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			To Kate, and with her

	
			Man can indeed do what he wants, but he cannot will what he wants.

			—Arthur Schopenhauer, Essay on the Freedom of the Will

			“After I go out this door, I may only exist in the minds of all my acquaintances,” he said. “I may be an orange peel.”

			—J. D. Salinger, “Teddy”

	
			Chapter 1

			David,” my mother said, “we’re here.”

			I sat up straight as we passed through the main gate of Harvard Yard in a caravan of unassuming vehicles, rooftops glaring under the noonday sun. Police officers conducted the stammering traffic along the designated route. Freshmen and parents lugged suitcases and boxes heaped with bedding, posing for photos before the redbrick dormitories with the shameless glee of tourists. A pair of lanky boys sailed a Frisbee over the late-summer grass in lazy, slanted parabolas. Amid welcome signs from the administration, student banners interjected END ECONOMIC INEQUALITY, SILENCE IS VIOLENCE, and YALE = SAFETY SCHOOL.

			A timpani concerto pounded in my chest as we made landfall upon the hallowed ground that had been locked in my sights for years. We’d arrived. I’d arrived.

			“For the tuition we’re paying,” my father said, carefully reversing into a spot, “you’d think they could give us more than twenty minutes to park.”

			My parents climbed out of the car and circled around to the popped trunk. After tugging in vain at my door handle, I tapped on the window. “Where’d he go?” I could hear my mother ask.

			“In here,” I shouted, knocking louder.

			“Sorry, thought you got out,” my father said following my liberation. I checked in under a white tent teeming with my new classmates and received my room key and a bulky orientation packet. As we approached Matthews Hall, a girl emerged from the building. Seeing our hands were full, she paused to hold the door. I stepped inside and my orientation packet slid off the top of the box in my arms.

			“Thanks,” I said when she stooped down to get it.

			“You would’ve been completely disoriented,” said the girl, smiling, her nose streaked with contrails of unabsorbed sunscreen.

			“She seems nice,” my mother said encouragingly as we shuffled upstairs to the fourth floor. The doors were marked with signs listing the occupants and their hometowns, stamped with Harvard’s Veritas shield. Beneath these were rosters of previous inhabitants, surname first. My room’s read like an evolutionary time line of American democracy, beginning with a procession of gilded Boston Brahmins, gradually incorporating a few Catholics, then Goldbergs and Jacksons and Yangs and Guptas, and, in the 1970s, Karens and Marys and Patricias. My mother was impressed to discover an NPR correspondent on the list (I’d never heard of her). In fifty years, I thought, I’d humbly recall this moment in career-retrospective interviews, insisting that never in my wildest dreams did I imagine my name would someday be the one people noticed.

			For the time being, though, I knew it didn’t quite emblazon itself across the heavens like a verbal comet. David: blandly all-purpose, a three-pack of white cotton undershirts (CREWNECK, MEDIUM); Alan, an ulcerous accountant in Westchester circa 1957; then Federman, long a sound for the first vowel, an entity who is hardly here, or maybe he just left— Wait, who were we talking about, again? It was as if my parents, upon filling out my birth certificate, couldn’t be bothered. Tap is fine, they always told waiters.

			But now my ID card read David Alan Federman, Harvard Student.

			My roommate, Steven Zenger, had yet to arrive. I claimed the front room, envisioning it would lead to impromptu visitors, a ­revolving door of campus characters popping in, lounging on my bed, gossiping late into the night.

			My parents took my student card and fetched the remaining stuff as I unpacked. After setting down the final box, my lawyer father checked his watch. “Thirteen minutes,” he announced, pleased with himself.

			“Seven minutes to spare,” my mother, also a lawyer, chimed in.

			Through the door the hallway hummed with the chatter of other families.

			“Well,” said my mother, surveying the room. “This is exciting. I wish I were starting college again. All the interesting courses and people.”

			“And I bet you’ll be beating the girls off with a stick,” my father added. “There are a lot of late bloomers here.”

			My mother scowled. “Why would you say something like that?”

			“I’m just saying he’ll find his tribe.” He turned to me. “You’ll have a great time here,” he said with the hollow brightness of an appliance manual congratulating you on your purchase.

			“Just be yourself,” my mother advised. “You can’t go wrong being yourself.”

			“Yep.” Sensing more imperatives and prophecies, I opened the door to let them out.

			“Just one little thing, David,” she said, raising a finger. “Sometimes when you talk, you do this thing where you swallow your words. I did it when I was younger, too. I think it comes from a place of feeling like what you say doesn’t matter. But it’s not true. People want to hear what you have to say. So try to enunciate.”

			I nodded.

			“It helped me before I spoke to think of the word ‘crisp,’ ” she said. “Just that word: crisp.”

			After our own swift hug, my mother prodded my father into initiating an avuncular, back-patting clinch. They seem comfortable enough with my sisters, but for as long as I can remember, my parents have acted slightly unnatural around me, radiating the impression of Good Samaritan neighbors who dutifully assumed guardianship following the death of my biological parents in a plane crash.

			The door swung shut with a muted click. My bereft mattress and bookcase and motionless rocking chair stared at me like listless zoo animals. It was hard to picture people gathering here for fun, but a minute later someone knocked.

			It was my mother.

			“Your ID.” She held out my student card. “It’s very important—you can’t open the door without it. Don’t forget it again.”

			“I didn’t,” I said. “You guys did.”

			I resumed unpacking, yanking the price tags off a few items. Earlier that week my mother had dragged me to the mall, where I’d decided to adhere, for now, to my usual sartorial neutrality of innocuous colors and materials. It would serve me these first few weeks to look as benign as possible, the type of person who could be friends with everyone.

			I was standing inside my closet, hanging shirts, when the door flew open and my roommate bounded into the room, his equally enthusiastic parents in tow.

			“David!” he said. “Almost didn’t see you. Steven.” He walked over with his arm puppetishly bobbing for me to shake.

			“If I look different from my Facebook photo, it’s because I got braces again last week,” he said. “But just for six months. Or five and three-quarters now.”

			All hopes I had of a roommate who would help upgrade me to a higher social stratum snagged on the gleaming barnacles of Steven’s orthodontia. He would have fit right in at my cafeteria table at Garret Hobart High (named for New Jersey’s only vice president), where I sat with a miscellaneous coalition of pariahs who had banded together less out of camaraderie than survival instinct. We were studious but not collectively brilliant enough to be nerds, nor sufficiently specialized to be geeks. We might have formed, in aggregate, one thin mustache and a downy archipelago of facial hair. We joked about sex with the vulgar fixation of virgins. We rarely associated outside of school and sheepishly nodded when passing in the halls, aware that each of us somehow reduced the standing of the other—that as a whole we were lesser than the sum of our parts.

			While Steven’s mother fussed over his room’s décor, his father uncorked a geysering champagne bottle of hokey puns and jokes. “Matthews” became “math-use,” so now “students can finally find out how learning math will help them later in life!” When his son remarked that the Internet in the dorms was free, Mr. Zenger chortled uncontrollably. “Free!” he roared, clapping his hands. “I didn’t notice that when I wrote them a check last month! What a bargain! Free Internet!”

			After a prolonged, maternally teary farewell—Mrs. Zenger smothered even me in her arms and assured me I was about to have the best year of my life—Steven invited me into his room. Nestled into a bean bag chair, he linked his hands behind his head, his ­collared shirt’s elbow-length sleeves encircling ­hangman-figure arms.

			“There’s no lock on my door,” he said. “So feel free to come in whenever you feel like hanging out.”

			“Okay,” I said, lingering at the threshold.

			“So what are you majoring in?” he asked. “I mean concentrating in,” he threw in conspiratorially, now that we were in on the secret handshake of Harvard parlance.

			“We don’t have to declare until sophomore year, right?”

			“Yeah, but I already know I’m going to concentrate in physics. How about you? What’s your passion? What’re you into?”

			I was into success, just like everyone else who’d gotten in here, but admitting that was taboo. Though I’d excelled in all subjects, I didn’t have the untrammeled intellectual curiosity of the true polymath. I was more like a mechanically efficient Eastern European decathlete grimly breaking the finish-line tape. Yet almost anyone could thrive in a field that consumed them. To lack ardor and still reach the zenith—that was a rare combination.

			Because I never mentioned my grades to anyone and seldom spoke in class unless I had silently rehearsed my comments verbatim, my academic reputation never approached the heights of Alex Hines (yearbook prediction: Fortune 500 CEO), Hannah Ganiv (poet laureate), or Noah Schwartz (President of the United States). When the college acceptance list was posted, my classmates were shocked that I was our grade’s lone Harvard-bound senior. (David Federman’s yearbook prediction: ??? FILL IN LATER.)

			But my teachers weren’t. My letter of recommendation from Mrs. Rice made that much clear. (Eager to read her formal appraisal of my virtues, I overstated the number of copies I needed. When she handed me the stack of envelopes, I giddily retreated to the boys’ bathroom, tore one open, and inhaled her praise like a line of cocaine in the fetid stall.) She wrote that I was “one of the most gifted students I have encountered in my twenty-four years teaching ­English at Garret Hobart High, already in possession of quite a fancy prose style (that sometimes goes over my head, I must admit!), although I can sense the immense strain human interactions put on him, whether in classroom discussions or ­individual conversations. It would be wonderful if David shared his observations more in class with his peers, who would surely benefit. But I have the utmost confidence that, with the properly nurturing environment, this young man, somewhat of a loner, will come out of his shell and be as expansive and eloquent in person as he is on the page.”

			I looked at Steven, the extroverted physicist in training, the trajectory of his impassioned career already plotted with a suite of differential equations he had memorized, his shell long since shucked.

			“I guess I’m still waiting to really get into something,” I said. “And if that doesn’t happen, there’s always a life of crime.”

			Steven waited a moment before laughing.
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			Later that afternoon, the two of us headed downstairs for an orientation meeting. Steven swatted the casings of all the doorframes we passed through and leapt the last three steps of each flight of stairs while holding the railing.

			A few dozen freshmen mingled in the basement common room, key cards dangling over chests from crimson lanyards. Taxonomies hadn’t been determined yet, hierarchies hadn’t formed. We were loose change about to be dropped into a sorter that would roll us up by denomination.

			“Lot of cute girls here,” Steven said to me. He plopped himself on a couch and began chatting up a girl who wore a pink pair of those rubber shoes that individuate one’s toes like gloves.

			I took the seat on his other side. A number of “cute” girls did indeed dot the couches and folding chairs, even one or two who could compete with Hobart High’s Heidi McMasters. (Our sole exchange, in eighth-grade earth science:

			HEIDI: “Do you have a pen?”

			DAVID: [immediately hands her his best pen, never sees it again])

			A boy with chiseled forearms fuzzed with blond hair sat on the floor to my left. He was also not speaking to anyone, but seemed indifferent. I could tell he’d be popular.

			“David,” I said, extending my hand.

			He shook it and looked around the room. “Jake.”

			“Are you from New York?” I asked, gesturing to his Yankees hat.

			“Connecticut.” His face lit up as he raised his hand. Another freshman swaggered up to him and slapped it. I introduced myself to the new guy.

			“Phil,” he said. They began talking about several people to whom they referred only by last names.

			“You guys know each other from high school?” I asked.

			“Same athletic conference,” Phil said.

			“Oh, what sport?”

			“Baseball,” he answered without looking at me.

			Llabaseb, I thought—no, llabesab. I hadn’t reversed a word in a month or two; I was getting rusty, far from the fluency of my younger years. At twelve, without many interlocutors to speak of (or to), I began a dialogue with language itself, mentally reversing nearly every word I encountered in speech, signs, objects I saw: tucitcennoc (Connecticut), citelhta (athletic), draynal (lanyard). Doing so came naturally—I’d visualize the word, reading it from right to left, syllable by syllable—and it surprised me when it impressed others. My verbal ability was discovered that year at summer camp, where for three days all the kids besieged me with requests to apply it to their names; Edward Park’s was a crowd-pleaser. For those seventy-two hours I reveled in a social power I’d never had before, awaiting all the gnolefil spihsdneirf that would sprout from a few disordered words. Then the boy who could flip his eyelids inside out stole my thunder and, upon returning to the solitude of my parents’ house, I graduated to a new lexical pastime: memorizing vocabulary lists in my older sister’s SAT books. Words turned around in my mind only intermittently thereafter.

			When the Harvard application solicited me to write about a meaningful “background, identity, interest, or talent,” though, I was reminded of that summer I felt genuinely special. “To continuously reflect the world in a linguistic mirror,” I postulated in the essay, “is to question the ontological arbitrariness of everything and everyone. Why is an apple not an elppa, nor, for that matter, an orange? Why am I me and not you?” I titled it “Backwords” and typed the whole thing in a reverse font and word order (by line), preparing to mail in a hard copy so that the reader needed to hold it up in front of a mirror. My parents, however, feared the admissions committee would think it was gibberish. Bowing to prudence, I compromised by writing the body of the essay normally and changing just the title to [image: ].

			My “unique” essay had “rather intrigued” the Harvard admissions committee, my guidance counselor later informed me.

			I waited for a lull in conversation between the baseball players. “Ekaj and lihp,” I said.

			“What?” Jake asked. “A lip?”

			“Your names backward.” They stared at me blankly. “Jake is ‘ekaj,’ Phil is ‘lihp.’ ”

			The two of them contemplated their reversed monikers and shared a look.

			“Guess we’re really at Harvard,” Phil said under his breath.

			I sank back into the couch’s quicksand cushion, praying for the meeting to begin so that my silence wouldn’t be conspicuous—or, failing that, for a monumentally distracting event: burst sewage pipe, freak hurricane, the president’s been shot.

			Uoy t’nac og gnorw gnieb flesruoy, I thought.

			Someone tapped my shoulder and I turned around. “How was your move-in?” asked a girl standing behind the couch.

			“I saw you coming into the dorm with your parents,” she said after I failed to react. “I’m Sara.”

			“Oh, hi. David.”

			“Nice to remeet you.”

			“You, too,” I said, and I was groping for something else to add when, from the entrance behind her, in the fashion of a queen granting a balcony appearance to the rabble below, you traipsed in, the nonchalant laggard. Suddenly there was no one else in the room; for the briefest of moments, as you entered my life, I paid myself no mind either, a rare, narcotic, unself-conscious bliss.

			“You’re late,” Jake hollered in your direction. “You missed the meeting.”

			You glanced up from your phone. “Isn’t it at four?” you replied.

			He drew out the suspense for a beat. “Just messing with you.”

			You returned to your phone without any expression.

			“It’s about to start, though,” he said. “Sit with us.”

			“Thanks,” you said in a low, unmodulated voice. “I prefer to stand.” You crossed to the other side of the room.

			I’d received nothing from those fifteen seconds, but it felt like I had; Jake and Phil’s loss was my gain. You had no truck with entitled athletes who chased openmouthed after fly balls like Labrador retrievers and assumed any girl would jump at the heliocentric opportunity to orbit their sun. Their assets from high school were liabilities here. Guess we’re really at Harvard, I wanted to scoff in their faces.

			Jake, looking unscathed by rejection, whispered something to Phil, who laughed.

			“Well, I should probably find a place to sit,” Sara said, and wandered off.

			You sequestered yourself against a wall, arms crossed over your chest, the only student without a lanyard. You were here because it was compulsory, not to make friends. You had no interest in present company, didn’t need to manufacture an affable smile and hope some generous soul took pity on you. No, you weren’t one of us at all. You were in a tribe of your own.

		[image: ]
					
			How differently our lives would have unraveled over these years if the computer program generating the room assignments had started up a millisecond later, spat out another random number, and the two of us had never had a chance to meet.

	
			Chapter 2

			If one were creating the Platonic ideal of a woman from scratch—which I could do here, manipulating the facts to serve my narrative agenda, though I’ll cleave scrupulously to the truth—she would not necessarily resemble the being who had just swept through the common room, whose features I later had time to assess in magnified detail.

			To begin with, your “flaws,” a word I sandwich between petrified scare quotes. On the upper third of your forehead, as if connecting your two cerebral hemispheres, a blanched hyphen of a scar; a nose the tiniest bit crooked and long; two central incisors that outmuscled their next-tooth neighbors.

			But the faces that are most compelling rarely belong to models, avatars of unblemished conventionality. They don’t possess the imperfections that highlight the nearby superlatives—the distant twin mountains of an upper lip under an elegantly concave philtrum, the cheekbones sloping like the handle of a jug. And, most salient to an eye across a room, the hair in a carelessly knotted bun, a few rogue tendrils grazing the sides of your face, chestnut flecked with mid-October hues, a newly minted penny unsullied by commerce. That would be your hair-dye lyrical subcategory: “Mid-October.” (My mother’s color of choice is the law office sensible “Medium Ash Brown.”)

			My seat on the couch allowed me to study you with impunity while keeping the dorm proctor, a redheaded grad student in German philosophy, nearly in my sight line as he introduced himself. The heel of one of your leather-sandaled feet was planted against the wall. Gazelle legs encased in dark jeans; I estimated your height at a half inch shorter than mine, depending on our footwear. The spaghetti strap of a tank top climbed over lissome shoulders (a fuller bosom than your lemon-size breasts would have been incongruous—­gauche, even—against your svelte torso). Adjacent to each strap was a pearly sliver of skin less touched by the sun; the rest was the tone of a patiently toasted marshmallow.

			“One of the great things about college,” the proctor said as my eyes remained on you, “is how seemingly unrelated stuff starts unifying in your mind. A theory you learn in a science lecture will connect to a line of poetry in your English seminar and link to a story a friend tells at lunch. Your world is expanding and diffusing while simultaneously contracting and growing denser. Everything, in a sense, becomes one thing.”

			After the abstract musings, he shifted to the practical matter of dorm rules, the details of which I would have been diligently committing to memory in my previous incarnation—the one that ended when you arrived. My concentration was broken only when the proctor, reading aloud the college’s policy on sexual misconduct, suddenly lost his vocal footing.

			“. . . includes not only unwilling or forced vagin—vag—vag—”

			His face turned a shade darker than his hair. I winced, but a few students snickered, Jake and Phil included, as he continued to trip on the word.

			“—vag—vag—vag—” he stuttered, excruciatingly incapable of advancing, an oratorical Sisyphus. The poor guy, who’d likely spent years in speech therapy working to remedy a lifelong affliction, had finally decided he was ready to be in a position that required public speaking, and it was all undone with a single anatomical adjective before a room of puerile teenagers.

			The more he persisted, though, the more my sympathy waned, replaced with resentment for his subjecting us all to such vicarious discomfort. Eventually he gave up, skipping the section altogether and moving on to the rules for alcohol and drugs.

			I kept ogling brazenly without fear of detection until your head swiveled a few degrees from the proctor, casting, from your face to mine, an invisible string stretched taut.

			It’s difficult to say for sure, since I was less bold about looking at you after that, but I believe I was the only person you made eye contact with, however fleeting.

			“That about wraps it up,” the proctor said, flop-sweaty minutes after his slip-up. “Oh, whoops—I forgot the icebreaker game. Duh.”

			He asked us to go around in a circle and announce our first names prefaced by another word beginning with the same letter. I came up with a few options right away, to mitigate the anxiety of any turn-based speaking program, in which you count down with dread how many people are left until you, whereupon, as everyone looks your way, you must turn the key in the ignition of your vocal cords and hope they start without a hitch, always a risk with an inveterate mumbler in the final, shaky throes of puberty.

			Adamant Adam, Terrestrial Tejas, Shy Sara, the attention of the room revolving with the centrifugal force of a roulette ball that was inexplicably gaining momentum. After my physics-passionate roommate proudly declaimed “Subatomic Steven,” my mind went blank.

			The room was still. Someone coughed.

			As I tried to remember the words I had considered earlier, my internal dictionary scrubbed clean from czar to each, I heard, from the floor to my left, “Genius Jake.” The others laughed in appreciation.

			“We forgot David,” Steven yelled.

			All eyes reverted to me—yours included, I imagine.

			“David,” I squeaked. My brain harped on the word vaginal.

			“Defiant,” I said.

			I was the only one to state my name before its alphabetical ­pairing—a small act of defiance itself, it occurred to me. I’d begun faultily but had recovered with verve, the gymnast sticking his landing after a herky-jerky dismount. I wondered if anyone else had taken note of my subversive maneuver.

			“Funky-fresh Phil,” said Jake’s teammate as the room again buckled in laughter. The line approached you.

			“Veronica,” you said in your voice with nothing to prove, so unlike my own timorous quaver. Then, with the minutest upturning of the left side of your lip, “Veritas.”

			You were the only person who had followed my lead. Kindred spirits of swapped syntax. And, from that curling lip, there was some mischief to your appropriation of our college’s motto of truth.

			Other names and parts of speech skittered around as the game continued, but I heard only the two words you had spoken. Had you gone standard as everyone else had—Vivacious Veronica—it’s possible that you would not have lassoed my imagination so completely, that I might have feasted on your superficial appeal over the course of that meeting and decided I was sated. Yet that Latin addition meant you had more than beauty in your arsenal. You possessed creativity and wit and, as your dismissal of jockstrap Jake and ­feeble-minded Phil had suggested, valued intelligence and sensitivity.

			Veritas: someone like me had a shot. We were, after all, really at Harvard.

			When the meeting concluded Steven drafted me into a six-­person troupe he had formed in the scrum of the common room. We trundled over for dinner to Annenberg Hall, that cathedral-like space splashed across the brochures and websites, where glowing, ethnically diverse faces rounded out every photo. I’d seen it during my campus visit with my father a year earlier, but tonight I was no longer a mere spectator of its burnished walnut paneling, stained-glass windows, and chandeliers; I was standing in the brochure itself, ready for my close-up.

			I brought my tray over to the table Steven had secured. As was my New Jersey set, they were a visual hodgepodge, a chimera of the shambling (Justin) and the husky (Kevin) and the ectomorphic (Steven), the overdressed (Carla looked like she was on her way to a college interview) and the flamboyantly unfashionable (Ivana and her shoe gloves), topped off by an aggressively nondescript seat filler (Sara, who had gravitated to us).

			Sara patted the empty chair next to her. “Saved you a seat,” she said.

			Though an upgrade over my Hobart High lunch club—three girls!—we were still clearly freshmen who had missed out on the normal high school experience and were now attempting to simulate it in college. Our dinner conversation revolved around the cuisine, the refuge of those with little in common. We lobbed insults at the sogginess of the tater tots. We mocked the desiccation of the halal grilled chicken. We speculated about breakfast. Everyone responded to each joke like soused nightclub patrons yukking it up as a legendary comedian trotted out his greatest hits.

			I forced myself to smile along, but felt a spasm of apprehension seeing the next few months unfolding much like this, the ripe cranberry blush of autumn fading to bleached December. By cruel accident, these might well become my college friends. We would choose to live together as upperclassmen, visit one another on vacations, stay in touch after graduation, attend the other members’ nuptials—maybe two of us would even get married. We would rate the hors d’oeuvres at the wedding reception and ponder what brunch would be.

			My cowardly instinct was to cling to them. But not for too long: powerful clans are never this diverse and scattered. Only the outcast are.

			I got up to scoop myself a bowl of sugary cereal amid the symphony of fork tines scraping white ceramic plates, wending past tables populated by students who appeared to have happily found their tribes: girls with chemically blond hair; an octet of preppy black students; football behemoths with phalanxes of neon sports drinks; chicly dressed Asians; outdoorsy types toting bumper-stickered Nalgene bottles; future Undergraduate Council presidents and their cabinet members; legacy WASPs with Roman numerals appended to their names and swoops of hair soldered to their foreheads.

			When I sat back down, there you were at last, coming into the dining hall late.

			You stood in the roped-off line near my table among the clutch of students you’d arrived with, engaged in a whispery tête-à-tête with another girl, already having things worth saying in confidence. The rest of your group possessed a similar ease, as though they’d hung out together for years. A uniformity of physical desirability differentiated by grace notes: that girl’s raven tresses and alabaster skin against your coppery tones, that boy’s cultivated stubble, the one black guy wearing a gauzy scarf in August. I watched them—you, really—in slow motion, cinematographer of the hackneyed movie sequence in which the cafeteria’s din silences and a languorous song spills in as your moving lips swallow up the frame.

			I could tell that you all had not only gone through high school as one should but had done so precociously in seventh and eighth grades; your secondary education had featured the unfettered experimentation typically associated with college; and now you were, compared with the rest of us, bona fide adults.

			One other thing was obvious, from your clothes, your body language, the impervious confidence you projected, as if any affront would bounce off you like a battleship deflecting a BB pellet: you came from money.

			My parents made good salaries practicing law, but nothing close to the assets of your families, where a crack about tuition and parking would never even come to mind, let alone be verbalized. Yet your crowd didn’t reveal its class by stock emblems of ­affluence: navy blazers with brass buttons and chinos, pearl necklaces, the plumage of those crimson-and-blue-blooded WASPs who looked like they’d been born wearing a pair of boat shoes. Yours was ­subtler and pitted against that bloated, decaying archetype. You had ­traveled widely, dined at Michelin-starred restaurants without parental ­supervision, matriculated at schools with single-name ­national reputations, ingested designer drugs and maybe had a cushy stint in rehab.

			It wasn’t just your financial capital that set you apart; it was your worldliness, your taste, your social capital. What my respectable, professional parents had deprived me of by their conventional ambitions and absence of imagination.

			I’d done everything I was supposed to my whole life, played by all the rules. It had gotten me into Harvard, but look where I was sitting: with Subatomic Steven and the rest of our lost-and-found bin.

			As I hovered over my bowl of Lucky Charms with soy milk, your conversation with the girl concluded. You took an ­eyedropper out of your pocket, reclined your head, and squeezed a couple of times into both sides. Then you closed your eyes and massaged the corners, as if the public world were too pedestrian to bear witness to and necessitated a retreat into your private one. You blinked several times, your eyes glassy with artificial tears, and stared off into space. It seemed like we were the only two people in the ­cacophonous dining hall not speaking to anyone, the only two not fully present.

			A moment later the ID checker asked for your card. You were still in your stupor, and one of your friends nudged you. You snapped out of it with a halfhearted laugh. I then understood. Maybe you wouldn’t admit to it, maybe you didn’t even know it yet, but you were also faking it. Somewhat of a loner, too.
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			Justin and Kevin were hosting a gathering in their suite that night. When Steven was ready to go, I told him that, actually, I was pretty exhausted.

			He insisted I come. “You don’t want to miss out on the first night,” he said. “Someday we’ll all reminisce about it.”

			Precisely. But the immediate terror of staying in while everyone else on campus drank alcohol together and hooked up—my four years of high school compressed to one joyless evening—began to eclipse my fears of the long-term consequences.

			“Maybe for a bit,” I said.

			Crudely Scotch-taped to the walls of Kevin’s bedroom was a gallery of posters for comedies and gangster movies starring all-male ensembles. A purple tapestry tacked to the ceiling cast everything in a dank submarine light.

			Justin’s height—a slouch-shouldered six foot five—and fake Idaho ID had enabled him to purchase thirty-six cans of beer and two plastic jugs of vodka from a liquor store in Central Square. I splashed orange juice into my cup of vodka and took a sip. An acrid corruption of my breakfast beverage of youth. I’d have to find something more palatable, a signature drink.

			Everyone was more reserved in the cloistered intimacy of a dorm room. When the conversation remained stilted, Ivana suggested we play the drinking game Never Have I Ever.

			“Never have I ever blacked out from drinking,” she said after a cursory review of the rules.

			“I’m confused,” Steven piped up, unashamed to put his ignorance on display. “You haven’t blacked out yourself, but if someone else has, they drink?”

			Justin and Kevin nodded and swigged from their cups with lupine grins of self-satisfaction, conquests masquerading as ­confessions.

			On Carla’s turn, she brought up marijuana use. Kevin, Justin, and Ivana all drank. I’d seen it just once in person, when a drum-playing skater had passed a green baggie to his friend under a desk before history class.

			“Never have I ever been fingered by someone,” said Kevin.

			The sudden swing into the crassly sexual startled us all, except Ivana, who tipped her cup, emboldening Carla to follow suit and rendering Sara the female holdout. She peered into the opening of her beer can while everyone else stayed silent.

			My lower back prickled with perspiration. I hadn’t even kissed a girl yet, an abyss of experience I’d hoped never to reveal at all in college, and certainly not on the first night.

			My turn. To head off any further declarations of carnal milestones, I said, “Never have I ever been convicted of a felony,” knowing that none of us teachers’ pets had ever run afoul of the law and hoping it would act as a reset button which, as an ancillary benefit, would shift the focus from Sara’s contagious embarrassment. No one drank. From there things amplified into the absurd: orgies, snorting cocaine off strippers’ breasts, unsolved homicides. The game petered out, followed by a card trick from Steven (he’d brought his own deck). 

			We split up into factions. Sara ended up next to me on the bony futon and we traded getting-to-know-you questions. She was planning to concentrate in Latin American history; she’d gone to a magnet school in Cleveland; she had an older brother and younger sister.
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