In the halls. In classes. At the library. On the playing fields. They watched us and hooted at us and talked to us and followed us. I didn’t have any idea what to wear, how to act, what to say. Whatever these girls wanted from me, I would be a willing participant. If only they would like me, accept me, make me a member.


In the makeup room, they told me about the expelled girl, Ursula, whose room I’d been assigned. She’d been on the “outside” as they termed it. I understood right away that simply including me in the retelling brought me “inside” and that was a major coup for me. It was also made clear that since I was the new girl, I had a lot to prove and that night set the wheels in motion. Just to be spirited up to the makeup room after lights out was a sign that I was being tested for membership in their club. I learned later that Daria had set it up, told the others to get me alone and find out what I was made of, if I was worthy of inclusion and how far I’d go to prove it.


The boy Ursula let through her open window was cute, they said with knowing nods and raised eyebrows. A townie whose father ran the local farm store, a successful enterprise as far as a local business could be looked upon by us preppies as worthy. In those days, farms still surrounded Foxhall. The land hadn’t been plowed under and gouged out by developers. So he wasn’t the kind of poor that would have made him untouchable. Still, he was not one of the boys from Foxhall. Those were the boys we were supposed to date and eventually marry—or boys just like them maybe not from a Quaker school, but from other, more traditional schools.


But, they told me, she shouldn’t have done it. At least not that way. The girls were not so much offended that she’d taken up with the cute townie, who was nineteen and rumored to be “experienced,” a code word for sexually adept. No, they were more put off by the way she’d done it.


She should have waited for the weekend and gotten a pass to town and met him on the sly. Maybe under the railroad trestle. Or in that big culvert where the Nonnahanny stream ran quietly enough, if there hadn’t been any rain, to walk inside and sit down on the corrugated metal with the huge old sycamore standing guard at one open end of the tall tube. No one would have seen them in there and they could have gotten drunk and done whatever they wanted. No one would have known. They were still trying to figure out why she’d taken the risk of bringing him into her room.


“I don’t think she expected to get caught,” said Jan.


“Of course she didn’t expect it,” Brady made a face at Jan. “Who would? Especially on that day.”


“Well, it was pretty odd letting him climb the tree and opening the window,” Jan argued. “She was just stupid.”


Daria ran her fingers through her curls and sighed. “I know, the night before graduation. I mean she was a junior so it wasn’t her graduating. But still . . . she wanted them to find her. I’m sure of it. She almost waved a red cape at them.”


“At who?” I asked and was sorry the minute the words were out.


They all turned to look at me and I could tell by their smirks that I should have kept quiet.


“Who do you think?” asked Jan.


I shrugged and looked down at the makeup table in front of me but I could feel them all watching me.


“Them,” said Brady. “The Foxhall behavior squad. The system. The deans. All of them. She hated them. Daria’s right. She wanted to get caught. She wanted to get out of here and go back to public school to finish up. She wanted to get her license, to drive and go where she wanted, and not have to get permission to go to town or sign out or any of the stuff we have to do here. She didn’t want to be a chicken cooped up in a cage anymore.”


Later, I came to understand it. She wanted freedom. She wanted to get caught so she wouldn’t have to quit the school on her own. This way, she’d be free to move on and the mark against her would only matter to her parents. She’d feel liberation to their shame. It was a bargain she’d made with herself. And the boy could go back to town and talk about the hoity-toity girl he’d screwed right in her own dorm room because in those days, getting drunk was a euphemism for sex. It was three months shy of 1960, the tail end of the quiet, self-satisfied fifties, on the cusp of the sexual revolution, the Vietnam War, The Beatles, pot, Bob Dylan and protest songs, and turning on, tuning in, and dropping out with a little help from your friends. We were supposed to be innocent. We had no idea what was ahead of us. We were supposed to follow the rules. We were supposed to be preparing for college, responsibility, taking our place among the elites of our country. We weren’t supposed to be in the makeup room. We were supposed to be in bed, asleep, alone.


I was so eager to fit in that I would have done almost anything for these girls. I had no idea yet just how deep the pit of acceptance could be. These girls were at war with the rules, but only in a clandestine way. There was a code to follow and when it was broken, they united to protect both the structure provided by the rules and the ways in which a girl could get around them. They were juniors, one year ahead of me, well versed in the Foxhall culture.


We were all away from home, isolated out in the country at a school with more rules than our parents had ever laid down. It was a long time ago now. The world has changed. We didn’t have cell phones or iPads. There was no texting or sexting or free Wi-Fi. There was one pay phone down the hall from the school office, and you could only use it for emergencies or on Saturday between nine in the morning and five in the evening. To receive a call on your hall, it came through the switchboard operated by an ancient woman we all called Mrs. W., although what her name really was, I never knew. She sat in her cubicle across from the deans’ office with a panel of wires and plugs that connected her to every phone in the school. She logged all the calls with name of caller, time of call, and who the call was for, all written in a neat script on a giant logbook she kept at her side. The whole thing could have come from the pages of a Dickens novel. It was that nineteenth century.


“You have to carry on the tradition,” Brady told me in a quiet voice.


“That’s right,” said Jan. “It’s up to you now. Especially since they gave you her room.”


She meant Ursula’s room. I didn’t say anything.


“Daria had an idea,” said Brady. “She said if you agree, then we’ll help you . . .” she seemed to be searching for the right word. “Get settled in here at Foxhall,” she finally said.


“It can be tough starting out new in the second year, when everyone else already knows the ropes from last year,” Faith broke in. She seemed genuinely interested in helping me through the transition. I would come to understand that Faith may have been one of the cool girls, but she was also deeply concerned about doing the right thing. That was the right thing as she saw it and not as the rulebook dictated. She had her own way of living her Quaker faith. Not like Daria’s way. And I learned quickly that being Quaker didn’t mean there was a mold that fit everyone.


“Thee can count on us,” she added.


It was the first time I’d heard anyone speak in that way Quakers had of addressing their families and close friends and was further evidence that I was accepted.


I must have looked at her with some skepticism because she added, “I don’t agree with what they did to Ursula. Yes, she broke a big rule, but expulsion was way over the top. It was cruel.” Over time I would also come to understand the Quaker idea of passive resistance, of challenging the system from within, of taking a stand for what you think is right, just, moral.


“So, you see, we have to do something,” Brady said. “It’s an act of civil disobedience. Emersonian in its simplicity.”


“And Daria has the perfect idea,” said Jan. She grinned at me.


“What would I have to do?”


Brady leaned in as if we were conspirators in some war game. “It’s easy. Just sleep through the whole thing. Or say you did. No matter what happens, they can’t prove anything. And all you could possibly get is a demerit. Because without proof or you confessing, there’s not much else that could happen.”


“But what would I . . .”


Brady interrupted me. “We’ll do everything. When we come through your room, you just pretend to sleep through it and leave the rest to us. The less you know the better.”


So there I was, my fate decided. I nodded my agreement and was glad to be accepted into their circle, glad to have this group of girls shepherd me through my start at a new school, to be addressed by Faith in the familiar “thee,” glad to have an easy assignment to seal my entry into the club.


During the three-day orientation before the actual school year started, new students were handed a thick booklet of rules. You were expected to memorize and follow them exactly. No ambiguities there. Rules were not to be broken and, should anyone break a rule, punishments would be meted out. These were spelled out at the end of the booklet in a section all its own. Reasons for expulsion were extensively covered. When people talk about the past as a more innocent time, less complicated, more personal, easier, simpler, they fail to mention that the human heart never changes and human behavior was as corrupt before as it is today and has been, ever since human history was first recorded. Just read the Bible or look at the ruins of any civilization and you’ll see people behaving pretty much the way they do now, except with cruder tools. They had rules, too. That’s the way it was at Foxhall. Acceptable behavior may have been codified in a booklet handed out at orientation, but that didn’t prevent unacceptable behavior from creeping under the radar. In fact, I would argue it nourished and helped it grow.


That was the way I looked at it now. Back then, at fifteen, I was an integral part of the system, engulfed by the cool girls at the end of my first week. They were the girls who set the tone, made the unspoken rules, created the alternate codes of daily operation. Not that anything about that was recorded or written in a booklet. But we all knew what was what. I discovered, that night in the makeup room long after lights out, that I was the replacement for the expelled girl who had broken with the code and let a townie into her room where she’d been caught with her bra around her waist and the boy, his pants down around his ankles, on top of her, bed springs creaking and the smell of cheap scotch in the spring air that wafted in through the second floor window.


After the event, the girls’ dean, Miss Bleaker, directed the grounds crew to cut the branches of the dogwood tree that had allowed this breach of the rulebook. From that day forward, all trees in front of windows around the base of Fox, where most of the girls lived, were denuded of branches above ten feet so that no one could ever again climb into a second floor window.


Someone—no one admitted to it but there were rumors— carved the boy’s initials, W. T., into the side of the dogwood trunk that faced the building. And, in September, a week into my first term at Foxhall, a ritual of remembrance began. Brady, Faith, Jan, and Daria stole an hour before dinner to collect dandelion flowers before the chill of fall killed them off, wove them into circles and, late at night when everyone else was asleep, snuck into my room and tossed them from the window where they landed on the dogwood’s truncated branches, wilted necklaces clinging like wreaths draped on a gravestone.


When the time came I did what was expected and feigned sleep through this initiation rite. And that was how I became embroiled with Miss Bleaker twelve days into my first year at Foxhall.





THREE
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Margaret Bleaker


“TAKE A SEAT.” MISS BLEAKER MOTIONED ME TO A straight-backed chair opposite her plain, brown desk. Standing to the right of it, she looked down at me. She seemed to be something other than flesh and bone and hair, like a statue that had escaped its base and begun to move zombie-like among the living. Anyway, she was intimidating, and I tried to avoid looking directly at her so instead I studied the room.


The top of her desk was empty of the sorts of trinkets you’d expect to find in a dean’s office. No pictures of family members or a beloved dog, no potted plants or dishes of jellybeans to offer a treat to visiting girls, nor any other sign— except for her presence—indicated that anyone did anything in this office. There was a small bookshelf against one wall containing only The Foxhall Handbook of Rules. I thought it looked lonely, positioned there with no companions, its cover facing the room. One thing was certain. You couldn’t ignore it.


As if her tall, rather gaunt frame and black hair pulled back into a tight bun weren’t intimidating enough, she didn’t smile and hardly moved except to point with one index finger at the seat I was to “take.” In the scant week I’d been at Foxhall School, I’d heard stories about other girls who’d been ordered to appear before Miss Bleaker. She had the reputation of being completely unforgiving and this alone served her well whenever a girl was summoned to her monastically appointed office. But those other girls hadn’t lived with my mother for fifteen years. Unlike me, they had no idea how to counter an attack or sneak around authority, even lie when necessary to avoid conflict or consequences. The emotionally unstable atmosphere of my family life had turned me into a kind of survivor, like someone who’d experienced the battlefield and returned home, not wanting to talk about it, but on guard, wary of what might happen at any moment, and prepared to hit the deck and then, when the danger had passed, to go back to the business of life as if nothing was amiss. Plenty was wrong. I just refused to show it.


She cleared her throat and moved ever so slightly back half a step, then looked down at me as if by simply staring she could shake whatever nerve I might have out of me and watch it scuttle crab-like down the hall.


“Miss,” she looked down at a small slip of paper in her hand, “Greenwood.” Not all the teachers called us by our last names but this was Miss Bleaker, and the girls had told me the name suited her, that she was undoubtedly the bleakest person on campus. She always kept distance between herself and the Foxhall girls. We were to respect her the way we were to respect police officers or judges. We were not to question their authority and we were always to remember that they had the power and we had to fall in line. I hadn’t yet gotten to the point of recognizing the irony of a school professing to question authority in the greater world while standing up for the disenfranchised and downtrodden, yet expecting slavish devotion to the rules imposed from above on its students.


She stared at me and I wondered if I was supposed to say something and if so, what? But she only paused a few seconds before resuming.


“I’ve been watching you,” she almost whispered it.


I thought if she’d been watching me how was it she needed my name written down to remember it? But I kept still.


“You’ve been here a week and you’ve gone through orientation so I can assume you know the rules.” Here she pointed a thin finger at the bookcase for emphasis. “Now, because this happened just after the first week of school, I might be persuaded to overlook a demerit and punish you with only a week of kitchen duty cleaning plates. But now,” she backed up and moved to her chair on the other side of the desk where she slowly lowered herself and folded her hands so that she almost looked as if she were about to pray. I thought she would have made a good nun. At least what I thought would have made a good nun, never having been in close proximity to one myself. I had only seen her wear the most austere black dresses which each looked pretty much like the others. Her shoes were the sensible sort. She was unadorned by jewelry or hair combs or makeup, save a slash of red lipstick that seemed to be applied more to identify her as female than to enhance any particular feature.


“Now, however,” she went on, “I find I can’t be lenient as that would send the wrong message. So I shall have to mete out the maximum for such an offense.”


Still no word on the offense itself.


“Do you have anything to say for yourself?”


I blinked at her. I hadn’t expected this question so I blurted out, “What offense are you talking about?”


Quick as a spider, she pounced. “Are there other offenses that perhaps you have committed? It would help your case to clear the air right now. Otherwise . . . ”


She left the word hanging in the air like a balloon. My hands had turned clammy and for all my bravado in the beginning, by then I was beginning to weaken. I knew my tough crust had a thin shell and that underneath I’d been damaged by the emotional trauma that had been perpetrated on and around me since childhood. I might put up a brave front but inside I questioned myself more deeply than anyone could imagine. When I didn’t say anything else, she sighed deeply, as if I’d hurt her to the core.


“You girls don’t understand how important it is to follow the rules. Without rules, we’d all be just wandering in a desert of chaos. You girls will learn that later in life. But now, it’s up to me and your teachers to instill in you the value of following the rules at all times. What happened in the past was a tragedy for one girl and her life will never be the same. Her example is a lesson for all of you. We must overcome the past and the impulses that led to such behavior. That is our mission at Foxhall. And we cannot allow you girls to make a mockery of that.”


“But Miss Bleaker, I had nothing to do with that. And anyway it happened last year and I wasn’t even here yet.” I tried to sound sincere and full of empathy for Bleaker’s oh-so-difficult situation.


“I’m well aware of that, Miss Greenwood. I’m asking about what happened just last night.” She unfolded her hands and reached in front of her. I heard a drawer slide open and she carefully lifted out a wilted circle of dandelions linked together by their stems and held it dangling limply from her fingers.


Oh, the dandelion rings on the tree outside my window. A long minute ticked away while I stared at that dandelion ring and she stared at me.


“Well?” she finally broke the silence.


“I don’t know anything about that,” I told her. “What is it?” I tried to maintain a “who me?” attitude.


“Miss Greenwood, this is not a joking matter. These . . . ” she seemed to search for the exact word to show her disdain, “symbols are neither funny nor acceptable. And since they appeared in the tree beneath your window, I must assume you are responsible and that means the punishment will be yours to bear alone.” She sighed again as if the burden of our collective subversion was too heavy for her to shoulder. And then she continued. “I have told you girls again and again, told you and warned you, that holding hands leads to babies. That is why I patrol these halls, these dances, this school. To protect you girls from the fate that would befall you should you forget that simple dictum.” Again she sighed, this time with less depth. And then finally finished her diatribe. “Of course, if you tell me who else is behind this affront to decency, your punishment will be minor.”


“Miss Bleaker, I swear I have no idea what you’re talking about. I’m a very sound sleeper and maybe someone snuck into my room while I was asleep.”


I didn’t know it then but news that someone was being interrogated had spread like a rampant flu through Fox Dorm and word was out that this someone was in Bleaker’s lair, ratting out the offending girls and soon others were to follow. The longer Bleaker’s door stayed shut, the more outrageous the stories got everywhere in Fox and even across campus to the boys’ dorms, where whispers of conspiracy, tattling, repercussions and expulsions to follow rang up and down the halls. Finally the gossip culminated in a tale that whoever had ratted out the girls, Daria was the one who would be expelled and that the rat would come to Daria’s room in Fox to tell the extended tale and fess up her perfidy to the awaiting tribunal of upper class girls.


Such was a small community that quasi-news traveled faster than solid fact and this fable had taken on its own life and grown wings. It could be hard to tell where gossip ended and information began. The intertwining could be like muscle and ligament, inextricably attached each to the other. I could look back on it now and still not see clearly how the chain of events linked together in more than a general way. As it turned out, that autumn of my sophomore year at Foxhall School would turn deadly, but on that day in Bleaker’s office, no one had any idea how events would spin out of control like a tornado, sucking all of us, innocent or not, into its vortex.





FOUR
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Study Hall


THAT WAS HOW I ENDED UP RELEGATED TO STUDY HALL FOR the entire first semester—September until Christmas break— of my first year at Foxhall. Study Hall. The jail of prep school, the very last place you wanted to be stuck, even for one week. I’d read about it in the book of rules. While everyone else spent the two hours between social time after supper and the forty-five minutes before lights out in their rooms or their friends’ rooms or at the library, anyone assigned to study hall was required to spend that time locked away in one designated classroom with other malcontents or academically below-par performers. Since it was the beginning of the year, there would be only a few of us. It also meant I would be confined to study hall on Sunday afternoons after lunch from one to four—three long hours of staring at Caesar’s account of consolidating power, in Latin, or figuring out quadratic equations, a loathsome task under normal circumstances. It looked like the start of what would be a singularly lonely semester.


Innocent of the turmoil brewing while I faced the Bleaker treatment, when finally freed from her grip, I wandered the halls for a while just feeling waves of relief. That elapsed time further fueled the rumor mill until I finally found my way up to the third floor and walked toward Daria’s room, because of all the people who I could have faced right then, it was strangely Daria who I thought would be the most supportive of the way I’d held my ground and refused to give up the others to save my own neck. Also I wanted to show her I was worthy of inclusion.
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