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He who has a why to live can bear almost any how.

—Friedrich Nietzsche

In some causes, silence is dangerous.

—St. Ambrose

Arrange whatever pieces come your way.

—Virginia Woolf








chapter ONE


The St. Ambrose School for Girls

Greensboro Falls, Massachusetts

1991

My first view of the St. Ambrose School for Girls is from the back seat of my mother’s 1981 Mercury Marquis. The ten-year-old car is utterly unremarkable except for being reliable, and the reason I’m in the back is because I put the laundry basket full of my bedding in the front passenger seat. My mother is a smoker and I can’t stand the smell. I have a theory that I can put my head out the rear window and get better air because I’m farther away from her.

I’m wrong.

We pull through a pair of stone pillars that are united by a graceful arch of black iron filigree, a necklace overturned, the perfect welcome to a pearls-and-sweater-set institution of learning. I’m being dropped off here for my sophomore year of high school. I’m a fifteen-year-old charity case on scholarship because I won a spot I was not aware of having competed for. My mother filled out the application and put a piece of writing of mine into the pool of candidates. Those five thousand words, which I had no intention of anyone ever reading, coupled with my idiot savant grades, were the key to unlock this door I do not want to enter.

“Look at this lawn,” my mother remarks. She gestures around with her left hand, the lit cigarette between the fore- and middle fingers a laser pointer with an angry orange end. “This is a lawn. I’ll bet they mow it every morning.”

I am not as impressed with the lawn. I am not impressed with any of the brick buildings or the sidewalks that wind around the campus, either. All of this, from the acceptance to the packed sheets in that basket to the two-hour trip from where she and I live, has little to do with me, and everything to do with my mother’s need to upgrade something in her life. Our tiny two-bedroom house is cluttered with issues of People, Star, Us Weekly, the National Enquirer, the Globe. Each one of them is a pulpy, soft-spined vacation into another, better world for her, and after she’s done reading them, she keeps them like they’re diaries of a trip she never wants to forget.

I wonder sometimes if she isn’t moving me out of her house so that she can use my bedroom for storage space. I know this isn’t true. The real story is that I’m the ninety-nine-cent houseplant she is shifting to a better, more sunny spot on the sill by the sink. I’m the pragmatism that I doubt she will admit to consciously, a recognition that her own life is a stagnation of going-nowhere, but damn it, she can figure out how to get her fucked-up daughter into Ambrose.

“Look at this campus. I tell you, Sally.” She flicks her Virginia Slim out of her window, ashing onto the lawn and evidently missing the irony that she’s crapping up the very thing she’s admiring. “They know how to do things at this school.”

My mother puts a push into a lot of her words, as if her tongue is frantically shoving the syllables out of her lipstick-slicked mouth, like someone trying to bail out a boat. For her, an ocean of unspoken urgency surrounds the hull of her leaky skiff of nervous chatter, so there are always words for her, and rarely a pause for consideration of content. She speaks like the magazines she reads, everything headlined, drama manufactured out of her dull and endlessly reconstituted reality of being a school lunch lady at Lincoln Elementary.

“Where are we going?” she asks. When I don’t answer her, she looks over her shoulder. “Sally, help me here. Where are we going?”

My name is Sarah, not Sally. I’m not sure how I got the nickname, but I hate it, and the first thing I’m going to do here is introduce myself as Bo. Bo is a cool name for a girl, unisex and unusual, just as I am fairly unisex and definitely unusual. Unlike the other girls I see walking around the campus—who look like they’ve stepped out of the rainbow page of a United Colors of Benetton ad—I’m dressed in black and loose clothing. I’m also not wearing shoes, but lace-up boots with steel toes. My hair is dyed jet black, although my mouse-brown roots are starting to show already, a trail of mud at night.

My mother, whose name is Theresa, goes by Tera. Tera Taylor. Like a movie star. She said she named me Sarah so it rhymed, so we could be twins forever. She’s told me over and over again she wants me to have a little girl and name it Lara to keep the tradition going, even though, technically, Lara does not rhyme with Tera or Sarah. It would have to be Lera. The fact that my mother can only get sort-of-there with her own construct is the kind of thing that should go on her driver’s license.

I’m just hoping to make it to sixteen at this point.

“Sally, come on.”

It’s pointless to mention that I have not been on this campus before either, and there’s no map to consult.

“I think it’s over there,” I say, pointing in any direction.

This mollifies her and we find the correct dorm by luck. Tellmer Hall is right out of the brochure of any New England prep school: brick, three stories, two wings, and one main entry with a limestone pediment bearing its name. Just below the slate roofline, there is a marble frieze bearing the names and profiles of musical luminaries: Bach, Mozart, Mendelssohn. As I get out of the back of my mother’s Mercury, I stare up at the faces and start counting down to Thursday, June 4, when, according to this year’s school calendar, summer vacation starts.

“Look at this building. Just look at it.”

My mother slams the driver’s side door to add an exclamation point, and the sound of the hollow bang brings us attention from the other girls who are unpacking from their parents’ cars. As my mother smiles in the direction of a Volvo station wagon and then a Mercedes sedan, there’s expectation and relish in her still-attractive features, like she’s prepared to be invited to dine with the Izod-wearing fathers and the Talbots-clad mothers. What she fails to notice, and maybe this is a blessing, is that their perusal of us is of short and disinterested duration, a cursory assessment of my black Goth-ness and my mother’s synthetic-fiber, fake von Furstenberg dress. They don’t even bother to reject us. We’re not significant enough for that. We’re something they look through, ghosts of the lower middle class.

“Go introduce yourself to the girls.”

When I don’t respond, my mother glares over at me, and then refocuses on the Mercedes as if she’s trying out the logistics of dragging me to it.

She’s going to need a fireman’s hold.

“We have to unpack the car,” I say.

The Mercury’s trunk has two suitcases in it. One a battered black, the other a winsome blue that has inexplicably fared better with age—black seems like it would be stronger, more durable. I take them out one by one. As I straighten, I see around the corner of the dorm. There is a plumbing truck parked in the back. Albrecht & Sons. It is white with blue lettering, the telephone number starting with an area code I am not familiar with.

“You really need to introduce yourself,” my mother says.

“Why do the plumbers need to meet me?”

“What the heck are you talking about?”

She exhales over her shoulder, flicks the butt onto the lawn, and lights another cigarette. She smokes when she’s frustrated with me, but she also smokes for a lot of other reasons.

I look over to the Mercedes that has commanded her attention. The car has a rich, creamy yellow body, and its hubcaps are painted to match the sunny shade. The fact that, at this moment, there isn’t a fellow student of my own age to introduce myself to anywhere near it is irrelevant. My mother wants to go over and make acquaintances between adults, and as she stares at the mother and father, she gleams like lamé. In her mind, she’s no doubt advancing way past dinner in the small town we went through about two miles down the road. She’s spending a late-season week at their summer house. Then they’re all skiing together wherever people like that ski together in Colorado during Christmas break. Finally, three years from now, she sees them all sitting together at graduation, sharing in-jokes and reminiscing with a tear about how fast the young ones have grown up, and how lucky they are to have found each other.

Lifelong friends in a blink, the assumptions and the fantasy as real to her as my own assessment that the last thing those two wealthy people want is for a pair of scrubs like us to do anything other than wash that pretty, buttercup-colored sedan of theirs.

“You’re being ridiculous,” she announces. “We’re going over there.”

My mother links her lower arm through mine, and I think of the old-fashioned Wizard of Oz movie, Dorothy lined up with her friends, skipping down the yellow brick road. It’s an apt image on one level, at least. We’re going to my mother’s version of the wizard, and out of the two of us, I’m the only one who cares what’s behind the curtain. My mother is not just content to be on the surface; staying superficial is necessary for her survival.

The parents of the Mercedes—and, presumably, a student who’s also in this dorm—look at us a second time as we approach. I’m embarrassed by everything about my mother: the dress, the lipstick stain on her cigarette, her peroxide yellow hair, this Hail Mary “introduction” that has taken us over a boundary line that to me is as obvious as a border wall. I’m also ashamed of my cheap black clothes, even though they are a persistent expression of my inner self, a signal to the world that I am different and apart from the crowd. Armor.

The good news about looking like a freak is no one tries to talk to you.

“Isn’t this a marvelous campus!” my mother says. “I’m Theresa—Tera Taylor. This is Sarah Taylor. She goes by Sally. How do you do.”

Ah. She’s switched into Rich Person Dialect. I’ve heard her do this before. She picked it up while watching Robin Leach.

And so much for my going as Bo here.

The father’s eyes go to the V in the top of my mother’s dress. Then he looks at her mouth. My mother recognizes this perusal and shifts her body so that one hip moves out of place, the inquiry on his part answered with an affirmative on hers. Meanwhile, the wife notices no part of this currency exchange between her husband and what could arguably be called a tart. The other mother’s eyes land on me, and the pity in them makes me look at the pavement.

I don’t want any part of this. But this whole thing, from the clandestine application and shocking admission to the excited way my mother talked all summer long about my coming “to St. Ambrose” to this “introduction,” is the same rabbit hole for Tera Taylor, a glossy magazine she is creating for herself. The defect in her reasoning, which is a blindness similar to the other mother failing to see her husband’s flirtation, is that no one else is going to buy this bullshit. I’m no more a St. Ambrose girl than Tera Taylor could be.

“Greta will be down in a minute, I’m sure,” the mother of the Mercedes is saying. “She was here last year as a freshman so she’s excited to see everyone.”

“Greta and Sarah!” My mother claps and ash falls on the back of her hand. She shakes it off with a grimace she almost hides. “The two of them will be the best of friends. It’s fate.”

“Here is Greta now.”

My eyes swing like the boom of a sailboat, an attempt to come about and salvage this poor tack I’m on. What I see emerging from the darkened interior of the dorm gives me no relief. It is blond. It is tall. It has limbs that would be described as willowy in a supermarket romance novel.

It has the eyes of a predator.

Even, if not especially, as it assumes the facsimile of a pleasant expression.

“Greta’s” smile is shiny and white, a second sun. She has freckles dusting across a nose that is so straight and perfectly proportioned, you might assume she’d had it done—until you look at her father and realize that all that aquiline is the result of breeding, no donkey in this bloodline of thoroughbreds. She also has cheekbones with hollows under them—which makes me decide her baby fat was ordered to vacate the premises years ago—and her clothes are expensive and right out of Seventeen magazine: a boxy turquoise jacket, a coral crop top, a kicky skirt with contrast leggings, ballet flats.

She is a jewel.

“Greta,” her mother says, “this is your new best friend, Sally.”

There is no awkward pause because the girl puts her hand right out. “Welcome to Ambrose.”

My mother golf-claps around her cigarette again, but doesn’t burn herself this time.

I glance at Greta once more in case I was wrong, in case my insecurities have misconstrued what is actually going on. As our eyes meet, she somehow manages to smile wider and narrow her stare at the same time. It’s a cute trick.

If you’re Cujo.

My heart pounds sure as if I am already running in the opposite direction, throwing myself in the trunk of the Mercury, and refusing to come out until I am released from this ruse.

My mother is wrong. Greta and I will never be friends.

And one of us is going to be dead by the end of the semester.






chapter TWO


It is forty-five minutes later. I’m back down by the car, and the Mercury is empty of my things, the laundry basket returned to the front seat without its load of folded sheets and blankets. My mother is embracing me, and I breathe in the familiar scent of cigarette smoke and Primo, the knockoff Giorgio perfume she buys at CVS. She’s leaving not because I have unpacked, but because she is getting no further than the introduction stage with Greta’s parents. They’ve made the disappointing choice to help their daughter settle in across the hall, ignoring the incredible opportunity of forging a relationship with Theresa who goes by Tera.

I know this dose of reality is challenging my mother’s imaginary world so she’s got to go before the spell is broken, Cinderella pulling out of the ball early before she realizes she’s actually at a pool hall. I’m the glass slipper in this analogy, and I’m very certain that my mother’s already anticipating a Parents’ Weekend reunion with her new best friends, my residence at Tellmer the thread that will connect her once again with the objects of her aspiration.

Things are going to work out for her. She just knows this.

She’s getting behind the wheel now. She’s lighting another cigarette. Absently, I note that she has only four left in the pack. She’ll stop for gas and more Virginia Slims at the Sunoco down in the little town, but I have to believe the fumes of her fantasy are what will really carry her back to our meager existence, not whatever unleaded she pumps into the tank of her old car.

My mother looks up at me, and for an instant, the façade breaks and I see what is underneath. She’s worried about me. So am I. But my reality is not one that I can invite her into because this flare-up of motherly concern will not last more than a moment for her. The split in the clouds of her busy internal life is something I cannot trust and not because she’s abusive. She’s far from cruel; she’s just self-absorbed. Accordingly, I’ve learned the hard way that I’m the only savior I’ve got in this world.

“You’re going to be fine,” she says through an exhale of smoke.

She has to believe this because to entertain the opposing option that I will not be fine and leave me here anyway means she’s a negligent mother. Which she’s not. I have been fed, watered, clothed, and housed since the moment of my birth. The damage she does is never intentional, and besides, her desperate, twitchy, clawing need to distinguish herself from her lot in life tortures her much more than it does me.

I’ve always felt sorry for her.

“I’ll call you every Sunday at two p.m.,” she tells me.

“Okay.”

“You have the money I gave you.”

“Yes.”

There’s a long pause, and as things become uncomfortable, her eyes skip out to the lawn. The sight of the grass she is so taken with must calm her because she nods once, the sharp head bob like a gavel coming down on a court case, the verdict in. Then she waves at me with her cigarette and I step back to watch the Mercury pull away. In the wake of her departure, I link my arms around my middle. I blink in the lightning-bright sunshine of fall. I smell clean air.

The leaves on the trees are still green. This will not last.

I turn and face the dorm, seeing it properly for the first time. The glossy black door has been propped wide with a brass weight, and there are windows open all across the front of the building, the lower sashes pushed high, no screens to buffer the sounds inside. Voices, high and low, form a symphony that could have been written by the members of the roofline’s frieze, and I close my eyes, trying to find the repeating sequence that pulls all of it together. There is none.

My stomach cramps as I walk into the dorm’s cool interior. Straight ahead is the main staircase, and beyond it, through a broad archway, I see a big open area with no furniture and floor-to-ceiling windows. To the left is a room with several mismatched tables, a couple of chairs, and eight phones with long cords that crisscross institutional-grade carpeting.

Okay, so that is where I have to be every Sunday at two p.m.

To the right, on the wall, is a varnished wooden rack of open-air mailboxes, each cubbyhole marked at its top with a name tag slid into a brass holder. There are missives in each of the slots already, a multicolored assortment of notices that have lollygagged in their compartments, forming rows upon rows of the letter c.

I leave my set of papers where they are because no one else has picked up theirs, and in my disinterest in the communiques, I figure I am fitting in with the crowd here for my first, and maybe only, time. The stairs are made of the same dark-colored and varnished wood as the mailboxes, each step protected against wear by a black-treaded pad that will also provide purchase when students come in with rain on their sneakers or snow on their winter boots. The banister is the same kind of wood again, and I wonder what sort it is as I troll my hand up the smooth and spindled support.

When I get to the second floor, I stop on the landing. Ahead, there is a closed door with a brass plate on it that reads Residential Advisor. I look to the long halls on the left and the right. The student rooms are set at equidistant measures down both sides of the pale-brown-carpeted corridors. For a moment, I panic because I can’t remember which way I should go and I can’t think of how to come up with the correct analysis. There are too many excited voices, too many people walking around with suitcases and duffels, and too many perfumes and colognes mingling in the humid, still-summer air, a department store’s fragrance counter come to Christmastime’s agitating life.

Everyone is energized by the fresh start that the new school year brings. New notebooks and packs of pens, new textbooks with bindings that are uncracked. New teachers, new subjects. New friends, new boyfriends. I recognize this phenomenon because a similar buzzy buoyancy infected everyone on the first day of my public high school a year ago. I witnessed it from afar then, too.

Right. I go to the right.

As I make my way down to my room, I realize I’m more like my mother than I’m comfortable with. We’re both outsiders to so much, although at least I am content to stay where I am on the far-flung fringes.

My room is not that far down, located just past the bathroom that services our wing with six shower stalls, six toilet stalls, and six sinks. As I pass by, two men in work uniforms come out with buckets of tools and a coiled snakelike contraption. They don’t look at me. They’re sweaty and they are clearly ready to have whatever job they are doing over with. Perhaps their wish has been granted, I think, because they seem to have packed up.

“Are you boys done?”

At the sound of the male voice, I turn back around. There’s a man standing in the juncture of the hallways, by the stairs. He has his hands on his jean-clad hips as if he’s in charge, but he’s got a Nirvana Bleach tour T-shirt on. His dark hair is a grow-out of a much shorter cut, the ends perking up as if they are making a break for it, the brown color deepened by dampness and lightened by streaks of copper. His cheeks are shaved. His face is breathtakingly handsome. He is wearing a wedding ring.

I am glad my mother left before meeting him. And I am curious how he can call two men in their fifties “boys.” He is at least twenty-five years younger than they are, fully mature, yet nowhere near dad status.

The plumbers walk over and talk to him about pipes. He asks questions. I hear nothing.

The more I look at him, the more I feel strangely excited and a little nauseous. My palms sweat and a giggle trembles up between my lungs even though there is no joke anywhere near me.

He doesn’t notice my presence, and this makes sense. For one thing, there clearly are some issues with the pipes—not the sort of thing you want with twenty rooms full of young women. But I’m also not the kind of girl that people notice for the reason I’d want someone like him to notice me.

As I continue on to my room, a residual of the man follows me, my molecules supercharged and vibrating even as I leave the sight of him behind.

The room I’ve been assigned to is 213, and as I pass through its open doorway, I want to close things up. I have a paranoia about open doors. About people staring at me. About my secret getting out. My roommate hasn’t arrived yet, though, and it seems rude to shut her out before she even gets here.

Our space is generously sized and split down the middle by an invisible line. The walls are whitewashed down to the chair rail that runs around about four feet off the floor, and under that rail there’s beadboard that’s varnished the same color as the floor, as the banister, as the stairs, as the mailbox cubbies. The arrangement of what is mine and what is my roommate’s is a mirror image, the beds wedged into the corners on either side, the bureaus at the foot of the beds, the narrow desks pushed together in front of the tremendous, many-paned window that makes up the whole wall opposite the door.

The furniture is not fancy. The beds have no box springs, just mattresses, and even those are covered with a practical plastic barrier that is stitched into the batting. The bed frames are metal and the headers and footers rise up on both ends to the chair rail level, as if that piece of molding is a height restrictor. The bureaus are old wood. So are the chairs that go with the desks.

I’d chosen the right side for no practical reason and every superstitious one. As I first entered with the laundry basket of bedding suspended between my cramped, stinging hands, it was immediately apparent that I had to be on the right side or everything would go badly. If I ended up on the left, these next nine months were going to be consumed by academic trials I cannot best, pretty girls who hate me, and an enduring, baseless homesickness that cannot ever be cured because I don’t actually enjoy living with my mother in our home. As long as I’m on the right, though, there’s a chance I’ll come out on the June side of this sophomore year with, if not a glowing experience, then at least something I tolerated.

Something I lived through.

I glance over my shoulder at the door. The 213 on it bothers me tremendously and I stare across the hall at the closed-up room opposite me. It bears the more coveted 14 after its 2, and I wish I could change rooms with that Greta girl who is not my best friend. I can’t, of course. I’m a cog in this wheel of pairings and location assignments, and if childhood has taught me anything, it’s the reality of endurance.

Behind 214’s closed door, there are voices. High, shrill, bubbly. There is music, too. Paula Abdul, bright, cheerful, danceable. Parents venture past the members-only party and ignore the muffled sounds. Every single girl who passes by looks and lingers, like she’s trying to figure out how to get in there, the code to that vault of valuables.

I find myself yearning to be welcomed into room 214, too, and I hate it. This hollow coveting is my mother’s persistent hobby, and after watching her want things she cannot, and will never, have, I’m not interested in impotent cravings. If I start with that stuff now I’ll be just like her as a grown-up, greasy-lipped, smoking a Virginia Slim, wearing a cheap knockoff dress as I flirt with the father of one of my daughter’s schoolmates. The good news is that I know damn well that my black wardrobe and my matte, dyed-black hair are, among other things, guaranteed to cut off access to 214 right at the pass. This justifies my aesthetics. I’d rather make things like that Paula Abdul dance party an impossibility than be tortured with a string of maybe-I-mights that are forever defeated.

I walk over to the window, lean across my shallow desk, and check out what’s behind the dorm. I see a parking lot with three spaces and a tremendous oak that seems as big as our whole building. Then there’s a stretch of mowed grass that declines to a thick border of unruly vegetation that is ready to give someone ticks or at least poison ivy. Through the rare breaks in its entwined growth, I can make out a stream that is flowing fairly fast.

The longer I stare at my short-stack view, the more my mind begins to stir in ways that I need to watch out for, and I wonder, not for the first time, whether I can do this. And not from a social or academic standpoint. My fault lines run very deep, and keeping them quiet is something I have failed at before.

“So we’re roommates.”

In the moment where I am suspended between hearing the voice behind me and seeing whoever spoke the words, I am convinced, in the same way I knew I had to be on the right side of this room, that the girl who has entered is my tea leaf reading on how things are going to go. Her appearance, her short skirt or sensible shorts, her belly shirt or her polo, will determine whether I make it out of here in one piece.

As I turn around, there is a loud thump, her duffel bag hitting the floor, and I am instantly relieved. She is not like me, but she is not like the blond girl across the hall, either. She is tall, and her shorts reveal the thick ankles and calves of a field hockey player. She is brown-haired, only the wisps that escape her ponytail blond. She is wearing a blue T-shirt that has no words on it, no appliques of a joke or a concert cluttering what covers up her strong upper body. She has no glasses, a square face, and blue eyes that are the color of a Sunoco sign’s lettering.

“I’m Ellen. Last name Strotsberry. People here call me Strots.”

She puts her hand out. She is not smiling, but she’s not looking at me with disdain. As I step forward, I want to tell her my name is Bo. I want a nickname like hers, punchy, powerful, a declaration that I’m not going to be snowed by bullshit and I can handle anything.

“Sarah Taylor,” I say as we shake. “But my mother calls me Sally.”

As I tack on the second half because it’s what I’ve been doing all my life, I realize that it is odd that my mother named me to rhyme with Tera, yet calls me something that ends in -ly.

My roommate’s handshake is dry and firm, not a bone-crusher, but not anything I want to hold on to for very long because I don’t want her to feel the moisture of my own palm. She nods as we drop our arms, as if that greeting malarkey is off her list, and sure enough, she moves on fast. She kicks the door shut, goes over to the bed on the left side, and throws open a portion of the window. Dropping an enormous, camping-sized backpack onto the bare, plastic-coated mattress, she curses as she unzips a compartment.

“I can’t believe it’s so damn hot.”

She takes out a pack of Marlboros and a red Bic lighter. Tilting the cigarettes toward me, she says, “Want one?”

I shake my head. She doesn’t ask me if it’s okay if she smokes in our room, but even if she had, like I would ever presume to tell her she couldn’t? I may have unpacked and have my thin sheets and a blanket covering the right, correct-sided, bed, but Strots is in charge here. I am relieved by this. I picture myself drafting behind her in a bike race, her larger, more powerful body creating a lee in the wind that I am permitted to take advantage of, thanks to the room assignment gods.

She exhales out the open window. “So what’s with the black clothes, Taylor.”

Her eyes are direct as they focus on me, and to duck the spotlight in them, because I love that she’s calling me by my last name, I focus on her hands. Her nails are cut to the quick, her fingers blunt and veined, her forearms strong, but not in a manly way. She has moles in the bed of her tan, darker spots that announce her Eastern European ancestry. No doubt all her time in the sun is from sports.

My roommate does not smoke like my mother, all flourish and false-fancy. She inhales, she exhales, she rests the hand doing the nicotine delivery on her bare knee in between draws. When the smoke comes out of her mouth, she kind of shoots it in the direction of the open window, but she doesn’t seem concerned about being caught and her casualness makes me wonder whether we’re allowed to do this in our rooms? That can’t be right. I think of the hot residential advisor with the Nirvana T-shirt and wonder how much he is going to let us get away with.

I decide he’d probably just let her carry on, too.

“Do we have a problem with the smoking?” Strots asks me.

I realize my eyes are on her lighter and the soft pack of Marlboros, and in the silence that follows, I know I’ve got to explain myself to her satisfaction. I look at her face, but do not make it past her nose, which is slightly sunburned. Her stare is an intimidation ray.

“No,” I say. “I’m just wondering whether you matched your Bic to the Marlboros on purpose. It’s something I would do.”

Strots glances down at where she’s placed the red twosome on the mattress. “Huh, hadn’t noticed.”

My roommate smiles, revealing teeth as straight and white as a picket fence, although not from any kind of expensive dentistry, it seems. Like her mannerisms and her voice, every piece of her is sturdy, functional, and, in the manner of reliability, attractive.

“So you wear black because you can’t handle not matching?”

I look down at myself in the same way she assessed her smoking paraphernalia. I sift through possible responses, and then decide, again, to be honest.

“I’m angry at the world.”

It’s almost the truth. I can’t finish the second part. I’m mad, but I’m powerless. I am fifteen years old, the product of a man who doesn’t care and isn’t around, and a woman who cares too much, just not about me. In addition to being my social defensive mechanism, black seems like the only way to express my inner rage at living in a house full of magazines and cigarette smoke with nowhere else to go. Well, nowhere except Ambrose, and I did not choose this escape hatch.

“Everyone’s pissed off when they’re fifteen,” Strots announces. “It comes with the territory.”

“You don’t look mad.”

“You don’t know me yet and people are weird.” But then she smiles. “Don’t worry, I let it all out on the field.”

“On what?”

She laughs. “The opposition, dummy. You don’t do sports, do you.”

“No.”

As she cocks one eyebrow, like she can’t fathom my reality, I take a deep, disappointed breath and smell smoke, but I’m not resentful because it is Strots’s. We do not have a problem with her smoking. On the contrary, as I stand in front of her, I want to change into loose khaki shorts and a loose blue, unmarked T-shirt. I want to have a by-mistake matching set of lighter and pack of cigarettes, although something different than Marlboros so we are not matchy-matchy.

I want to throw out my black clothes and armor myself in everything Strots.

All of this is bullshit, of course. And I’ve got to keep this kind of characteristic crazy thinking, among many things, from Strots. She cannot know how my mind actually works, the connections it makes, the places it goes without my permission. If she finds out, she’ll demand to be assigned to another room, and I don’t want to live alone when everybody else has someone.

The sound of a toilet flushing on the other side of the wall next to her mattress makes Strots roll her eyes. “This room sucks.”

“Do you want to switch?” I ask, pointing to the bed I have made and praying she doesn’t want to.

“Nah. I can sleep through anything. But the toilet flushing is annoying.”

“Were you in this room last year?”

“I was on the first floor and farther down the hall. But I had a friend in here and I spent a lot of time at her place.”

“Did you like your roommate?”

I’m hoping she did, as if it might be a warm-up for tolerating me.

“Nope.” Strots gets to her feet and returns her cigarettes and her lighter into the pocket of the backpack. “I did not.”

In that moment, I am desperate for her to tell me she feels differently about me. I want her to give me a gold seal of approval, a stamp on my forehead that announces I have passed quality control.

I am my mother, giving my power over to a stranger, all because of a self-created myth of their authority and higher status over me. I am a shadow in my black clothes, looking to conform to another’s contours on the ground, following them wherever they go.

The only benefit to Ambrose that I’d seen was getting a break from Tera Taylor, undiscovered movie star. Now it seems I have brought all my own baggage along with my two suitcases.

On the far side of the door that Strots closed with her foot, there is a burst of laughter and chatter. Greta has broken the seal of her privacy and I have a sense of many girls skipping out, the pressure released, a cascade of Benetton and Esprit like sequins spilled from a dressmaker’s pocket.

When I look back at Strots, she’s staring at me in the same way I assessed her lighter and soft pack. I’m used to this expression on people. Behind their eyes, they’re wondering about me, connecting dots that, if I could read minds, I suspect would make me defensive and sad, even though they’re probably somewhat close to the truth.

“I’m going to give you a piece of advice,” Strots says in a low voice. “Don’t give them what they want.”

“Who is they?”

“You’ll know who I’m talking about,” Strots mutters as she puts her cigarette between her teeth and unclips the flap on the top of the backpack. “Just don’t give ’em what they’re looking for and they’ll get bored. They only like chew toys with the squeakers still in ’em.”






chapter THREE


Two nights later, I’m asleep on my back in bed when my eyes flip open. My first thought is that I’m glad I was in any sort of REM state. Settling here in the midst of all the dorm activity is proving to be a challenge, and I’ve never had a roommate before. And then there is the incessant traffic in the bathroom.

I turn my head on my thin pillow. Moonlight is streaming in the central window that I’ve come to think of as a referee that holds Strots’s furniture on her side and mine on my side. Across the floor between our line of scrimmage, geometric shadows thrown by the frames of the panes cut the lunar glow into blond brownie pieces on the pine boards.

Strots is curled tightly on her side facing me, her head ducked into her hugging arms, her legs drawn up, yet scissored below the knees. It is not a fetal position. It’s as if she has a ball in her grip and is rushing through players on an opposing team. Her drawn brows confirm this impression and so does what I’ve gleaned about her character over these forty-eight hours of our cohabitation. She is an athlete in everything she does. The world is her overtime.

Sitting up, I slip my bare feet out from my scratchy sheets and place them on the blond brownies. I am quiet as I go to the door, but I’m not as worried about waking Strots up as I was the first night. She’s not disturbed by much, and I envy how that generalizes from her waking hours into her dreamscapes.

Our door doesn’t make a sound as I open it, and thanks to the moonlight, there’s no adjustment of my eyes as I step out into the hall. Looking both ways, as if I’m at a busy intersection and trying to cross with no pedestrian light, I’m struck by how many girls my age are sleeping right now. Slumber is an intimate state, marked by vulnerability. To be so close to so many strangers as they twitch like dogs on a rug, separated only by doors that have no locks on them, makes me feel as if I’m an intruder in all of their houses at once.

I don’t have far to go to get to the bathroom, and that’s the problem Strots pointed out that first day. No one is inside when I enter and the details of the buttercup-yellow facility don’t really register in my fog, other than it, as always, reminds me of that Mercedes. One thing does stand out, however. The florist-shop air in here, heavy with humidity and the bouquets of so many soaps, shampoos, and conditioners, is the kind of thing that I haven’t decided whether I find noxious or magical.

After I use the toilet and wash my hands, I stand over one of the trash bins at the row of sinks to dry things off and hope that I can go back to sleep. I still don’t know what woke me.

Voices register and I look up. Over the sinks, there is a row of mirrors that are lock-in-step with the basins, dancing partners that are the flash to the static porcelain. The sounds of an argument are coming through the wall.

In my groggy state, my first thought is that it’s my mother and one of her boyfriends. This conclusion is immediately discarded. Wrong bathroom, for one. For another, there’s only the male part, low and defensive, the shriller, female counterbalance noticeably absent. There are plenty of pauses, however, which suggests the woman both has a lot to say and fights in the carpet-bombing manner Tera Taylor does.

I lean toward the wall to try to catch the words. Eavesdropping like this feels both wrong and delicious, a second piece of cake stolen out of the fridge after the party is over. I am suddenly much more awake.

“—please, don’t do this again with that Molly Jansen thing.” The tone turns exhausted. “It’s been a goddamn year and the charges were dropped—I’m sorry, what was that?” Pause. And then things get sharper. “You’re the one on the road, Sandra. You chose that job—look, I have to go.” There is a short silence. “I’m—because I need to clear my head, that’s why. I love you, but—have you been drinking again? You’re slurring…”

With a flush, I recognize who it is. It’s my residential advisor, and he’s fighting with his wife.

“I’m hanging up the phone, Sandra. I—” Another pause. “I’m not doing this tonight. I’m just not. I love you and we’ll talk in the morning.”

As he ends the call, my conscience gets the best of me. It was wrong of me to listen in, but the lives of adults fascinate me.

When I turn to go, I have a pause of my own. Between the mirrors and the sinks, there’s a frosted glass shelf that runs all the way down the lineup. At the far end, a curling iron is sitting on it, like an abandoned child, and on a hunch, I walk over to the wand. I’m not surprised to find that it’s still plugged in and turned on, despite some fifty girls having come here to wash their faces and brush their teeth before bed. No doubt it’s been smoldering and making plans to fall into a bin full of combustible paper towels since before dinner.

I yank the cord out of the socket, and reflect on how pretty girls who feel the need to dress up for meals at an all-girls school don’t worry about things like fire hazards. I believe it’s because with them having won a genetic lottery when it comes to their looks, they assume all of chaos theory’s consequences will inure to their benefit. For them, there is no tripping, no falling, no fender benders, and no lost car keys, sunglasses, or library books. All of their scratch-off tickets yield hundred-dollar payouts, any line they step into moves the fastest, and neglected responsibilities never come back to haunt them.

There’s an unintended consequence to all this entitlement, however. The attractive are often agents of the very thing that blesses them, stewardesses coming down the aisle with rolling carts of collateral damage. Curling irons left unattended are dangerous, for example, and even if my hypothesis is correct and their own rooms are not at risk, there are plenty of average- or below-average-looking girls trying to sleep within this nearly hundred-year-old dorm’s nest of kindling wood.

At least this night, I have saved my homely cohort with my vigilance, and as I exit out into the hall, I feel like a fire safety inspector who has protected the lives of the acne-prone, the pudgy, the socially awkward, and the slope-chinned. I want a medal—

Someone else is emerging at the same time I am. They are to the right of me, but I can’t see around the molding that sets apart the hallway from the main stairwell’s second-floor landing. I hear the creak of floorboards, however, as well as the subtle squeak of a set of door hinges.

Tilting forward out of curiosity, I freeze as my residential advisor turns toward me. Standing on the threshold of his apartment, he is in loose blue jeans that have been washed many, many times; what once was hardy denim is now more like thin cotton. His T-shirt is gray and of a similar, faded vintage as the jeans, the Snoopy silkscreen merely a fog of what it once was. On his feet are leather sandals that braid over his tanned toes, and I have to admit that on anybody else, I would have found the look hippie-ish and unattractive. On him, it is hipper-than-I and way out of my league.

His eyes are so very, very green, beneath the brown fall of his longish hair.

I’m not surprised my body vibrates with warmth again. Our paths have not crossed in a one-on-one fashion since that first day, although I did get a lot out of our dorm orientation meeting for the sole reason that I could stare at him as he did most of the talking about the rules and regulations of Tellmer Hall.

“Well, hello,” he says in an easygoing way. Like running into a student in the middle of the night is no big deal.

Then again, in spite of our curfew, there is no rule against using the bathroom after ten thirty p.m. We girls are wards of St. Ambrose, not prisoners.

“Hi,” I say back.

My voice is so soft, I’m not even sure it registers for my own ears. But I’m worried that he can guess what I heard through the wall and this makes me timid.

“Having trouble sleeping?” he says as he reaches back and closes his apartment up.

His car keys jangle as he locks the deadbolt and I wonder where he’s going. I also want to ask him if he’s okay, a reflex born from years of being a spectator to all the one true loves of Tera Taylor, undiscovered movie star.

Instead, I go with, “Huh?”

“I can’t sleep, either.” He draws a hand through his hair, and that which was spilling forward obligingly reorganizes around a cowlick that is off to the side. “I don’t know what my problem is. So I’ve decided to go for a drive. Have you seen the moonlight? It’s incredible tonight.”

His eyes shift to focus on the hall behind me, then go to the ornate window on the far side of the stairwell, and after that to the carpet runner beneath his funky sandals. This is what happens when someone is trying to manifest composure when on the inside, they’re stressed. I’m fascinated that somebody as beautiful as him has anything wrong in his life.

“I’m Sarah,” I blurt. Even though he didn’t ask me my name.

“I’m pleased to meet you.” He refocuses on me and puts his hand on the center of his chest. “I’m your RA, Nick, but you already know that.”

“Yes, Mr. Hollis,” I say. Because I’m clearly practicing for my future in public speaking.

“Call me Nick. Mr. Hollis is my father.”

As I flush, I look down at his sandals. He has perfect toes with nicely trimmed nails. “Okay.”

“I just have to go for a drive,” he says like it’s an afterthought. “Anyway, I hope you get some sleep.”

“Thank you. You, too.”

“Thanks.” As he starts down the stairs, he says over his shoulder, “Let me know if you need anything, ’kay?”

Nick Hollis, call-him-Nick, gives me a little wave and jogs off, lithe as someone who is a gold medal winner in descent decathlons around the world. In his wake, I stay where I am, rather as one would if one encountered a unicorn in the woods without a camera: I memorize exactly where I stand, and the sounds of him bottoming out down below and then continuing to the full stairs that will take him to the basement and the back exit of Tellmer are like a symphony in my ears.

Or perhaps a sad opera, where there are asps involved at the end and everybody dies.

When there is nothing left to hear and my recollections have started to harden in my mind, I pivot on one foot.

And find that I am not alone for the second time.

Directly across the hall from my room, Greta Stanhope is in her own doorway, and in spite of the late hour, she is dressed in high-waisted jeans and a jacket that’s the color of the inside of a cantaloupe. She is glaring down at me, as if I’ve trespassed into her house, and I brace myself for a confrontation that I am not ready to have.

All she does is recede like a sea monster, back to the briny depths of Ralph Lauren separates and Laura Ashley bedding.

I look back at the stairs. And promptly dismiss implications that make me feel uncomfortable.

I put my own door to very good use and take cover in my room. Going over to my bed, I don’t lie down. I lean on the windowsill, bracing my palms on the cool wood and pressing my nose up against the even cooler glass.

I don’t have to wait long until my residential advisor emerges down below.

Overcome by the knowledge that I’ve spied on him once unintentionally, and now I’m repeating the privacy violation very intentionally, I quickly duck back and make a messy fumble over the surface of my desk, bumping into notebooks and textbooks, the disruption causing a pen to roll off and chatter across the floorboards like it has four legs and is wearing a quartet of tap shoes.

“Jesus, Magda. Will you quit it with the noise,” Strots mutters. “Granny’s going to sic the butler on us.”

My head whips around to my roommate. She is still on her side, in her running repose pose, and though she chastises me in her sleep using a different name, that’s as far as it goes for her rousing. I lie down and try to mimic her. I suppose it’s a testament to the physical attributes of my residential advisor that I don’t dwell on the girl across the hall, even though she looked at me as if she’d made a target of me.

Nick Hollis is all I can think about.






chapter FOUR


I’m sitting at my desk, alone in the room I share with Strots. It’s three nights later, and I’m trying not to think about the way Greta looked at me out in the hall. Although Nick Hollis held my attention at the time, the aftertaste is all about the girl who lives across from me. I cannot understand why she was so offended by my presence. Unless what I suspected was going on was actually happening.

But maybe the two of them know each other from life outside of Ambrose. Distant cousins? Yes, that has to be it. Two cousins, going out after curfew, for a drive.

Right after the married, mature-adult side of things had a fight with his wife who’s out of town.

As I attempt, and fail, to concentrate on my geometry homework, I glance over my shoulder. The door is open. I would prefer that it be shut, but it’s hot and I need the breeze flowing through the open slat windows above the beds. The voices that intrude are uninvited visitations, and I’m both trying to tune them out and paranoid that Greta’s will be in the mix.

There are also perpetual footsteps, and opening and closing doors.

A toilet flushes. And then another.

This is one of the rush hour periods for activity. It is seven-oh-five and most of us have just come back to the dorm from dinner. The largest residential halls have big restaurant-sized kitchens in them and dining areas with the square footage of a soccer field. We’re assigned to eat at Wycliffe, which is next door to us. I don’t eat with Strots. She sits at a table that is full, all ten spindle-backed chairs occupied by girls who wear Ambrose Huskies sweatshirts even when it’s eighty degrees out.

As far as I’ve seen, there are only two types of girls here. The ones who play sports and the ones who dress like getting a date is their sport even though there are no boys around to compete over. The former use no curling irons, ever, and the strict two-party system is strange to me. In my public high school, you had many divisions and strata. Not at Ambrose.

For the past three evenings, Strots hasn’t returned immediately from dinner because she’s hanging out in front of the dorm on the lawn. I come back here as soon as I’m finished with whatever is on my plate, desperate to get away from the pungent chaos of the dining hall and the fact that I don’t know anybody and eat at a table alone with a book that’s a prop.

Looking down at the notes I took in class, I contemplate the idea of sneaking food back to my room. I vow I will try this at breakfast.

A toilet flushes again. Down the hall, someone laughs.

It’s then I hear the voice I have been dreading.

I look over my shoulder. Through the open door, I see Greta standing outside of her room with two brunettes. She’s in the middle and prominent not only because of her blond coloring but also due to her superior physical attributes. Arranged like that, they remind me of a three-stone engagement ring, where the side diamonds are mounted only to enhance the larger, more valuable center.

The way they stare across the hall at me makes my throat tighten with fear. I wonder if she told her pals about our nocturnal meeting, and decide if she did, she clearly framed it that I interrupted something private, that I cheated her out of something: Those girls have the circle-the-wagons vengeance of best friends protecting the interests of their other half. The fact that residential advisors and students are two chemical compounds that are explosive if mixed seems not to matter.

Then again, I could be constructing a reality because, like my mother, I am possessive of things I will never, ever have, no matter my age.

“Hi, Sal,” Greta says with a smile. “How are you? Adjusting okay?”

She’s the only one who calls me that, a hangover from my mother introducing me that first day. And as the girl sends out her inquiries as to my welfare, her pretty face is arranged into a composition of concern. Her eyes sparkle like something that can burn me down, however, turning the toothbrush and tube of toothpaste in her hand into weapons that fight more than dental caries.

“Cat got your tongue?” she asks. “Just kidding. Let me know if I can help you get settled, okay?”

“Okay,” I say. “Thanks.”

“You’re so welcome.”

The pair of brunettes—Stacia and Francesca, if I have the names right—tilt inward and cover their mouths with a cup of their hand. Both of them have colorful woven bracelets on and I have a thought that Greta must also wear one. She does. As well as a gold bangle that is thin and delicate.

Greta ignores whatever the girls are whispering to her. She is staring at me, recording me, filing some kind of assessment report in her head. And then she turns away, and the brunettes follow, flags tied to the stern of the mother ship. The door to the vault is closed.

Strots walks into our room. “Hey. What’s up, Taylor.”

Her presence is a jarring relief, pulling me out of my head, and yet I’m saddened by seeing her, too. Five days after I first met my roommate, I’ve realized that as nice as she is to me, there’s no opportunity to be her friend. She’s busy with her fellow athletes, busy with her sports, busy with her busyness. I still want to be her, but I am no longer actively mourning my lack of khaki shorts and blue T-shirts.

“Mind if I close this?” she asks at the door.

“Sure.”

She shuts the thing with her foot, and goes over to smoke by her open window. As usual, she solves the ashtray issue with Coca-Cola, which she drinks all the time. Leaving two inches in the bottom of the plastic bottles does the ticket, her butts drowning in sugar and carbonated caffeine.

“You got Crenshaw for geometry?” she asks.

I look at my textbook. “Yes, I do.”

“She’s a pushover. My friend had her last year. I got Thomas.”

I feel compelled to offer an opinion on Mr. Thomas. “I’ve heard he’s good, though.”

“Her. It’s Ms. Thomas.”

I flush and go quiet. As we sit in silence, I try to think of something, anything that would be normal to say.

“You gotta meet some people, Taylor,” Strots tells me. “You gotta get out more.”

An image of the dining hall comes to mind, and my memory of the two hundred girls in there, all of them talking at once, eating, drinking, scraping their chairs back and their trays off, is an electrical shock down my spinal cord.

“I’d ask you to sit you with me, but we don’t have room,” Strots says like she’s reading my mind. “They don’t let us pull chairs.”

This is not true. I’ve seen other tables that have a Saturn’s ring of seats around the core. Greta’s is one. But I appreciate Strots trying not to hurt my feelings, and have a sense that she feels as though I am a responsibility of hers that she wouldn’t have chosen, but will not shirk.

“It’s okay,” I say.

“You don’t talk much.”

“I don’t have much to say.” I look back at her. “I’m sorry.”

“Doesn’t bother me.” She taps her ash into the soda bottle. “You need friends, though.”

“Greta and the two brunettes?” I say in a wry tone.

Strots laughs. “Oh, my God, like it’s a band and they’re the backup singers. That’s fucking perfect.”

The idea Strots has found something I’ve said funny makes me tingle with happiness, and I realize I want to be my roommate not because she’s sporty. I want to be Greta not because she’s popular or pretty. I just want to be something, anything, as opposed to in the “other” category I inhabit. I want a full table of people who are from the same dye lot as myself, whose voices I recognize, whose ears want to hear what I have to say, whose eyes seek out mine to acknowledge inside jokes.

There’s no one in my orbit for sure, and there’s another reason I keep my mouth closed. I have a secret I’m ashamed of, and pride is the only thing that the poor have plenty of in their wallets and their cupboards, and I am destitute not just from a money standpoint, I am poor all over, in all ways, I am Tiny Tim, I am disabled by a fireplace, hungry at Christmas, begging for—

I stop my thoughts as a cold rush hits the top of my head.

It’s too late. My mind coughs up countless Tiny Tim images, Tiny Tim syllables, a deluge of the spines of Dickens novels along with that old movie my mother made me watch on the TV with turkey meat TV dinners—

I squeeze my eyes shut.

I take a deep breath and do what Dr. Warten taught me to do. I label this behavior. This is a prodromal symptom I must rein in. I am not Tiny Tim. I am not Charles Dickens. I am not a starving, peg-legged child on a stool before a crackling fire, with an empty belly, dirty clothes, a smudge of soot on my too-lean, baby boy face—

My heart begins to pound. My mouth goes dry. I find it interesting that I can be on such a precipice and yet my roommate is calmly easing back against the wall on her bed, cracking open a book, taking out a notebook and a blue Bic pen—

It’s a Bic. Just like her lighter. A Bic. Two Bics.

Lighter and pen. A lighter pen. AlighterpenBic. Bic, Bic, Bic… two Bics, a Bic, a Bic, a BicaBicaBic—

I jump to my feet and knock my chair over. On her bed, Strots looks up in surprise. I turn to reassure her, but cannot hear what I say to her or what she says back to me. Her lips are moving, and so are mine, but I cannot—

—BicBicBic. Red. Blue. RedBlue. Pen.Pen.Lighterlighterbluered—



The next thing I know, I am in the shower, standing under cold water. I have no idea how I got here. I’m naked, so I clearly had enough presence of mind to remove my clothes somewhere along the way—please, God, not outside my room, in the hallway—and my teeth are chattering. My arms are locked under my unremarkable, ant-mound breasts, and my fake-black hair has rivered down onto my collarbones, forming oil streaks on top of my pale skin…

I lose my grasp on those thoughts. Whatever they were.

Taking a deep breath, I close my eyes and concentrate more on what my lungs are doing. In and out. In and out. I ride as best I can the tremors of the currently receding cognitive earthquake, those hoppity-skippity-thought-ities that will take me back down the road I do not want to go down again, down, again, downagain—

More breathing, as I fight the filaments of madness that are attaching to me and trying to pull me through the reality fence into a playground with sharp knives and sandpaper, broken glass and rusty nails.

Desperate to save myself, I picture Strots sitting on her bed in our room, blowing smoke in the direction of the open window, her bare legs crossed, her other hand holding the pack of cigarettes and the lighter on one of her knees. I see the new bruise on her shin from field hockey practice. I see the scrape on the outside of her thigh. I see the raw patch on her elbow.

This is what does it. The image of my roommate, with all its accurate, short-term memory details, is what unplugs the electrical current.

As I land more solidly back in my body, this is the most important reason I don’t talk much: It takes so much effort to keep myself connected to reality that I don’t have much left over for casual conversation. I am in a perpetual inner loop, my mental illness a centrifuge that tries to draw me into myself, the outside world and other people a Polo to my Marco that in best-case scenarios can bring me back.

As long as I am measuring my environment and the people in it, I am a tethered air balloon.

And it has worked again. This time.

As my physical awareness resurges, the temperature of the spray becomes painful and I shiver. I reach behind and fumble with the faucet’s single handle, cranking it all the way up to the H, after which I regulate things so I’m comfortable. I’m relieved that there seems to be no one else in the bathroom. I hear no voices in the larger space and the girls here are incapable of going anywhere singly or in silence, their endless expulsion of syllables part of their respiratory function. There are also no fruity, flowery smells emanating from the showers on either side of me, no toilets flushing with a choked gasp, no minty fresh goings-on at the sinks.

I dread what Strots thinks of me right now and I hope no one else witnessed my shambled trip in here. I’m also surprised to find that I remembered to get my shampoo and soap from my cubby and bring them with me. They’re at my feet on the tile, loners in a wet desert. Unlike the other girls, I don’t have a red bucket with a handle to keep corralled bottles of Herbal Essences along with razors, moisturizers, and the ubiquitous Clinique facial soap that comes in those pale green plastic-train-tunnel containers.

I didn’t know I needed a bucket.

Bending down, I pick up my shampoo bottle. Like my mother’s Primo perfume—an almost Giorgio—this is a value brand of some kind, a knockoff of what the other girls have.

As I tilt the fluted plastic container over my palm, a loose rush comes out and the dispenser top falls free to the drain, dancing in the rain to a diminishing beat. I look up at the curtain that I had at some point pulled into place, but as it answers no questions, I go back to staring at my palm. Most of the totally diluted shampoo has run through my fingers, but there is a gloss of it left. I lift my hand to my nose and my heart pounds. There are so many things to tamper a bottle with, and I am terrified it is urine.

I sniff, trying to suss out the nutty, acidic bouquet of pee.

There is none. It’s just water.

I’m going to give you a piece of advice. Don’t give them what they want.

As I hear my roommate’s voice in my head, I think of Greta’s expression out in the hall just now and I’m willing to bet she did this—or maybe ordered one of the Brunettes to do the tampering—in retaliation for my unintended nocturnal interruption of whatever she was doing. Or maybe she just hated me on sight.

I am not using anything that comes out of that bottle.

Instead, I rub my rotgut bar soap on my head, aware that I’m likely to strip even more of the black Clairol color out of my hair. Then I use the stuff on my body, and that’s that. I have no razor to shave with. I never do my armpits or my legs or my privacy, as my mother calls it. I can’t be trusted with razors. Knives. Scissors.

I turn the water off. I pull the plastic curtain back. I remain mentally present for the drying off and the donning of my long-sleeved nightshirt and pj bottoms. I marvel at how, even in the flight from my room, I had the presence of mind to bring the change of clothes.

I promptly become obsessed with when the tampering occurred. During their teeth brushing after dinner, maybe? I’ve noticed that all three of them go to the bathroom with their Colgate and Crest right after the nightly meal. It’s not because they’re worried about their dental health. They have to vomit out whatever they’ve eaten and the dental artifacts are to clean up after the evacuation. They’re not the only ones who do this on my floor.

As I take note of my thoughts, I am relieved. Where my brain is now, in this very non-Tiny-Tim, anti-Dickens, no-turkey-TV-dinner kind of place? If I am to survive here at Ambrose, this is where I must stay, and in a weird twist of fate—or perhaps inevitably, given the principles of chaos theory—I have Greta to thank for the return to the real world.

The threat of her has put me back in my skin, back with everyone else.

As I step out of the stall with my things, I look around. The bank of sinks is across the way and there are trash receptacles between each of the basins. I toss out the shampoo bottle in the nearest one and look toward the exit. Just like downstairs with the mail cubbies, there is an entire wall of cubicles by the door. They’re not marked with our names up here, but rather with our room numbers, an A and a B denoting which roommate’s is which.

I can guess Greta’s spot. Undoubtedly, she took the A—214A.

In a fit of paranoia, I go over to 213B and take my toothbrush in hand. The bristles are dry, and, upon a close inspection of each and every stalked group of them, I find no evidence of toilet scum. After I tuck my Oral-B-ish brush and generic paste into the load I am balancing, I leave the bathroom.

Out in the hall, I measure the brown and gray flecks in the heavy-duty carpet I walk on. And the smudges on the painted walls. And note how uneven the ceiling is because it was plastered in the twenties and has had to be repaired over the last seventy years.

All of what continues to go through my mind is in the world that others inhabit, the one that I have just involuntarily left and, for the moment and courtesy of Greta, returned to. Dr. Warten, my psychiatrist, warned me before he signed off on my attending Ambrose that disruptions in sleep and schedule can create a fermenting ground for the bad side of my brain. He told me to be on the lookout for signs that I’m becoming symptomatic again. Frankly, I was surprised he was okay with my coming here at all. But I think he knows that with a brain like mine, all of life is an experiment with a low likelihood of success. It doesn’t matter where I am, so I might as well get a good education in the process.

This Bic-a-Bic, Tiny Tim thing was just a hiccup. Nothing to get hysterical about.

As I come up to 213, I am aware that Greta’s door is now open again, and in my peripheral vision, I register how she is sitting on her pink and white bed. She is brushing her long, luxurious, properly washed and conditioned blond hair. She is wearing a silky pink and red robe, the halves of which have parted to reveal her shapely legs. Music is playing from a portable stereo that is big as a desk, Boyz II Men.

I don’t have to see her face to know she is looking at me and feeling triumphant over my ruination.

But she is incorrect. I am not cowed by her actions. When it comes to her, my eternal vigilance is going to help keep me where I need to stay. In this regard, I should be grateful.

“Have a good shower, Sal?” she says with a smile.

I meet her right in the eye. “Yes. Thank you.”






chapter FIVE


Two weeks later, I’m in geometry class. Ms. Crenshaw, who also happens to be the RA on the first floor of Tellmer, is at the board. She is like my mother because she is forty, but other than that, they have little in common. For Ms. Crenshaw, there is no wrap-dress-thing going on. No highlighted hair. No makeup. She looks like a tour guide at a zoo, all khaki-colored and sturdy-shoed, her ashy hair in a bowl cut that somehow still manages to look uneven at the ends.
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