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For J.R.

You will always be my Superman.


What win I, if I gain the thing I seek?

A dream, a breath, a froth of fleeting joy:

Who buys a minute’s mirth to wail a week?

Or sells eternity to get a toy?

—Shakespeare,

The Rape of Lucrece


CHAPTER ONE

WE’D BEEN AT THE BARBECUE for less than two minutes, but several things were clear:

1.   I was underdressed.

2.   I had no idea how to pronounce several of the items on the menu.

3.   I had completely underestimated the length of time a group of moderately intelligent, narcissistic rich kids could hold a grudge.

“Where are the hot dogs?” I said. “And the salmonella-infested potato salad? I thought this was a barbecue.”

Neither Abby nor my mom replied. They stared at the huge white tent set up on the soccer field, at the banks of solar panels just past the grass, at the tablecloths and crystal glasses and real silverware on the tables, at the waiters and the glowing LED lamps and the jazz band.

Then Sam ran into one of the display tables with his cane, scattering picture frames and flowers all over the ground. His face was red, and his shirt was only partially tucked into his pants. He started muttering to himself. Heads turned as his voice got louder, and the conversations around us stopped. The spell was broken.

Mom tried to steady him and prevent a meltdown while Abby and I collected the stray flowers and shoved them back into the vases. Some of the stems were broken, and the flowers poked out at weird angles—probably not the look they were going for. I stayed crouched down, trying to hide for just one second more.

So much for blending in.

A waiter rushed over to put everything back, and Abby and I moved out of the way. She laughed, but when she saw how irritated I was, she tried to stifle it with a cough. “Let’s get some food,” she said, elbowing me. “What kind of theme are they going for? Luau? Mardi Gras?”

“Money,” my mom answered, brushing crumbs off Sam’s shirt.

The invitation had said the dress was casual, but clearly that meant something different at Bannerman Prep School. The women wore sundresses and heels that kept sinking into the grass; the men were in khakis and starched shirts. Even the guys I’d passed earlier when I was moving into the dorm had exchanged their T-shirts for polos. I looked down at my flip-flops and thought about running back up to my room to change, but before I could decide, a tan middle-aged man approached.

“You must be Tanner.” He extended his hand, and I shook it. It was sweaty. “The defending California state champion in Policy Debate. I should get your autograph.” The guy laughed. None of the rest of us did. He didn’t seem to notice. “We expect great things from you. I have to tell you, none of the alumni were too thrilled with that loss at state finals last spring. When Watterson suggested we recruit the guy who’d humiliated us, we were all on board. Glad to have the tiger on our side.”

Abby looked at me, eyebrows raised, and mouthed the word tiger? I looked away so I wouldn’t laugh.

The man turned to my mom, who pretended to be interested while gripping Sam’s arm with one hand. “My daughter, Peyton, is on the team. I’ll have to introduce them. She spent the summer in Prague—”

“We’re going to take Sam and get some food,” I said and nudged Abby. She looped her arm through Sam’s, and we made our way toward the buffet table.

“Harsh,” Abby said as she grabbed a plate. “Leaving your mom on her own.”

“I’ll throw you under the bus, too, if I have to.”

I stared at the spread of food in front of us, and it hit me for the seventeenth time that day that I did not belong here. There was a sign behind the buffet boasting that the vegetables and herbs were all grown on-site in the school’s organic garden. I’d grown up eating pizza pockets and macaroni and cheese. Somehow, I doubted I’d find any of that under the silver lids arranged on the long table. I shook my head at the pile of greens the server tried to put on my plate. That was supposed to be a salad? It looked like dandelions. Maybe it was. Gourmet dandelions.

I carried Sam’s plate and my own, hoping the food being served tasted better than it looked, while Abby helped Sam navigate the tight space between the buffet and the groups of tables. Plates fully loaded, we surveyed the tent, looking for a place to sit. It seemed that all two hundred students—and their parents—were already seated.

“You pick,” Abby said. “All I see are a bunch of dillholes with trust funds.”

Sam pointed his cane at a table full of girls. “Check out the babes,” he said, way too loudly. His deep voice, nurtured in speech therapy for years, was another of the contradictions that made up his life. Sure, he loved playing with trucks and ardently believed in Santa Claus, but get him around a group of pretty girls and he turned into a total horndog, like the thirteen-year-old he was.

Abby elbowed him. “Sam, you don’t want one of these babes. Way too high maintenance.”

We found a half-empty table a few feet away. I was about to set our plates down when one of the girls jumped up. “You can’t sit there. These are reserved.”

As we turned and looked around, her friend asked, “Is that him?”

“Yeah. He thinks he can just take anybody’s seat. Could he be any cockier?”

A guy bumped into my shoulder as he walked by, and I almost dropped our dinner. He sat down with the gossipy girls, his back to me. “He’ll be kicked out by Thanksgiving,” the guy said, loud enough so I’d be sure to hear. “The only reason he won at State was because he cheated.”

I recognized the voice. My old team had defeated him in finals. His name was Tran, but my partner and I had called him Mr. Irons-His-Underwear. It still fit.

I turned, still holding our plates. “I’m not a cheater. But go ahead and tell yourself that if it makes you feel better.”

Tran didn’t turn around, but one of the girls rolled her eyes. “Whatever. We’re trying to eat.”

Abby pulled at my sleeve and pointed to a table in the back. “How about there?”

I recognized someone seated alone. He was watching something on his phone. I couldn’t remember his name, but I remembered his Afro. It looked different—shorter, maybe—than the last time I’d seen him. He probably hated me, too, but the other tables were filling up and we were running out of options.

“Anyone sitting here?” Afro-guy shook his head, so I set our plates down. “I’m Tanner and this is my cousin, Abby, and my brother, Sam.”

He nodded. “Jason.”

He didn’t say a lot, but as we ate, we found out that Jason was from Berkeley, also a junior, and, tragically, a vegetarian—thereby forced to eat the salad made from yard waste.

“Berkeley,” Abby said. “That’s not that far. Do you live at home?”

Jason shook his head. “No. Commuting is a pain. Some people do it, but I don’t have a car.”

“Berkeley is a cool city,” I said.

He shrugged, then went back to his salad. I couldn’t tell if he was just quiet or still pissed off about losing to me. I told myself it didn’t matter. I tried not to think about Tran and what he was telling everyone. I tried to pretend I didn’t hear my name. I ate, just to have something to do, but I didn’t taste the food.

Sam nearly spilled his water and he dropped his fork three times. I wiped his face as discreetly as possible, but he still ended up with sauce all over his shirt.

When the waiters brought dessert trays around, we were joined at the table by two other guys. One looked like the evil blond dude from Harry Potter. The other looked like a young Enrique Iglesias.

I didn’t even have time to take a bite of my gluten-free chocolate zucchini cake before Enrique started hitting on Abby. “You must be new. I know I’d remember your face.”

“I’m sure I’d forget yours,” Abby said, and kicked me under the table.

Sam laughed. Even he could appreciate a good burn.

All eyes were on Sam, in that it’s-rude-to-look-but-I-just-can’t-help-myself way, and I knew what they were thinking. They wanted to know what was wrong with him.

Abby, who’d shared the job of looking out for Sam since we were kids, turned her attention on Jason. Running her finger around the rim of her crystal glass, she asked, “So, smooth jazz and chicken kebabs? You Bannerman boys really know how to party.”

The blond guy had a huge grin on his face. “Oh, we know how to party. This is for the parents. Let them believe what they want to believe. Once the Duke gets back, he’ll throw a real party. The Duke’s parties are epic. The stuff of legends. Life-changing.”

“The what?” I asked.

“Andrew Tate,” said the Enrique look-alike. “Everyone calls him the Duke. His stepdad is some kind of billionaire, like thirty-second-in-line for the British throne.”

A skinny blonde girl from the table next to us chimed in. “That’s not why he’s rich. The Duke was a soap-opera star in Brazil when he was twelve. He made all kinds of money. He was already loaded before his mom got remarried.”

Jason rolled his eyes. “That’s a rumor. But he is some kind of statistics whiz or something. Makes a lot of money at the casinos, if you know what I mean.”

They all started talking at once, each with a more outlandish story. The Duke was friends with Bill Gates. He’d invested in that indie movie that won all the Oscars. He’d saved the governor’s life when he was on vacation with his family. I elbowed Abby, and when she looked at me, she was wearing the same expression of disbelief I knew was on my face. The blond guy must have seen it, too.

“He has this house out on the coast, and his parents are never there. The parties are legendary. You’ll see.”

There was a screech from the speakers, and conversations stopped abruptly as a short, balding man stepped onto the platform next to the jazz band: Dean Kramer. Projectors hanging from the ceiling beamed images onto the sides of the tent. Pictures flashed by, set to music, and the crowd laughed as they recognized the faces: students dressed in white coats and safety glasses, conducting lab experiments; students in hiking gear at the top of a hill, looking through telescopes; a group picking up trash on the beach with the Golden Gate Bridge framed in the background. And in the final shot: last year’s debate team, holding their second place trophy.

The dean began speaking into a tiny microphone clipped to his lapel. “It’s my privilege to welcome you to another year at Bannerman. I suspect you’ve all already seen the article in last week’s Forbes, calling us the premier preparatory school in Northern California, the perfect blend of tradition and innovation….”

He droned on about how great Bannerman was, equipped with the latest technology, brand new tablets for faculty and students, the fastest on-site network, and an amazing new cyber-security system. Ironically, instead of listening, most people were fixated on their phones. The students tried to hide them, but the parents were openly checking email and sending messages throughout the entire speech, stopping only to clap half-heartedly during an awkward pause.

When the dean finally finished, everyone stood to go. Parents hugged their kids, reminding them not to stay up too late, and the place cleared out really quickly. I’d expected more tearful goodbyes, but I remembered that, with the exception of the freshmen—and maybe a handful of transfer students, like me—everyone else was used to this.

We found my mom as we were leaving the tent. “That was really something,” she said, under her breath.

A tall, dark-haired woman with at least twenty bracelets on her arm stopped and handed Mom her card. “Here. Email me your information. I’m sure we can get some services set up.”

“Thank you.” Mom smiled. “That would be wonderful.”

“Happy to do it. I can’t wait to see what Tanner does this year.”

The woman walked away, bracelets jingling.

“What was that about?” I asked.

“She’s an attorney. Her firm does pro bono work with special-education litigation. She thinks she can get some occupational therapy for Sam, maybe even a living-skills aide. I think if you’d asked for a kidney tonight, one of the many surgeons in attendance would have harvested you one before dessert.”

“That’s crazy.”

Mom put her arm around me. “You don’t have to prove anything. And if you’re not happy, you can come home. No questions asked, okay?”

Great plan. In theory. But I hadn’t learned how to turn off the part of my brain that worried. The part that made plans for my future. The part that didn’t want to juggle classes at the junior college and a night shift at Wendy’s until it all got to be too much and I dropped one class, then two, then dropped out completely so I could be a shift supervisor and, maybe one day, make assistant manager. I’d watched it happen to guys I knew back home. I needed this. Bannerman Prep was my ticket to a good college. And debate was my only hope of a scholarship. I couldn’t let my mom see how stressed I was. So I smiled and nodded.

“Sam!” Abby shouted, and we all turned. He was popping M&M’s into his mouth, eating them one color at a time like always, as blood ran from his nose. With efficiency honed in a trauma center, Mom grabbed a cloth napkin from a table that hadn’t been bussed yet, dipped it in a pitcher of water, and started cleaning him up.

“Sam, what happened?” Mom asked. My brother was silent. “Did you take your vitamin C this morning?” No response. “I’m going to try and get some ice. Tanner, come take over for me.”

I took her place, pinching the bridge of Sam’s nose while I held the napkin to his face. As I looked at his fingerprint-smudged glasses, I couldn’t help but think, I won’t have to do this 24/7 anymore. And then I immediately felt guilty.

There it is. I’m not a saint. I’m a selfish jerk like everyone else.

It was only my family and the catering staff in the tent, and for that, I was grateful. By the time Mom got the bleeding stopped, and cleaned up Sam as best she could, the campus had become pretty quiet. Along the walkways the streetlights had come on, sleek black paddles glowing with light so bright it looked almost alien.

“We’d better head home,” Mom said. “We’ve got a long drive.”

“I’ll walk you to the car.”

“Tanner?” Sam said. “Giddyup?” Blood was crusted around his nostrils and chocolate was smeared all over his mouth. But it was there in his eyes—that look of anticipation and trust and belief that I wasn’t some sixteen-year-old kid, but the greatest man who’d ever lived. It hit me. I was going to miss this; I was going to miss him, maybe more than anyone else.

I hoisted Sam onto my back. He held his cane in one hand, the other wrapped around my neck shouting woo-hoo as we galloped across the lawn. We passed the classroom buildings, all smooth stucco and huge dark windows, and Sam swatted at the towering palm trees that lined the walkway. We reached the parking lot and I set him down in front of the Honda. I caught my breath while we waited for my mom and Abby to catch up.

The girls’ and boys’ dorms were at the edge of campus, separated by a parking lot the size of a football field, complete with charging stations where a dozen electric cars were plugged in. There was a loud rumble, like somebody had fired up a jet engine, then the iron gate slid open and a small silver convertible turned into the lot.

Sam stared, his mouth open in disbelief. The car rolled to a stop under one of the solar panel–covered awnings. At least thirty people rushed out of the dorms, hurrying to greet the driver. With the engine still running, he grinned and nodded, like he was the Pope or something—minus the pointy hat.

“Who do you think that is?” Abby asked.

“Some kind of rebel. I’m guessing he doesn’t have a cause,” Mom said.

“What?” Abby asked.

“Look at that car,” I said. “That’s a Porsche 550 Spyder.”

Abby was unimpressed. “It looks old.”

“It is,” Mom said. “It’s a ’55.”

“Since when do you care about cars?” I asked.

Mom shrugged. “I don’t. But that’s the kind of car James Dean died in. And that guy looks like he’s trying awfully hard.”

I tried to see past the crowd to the guy in the driver’s seat. “He even looks like James Dean,” my mom said. “Same dirty-blond hair that’s way too long on top. He needs a haircut.”

He opened the door and three different girls were all over him before he could get a foot on the asphalt.

“Looks like a dillhole,” I said.

“With a trust fund,” Abby added pointedly.

He must have noticed us watching and said something, because his crowd of groupies disbanded. He shut the car off and walked over.

I spoke first. “Hey. I’m Tanner.”

He smiled, perfect white teeth and oozing with confidence, and ran his hand through his hair. “Oh, I know who you are, mate. I’m Andrew. Andrew Tate. Everyone calls me the Duke.”

Abby shot me a look, her eyes so wide they were threatening to bug out of her head.

“I’ve heard about you, too. For some reason, I thought you’d have an accent.”

He laughed. “No. But my mom lives in England, so I’m there quite a bit.” He turned and took in Abby and Sam. “And this is your move-in crew?”

“This is my mom,” I said, “My brother, Sam, and Abby, my cousin.”

He shook hands with everyone, and then Mom’s cell rang. She dug it out of her purse, and after checking the number, excused herself and walked away.

Like every other guy at Bannerman, the Duke didn’t take his eyes off Abby. “You leaving?” the Duke asked. She nodded. “Any way I can convince you to stay?”

“Afraid not,” Abby said.

“Buy her a Laffy Taffy,” Sam said. “Purple one.”

The Duke laughed. “Is that all it takes?”

“Yeah,” Sam said, nodding proudly.

Abby was blushing. “I’m not quite that easy.”

“Well, I’m fresh out of Laffy Taffy at the moment, but I’m having a party in a couple of weeks. You should come.”

She tilted her head. “And will there be Laffy Taffy?”

“Truckloads. Just for you.” The Duke winked.

I glared at Abby, but she didn’t seem to notice.

“I’ll think about it,” she said.

The Duke nodded. “Nice meeting you all.” He walked over to the sidewalk, then turned back. “See you in a couple of weeks, Abby.”

“What’s in a couple of weeks?” Mom asked, rejoining us.

Abby stared at his back. “James Dean is having a party.”

It didn’t escape my notice that my cousin, who didn’t even go to the school, had gotten an invitation, while I was completely ignored.

Mom shrugged. “I’ve got to get back. That was the hospital. I need to get a few hours of sleep so I can cover a 6:00 a.m. shift.”

Wiping the tears from below her bottom lashes, Mom wrapped me in a tight hug. I lifted her tiny body off the ground, because I could. She looked like a little kid, not the take-no-prisoners nurse that intimidated most of the doctors at the hospital. When I set her back down, I promised I’d call and text and check in as often as she wanted. Finally letting me go, she nodded, unable to speak.

I hugged Sam next. “See you soon, buddy. Don’t break too many hearts.” I held the door to the backseat while he slid in.

Then it was me and Abby, standing on the sidewalk, staring at our shoes.

“Don’t hurt yourself, you know, falling off the pyramid or whatever you cheerleaders do.”

She rolled her eyes. “I won’t.”

“Make sure Mom doesn’t fall asleep on the way home. She’s worked two doubles this week. And don’t let Sam—”

“Tanner. I know. It’ll be fine.”

She didn’t say it, but I knew what she meant. They’d be fine without me. I wanted it to be true and not true at the same time. I swallowed the lump in my throat.

“And if you want to come to that party, let me know. You can even bring your Neanderthal boyfriend, if you can get him toilet-trained by then.”

“Ha ha. We’ll see,” she said. “It might be fun. I’ve never been to a nerd party before.”

I shook my head.

And then I hugged her quickly, patting her back, and she climbed into the front seat. I stood there while they drove away, watching my mom make an illegal U-turn onto El Camino, waiting until her taillights were gone.

I’ll admit it. I was nervous. But I was excited, too. It was the start of something. Something important. Something big. I looked at all the cars in the parking lot, the rows of SUVs and Audis and BMWs and the occasional Honda or Toyota. My ’96 Ford Bronco stood out like a scab on a supermodel, but I didn’t care.

I couldn’t quit staring at the Duke’s car.

It could barely seat two people, didn’t have air conditioning, cruise control, or power anything, and even though it had been fast in its day, there were other cars in the lot that had more torque and horsepower straight from the factory. None of that mattered. That car was something else—some kind of passport into a world that I didn’t know existed until that moment.

As I stood there under the darkening sky, the sounds of a hundred conversations and the same five hip-hop songs filtering down through the open dorm windows, I promised myself that someday, I’d have a car like that. I wouldn’t be one of those thirty-something lemmings lining up for the newest Lexus or Mercedes so everyone would know that I’d dropped eighty grand on a ride to haul my kid to soccer practice. No. I’d find something unique, something iconic, like he had. Even if it cost twice as much.

As I walked back to the dorm, I didn’t care how hard I’d have to work. I just knew that I wanted it.


CHAPTER TWO

MY GOAL FOR THE FIRST day of school was to get through it without making a total asshat of myself. So far, the jury was still out.

It wasn’t going well with my roommate. For some reason, when I had pictured myself at boarding school, I’d imagined getting to be pretty tight with my roommate. If the testimonials and pictures in the brochures were to be believed, this guy would become my instant best friend, we’d be inseparable for the next two years, and someday, when offering the toast as the best man at my wedding, he’d mention the fateful day we met at Bannerman.

The real version: not quite like that. It had been a super awkward night.

I’d introduced myself: “Hey! I’m Tanner. You must be Huang.”

“Figured that all out on your own? You must be a freaking genius.”

Then we’d both unpacked in silence. In about thirty minutes, I had my clothes hung up, bed made, books stacked on my desk, and shoes shoved into the closet. Huang had spent that time sticking little white labels on every hanger in his closet and pretending I didn’t exist. At one point a couple of guys had come by, but they just talked to Huang in another language, which I later discovered was Mandarin, without even acknowledging my presence.

I’d tossed and turned that first night, wondering what I had done to piss him off.

Classes started the next day, and while I managed to keep my head down in most of them, it was hard to blend in when there were only twelve to fifteen people in each. Especially because most of my classrooms had tables instead of desks, arranged so that we all faced one another and nobody could hide. It didn’t help that my stomach kept growling. I hadn’t counted on having to wait for a shower when I set my alarm the night before, so I’d missed breakfast. By lunch time I was starving.

My history teacher kept me after class, trying to talk me into joining Model UN. I barely had time to get through the lunch line before the bell rang. I stuffed a few grapes in my mouth and grabbed my organic turkey burger before following the mass exodus out of the dining hall. Still chewing, I pushed open the door to the one class I was actually looking forward to, competitive speech and debate, to find every person in the room staring at me. The buzz of conversation stopped, and I was sure they could all hear me swallow as I dropped into a seat and set my backpack on the floor.

“Did somebody die?” A door at the back of the room opened, and I recognized Mr. Watterson as he walked to the front of the room. He spotted me and nodded. “All right, since you’ve all quieted down, we can get started.” He bent over his laptop, keyboard clicking as he spoke. “Welcome back. I hope you all had a good summer. As you know, it’s now over, and you belong to me.”

A few people chuckled, but most shook their heads, pulling laptops or tablets out of their backpacks. In my other classes, the teachers had at least taken roll, but it seemed like Watterson was jumping right in. I knew this class wasn’t going to be an easy A, like it had been at my old school. I got my stuff out and tried to keep up.

Watterson pulled up a schedule on the huge flat-screen monitor at the front of the room. “You all should have received this already. If you haven’t, I suggest you check your email. As you can see, our first tournament is in four weeks. That means we start mock rounds in two. So if you haven’t gotten a case together already, you are officially behind.”

The door flew open, and in walked the Duke and his cronies, talking and laughing and pushing one another into the room. He froze when he saw the look on Watterson’s face.

“You’re late, Tate.”

“Welcome back to you, too, sir,” the Duke said, dropping into a chair. “Did you miss me as much as I missed you?”

Everyone laughed.

“I cried myself to sleep every night.” Watterson’s voice was totally deadpan. “You’ve all already met Tanner. Now’s the time to get over the fact that he humiliated you in competition last year. He’s on our team, and we’re lucky to have him. Enough said.”

I stared straight at the table in front of me but could hear muffled whispers.

Watterson raised his voice, silencing everyone else. “This is a new year, so we start fresh. You will earn your speaker positions and rankings. I don’t care if you’re a freshman or a senior. I don’t care if you were our number one L/D seed last year,” Watterson glared at the Enrique Iglesias look-alike. “You’ll have to earn that spot back. Starting today.”

Watterson spent the rest of the period reviewing theory. According to the schedule, we would focus on debate events the first week, then individual speech events the next. There wasn’t much to say about Congress. It’s the easiest. You can do absolutely zero research, BS your way through a three-minute speech, and still place. Public Forum is a little more intense. Most of the topics are current events, and they change every month, so the research is never as in depth. Lincoln/Douglas is one-on-one value debating. I’d tried it my freshman year, but couldn’t handle that it was so subjective. How do you prove that liberty is better than equality or autonomy or self-actualization? I couldn’t, and I didn’t want to. I switched to Policy Debate, and never looked back.

I could explain it all in my sleep, so while I pretended to take notes, I was glancing around the room, trying to figure out who was new, who had moved up from the novice team, and who I’d seen at tournaments the last two years. Jason was sitting on the opposite side of the room, sketching in a notebook. Tran was in the center, still glaring at me despite Watterson’s little speech. I’d need to look everyone up in the online directory tonight. I knew the guys who’d hit on Abby were both seniors, but I wasn’t sure who else was. I needed to know my competition.

The two guys who’d hit on Abby had come in with the Duke. They weren’t paying attention, either—just messing around on their tablets. They were surrounded by a bunch of girls. None of the girls had competed in Policy Debate, but the brunette in the front row looked familiar. She’d probably been in Extemp, my individual event.

The bell rang, but Watterson continued talking over it. As I was closing my notebook, I heard him giving directions. “Six o’clock. Sharp. Be sure to check out with your dorm parents. We won’t be back until after nine, so you’ll need to get your evening chores done before you leave. Don’t be late.”

Then everyone was up, gathering their stuff and heading to their next class. I’d missed something big. I glanced up at the monitor, but there was nothing there. As if sensing my panic, the brunette stopped by my seat on her way out. “You look like you’re about thirty seconds away from hyperventilating.”

“I didn’t catch that last part.” I stood and threw my backpack over my shoulder. “What’s tonight at six?”

She smiled. “Team party. At Dante’s Pizza. The bus will meet us in the parking lot. Attendance is mandatory.”

“Okay. I’ll be there. Thanks.”

“No problem.” She pulled the door open, and we walked into the hall. As I turned left, toward my next class, she spun back around. “Hey, Tanner?”

She knew my name. And she wanted to talk to me. Things were definitely getting better. “Yeah?”

“You might want to wipe that ketchup off your face.”

She waved goodbye and turned, soon disappearing into the swarm of bodies pushing to their next classes.

I was the loser covered in ketchup.

[image: images]

Team party, my ass.

More like team get-together-and-humiliate-the-new-guy-night. For two, maybe three seconds, I thought about leaving. Just walking off the stage, straight through the double doors, not even stopping at the dorm to pick up my stuff. Then the song started—a few chords for an introduction—and in that moment I had to commit. The first line of lyrics flashed on the screen. Did I really want to be a part of all this? I thought I did. I’d watched Bannerman for the last two years. I’d told myself I’d give anything to be on this team, and I had. I’d missed homecoming, my best friend’s birthday, even my grandma’s funeral to get to this point, to have this chance.

And now I was standing on a makeshift stage in a greasy pizza parlor in a run-down strip mall, microphone in my hand and a spotlight burning my retinas, and I knew I had to do it. Let them haze me. I could take it. They’d need a whole lot more than a karaoke machine to get inside my head.

I grabbed the microphone and belted out the words, my voice cracking on the first line, but I didn’t stop. The beat was fast and I skipped a few words to get to the chorus. Beads of sweat ran into my eyes, making it harder to read the words on the screen. Someone in the crowd was whistling, and I could hear smart-ass comments, but I kept singing—even as a pizza crust hit my shoulder and somebody’s glass shattered on the ground. The music swelled and I held the last note. And then it was over.

A couple of people clapped. I didn’t look to see who. I set the mic down on top of the machine, hopped off the stage, and walked back to the table, my head high. As I pulled out my chair, I caught Coach Watterson’s eye a few tables over. He raised his glass at me, a tiny smile on his face.

The music started again. A scared looking freshman was standing on the stage, but as I looked around the table, nobody was paying attention to her. “Pay up,” Jason said, holding out his palm to the two guys who’d hit on Abby.

The blond reached in his pocket and pulled out a twenty. He handed it to Jason, glaring at me. “Didn’t think you had it in you.”

I shrugged. “It’s not the first time you’ve been wrong.”

“Didn’t take him long to figure you out, Garrett,” a girl sitting next to him said. She’d been at the barbecue, one of the experts who’d been gossiping about the Duke. Tucking her blonde hair behind her ear, she said, “I’m Peyton, but you probably already knew that.”

I didn’t, but I nodded, anyway.

“Garrett acts like a jerk, but we all ignore him. You should, too.” Garrett tried to say something but she kept talking. “Tomas is a walking hormone.” She pointed to the Enrique Iglesias look-alike. “Fortunately for you, you’ve got the wrong chromosome, so you’re not his type.” She pointed across the table. “And you’ve met Jason and Kelsey, right?”

Kelsey. The brunette’s name was Kelsey.

Peyton was still talking. “People around here can be bitchy. It’s just the way it is. You’ll get used to it.” Her public service done for the night, she turned back to Garrett and Tomas and started talking about her summer in Prague. She said Prague so often that if we’d been playing a drinking game, we’d all be wasted by the time it was her turn for karaoke. Neither of the guys seemed to be listening, anyway.

Resting my elbows on the table, I asked Jason, “What’s with the karaoke? Is Watterson into public humiliation or does he not have anything better to do on a Monday night?”

He glanced over at Watterson’s table. “Probably both.”

Kelsey rolled her eyes. “Everything Watterson does is for one reason. To make us better. The karaoke serves two purposes. One, it forces you to get over yourself and get used to being in front of people. Two, singing lyrics quickly improves your articulation, which is especially useful for you Policy Debaters. Didn’t you notice that he didn’t have any slow songs to choose from?”

I hadn’t noticed, but once she said it, it made sense. There had definitely been a weird selection of songs. “Why not call it a karaoke party, then?” I asked.

“Because”—Jason stood, his hand resting on the back of his chair, before he took his place on the stage—“seeing the petrified faces of the newbies is half the fun.”

As he walked up front, I turned to Kelsey. “I wasn’t petrified.”

“Sure you weren’t.”

Eager to change the subject, I asked, “Do you live around here? Or are you a boarder, too?”

“I’m a boarder. My parents are a couple hours north of here, in Napa.”

I nodded. Wine country. Pretty fancy town. Never been there.

“Do you guys come here a lot? For pizza?”

Kelsey laughed. “Do you like eating greasy cardboard?” I looked down at the five crusts on my plate. She saw them, too. “Never mind. I guess you do.”

I shrugged. “I’ve had worse.”

“We don’t usually leave campus on weekdays. Sports practices don’t end until four-thirty or five. Between evening chores and study groups, there isn’t much time.”

She was right. I’d barely made it to the bus on time. After running around the soccer field for an hour and a half, then taking my turn shoveling compost onto the garden, I must have set some kind of record for the fastest shower by a sixteen-year-old male. I was going to have to get a lot better at managing my time if I was going to survive.

“So what events do you do?”

Kelsey spun her straw between her thumb and index finger, staring at her cup. “Oratory, Extemp, and L/D.”

“Oh.” I nodded.

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“What?” I asked, genuinely confused.

“That look. That oh. You’re as bad as the rest of them.”

I could tell I’d said the wrong thing, stepped onto some land mine, but I didn’t know how to get out of it. “I didn’t mean anything by it. I don’t have a problem with L/D. I just don’t want to do it.”

Wrong answer. Kelsey leaned forward, staring me down like a pit bull. “Of course not. You’re far too intelligent to waste your time doing Lincoln/Douglas debate. It’s only been practiced by history’s most notable statesmen for hundreds of years. But you’re better than that.”

“I’m not better than that.” I raised my voice to compete with the god-awful screeching coming from Jason up on stage. “I just don’t want to spend forty-five minutes in a room whining about values. There’re no such things as moral absolutes, so there’s no way to actually prove your case. The round comes down to who can best quote Plato and Shakespeare and agree with whatever preconceived bias the judge already has.”

“As opposed to what you guys do?” Kelsey looked over at Garrett and Tomas, who were staring at us. “You read card after card until you’re talking so fast that it’s hard to tell whether you’re giving your rebuttal or suffering from a grand mal seizure. And you claim that every case you argue will lead to some kind of apocalypse or nuclear war or worse. Because you get your jollies by thinking that the things you say are somehow important. Yet the second you walk out of that room, nobody cares. And it kills you that the world doesn’t understand your greatness. It’s a good thing you Policy Debaters are so in love with yourselves. Nobody else can stand to be around you.”

Before I could respond, she stood and marched up to the stage, bumping into Jason as he returned to his seat. I glanced around the table. “What was that?”

The guys laughed. Peyton rolled her eyes. “That’s Kelsey. You survived the rant. Welcome to the team.”

Garrett, Jason, and Tomas nodded in agreement, then started talking about something else. I wanted to believe them. I wanted it to be that easy. But from across the room, Tran was glaring at me. Kelsey was on stage, belting out the lyrics to a song called “Boys Don’t Cry” while staring at me the whole time. The Duke was noticeably absent.

My phone had buzzed when I was on stage. I pulled it out and found a text from Abby.

How was the first day? Are you sitting around eating caviar at the country club?

I texted back, Not quite. I’m at a team party though. You wouldn’t believe me if I told you.

Where?

I didn’t answer right away. Sure enough, my phone started going crazy with a bunch of texts from her.

You can’t leave it at that.

OMG, are you playing polo?

Shopping for a Rolls?

Have you joined the Young Republicans?

If you don’t tell me, I’ll have to get Sam involved.

The last thing I needed was a million calls from my little brother. The kid was relentless. I replied, Karaoke party. At a pizza place. No alcohol involved.

She sent me back a gif of a girl lying on the floor laughing. Seemed about right.

Did you sing?

Yep.

This time, she sent me a gif of a group of howling dogs.

I replied, Much more painful in person.

Sad I missed that. Maybe I’ll come to this epic party after all. Wouldn’t want to miss your next performance. Get the details from James Dean and let me know.

I will. Talk later.

I glanced around the room to see if the Duke had come in. No sign of him. Since Peyton took pride in being Tour-Guide Barbie, I asked her where he was.

“Oh, the Duke never comes to these,” she said, flipping her hair over her shoulder.

“I thought it was mandatory.”

“It is.” She stared at me like I was a kindergartener and she was telling me not to eat the glue sticks.

I decided to drop it. Kelsey was walking back to the table, and everyone clapped when she sat down. She took a long drink of her soda, and I waited, wanting her to look at me, to see if she was mad at me. Instead, she elbowed Garrett and told him what a horrible singer he was. Then they argued about music for the next half hour, while I sat there alone, twisting my napkin in my hands.


CHAPTER THREE

FOR THE FIRST SIX MONTHS of my debate career, my mom genuinely tried to understand what I was doing. She’d ask questions about the resolution we were debating, or ask me how my case was coming along. She even read my ballots after a tournament was over. I doubt she was able to decipher much of it, but she tried.

Then, as things got more intense, and I moved up to varsity-level, we both came to an unspoken agreement: she wouldn’t ask and I wouldn’t have to explain it all. Because the thing was, most normal people don’t get it. Debate, especially Policy Debate, comes with its own language and its own set of rules, and it takes a seriously demented personality to care enough to learn it all.

I was so warped that I didn’t just learn it. I lived for it.

There were a million different clubs and activities at Bannerman. From the chess club to the Asian-pop club to the science bowl, there was a club for every student who needed leadership positions to list on college apps. Every evening, some group was meeting in the common rooms, but from what I could gather, the meetings mostly consisted of eating veggies and hummus and goofing off. It looked like fun. I could have made a bunch of friends that way. But I didn’t have time.

We were required to participate in a sport, so I’d chosen soccer, mainly because I didn’t know the first thing about golf, or lacrosse, or rugby. I’d played soccer for a couple of years, starting when I was seven or eight. Rec-league soccer, where everyone follows the ball in a huge bunch and gets orange slices at halftime and a participation medal at the end of the season. I was terrible then and hadn’t improved since. In the first practice, the Bannerman coach made me a fullback, and I tried to defend the goal as best I could, but it only took about twenty minutes for the goalie to realize I was useless. I spent most of that practice running until my legs wanted to fall off and getting shoved around by the other players. Most of the other guys on the team thought I was about as helpful as a yard gnome. I couldn’t blame them.

I tolerated most of my classes at Bannerman. They were more intense than what I was used to in public school, but though the teachers piled on the homework, they didn’t seem to grade it very hard. I was generally able to keep up, but in my competitive speech and debate class, I was all in. The karaoke night had brought that out in me. Call it the fight-or-flight reflex, or my super-competitive nature—whatever it was, I was ready to win.

A couple days after the karaoke party, Watterson broke us into groups. The kids doing Public Forum or Congress spread out and sat on the floor in opposite corners at the front of the room, Lincoln/Douglas debaters took one side of the table, and the rest of us—the Policy Debate group—moved to the back of the room. As I grabbed my things, I took a good look at my group. For the first time, I realized that Shari Prasad, the girl that Watterson had said would be my partner when he recruited me, wasn’t there. I counted everyone in the group. Eight people. Four teams. Two varsity and two JV. Who was going to be my partner?

As if sensing my panic, Watterson approached the Policy Debate group. “All right, listen up. We’ve got two new freshmen this year.” He nodded at the group in the corner, a scared looking guy and a heavy girl with hair covering most of her face. “I want you to go over some theory with them. Explain the rules, especially in the context of this year’s resolution. Throw out some case ideas. Talk about possible counter plans and topicality arguments.”

Tran’s hand shot straight into the air. Without turning to acknowledge it, Watterson said, “You don’t have to give them your whole case, Tran. Talk in general terms. They’ll get their chance to beat you soon enough.” Tran put his hand down and scowled. Watterson turned and walked to the next group. “I’ll post who you’re partnered with in a few minutes.”

Garrett took charge of the group, not the Duke, as I’d expected. He pulled out his laptop and opened it up while the Duke sat in the back corner, staring at Peyton and flirting with her from across the room. She managed to simultaneously toss her hair and make faces at the Duke and the guys on either side of her. I suddenly understood how she’d become so successful in Congress.

“Okay,” Garrett said, “Policy Debate. You’ve at least watched a few rounds, right?”

The girl nodded, and the boy grunted in agreement.

“Good. So you know the general idea. One team, the affirmative, argues in favor of the resolution, and the other team, the negative, argues against it. The affirmative presents a plan, the negative attacks it.”

The freshman guy raised his hand. His hair was so white he looked almost bald, and his voice shook a little as he spoke. “It’s easier to be the affirmative because you get to decide what the debate is about, right?”

Tran jumped in. “Yes and no. When you’re affirmative you present the plan, and your first constructive speech is prepared, so you have that advantage. But the negative only has to win one argument to win the round, so in that way, they have the advantage.”

The girl shook her head. “I don’t understand.”

Tran threw his pen down. “What don’t you understand?”

She bit her lip. “All of it.”

The Duke spoke without taking his eyes off Peyton. “Give her an example.”

Tran let out a long breath and pulled out his tablet.

Garrett turned his laptop screen around so everyone could see it. He had a sample ballot on the screen. He tried again: “The resolution this year is about the homeless.”

Tran interrupted. “It’s ‘Resolved: That the federal government should significantly increase social services to homeless individuals in the United States.’”

Over the top of his computer screen, Garrett glared.

“What?” Tran said, shrugging. “They need to know that.”

“Anyway,” Garrett continued. “The affirmative comes up with a plan that meets the resolution. Their plan can be food stamps or health care or housing or substance-abuse treatment or giving the homeless all puppies or whatever. And then the affirmative has to argue their plan and why the judges should vote for it. The negative attacks the plan. They argue that there is no need for the plan, that it won’t work, that it doesn’t fit the resolution, or that it will cause more problems than it solves. For the affirmative to win, they have to win every one of those arguments. The negative only has to win one, because if they can win just one argument, there’s no need to pass the plan. Understand?”

I looked over at the freshmen, remembering when I was in their place. Ms. Vandergrift had spent two weeks teaching us theory, and even then, I still hadn’t understood it all. This was Bannerman, though, and these two would learn by watching us. They’d be lucky to compete much at all this year. On a team like this one, there was no room for those who were still learning.

The girl nodded. “Yeah. I think so.”

Garrett smiled. “Good. So, yeah. The beginning of the debate is the constructive speeches. The affirmative goes first and presents its case. Each constructive speech is eight minutes long. Followed by a three-minute cross-examination.”
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