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To my sisters, Lucy and Christianna, and my sisters and brothers in survivorship

—C. P.

To brave girls and women everywhere

—J. A.



INTRODUCTION

You can’t go back and change the beginning, but you can start where you are and change the ending.

—C. S. LEWIS

There is no one narrative for a survivor of sexual assault. We all have our own journey; you’ll read about Chessy Prout’s in the pages to come. Mine began nearly four decades ago on a winter evening, at a prestigious college campus on the East Coast. I was an eighteen-year-old student, going to a dance at a fraternity house with friends. We danced, we listened to music, we enjoyed the party. Until one young man assaulted me in a crude and insulting way, and I ran, alone, into the cold dark night.

I have never forgotten that night. I was filled with shame, regret, and humiliation, while he was egged on and encouraged by his friends.

Several years later, while working as a legislative aide on Capitol Hill, I was assaulted again, this time by a distinguished guest of the US Congress. I was twenty-three years old, and I didn’t say a word to anyone. And then one night walking home from a diner just a few blocks from the Capitol, I was mugged and grabbed. When I broke free, I ran again, alone, into the cold dark night.

I never told anyone. My family didn’t know—not my husband, my children, my friends. The truth is that my experiences are not remarkable or unique. Sadly, they are all too common.

I lived in silence for most of my life. But in June 2016, Emily Doe, the survivor of the brutal assault by Brock Turner at Stanford University, bravely shared her story. Her powerful words and the severe failure of the justice system to hold her assailant accountable inspired me to publicly tell my stories. Since that time, I’ve been heartened to see more courageous young women come forward to shed light on the all-too-persistent culture of sexual violence in our nation.

I was blown away when I saw Chessy Prout’s interview on the Today show in August 2016. Her poise, strength, and courage reflected a young woman wise beyond her years. I saw in Chessy someone who wasn’t satisfied with the status quo and who was ready to take matters into her own hands.

I also had the realization that forty years of my generation’s silence had helped create the system that Chessy and her contemporaries are fighting to tear down. A system that blames the victim. A system in which justice is too easily escaped by those who prey upon their fellow students, service members, and citizens.

It is time to push back.

As Chessy was going public with her story and taking back her own identity, I was inspired by her and other survivors to begin working on Capitol Hill to establish a group dedicated to ending sexual violence. Sexual violence is not a Republican or Democratic issue: it’s a challenge that faces all our communities, our military, and our institutions of learning.

I was encouraged to find members of the US Congress, men and women, Republican and Democrat, who were willing to take on this effort. The Bipartisan Task Force to End Sexual Violence is still growing in numbers but is already beginning to serve as a catalyst for change. We continue to educate our fellow lawmakers and push for reforms that will help empower survivors and prevent these crimes from occurring.

We can change the laws, but what really needs to change is the culture of sexual violence. That begins with conversations and the strength to speak truth to power as Chessy is so bravely doing.

[image: Image]

I first met Chessy and her family in a coffee shop on Capitol Hill. We told our stories and realized that we shared a mission of education, advocacy, and empowerment in our quest to end sexual violence.

I invited her to join our panel for a film screening and discussion on Capitol Hill focused on the challenges the digital age is presenting to survivors of sexual violence. With her confidence and quiet resolve, Chessy made quite an impression on the members of Congress she met that evening. Chessy is helping to lead a generation of young people who are shaking up the system and saying, “Enough is enough.”

Since that time, I’ve had the opportunity to work and meet with Chessy on several occasions and I continue to be impressed by her courage and resolve. So much of what she eloquently writes about has been a mystery to me for the past forty years of my life. I recognize the tears, the nightmares, the anger, and the loneliness, even when our family and friends surround us with love. But luckily, and most importantly, I recognize the inspiration, the resolve, and the hope for a better world that motivates us to become advocates.

Chessy embodies the inspiration and the courage to rise up and take back what is rightfully ours—our voice, our autonomy, our hopes and dreams, our future. It’s an honor to stand with incredible survivors like Chessy to create a kinder, better, and safer world for everyone to thrive and succeed.

I was in the third class of women at Dartmouth College and I have lived in the shadow of St. Paul’s School for sixty years. Chessy’s description of the hierarchy of influence and privilege on campus and the fear of challenging the status quo is all too familiar to me. For the past forty years, I was silenced by shame and self-blame. But now, through Chessy’s courage to stand her ground, I have found my voice.

Chessy did not know that, two years after her trial and one year after she went public on the Today show, revelations about Harvey Weinstein’s behavior would have millions tweeting Tarana Burke’s #MeToo, showing solidarity with those who have experienced sexual harassment and sexual assault.

Chessy’s case is one of many that led us to the present, where we’re challenging institutions, Congress included, on the power imbalances that lead to sexual oppression and a system that’s set up to keep people silent.

In short, we have arrived at a cultural tipping point. What are we going to do about it?

Together, we can lead a movement for change in our schools and in our society, so that every person can thrive in a world of respect and autonomy.

When I was a young lawyer, raising two sons with my husband, Brad, and managing a demanding workload, I spoke up about fairness and equality for women, promoting equal pay, flexible work schedules, and paid family leave. I remember a male colleague admonishing me—“You’re rocking the boat, Annie. Don’t rock the boat.”

Chessy, I am a certified boat rocker and I can’t think of a better first mate than you. I believe in you. I am proud of you. And I am honored to change the world with you.

Ann McLane Kuster

US Congress

Concord, New Hampshire
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Representative Kuster claiming her rights.





PROLOGUE

It’s May 31, 2014, the night before my older sister, Lucy, graduates from St. Paul’s, the boarding school we both attend in New Hampshire. My extended family is here in Concord for the weekend festivities, and Dad, a St. Paul’s alum, is bursting with pride.

I’m a freshman and I’m hanging out with Lucy and our cousin Katie, watching an awards ceremony honoring student athletes. We arrive too late to get seats in the wooden bleachers, so we end up standing near the road overlooking a pond. Everyone is clapping and cheering.

But I can’t put my hands together. I should be mesmerized by the midnight-blue water reflecting everything beautiful around it, the clementine sun sinking in the sky, the redbrick academic buildings, the ethereal pine trees. But my knees are wobbly and my legs feel like Jell-O.

A sticky breeze ripples across the flag. It’s warm outside and the guys are sweating in their royal blue and crimson blazers and straw hats. Lucy and her friends are wearing strappy sundresses. I have on a loose-fitting blue shirt and white jeans so I can cover my body, cover everything that he touched last night.

I look over again at the pond. I used to be obsessed with that view. I took a photo of it almost every week this spring as I walked from the dining hall to my dorm. How could a place that’s so beautiful, so filled with endless promise, cause so much ugly pain?

Suddenly I notice Malcolm Salovaara staring at me and whispering to him, to Owen Labrie, a popular senior and captain of the soccer team.

Four days ago I received an invite from Owen to climb hidden steps and bask together in the nicest view on campus. I knew what it was—a Senior Salute invitation. It’s a tradition at St. Paul’s in which seniors try to hook up with younger girls before graduation.

As much as I love an artsy Instagram photo, I didn’t want to be just another sexual conquest. Besides, Lucy had briefly dated him and told me to stay away. But after I sent Owen a sassy rejection, a friend who lives in Owen’s dorm confronted me.

“Owen’s not going to pressure you or do anything to hurt you,” my friend promised. “He’s a nice guy. He just wants to spend time with you.”

My friend kept insisting I go. Owen had a secret key with access to a cool view. Didn’t I want to see that? I’m only fifteen years old, but I’ve lived overseas in Japan and I’ve been on my own at boarding school for a year. I could handle a rooftop excursion with an eighteen-year-old senior.

If I’m honest with myself, I didn’t mind kissing him. Owen’s cute and a golden boy, beloved by teachers and bound for Harvard University in the fall.

I glance over at Lucy and I’m afraid to tell her what happened last night. I don’t want to ruin graduation weekend. It’s the first happy milestone for our family since the 2011 earthquake in Japan uprooted our lives. But I feel shattered like I did back then, my world unraveling beyond my control.

St. Paul’s was supposed to be a rock of stability after a difficult few years. It felt safe and familiar, the natural place to be after Dad and Lucy attended. But in one horrible night, I ended up with Owen in a dark, locked room. My fierce independence, my youthful innocence, stolen.

I look up and see Malcolm playing connect-the-dots with his eyes, staring at Lucy, then at me, and then at Owen. His smirk sends shrapnel through my body.

I blink back tears. I need to get away from here, from him, from what he did to me. I don’t know who to tell or what to do. As I walk with Lucy and Katie uphill past the pond and the squash courts, a stillness comes over my body. I have to tell Lucy. I know she might be angry that I didn’t listen to her, but she would understand that I didn’t want this to happen. She knows me better than anyone. She’ll know what to say, what to do.

“He had sex with me,” I say, tears slipping out of the corners of my eyes, “but I didn’t want it.”

Lucy wraps her arms around me. Then she utters four of the most important words I need to hear: “It’s not your fault.”

Before I can say anything more, fury flashes across Lucy’s face.

“I’m going to kill him,” she says.

A few hours later, Lucy hunts down Owen on the chapel lawn, her silky brown hair swaying violently across her back.

“This is for taking my sister’s virginity,” Lucy yells.

Then she punches him in the face.
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I make it through graduation on Sunday without breaking down, and Lucy has left campus along with the rest of my family. Now I’m studying for math and science finals. But I’m overwhelmed. Word has spread, and students in my dorm confide that Owen has violated other girls too. I need to focus on something else.

I decide to check email, and then I change my Facebook cover photo to one of me and Lucy from yesterday’s graduation. Lucy has me in a semi-headlock and is holding a celebratory cigar in her right hand. Classic silly sisters picture.

A few minutes later a classmate writes Owen Labrie’s name in a comment under the photo, as if we were notches on his bedpost. My head begins to spin, and I hear my phone ringing. It’s Lucy. She’s shouting.

I’m upset that Lucy is upset, but I’m not mad at her. I’m mad at me like she’s mad at me. But I’m also mad at Owen Labrie. I race through my dorm crying, trying to figure out what to do. I still don’t understand what happened to me. Should I tell an adult? Do I go to the hospital?

Later that night, the friend who pressured me to go out with Owen texts a sickening manifesto:

Chessy, I know what happened with you and Owen, and I just wanted to say I’m really sorry . . . I know him really well and if he thought he was doing anything to hurt you physically or emotionally he would’ve stopped . . . So before you tell anyone names, I just want you to consider the circumstances. Owen is starting a new life in a new place, and next year will be a fresh start for you too . . . I just love you both and I know what he did hurt you, and maybe you didn’t necessarily hate what he was doing at the time. I don’t want to see either of you get hurt.

Maybe I didn’t hate what he was doing? Is this some kind of threat? My body convulses and I shriek uncontrollably.

Dr. G., a dorm adviser who lives next to me, hears me and brings me into her apartment. I start to tell her what happened, using hypotheticals, because that’s what we were advised to do at orientation in the beginning of the year when talking about serious stuff with adults.

“What should I do?” I wail.

“Call your mother,” Dr. G. says. “How you handle this will inform the rest of your life.”



ONE

March 11, 2011

Ihad only one question on my mind as I walked toward my sixth-grade math class: Which bedsheet would make me look like a real Grecian goddess?

Later that night was the annual Bingo fund-raiser at our all-girls school in Tokyo, and this year it was a Greek-themed event. You’d never seen Bingo like this: the entire gymnasium and cafeteria filled up with students, parents, and teachers who pounded their fists on the tables in frenzied excitement.

Some of my friends were already wrapped in exquisite togas. I was twelve and loved any excuse to dress up, but was holding out until I found the perfect sheet. In the meantime, I wore my regular school uniform: navy knee-high socks and a white button-down shirt tucked into a thick polyester blue-and-green-plaid skirt.

I hoped Mom would let me borrow one of the nicer sheets that shimmered in the light. She was chair of the silent auction and had been working on the Bingo fund-raiser for months. Maybe I’d even thread leaves into my blond hair like the wreaths worn at the ancient Olympic Games.

As I made my way into Mr. Martindale’s room on Friday afternoon, I noticed some girls giggling as they climbed under their desks, pretending there was an earthquake only they could feel. Nothing was moving.

In Japan, earthquakes were pretty routine. Sometimes we had one every week, and we had just felt one on Wednesday. I’d lived in Tokyo since I was six months old, so I barely noticed the small quakes anymore. But new kids at my school, the International School of the Sacred Heart, usually freaked out at the tiniest tremor.

Just before the bell rang, I was knocked to my knees. Windows rattled back and forth and books tumbled off the shelves. This was no pretend earthquake anymore: it was the biggest one I’d ever felt.

I squeezed under a cluster of metal-legged desks for safety with five of my classmates. My head banged against the hard bottom of the desk as I was tossed around like a rag doll. Mr. Martindale stood by the sliding doors and grasped the frame to steady himself. White geometric cubes rained down from the windowsill as the tree branches shook angrily outside.

I locked eyes with my best friend, Annie. I thought we were going to die. My eyelids shut like I was trying to avoid the scary part of a movie. I didn’t want to see how this ended.

When the tremors paused, the loudspeakers blared: “This is an emergency.”

“Get up,” Mr. Martindale shouted. “We’re evacuating.”

The clock at the front of the room read 2:54 p.m. Thumbtacks fell from the bulletin board, sending a poster of Albert Einstein to the floor. We hurried past blue lockers in the hallway and filed out the side emergency stairs. Students streamed out of every door of the building, turning the hilly driveway into a sea of shivering white togas.

We always gathered outside for earthquake drills in case buildings collapsed. But it didn’t feel any safer there. Electrical wires swung like vines in the jungle. A gray building towering over Sacred Heart moved across the blue sky as if it were a cloud.

I stood on my toes while my class descended the giant hill leading down to the parking lot. I searched frantically for my older sister, Lucy, a freshman at the high school, and my four-year-old sister, Christianna, who attended the pre-K program. It was close to pickup time for the younger kids, which meant Mom was probably close by. I spotted her across the parking lot with Christianna, and I waved wildly. Relief washed over me. Thank God they were safe.

“Mom, I’m okay!” I shouted over the commotion, and threw my fist in the air with my thumb pointing to the heavens. Hot tears filled my blue eyes as I wove my way through a knot of cars, parents, kids, and teachers. I flung my arms around Mom. I wiped away the wetness before anyone saw. You didn’t show signs of weakness in Japan. Being stoic and humble were the most admired qualities.

But sometimes I couldn’t help myself. Lucy was a teenager—fifteen—and better at keeping things buttoned up. She had dark hair and hazel eyes and looked more like Dad, who is half-Japanese. I had the all-American looks from Mom’s family.

We found Lucy with the rest of her class farther up the hill. She was sitting on the ground in a daze, hugging her knees.

“This is so cool,” she mumbled.

Aftershocks forced us to crouch defensively on the hill. My sisters and I huddled together and listened to the crescendo of rattling windows to our right, looking fearfully at the large poles with dangling electrical wires to our left. Mom worried that cars parked along the steep driveway would start rolling sideways if there was another jolt.

I just wanted to go home. The principal eventually allowed students to leave if their parents were with them, so we began our climb up the hills through the University of the Sacred Heart, which is next to our school.

We made it to the top of the second hill, grabbed our bikes from the rack, and walked them up the third hill. I thought about taking my handlebars and running, but Christianna wouldn’t stop crying while we wound our way through the ancient university gardens.
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As we trudged through the eerily abandoned streets, shards of glass from broken streetlamps littered the cracked sidewalks. We arrived home less than an hour after the earthquake.

The color returned to Mom’s face when Dad finally called. He had had trouble finding a cell signal in central Tokyo, where he worked as CEO of Invesco Japan, a division of the American company Invesco.

“I’m okay, I’m safe,” he said. “But turn on CNN.”

In stunned silence, we watched thirty-foot tsunami waves wash over entire coastline towns ninety minutes east of us. People, real people, were drowning before my eyes. I couldn’t blink. News anchors reported that the quake had a 9.0 magnitude, the largest ever recorded in Japan. I grabbed Christianna’s hand, trying to soothe her as much as me.

Dad called again a few hours later. “I’m going to stay to make sure everything is fine with the business. Is it okay for some employees to sleep at the house tonight if they can’t get home?”

“Of course, whatever you need,” Mom said.

Mom grabbed everything she could find in the cupboards and cooked like she was feeding an army. A somber haze enveloped our apartment as news anchors switched between the tsunami waves and dire concerns about radiation leaking from the damaged Fukushima nuclear power plant. I staggered around the apartment, unable to form words.

It was amazing how much could change in twenty-four hours. The night before, our home had felt like a party after Lucy received her acceptance to St. Paul’s School in Concord, New Hampshire.

Lucy was three grades ahead of me and president of her class. She had that angsty I’m-too-cool teenager thing going. But when the St. Paul’s acceptance email flashed on the computer screen, Lucy cried and pleaded, “Can I go? Can I go? Can I hit accept?” She was so excited she literally ran out the front door and sprinted around the neighborhood at nine p.m.

Dad had attended the prestigious New England prep school as a scholarship student back in the 1980s, and he secretly hoped that we would follow his path. A huge smile spread across Dad’s face whenever he talked about his days playing baseball and basketball at St. Paul’s. He made lifelong friends there and still kept in touch with his basketball mentor, who taught him the importance of integrity and compassion. Dad was especially proud that the boarding school had started a Japanese language program at his request.

I wanted to be happy for Lucy, but I was devastated at this news. Lucy was my best friend, and the thought of her leaving me ripped a hole in my chest. I couldn’t believe that she would go so far away to boarding school. We had our typical sister fights: she tried to get rid of me during sleepovers with her friends, and I loved “borrowing” her clothes. But at the end of the day, our bond of sisterhood ran deep.

When we were younger, we’d wake up and spend hours together with our Barbies. We still loved playing hide-and-seek with the other kids in our three-story yellow-brick apartment building. Lucy had a secret hiding spot that she wouldn’t tell me about. All I knew was that I could hear her voice from inside the beige hallway walls.

Our life in Tokyo revolved around a few square blocks that Lucy and I could navigate with our eyes closed. Our neighborhood in Hiroo was filled with both Japanese and gaijin (foreigners) like us. Each morning we greeted the stoic guards at our school, who had watched my sisters and me graduate from strollers to bikes. I knew some Japanese, but we mostly spoke with them in broken English with hand motions and head nods. After school, Lucy and I rode our bikes to the local sushi shop, where the old lady knew my daily order: a toro and scallion roll, ikura nigiri, and inarizushi, marinated tofu skin wrapped around rice.

Almost every weekend, our family brought in dinner—usually udon noodles or hamburgers and shakes—and we played karaoke on Wii Nintendo in the living room. Mom had a beautiful voice and always belted out a song from her favorite band, Earth, Wind & Fire. I loved all music, from Taylor Swift to Run-DMC. Christianna, Lucy, and I had spontaneous dance parties that spilled from room to room, growing in energy and tempo. We liked to jump on Dad’s black lacquer coffee table, which he’d bought when he was a bachelor. It was low to the ground, and we used it for everything, from stage to dinner table to game station to dance floor.

“Come on, Christianna, let me twirl you,” I’d say, spinning her tiny body around on the table. “Now follow me.”

“Okay, Chessy,” Christianna squeaked, copying my dance moves.

Dad would cheer us on from the couch. Even though he worked long hours at his job, family came first on weekends. And Dad was a staple at our sports games and other school events at Sacred Heart, always clapping the loudest.

On Sundays our family walked together to church in Omotesandō, and I devoured curry doughnuts at Andersen’s bakery on the way home. I loved those fluffy dough balls so much I dreamed about them in anticipation: they were soft and crunchy at the same time and filled with curried minced meat, potatoes, and carrots.

Our life in Tokyo was perfect. This was our home, where we—all five of us—belonged.

And Lucy was leaving all this behind, leaving me behind to attend St. Paul’s.
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On the day of the earthquake, nobody was leaving. The subway and train systems shut down in Tokyo, and hotels were mobbed with businessmen and stranded tourists. Dad waited until nearly all his employees had found a place to stay and then began the long trek home with several others past the Hotel Okura and through the streets of Roppongi.

I emailed my best friend Annie to see how she was doing:

Are you guys ok??? Are you home?? Im sooo worried!! :( I hope you all got home safely . . . Lots of aftershocks . . . we r watching cnn and all the tsunamis and lots of fires. ohmygosh. Sooooo scary . . . all covered in black debris. Email me back when you are home or safe!! I hope you all are ok and prepared for the other shocks. :(

Annie wrote back a little while later:

Omg I’m not okay!! :( everyone is so frantic here!! My house is so BAD I’m Serious!!! Everything fell!! I’m so sad n scared. please help! I’m not even sleeping in my house!!! :((((

I wished I could bring Annie and my other friends home so we could protect each other; safety in numbers. My friends at Sacred Heart were my second family. But now we were separated, and I couldn’t comfort them. I watched the devastation and loss of life on TV. All these people were dying, and there was nothing we could do to save them. I felt terrified and helpless. But mostly I was numb.

Lucy moved into my pink butterfly canopy bed so Dad’s employees could sleep in her room. We curled up together and listened to the wooden shoji screens shake with every tremor. I tried to lie perfectly still, as if that would stop the aftershocks, and prayed, “Please don’t get bigger, please don’t get bigger.”

Mom was supposed to host a baby shower for my piano teacher on Sunday. She loved throwing parties and knitting together new friendships. I always looked forward to our massive Halloween bashes, when Mom and Dad would lead dozens of kids on candy hunts through the neighborhood. I learned from Mom the importance of building community, and I tried to welcome new girls to Sacred Heart and invite them to my birthday parties and sleepovers.

I was excited about the baby shower, but in the hours after the earthquake, no one could think about celebrating life to come when there was so much death and destruction in the country we called home.

Sacred Heart closed school indefinitely. Dad heard from friends in the US military and Japanese government that the nuclear crisis was far worse than it was being portrayed. Mom and Dad huddled together and came up with a plan. Instead of our family heading to Okinawa for spring break at the end of the month, Dad enlisted the help of a friend to get Mom and us girls on a flight out of Japan. Dad needed to stay behind to take care of the business.

We tearfully said good-bye to Dad in the driveway. I flung my arms around his waist and refused to let go. Yeah, he was the head of a company, but he was our dad first. He should have been coming with us. The earthquake had already done so much damage; why did it need to tear apart our family, too?

Mom promised we’d return to Japan in a few weeks when things got back to normal. We were just taking a short trip to our vacation home in Florida. We’d spent every summer and winter break in the United States, hopscotching between family and friends in New England, New York, and Florida. Lucy dubbed us “vagabums” because we lived out of suitcases. I tried to convince myself that this was another journey to America. But the feelings of doom would not recede.

I passed out on the long flight, exhausted from the fear that had been marathoning through my body for the past three days.

Suddenly I was jarred awake. I looked over at Mom, who was trying to buckle in a wily Christianna before we began the descent into Chicago for our connecting flight. We walked into the terminal and camera flashes blinded us. Journalists pushed microphones into our faces. Somebody mentioned that we were the first flight from Japan to land in Chicago since the earthquake.

Before I said anything, Lucy told me my teeth—newly without braces—were now stained yellow from the curry udon I ate on the plane. I kept my mouth shut.
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I loved playing in our apartment in Hiroo with Lucy, Christianna, Mom, and Dad. I’d dance around in my school uniform before heading to International School of the Sacred Heart.
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My family enjoyed taking trips around Japan, including visiting Aunt Fueko (above). We wore matching robes during a visit to a ryokan, a traditional Japanese inn (first image, above).





TWO

Naples, Florida

Iprayed every night for Dad to stay safe and for everyone who had been killed in the earthquake to have a place in heaven. Days stretched into weeks, and before I understood what was happening, our temporary evacuation had turned into an indefinite stay in Florida.

In early April, after many arguments around our kitchen table, Mom enrolled me and my sisters at a private school near our house in Naples. I missed Dad, my friends at Sacred Heart, and life as we knew it.

On the first day of school—April Fool’s Day, of course—my nerves were eating away at my stomach as I worried about the culture shock and whether I’d fit in. I had left my self-confidence back in Japan with the rest of my stuff.

I wanted to blend in so much that I’d disappear, so I picked out the most boring outfit possible—a khaki skirt and a white polo shirt. When Mom dropped me off in the middle school parking lot, I looked around and noticed all the girls were dressed in different shades of pink. So much for blending in.

I was assigned a buddy, Kate, to help me adjust. It was like someone had switched the characters in the movie of my life. I had always been the one who welcomed new kids to Sacred Heart.

Everyone in Naples was tan, a perfect Florida bronze. It was so different from Japan, where pale skin was prized and women shaded themselves from the sun with dainty umbrellas.

I quickly discovered that I couldn’t hide here. Everyone had been together since kindergarten at the Community School of Naples (CSN), and they’d all heard about the Japanese kids who’d escaped the earthquake. They seemed utterly confused that I was a blond-haired, blue-eyed girl with an American accent.

The kids stabbed me with questions: “You’re the Asian girl? You’re the one from Japan? Do you speak Chinese? Do you eat dog?”

I was surprised by some of their ignorance but didn’t want to embarrass them. I took a deep breath before answering and forced the corners of my mouth to turn up.

“No, I don’t speak Chinese,” I said. “But I do know some Japanese.”

The bell rang and I hurried into homeroom. At first I wondered if I was in the right place. There were boys sitting in the classroom, and I couldn’t stop staring. They threw stuff at each other. They talked back to teachers. I tried to stifle the nervous laughter that kept rising in my chest. I was in total disbelief that this was now my life.

At the end of the day, I stomped out of school, a fist clenched around my heart. I missed Annie and Hana and the other girls at Sacred Heart. I desperately wanted to go back to Japan.

I marched over to Mom’s car and quickly locked the door after I slid inside. I made sure no one was looking before I shuddered with horror. “I can’t believe how rude the boys are! This would never fly at Sacred Heart!”
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I refused to give up hope that we would return to Japan, even though there were frightening reports about shops running out of food and meltdowns at the Fukushima power plant. Our black duffel bags sat by the front door, ready to go back to Tokyo. We FaceTimed with Dad every day, and he told me to stay strong.

“We’re going to figure this out, Chess,” Dad promised. “You focus on school and be good to Mom.”

It was my third day at CSN and I tried to do a better job at fitting in: I put on pink pants from Lucy’s closet and a white polo shirt. Maybe if I looked good, I would feel better on the inside. I woke up every morning with a tornado in my stomach.

Today, it was swirling at epic speeds. I went to the school bathroom and saw a bloodstain in my underwear.

“Think fast, Chessy,” I muttered under my breath. I’d never had my period before, so I was completely unprepared. And I didn’t have any friends yet, so I couldn’t ask them for help.

I worried that people would think I was pooping if I spent too much time in the bathroom. I grabbed a fistful of toilet paper and wrapped it around my underwear. Things couldn’t get worse.

Then lunch happened, and the school cafeteria was its own kind of hell. I sat at a long lunch table of about fifteen girls, all gabbing about who said what and who liked who. I took my first spoonful of minestrone soup as I sat back and listened to the day’s gossip. Suddenly I lost my grip on the cup, unleashing a second crimson tide on my sister’s pink pants. My white shirt was a battlefield of carrots, celery, beans, and onions.

Kids looked at me and grimaced and then offered napkins. I ignored them and ran to the bathroom, where I broke down in a stall. A classmate, Macy, knocked on the door. I’d met Macy at a theater program for kids during a summer vacation a while back, but I still didn’t know her very well.

“Chessy, I have an extra pair of gym shorts. Do you want me to go get them for you?”

“Yes, please,” I said, pretending that I wasn’t crying. “Thank you so much.”

Macy sprinted to the gym lockers three buildings away and brought back her shorts. She also gave me a yellow T-shirt from the school store. I was the new kid who soiled herself with soup and had to wear clunky gym shorts and a yellow shirt that happened to be the color of urine. It was mortifying.

Mom cried when I told her about my day. It didn’t take much for either of us to turn on the faucet of tears. She tried to make things better by bringing home a chocolate cake to congratulate me on “becoming a woman.”

Christianna looked puzzled but didn’t bother asking questions. She just wanted cake.

“This is too much to handle,” I whined as I shoved forkfuls of frosting into my mouth. “Why does this have to happen now?”
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As much as I missed the fierce sisterhood at Sacred Heart, I began to find the boys at CSN fascinating. Zach and Scott were always making funny faces and playing practical jokes on each other. I had trouble suppressing my laughter during class.

It was hard getting to know the boys. At lunch, they ran around on the fields while the girls sat and gossiped. I thought about how I used to play volleyball at Sacred Heart during lunch and climbed the yellow slide from bottom to top during snack break with Annie. We got sweaty and didn’t care what we looked like.

At CSN, some of the girls were in a constant state of primping: touching up mascara and reapplying eye shadow. It seemed like so much effort for sixth grade. They were obsessed with boys, and it was hard keeping up with their crushes. They changed them so frequently, as if they were pairs of shoes.

“Chessy, who do you like? Who’s your crush?” Bella asked me from across the picnic table at lunch.

“I don’t have a crush on anyone,” I stuttered. “I’m still getting to know everyone.”

“Well, you should think of one soon,” Bella advised.

Zach and Scott seemed pretty cool, but I didn’t know what a crush was supposed to feel like. Maybe there was something wrong with me.

Then one day, Zach asked me out on a date, and I said yes. But I’d never been on one before—what were you supposed to do on a date? Did I have to talk to him? I was so out of my element.

Thankfully, Lucy stepped up to help.

“Just be normal,” she said. “Zach’s such a nice kid and so is his sister.”

Lucy was friends with Zach’s sister, so the four of us made plans to go to the beach for Zach’s birthday. Lucy reviewed my many outfit changes and let me borrow her blue ruffle bikini bottoms and a pair of red sunglasses.

Zach showed up with his new birthday present: a black-and-white paddleboard. First he paddled me around while I lay on my stomach and let the warm gulf water rush between my fingers. Eventually, I gained enough confidence to stand and paddle on my own. I felt so powerful gliding on the water.

After a few hours, we dragged the board back to shore. I tried balancing while the board was resting on the sand.

“No, no, Chester,” Lucy warned, using the nickname she’d given me. I was her Chester, she was my Lester. “Don’t do that.”

“You could break it,” Zach’s sister chimed in. “There’s a fin on the bottom.”

“I’m just practicing,” I insisted. “I’ve got this!”

Nope. I broke the fin. Lucy shot me the I told you so stare. I hated that look, but I was also thankful that she was there with me. I was afraid of being alone with people, especially when I pulled moves like this. Lucy was my best protector. She understood me better than anyone.

“It’s okay,” Lucy reassured me. “It’s just a board.”

What was I going to do when she left for St. Paul’s? It was really happening. Wouldn’t she miss me? Didn’t she need me, too?

Mom and Christianna arrived to pick us up soon after the paddleboard fiasco. Rather than wait in the car, they joined us on the beach. Christianna ran over to me and began inspecting the broken board. Mom chatted with Zach’s mom, and they hit it off immediately, as if they’d known each other for years.

All I wanted to do was get out of there. Somehow, my first date had turned into a family affair.

As the summer wore on, Lucy retreated further and further away from me. At sleepaway camp in Maine, she wouldn’t even sign up for activities with me. All she wanted to do was hang out with her friends.

When we got back to Florida with just a few weeks left together, Lucy and I kept getting in fights. She had one foot out the door and I wanted to glue her body next to mine. She babbled on about her new boarding school, how awesome her new roommate at St. Paul’s seemed.

“Lauren’s going to be on the volleyball team with me. Her older sister is already there and captain of the team, and she’s going to look out for us,” Lucy prattled on.

“Whatever,” I said, kicking my toes into the ground.

Lucy was so strong. She didn’t need anyone’s help. Who was going to look out for me, for Christianna, for Mom?

I’d start in with Lucy over stupid things, just to rile her up, so I could feel her presence, absorb every part of her before she vanished.

“Honestly, I just want to get away from here and from everything,” Lucy groaned.

“Fine, leave!” I snapped. “I don’t care.”

But I did care. And Lucy left.
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Dad swore he was searching for someone to lead the company so he could move to the United States. I understood that he wanted to put the business in good hands, but really, how long was this going to take? It had been six months already and it was just three of us in Florida now that Lucy was away at St. Paul’s.

I should have been thankful that I escaped a natural disaster, but I was twelve and focused on my little universe. My family had fallen apart and I was floundering.

I worried about Dad’s safety and missed our time together: inhaling the scent of purple wildflowers on our morning walks to Sacred Heart, licking the empty salt packets during our yakisoba cooking sessions, and embarrassing Lucy at her sports games by starting a two-person wave.

I tried to make things less stressful for Mom, since she was basically a single parent now. I cleaned up after my little sister and attempted to keep my behavior in line, but I was constantly filled with rage. I blamed Mom for bringing us to the United States and keeping me from my perfect world in Japan.

“You took my life away from me. Why is it that we always have to do what you want?” I yelled. “When are we going back home?”

“Chessy, I’m not in control of the world right now,” Mom sighed with exasperation. “You have to understand that I’m not trying to do this to you. I didn’t want the earthquake to happen. I don’t like being separated from Dad either. But this is what life is right now.”

“I know the earthquake wasn’t your fault, but that doesn’t make me any less angry,” I hollered back, with poison darts shooting from my eyes.

I was also scared that Mom and Dad might separate. I couldn’t believe that life was going on without Dad. Maybe Mom would realize she didn’t need him. Whenever he came home for short visits, they seemed to fight about his job.

I was bitter that I never got a chance to say good-bye to my friends at Sacred Heart. It was so hard to start over in middle school, especially when all the kids had known each other since they were five.

To make matters worse, Lucy was totally MIA. She wouldn’t respond to my messages for days at a time, and I was pretty sure she blocked me from seeing her photos on Facebook. She was missing my thirteenth birthday, my first teenage year. We’d never celebrated a birthday without each other. I guess this was the new normal.

I was in a fight with everyone, including God. Why would he let an earthquake kill thousands of people who didn’t deserve it? Why would he allow the earth to be destroyed, all these people’s lives to be destroyed, my precious world to be destroyed? What was the purpose of all this if everyone was going to die?

I was spiraling into darkness and feeling tired and sad all the time. Mom took me to a few doctors, who diagnosed me with a severe vitamin B12 deficiency, multiple food allergies, and a high gluten intolerance. Go figure, my favorite meal was pasta.

I started seeing a therapist, Dr. Sloane. At first I pretended nothing was wrong. I kept up the perfect facade I had been trained to have in Japan. It was really awkward because Dr. Sloane would sit and wait for me to say something.

I realized it was going to be a waste of her time if I kept acting like everything was fine. Anyway, she was an expert, so she could probably see right through me. After one session and a week of contemplation, I started talking. And talking. I was relieved to have an outlet where I could say anything and not be judged.

I told her I was exhausted from trying to infiltrate the tight-knit groups at middle school. I wanted people to like me and respect me even though I was new. I was worried that the students thought I was damaged because of the earthquake. Dr. Sloane introduced names into my vocabulary for the torpedoes in my stomach and the black blanket wrapped around my brain: anxiety and depression.

I let my new best friend, Arielle, in on a few secrets, like how I was feeling tired of life and of being a burden to Mom. Arielle came with me every day to get my vitamin B12 shots at the school nurse’s office. Arielle was also new at CSN and had strawberry-blond hair and a laugh that was, incredibly, louder than mine.

We spent every moment together, except when Dad descended on Naples. Then the world came to a standstill. I wouldn’t let him out of my sight. We rode bikes, played volleyball and catch, and cooked our favorite meal of fried spaghetti. We stayed up late watching YouTube videos of funny pranks or episodes of NCIS: Los Angeles.

When we were throwing footballs around, I realized I was sick of sitting at the picnic tables with the other girls. I had a good arm and I could take on these boys. So during lunch at school, I marched onto the field with Arielle by my side. I saw Scott and Zach (we hadn’t lasted beyond that first date when I broke his paddleboard). We told the boys we wanted in.

“Wow, you’re good,” Scott said as I hurled a football. “You can play with us anytime.”

I was excited to tell Lucy about my new friends when she came home for winter break. We’d seen each other a few times, but I didn’t really understand her life. Mom was mad because Lucy never called. She claimed she had bad cell reception in her dorm room and was too embarrassed to talk on the landline in front of other people.

It was a pure lovefest when we finally got Dad and Lucy together with the Naples gang of three. I stole glances at Lucy out of the corner of my eye. She was wearing more makeup and had that carelessly tousled prep-school hair.

I was desperate to get her alone. I wanted to know everything. Was St. Paul’s like Gossip Girl? Or more Hogwarts? Dad had his stories, of course, but they were ancient history. Lucy wasn’t sharing much when everyone was around. After Christianna went to bed one night, I finally cornered Lucy on our brown couches outside.

“So, seriously, what’s it like?” I asked.

“It’s kind of crazy.” Lucy smiled slyly. “You’re totally free to do whatever you want after class is done. There’s no one to check in on you. No one is looking over your shoulder.”

“Wow, that’s pretty amazing,” I said. Sometimes Mom made me write up lists that broke down what I was doing minute by minute so I could keep “on task.” I craved the freedom that Lucy described.

Lucy talked about how great the volleyball team was, how her teammates got breakfast and dinner together.

“I’m thinking of doing club volleyball here in Naples,” I chimed in.

“That’s awesome!” Lucy said enthusiastically. “It will totally put you at an advantage if you come here to St. Paul’s.”

I got goose bumps hearing that Lucy wanted me there with her. I missed her so much. I pictured us strolling through campus together and sharing sister dinners. Then Lucy began to word vomit.

“I have to tell you the boy stuff is crazy. There were all these guys who wanted to score me.”

“Score you?”

“Yeah, that’s the word everyone uses for hooking up,” Lucy explained. “You can’t have too many of them, but you need to do some or else people will get mad.”

My eyes were saucers about to fly out of my head.

“That’s weird,” I said.

“Everyone does it.”

I couldn’t get words out of my mouth. I looked away. I was afraid of saying something to upset Lucy. She usually stopped talking to me when she got mad, and that was the last thing I wanted.

“Okay, if you say so,” I said.

I hoped that Lucy knew what she was doing, but she was only fifteen. I thought she was way out of her league. I couldn’t stop worrying about her, so I eventually told Mom. To be honest, I always told Mom everything.

A little later, Lucy stormed into my room, whirling with anger.

“I’m never going to share anything with you,” she screamed. “Never mind. I’m never going to speak to you ever again.”

“I’m sorry. I’m really sorry. I didn’t know Mom would get upset,” I said. “But you can’t tell me things and assume I’m not going to say anything.”

“I thought you were my friend,” Lucy snarled. “But I guess we’re just sisters and not friends.”

She scorched me with her eyes. My heart crumpled. Then Lucy slammed the door. What had St. Paul’s done with my sister?
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The following June, Lucy and I traveled to Japan for the first time since the earthquake. Things were good again between us, and I wanted to keep them that way for our big journey abroad to visit Dad. Mom was staying home with Christianna, and I felt so grown-up traveling on my own. Mom and Dad could be protective, but they always encouraged me and Lucy to explore and be independent.

I could barely sit still for the twelve-hour flight. My toes tingled each time I thought about walking the streets of Hiroo, visiting Sacred Heart, devouring tonkatsu (fried pork cutlets) and endless rolls of sushi. I was so close to getting my world back, even if it was just for a short farewell tour.

But once we landed, I quickly realized that nothing was the same. Dad had moved out of our beloved apartment and was staying at a hotel in another neighborhood. Many of my Sacred Heart friends had left Tokyo. The rest of the students were on summer break, and everything there seemed to be under construction.

Dad worked during the day, so Lucy and I slept late, swam at a nearby pool, and then watched a marathon of NCIS: Los Angeles episodes. We could have been anywhere.

One afternoon Lucy and I finally got motivated to return to our old neighborhood, then walked up and down the main street, Nisseki Dori. Only a year had passed, but some of our favorite shops had closed. Our kind sushi lady was still in business, and we placed our usual order.

We took our food to a nearby playground and sat down on some rocks. I devoured my toro and scallion roll, ikura nigiri, and inarizushi. But nothing could fill the emptiness that gnawed at me.

“So much has changed in just one year,” I said to Lucy between bites. “I thought I’d be at home here, but I’m not. I feel like I don’t fit in anywhere.”

“You’ll come with me to St. Paul’s in a year,” Lucy said. “You’ll find your place there and we can be together again.”

I smiled. I wanted my Lester back. And I wanted a community, a place where I truly belonged.
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Lucy and I leaned on each other when we relocated to Florida after the earthquake. It took me a while to adjust to my coed school, and I went on my very first date (above).





THREE

October 2012

My stomach was doing flips as I walked up the steps to a gray stone building, Sheldon Library. It housed St. Paul’s admissions office and featured a sweeping view of Library Pond and the redbrick chapel across campus.

I followed Mom and Dad into a rotunda decorated with portraits of the rectors who had run the school since 1856. I turned around to look at them and saw a bunch of old white men staring down at me. I shifted my weight from side to side, trying to shake off my nerves, and pressed my sweaty palms against my new skirt.

“Just be yourself,” Dad said as I stared stoically ahead.

A soft-spoken woman named Ms. Carega introduced herself and brought me upstairs to a room lined with books. I sat across from her on a couch and shared my background growing up in Tokyo and then moving to America. I had memorized all the points I wanted to make about my dreams of studying Japanese and piano, two things I’d lost after the earthquake. I mentioned that I hoped to play volleyball with my sister and was excited about the international community at St. Paul’s.

My chest puffed up a little as I hit everything on my list. Then Ms. Carega asked, “Do you have any questions about the school?”

I wasn’t prepared for that. I sat dumbfounded for a few seconds.

“Um, well, my sister goes here and my dad went here, so I got a lot of information from them,” I said, my body deflating.

I walked downstairs, irritated that I hadn’t come up with a single question. I stood in the rotunda and prayed that I could follow in Lucy’s footsteps, in Dad’s footsteps.

Dad’s position was likely getting transferred to the Hong Kong office, and I loathed the idea of starting over again in a new country. I had just gotten used to life in the United States, but I was ready to leave Florida.

Naples was beginning to feel suffocating, especially with the 2012 election. I was surrounded by white, wealthy conservatives who had never really accepted that we had an African American president. I yearned to be in a place that was progressive and diverse. St. Paul’s seemed to promise that as I thumbed through yearbooks and glossy brochures that featured students of different races and ethnicities and information about financial aid.

I looked out the wall of windows into the pond reflecting October leaves streaked with crimson and tangerine.

The school’s two thousand acres of rolling green hills felt indulgent after spending twelve years in densely packed Tokyo. I still missed having chocolate cake fights with my friends on the roof of our apartment building and scootering in the alleys around our neighborhood in Tokyo. But my favorite memories of Japan were the weekend trips we took to Mount Fuji, where I ran with Lucy through plains of susuki grass taller than me. St. Paul’s had that same expansive feeling.

Mom and Dad went upstairs to meet with Ms. Carega and talked about their potential move to Hong Kong. They explained how they saw St. Paul’s as a place to rebuild a community for me and Lucy, something that had crumbled after the earthquake.

St. Paul’s stitched together the people and places that were important to Mom and Dad. Mom was a New England girl who grew up in Connecticut and attended College of the Holy Cross in Massachusetts. She had family and friends who lived nearby. St. Paul’s was home to all of Dad’s fondest memories, and some of his old classmates and teachers were still there and could look after me. My parents thought St. Paul’s would provide a world-class education and a safe, gentle transition to college.

After we finished the interview, Lucy stopped by Sheldon with a Nikon camera hanging around her neck. She wanted to take some black-and-white pictures of me and develop them for her photography class.

I grasped the wrought-iron railing with one hand and stood at the top of the stairs to the admissions building. I smiled confidently, my eyes captivated by the opportunity all around me. When I looked at that same photo years later, I saw a girl who knew nothing about St. Paul’s, a girl who was too young and naive to go to a place like that.
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I was walking with Mom and Dad to Lucy’s volleyball scrimmage when Lucy called and said the team might need an extra player.

“Grab some clothes from my dorm. This could be awesome.”

Holy crap. I was going to play with the St. Paul’s varsity team? I raced past Library Pond to Kehaya, the nicest dorm on campus. It looked like an old English manor house, with a brick exterior, a stone courtyard, and a sprawling manicured lawn. Lucy had one of the biggest rooms, with a floor-to-ceiling window and a spacious loft. At St. Paul’s, it was the lap of luxury—so much so that the girls living there were called the Kehaya princesses.

I ransacked Lucy’s room, grabbing spandex shorts, a gray tank top, athletic socks, and sneakers. I couldn’t find any extra ankle guards or knee pads. I was just going to have to tough it out. I took deep breaths.

“Don’t get your hopes up, Chess,” I muttered to myself. “Enough girls may show up.”

But what if they didn’t? This could be like an unofficial tryout for the team! I walked slowly into the athletic center, which had recently had a $24 million makeover. I marveled at the vastness of the place—an Olympic-size swimming pool, an indoor track, a wrestling arena, and two basketball courts. I climbed the V-shaped staircase to the volleyball court and stood awkwardly behind the glass. The coach, Doc Reynolds, waved me onto the court.

“All right, Chessy, we’re just going to rotate around positions,” Doc said, towering over me with his toothy grin. “Relax and give it your best.”

I started in the back row and lasered my eyes on the ball. I could hear Dad cheering in the stands, like he used to when we played sports at Sacred Heart. I tuned him out when I saw Lauren Rusher—Lucy’s roommate from last year—go for the ball on the opposite side of the court.

Lauren was one of the biggest and fiercest girls on the team. She hit the ball so hard she’d supposedly given several girls concussions, earning her the nickname Rusher the Crusher. Lauren had a wild look in her eyes as she lifted her arm up and smashed the white sphere, knocking the moon out of the sky.

It was heading straight for my face in what was sure to end with a broken nose. I took a step backward and stuck my arms out. The ball hit my skin so hard I felt like I’d been stung by a thousand hornets. I wanted to collapse, but if I moved, the ball would shoot sideways. I clenched my jaw and returned the missile to Lauren’s side of the court. Not an ideal bump, but at least it didn’t land on the floor next to me. Doc looked impressed.

Moments later, when I rotated to the front row, I was face-to-face with Lucy. We jousted at the top of the net and I blocked her spike. Lucy beamed with pride. Sweat was pouring down my head by the time the scrimmage was over.

Dad rushed off the bleachers onto the squeaky parquet floor as if I’d won an Olympic medal. He put one arm around me as Doc ambled over.

“Chessy’s got a spot on the team next year if she wants it,” Doc said to Dad. “I’ll make sure to put in a good word with admissions.”

“Oh my gosh, thank you so much,” I said. “It was such an honor to play with the team.”

“That’s our newb,” one of the varsity players called out to me.

I was elated. The volleyball team was like Lucy’s second family. The girls ate dinners together, walked to classes, and hung out on weekends. I was beginning to see this as my community, my new home.
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A few weeks later Dad and I visited Lucy to see her compete in a New England semifinal match. I imagined myself on the court playing next to Lucy and Rusher the Crusher. Some boys on the bleachers were shirtless and covered in red body paint. I couldn’t help but gawk at one guy who had written PROUT MAKE ME SHOUT across his back.

Unfortunately, St. Paul’s lost, but Lucy was still in a good mood when we headed out to dinner with her boyfriend, Brooks, and their friends Duncan and Jackson. Dad had been a year ahead of Brooks’s father at St. Paul’s, but the two hadn’t known each other well because Dad mostly hung out with the minority scholarship students.

Lucy’s friends piled into our rental car, and I ended up squished in the back between Duncan and Jackson. They started teasing that they’d “watch out for me” when I got to St. Paul’s and walk me to class.

“We’ll take you out,” Jackson said. I turned cranberry red with embarrassment and giggled nervously. Lucy rolled her eyes at their blatant attempts to unnerve her.

I leaped out of the car when we arrived at our destination, the Common Man. It was a two-story restaurant that looked like a charming New England home, with dark wooden beams and rooms with upholstered couches and floral curtains. There were quotes from politicians and athletes painted on the bathroom walls, like John F. Kennedy’s “Forgive your enemies but never forget their names” and Vince Lombardi’s “Winning isn’t everything. It’s the only thing.”

At the dinner table, I was sandwiched again between Duncan and Jackson. We played hangman after we ordered food, and Duncan tried unsuccessfully to get the phone number of our waitress. What was up with these boys?

I looked over at Jackson, who was wearing a burnt-orange Texas Longhorns baseball hat backward on his head. He started in with Lucy again and suggested that he’d date me next year, and then she could go out with one of his younger brothers when they enrolled next fall.

Lucy burst out laughing. “She’s in middle school. Don’t even think about it.”

On the drive back to St. Paul’s, Duncan put his arm around me and Jackson stuck his thumb up in front of my face as Lucy snapped a photo. I pressed my lips together and smiled. I was flattered by the attention but didn’t exactly feel comfortable. I was only thirteen and in eighth grade, after all. And they would be seniors by the time I got there next fall. If I got there next fall.

“The boys were acting really weird,” I said to Lucy at the end of the night.

“Yeah, don’t worry about it,” Lucy said. “They’re just being dumb.”

Boys will be boys, I guessed.
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I didn’t think twice about Jackson or Duncan once I was back in Naples. I’d been dreaming about Dean, a boy in my grade with chocolate-brown eyes. We loved playing basketball and watching TV with Zach and Scott. Dean understood my sarcasm—somewhat of a rarity—and we binge-watched episodes of Impractical Jokers together. By Thanksgiving, a fuzzy more-than-friend feeling enveloped me whenever Dean was around.

I mostly ignored it until we ended up at a bonfire party after Christmas. I stuffed my face with marshmallows and chocolate from the s’mores supplies and swung wildly from a rope hanging off the trees. When I finally sat down, Dean gently took my wrist and slipped his hand into mine.

At school the next week, Dean picked me up after class and kissed me in front of our lockers. We were officially boyfriend and girlfriend. Our science teacher scolded us for kissing in the hallway.

Dean had an infectious laugh, and when I was with him, the hamster wheel of anxiety in my brain slowed down. I was still seeing Dr. Sloane and had started taking medication to treat my depression and anxiety. I told Dean a little bit about what I’d been going through, but I tried to keep things light and fun.

I wasn’t ready for anything super serious, so I liked having Zach and Scott around as buffers. My friend Jackie was close with Dean, and she constantly wanted relationship updates.

“Chessy, do you love him?” Jackie asked.

“I dunno,” I said. “He’s not family.”

“Chessy, he really loves you.”

Yikes. Was I in love? What did love feel like?

I was too embarrassed to ask Mom. I knew Mom had had serious boyfriends in high school and college, but she didn’t talk much about them. She grew up in a very Catholic household—sex before marriage was forbidden—and her own mother wouldn’t even acknowledge some of Mom’s relationships. There was no real sex talk yet, and that was fine by me. That felt like light-years away.

But with Valentine’s Day fast approaching, I felt pressure to tell Dean how much I enjoyed being around him. While I was sitting in French class, I wrote Dean a note on a stray index card, and it was kind of mushy. I cringed when I took it out later that night and read it again. I worried about putting myself out there too much and getting hurt. So I tucked the note into my diary and wrote him a new, toned-down card.

Dean showed up on Valentine’s Day with roses, a box of chocolates, and a picture frame with a photo of us in it. I kept the roses for weeks, until they were wilted and blackened around the edges. I worried that our relationship would soon look like that, because it was seeming more likely that I’d be heading off to boarding school.

Decision Day—when St. Paul’s emailed its acceptance letters—was in early March, and it was marked on the kitchen calendar with four exclamation points!!!! I’d be in Colorado for a national volleyball tournament, possibly my last one with my team. I was excited because one of my old friends from Sacred Heart was supposed to be there playing with her new school.

Dad was meeting me in Colorado—his job was now based in Atlanta, so he commuted to Naples on weekends. I didn’t feel well when I boarded the plane in Florida. I started sweating and shaking. Everything I touched sent pain shooting through my veins. It had to be the flu or some wicked virus. When we got to the hotel in Denver, I collapsed in bed. My teammates tracked down some medicine, and I fell into a NyQuil-induced haze.
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