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For my mother and father, who continue to remind me that all love begins with listening, and for Jessie and her listening heart


THERE’S REALLY NO SUCH THING AS THE “VOICELESS.” THERE ARE ONLY THE DELIBERATELY SILENCED, OR THE PREFERABLY UNHEARD.

—ARUNDHATI ROY

THEY HAND IN HAND WITH WAND’RING STEPS AND SLOW THROUGH EDEN TOOK THEIR SOLITARY WAY.

    —MILTON, PARADISE LOST


For the record . . .

JAMES BAXTER

Most people don’t get second chances. I wasn’t sure I deserved one. I wasn’t sure I even wanted one. But I got one: Fullbrook Academy. This is what I did with it.

JULES DEVEREUX

I once heard another girl put it like this: This is a boys’ school and they accept girls here too. At Fullbrook, they told us to be ready to take on the world, but then they told us to do it quietly. What if I wanted to be loud? What if I needed to be?


The night everything changed . . .

JULES DEVEREUX

I’m fighting for breath and all I can do is look up and see the white flame of moonlight outlining each branch, every leaf. I’m in the dirt, again, shoulder against the tree, the shock of air so cold it seizes my bones. I can still feel his grip on my arm, as if he’s still here, shackling me to the trunk with his hands and his weight, but he’s not. He’s gone. I’m so cold. I’m shaking, but it feels like it’s this tree and the sky above that are shaking, that are blurry, unreal, no longer what they were. It’s as if I’m naked, but I’m not. It’s as if the ground is swinging up to slap me, but it’s not. I collapse by the edge of the bluff. There are still voices in the woods behind me. Voices down along the far end of the bluff. Voices in the night air like invisible birds screeching in the wind.

There’s a voice inside me, too. It’s mine, I think, but it doesn’t sound like me. It’s me and it’s not me. It grows louder and louder, barking, bellowing up from somewhere and squeezing my head with noise. It’s me and it isn’t, or it’s me splitting in two, and this other voice, this new voice, keeps shouting. Run, it says. Run, run, run.

I’m so close to the cliff edge, I could crawl forward and drop, crouch on one knee by the side of the pool like I did when I first learned to dive, but I’m hundreds of feet in the air, and the voice tells me to back up. I obey. It tells me to stand, and I use the tree to help me to my feet. Run, it says again, and I do, into the woods, down the far path, away from the party, away from the other voices, away from everyone. I know where I’m going, but I still feel lost. Alone. I just want to get home, though the word means nothing now. Just because I live there doesn’t mean it’s somewhere safe.


JAMES BAXTER

I can’t believe this, but I’m so out of breath I have to crouch down and lean against the back wall of the girls’ dorm, just to put some air in my lungs. Damn, it hurts. But you can’t lug a passed-out person through the woods, across campus, get her up through the bathroom window, and not want to collapse. Even if you’re me. And even if I did get some help.

I know she thinks I’m an asshole, and I didn’t do it to change her mind. I just did it because it was the right thing to do and I knew it was the right thing to do, and it was the first time in a year I’d felt so certain I knew right from wrong—that I had to do the right thing and forget all the rest.

If you care about a person, my ex-girlfriend used to tell me, don’t just tell her. Show her. Show up, listen, and act so she knows you heard her. Seems so simple the way she put it, but it’s never that simple. An avalanche of other pressures buries that wisdom most days, all days, except this night, when, for some reason, I heard that advice strong and true, like a wind through the eaves of the old wooden rooftop above me.

Way up in the sky the man in the moon has something like sad eyes, as if his pale face gazes down with pity, as if he wishes something better for us, or maybe wishes we ourselves were the ones who were better. I’m sure I’m sober, not drunk, just going a little crazy to think like that, but I think it anyway, because I feel that way. Sad. Like this whole stupid paradise, this very good school, is nothing but a fancy promise, a broken one, a big lie. And worse, that I’m actually a part of it.



PART ONE




BEFORE



CHAPTER 1




JAMES BAXTER

In the mess of my first day at Fullbrook I had one clear thought: I do not belong here. I didn’t have the right clothes, the right hairstyle, the right way to speak. I didn’t even know I had no clue about any of those things until I stood on the sidewalk outside my new home, boys’ dorm number 3, Tapper Hall, and watched the families swirling around the residential quad. The seniors managing Move-In Day strolled around in their soft-toed loafers, their linen jackets and ties, relaxed and carefree, putting parents at ease with the smiles they tossed to each other across the walkways and grass. I watched, amazed, as some of the freshmen plucked those smiles out of the air and tried them on for themselves. They were naturals.

Not me. I was the eighteen-year-old moron starting all over again at a new high school. A fifth year—postgraduate, they call it, to be kind.

“Hey,” one of the linen jackets said, approaching me. “You must be the Buckeye.” All I wanted to do was hide, but the sun was a spotlight burning down through the leaves of the tree above me. When I didn’t respond, he continued. “They told me you were an athlete from Ohio.” He grinned. “Just look at you. You got to be the Buckeye. Hey, Hackett,” he yelled over his shoulder. “Found the Buckeye.”

I tried to look natural but I never knew what to do with my hands. That’s why I’d grown up holding a stick or a ball or a dumbbell. I clasped my fingers behind my back, and ended up looking like some keyed-up military man. I even had the stupid buzz cut.

All these guys had hair they had to style. Especially the guy walking up to us, the one called Hackett. These guys looked like they flossed their teeth with the kind of money I’d make in a summer working Uncle Earl’s farm. The short guy with a pit bull’s bulging shoulders and flat-faced grin, and his taller friend, the shaggy-haired pretty boy, the one called Hackett.

“What’s up?” I didn’t mean to sound standoffish, but I did. It comes too easy. I’m the kind of guy people expect to punch holes through walls—not because I want to, just because I can.

“Freddie.” The pit bull stuck out his hand. I took it.

The pretty boy looked on, sleepy eyed. “Hackett,” he said, without taking his hands from his pockets. “Ethan Hackett.”

“Hackett and I,” Freddie continued, “we’ve been assigned to you. All the new guys get a mentor to show them the ropes. Mostly freshmen, of course, but there are a couple PGs this year. So whatever, you’re one of the new guys.”

“We actually picked you, Buckeye,” Hackett went on.

“Ha!” Freddie barked. “No, I got assigned to you because I play real sports too. Hackett thinks skiing is a sport.”

“Ignore him,” Hackett said. “He has a limited vocabulary.”

Freddie pushed Hackett, who stumbled, but balanced himself quickly. “See,” Hackett said, smiling. “Guy talks with his fists.”

“Back home everyone called me Jamie,” I said, trying to say something.

“Yeah, great,” Freddie said. “Drop those last two bags in your room, Buckeye.” He wiped a broad arc in the air. “We’ll show you around.”

Freddie urged me on, slapping me on the shoulder, pushing me through the dorm. He and Hackett walked down the hall throwing those smiles, shaking hands with parents and freshmen along the way. “Welcome to Fullbrook!”

They could have been running for office.

Once we’d dumped the bags and were back outside, Freddie led us up the street between the dorms. “Girls,” he pointed. “Girls. Boys.” He grinned. “We’ll get to the girls themselves later.”

“Cool,” I said, trying to follow him. I was taking in the sweep of scenery, the narrow, zigzagging paths winding through clusters of trees, connecting one brick mansion to another. The blue day—even the watery reflections in the stained-glass windows seemed curated, cultivated, perfected. History was everywhere, looming over me like the long, leafy branches casting shadows over the walkway.

“Hear you’re a football player.”

A sliver of pain sliced through me. “Was.” Football was out. That life was over. One play and it was as if I’d ripped a hole in the ground and pulled my whole town down into the darkness below. “I’m here for hockey.”

My second sport. The one my family, Coach Drucker, and the handful of people who still talked to me back home all told me was my ticket up and out. Kid like you deserves a second chance, I’d been told.

“Yeah, yeah. I know,” Freddie went on. “You’re the new secret weapon. But this is fall. Football, football, football.” He stutter-stepped, threw a fake left, and rolled around Hackett. He got a few paces ahead of us, stopped, and turned back. “What I mean is, Coach O would give his left nut to have you on the football team. What’d you play?”

“Linebacker.”

“Damn. That’s what we need, man! A defensive line. Blitz pressure. Sacks.”

He rambled on, setting nerves on fire beneath my skin. I hadn’t been on campus for an hour, and already I could hear the echoes from back home. What the hell’s the matter with you, Jamie?

“Look at you. Must have racked up a hell of a hit count. We scratch ours in rows on our lockers.” He bumped me with his shoulder. “Hit, hit, hit.” He nodded. “You know wassup.”

“That’s right.”

“Why aren’t you playing?”

I searched for something that wouldn’t sound as awful as the truth. “Grades,” I lied.

“For real?” Freddie said. “You have to do it all here, Buckeye. Do it all. Be it all.”

We crossed another street and Hackett pointed to a tree in front of the administration building. “Oldest tree on campus,” he said. “I don’t know, 250 years old, something like that.” He pointed to a break between branches. From where we stood looking up, the branches perfectly framed the engraved lettering in the arch above the front door of the administration building. It was Latin, which I only guessed because of the weird V for a U.

“School motto?”

“That’s right,” Hackett said. “&#8202;‘Ut parati in mundo.’ Ready to take on the world, we say.” He grinned at Freddie.

“Are you screwing with me?”

“No,” Freddie said. He rolled his eyes.

“Yeah, it’s corny as hell,” Hackett continued. “They’ll take the whole freshman class here and show them this. They’ll talk about the tree, its deep roots, its soaring branches,” he said, dropping his voice cartoonishly. “They’ll point to the school motto and remind them what it means to join the Fullbrook legacy.”

“Corny,” Freddie echoed. “Now let’s get to the real shit.”

Ready to take on the world? I’d seen the motto when I’d visited the previous spring. Everybody at Fullbrook seemed like a genius to me, already worldly, already honing their special skill, building robots, singing arias, starting their own tech company. I wasn’t ready to do one night’s homework. I wasn’t ready to tie a tie. What did I do? I could stop a puck from passing between the pipes—but I had to make it all the way to winter before anybody would care about that.

They swung me around the administration building and into the academic quad. The lawn in the center was as long and wide as three football fields combined. In fact, Fullbrook might as well have been a college campus. It had the multimillion-dollar sports complex, physics lab, arts center, and global studies buildings to prove it, not to mention the two-hundred-year-old redbrick mansions and halls housing all the other classrooms and offices. At the far end of the lawn, at the edge of the forest that surrounded the campus, were the baseball and football fields. But next to the sports complex, set slightly apart, as if to show off that it was there in the first place, was the hockey rink.

“That’s it,” Freddie said, pointing to the small stadium. “That’s where it’s all going down this year. I swear we’re making it to States.” The roof over the rink was concave, and because the great lawn sloped toward it, the entire building seemed sunk into the ground, the forest rising above it in the distance. The gleaming roof caught and threw back the light of the sun.

“Yeah, right,” Hackett said.

“Not football, maybe,” Freddie conceded. “We’re too small.” He eyed me. “But hockey? Hell, yes.” He clamped down on my shoulder. “We got our new secret weapon, right here. New goalie. My man, the Midwestern Monster.”

That nickname stuck like a fishbone in my throat. I was speechless.

He laughed and I forced a weak smile in return. “I know Coach O’s got to be talking to you about playing football, too,” he continued. “We need a line, man.”

Coach O’Leary wasn’t. He wasn’t supposed to. Football was out. Instead, we were supposed to meet the next day to begin planning my off-season training. I had to get decent grades, show the college world I was worth its time. I had to be ready to show my stuff this winter. I’d been All-State junior year, but I hadn’t played senior year, so everybody needed to see that I was the goalie they all believed me to be. Coach O was counting on me. Back home, my folks were counting on me, and Coach Drucker. My old principal, too. Even Uncle Earl. This winter, everything was on the line.



CHAPTER 2




JULES DEVEREUX

I’d been sitting behind the folding table for nearly two hours before I realized that if I was going to give away any pamphlets at all, I was going to have to get off my butt and start handing them out. It had been a battle to get my request taken seriously in the first place and an even bigger one to get it approved. When it finally was, I was hopeful enough to think it might be a smash hit. I was wrong.

At first, a few people took pamphlets from me without even looking. I didn’t mind that. As long as they had them—that was the point. But others were more hostile.

“Please. We don’t need that,” a mother of a first year said to me, using her forearm to block me from handing her daughter one of my pamphlets.

I offered her my hey, I’m just saying half smile, but she pushed past me. “I’m trying to be helpful,” I called after her, but they hurried toward the dorm. I shook my head and turned back to the street. There was a line of cars parked haphazardly along the curb. Parents fumbling with bags and plastic storage bins. Girls with their heads bent toward their phones, which wouldn’t last long at Fullbrook—they were pretty strict about no phone usage, when they could enforce it. Move-In Day was an exception, of course.

I tried another first year by her family’s car. “There’s a lot of important info in here,” I told her.

She took it and thanked me.

“You excited?” I asked her.

She nodded. “Yeah,” she eventually got out. She did look excited—but also nervous. I could see the sweat already wrinkling the pamphlet I’d just given her.

“HPV vaccines, Plan B, body image counseling,” I said. “Better to know than not know.”

The girl’s face went fifty shades of red and, as if she had a sixth sense for that kind of thing, her mother poked her head over her daughter’s shoulder. She glanced down at the pamphlet and read the bright pink header: WOMEN’S HEALTH. She gently pulled the pamphlet from her daughter’s fingers, looked at it briefly, then cocked her head and glared at me.

“Excuse me,” she said. “Do you think this is appropriate?”

“Our health?” I asked. “Of course, right?”

“Birth control? Condoms?”

“Well, that’s part of it. We have to be safe and stay protected. But there’s so much else in the pamphlet. The health center has a dedicated specialist for women’s health, and she’s a resource for—”

“What’s your name?” she snapped.

“Jules Devereux. I’m a senior and I run the—”

“I’m going to get to the bottom of this immediately.” She grabbed her daughter’s hand and yanked her down the walkway toward Mary Lyon Hall.

I’d suspected the first day back at Fullbrook was going to be tough, so I’d made a plan to give the day a boost from the jump: I’d gotten in an early swim and I’d made a serious dent in my paper on the summer reading, and with all that forward momentum, I’d psyched myself up for pamphleting. I’d wanted to do it the last two years, but nobody would agree to do it with me. Finally, I decided I’d just have to do it myself. I didn’t realize how much it was going to suck doing it alone.

I’d gone to the trouble of donning what I called my 1950s Catholic school outfit, because I knew Mrs. Attison would appreciate the “attitude and decorum,” as she’d say, even though it was sunny and warm, the kind of day that made you wonder why wool sweaters had ever been invented. So while maybe Mrs. Attison looked on with a dash of approval—hard to tell with her; she always held herself like one of those stone-faced people in a nineteenth-century daguerreotype—I wasn’t sure it was worth it. I needed to get some of my classmates to join me so I didn’t look like some fringe radical—which I wasn’t. All I was doing was passing out health center flyers, not trying to induct first years into some hedonistic, druggy sex cult.

“Want to help?” I asked Shriya, as she approached. I’d seen her at the pool earlier too, training hard. I wasn’t on the team like she was, so I hadn’t wanted to bother her there. Now she was dressed like she was going to an interview: a gray pencil skirt and heels and a blouse as black as her hair. I held the bundle in the air and waved it at her—almost making fun of myself with mock extra enthusiasm.

She glanced ahead, over my shoulder to the dorm. “I can’t.” She hesitated and avoided looking at me. “I’m already helping with the tours.” She flashed a fake smile. “With Gillian, obviously.”

And of course there was that, too. Last year I’d told Shriya there didn’t have to be a split. She didn’t have to choose sides. But that was dumb. Of course there were sides. There are always sides, and she didn’t choose mine.

I took a deep breath. I wanted to show her it didn’t hurt as much as it did—or maybe I just wanted to fool myself. “It’s cool,” I said, as she was walking away. I shrugged and didn’t know why. It’s not like anybody had made me come out here to pass out the pamphlets. I just wanted to do something good for the community.

It took all of no time for the mother who was pissed at me to find Mrs. Attison on the front steps of Mary Lyon. They’d barely said hello to one another before the mother turned and pointed to me. I knew exactly what was coming.

Mrs. Attison walked with her hands bouncing slightly on either side, a kind of sped-up sway. When she got to me, sweat glistened above her eyebrows. “Julianna, I think it’s time to wrap it up.”

“Oh, I’m happy to stay out here to the end of the day. It’s important, you know.”

“I know.” Her mouth folded into a tight, wrinkled stamp. “I’d appreciate if you stopped all the same.” She took a step back, as if that was the end of it.

“I’m just passing out health center pamphlets,” I added. “It’s like passing out pamphlets about the gym or the arts center. What’s the difference?”

“Julianna, I’m on your side. It’s one thing to provide help. It’s another to shove parents’ worst fears in their faces as they’re dropping off their kids.”

“It’s all available at the health center. What’s the big deal?”

“You always have to push it one step further, don’t you?”

“That’s not how I see it.”

“Of course not.”

“I’ll sit behind the table if that is somehow better, but—”

“Julianna, this isn’t a discussion.”

“Mrs. Attison.”

“Julianna.” She rubbed her thumb and forefinger like she was balling wax. “For once, try not to make a scene. Try to take a step back and be a team player.” When I shook my head, she continued before I could make my argument. “This is your senior year. The last thing you want to do is make this year difficult for yourself. The politicking is done for the day.”

This shut me up. I was stunned. I simply nodded.

“Thank you,” she said, collecting herself. “I have to get the tour leaders prepped.”

Prepped. Now there was a familiar word at Fullbrook. Make sure you are prepped. Prep this, prep that. So much prep. Sometimes I wondered if “prepped” was actually the right word. There were a lot of rules at Fullbrook, written and otherwise. Unspoken codes. Codes Mom had embraced and still lived by. This was her school, not mine. If she’d sent me elsewhere, what would that have said about Fullbrook? Or her, really? She’d been in the first class to admit women, and the codes had stuck with her. Or maybe they’d been a part of her all along?

A stone of sadness plunged deep within me. The lemonade pitcher sat mostly full on my folding table, and I pictured myself knocking back shots of lemonade all afternoon on my own, pamphlets leaving the table only when a breeze lifted them into the air and blew them like whispers across the quad.



CHAPTER 3




JAMES BAXTER

Freddie and Hackett walked me to the far edge of campus. When we got to the tree line beside the baseball field, they glanced around, then leapt over the metal gate in front of the access road and bolted down the dirt road. I followed, uneasy and wary, but it felt good to run, to get out of the sun and the feeling that people were watching, waiting for me to say something stupid or incorrect and prove to them that I really was the dumbass from corn country they all thought I was.

Once we’d turned a bend and the campus was out of sight, we slowed. “Not supposed to be down this way without supervision, of course,” Freddie said.

“Cray-Cray might come zooming out of nowhere in his security cart,” Hackett added. “But I doubt it.”

The path bent around the base of a hill rising in the woods. The further we walked, the steeper and steeper the side of the hill became, until the path opened up to a narrow beach, where the cliff edge hundreds of feet above us was a sheer drop to the water. The river was a bright sheen of sunlight disappearing into the thick woods beyond.

Freddie pointed to the boathouse next to the beach. “Home to another one of Hackett’s non-sports.”

Hackett shook his head.

“Rowing isn’t a sport, dude,” Freddie continued.

“It’s a race.”

“Yeah, but not like a real race.”

“It’s in the Olympics,” I added.

“Hell, yeah!” Hackett said, pointing two fingers at Freddie. “The Buckeye doesn’t say much, but when he does—he gets you.”

Hackett and I slapped hands, but it occurred to me that I’d never known anyone who played either of his sports, skiing or crew. Still, I liked the banter. Liked being a part of it all. There was something familiar—not the words, just being part of the conversation.

Mom, in her way, had given me only one mandate for my year at Fullbrook: Make friends, James; you deserve them too. Dad’s had been another one entirely: Don’t screw this up. You have one more shot. Make it count. Then he added buddy, as if that somehow softened it.

Freddie sprang over the rubble at the base of the cliff like a mountain goat. Hackett and I followed more slowly, to a rock that rose out of the water. We all wobbled at the top, trying to keep our balance and not flop forward into the river.

Hackett pulled out a Zippo. “Well,” he said, putting his hand on my back. “Welcome to your first real Fullbrook tradition.”

For a second I thought he was going to make me dive into the river, but he kept dancing the lighter through his fingers, rolling it around his knuckles. Freddie reached behind his back and pulled out a padded envelope he’d hidden beneath his blazer in his waistband. “Out with the old, in with the new,” he said.

He pulled a framed photo from the padded envelope and held it in front of me. “But you’re going to do it.”

“That’s right,” Hackett said, pointing the lighter at me. “Come on, man. You weren’t here last year. You haven’t been here. You want to be a part of all this or what?”

“Yeah,” I said, hoping I sounded as confident and carefree as he did.

Freddie nodded. “We stole it from the admin building.”

“Why?” I didn’t want it, but I found the package in my hand. Then the lighter.

“Tradition,” Hackett said. “Seniors have been doing this since my father went here. We take one thing from the admin building to start the year.”

“But no one has ever taken something directly from the headmaster’s office,” Freddie added. He nodded, trying to egg me on. “You’re with us now, man. You got to jump in. We stole it. You burn it.”

“Last year’s graduating class,” Hackett added, pointing to the photo.

“Burn it! Burn it!” Freddie chanted. “Out with the old, in with the new. This is our year! Come on, man. Do it! Do it!”

Hackett reached into his pocket and pulled out a flask. “Hold up,” he said. “Take one down and pass it around.” He swigged down a mouthful and passed the flask to Freddie, who did the same and passed it to me. I sniffed it. Hackett laughed. “That’s Macallan 25. Bottle’s in my room. Only break it out for the real occasions.” He loosened half a smile. “It’s the good stuff, man. You’ve probably never had it before, but trust me, this is what the big boys drink.”

“Come on,” Freddie said. “We don’t have all day!”

“You’re one of us now, Buckeye,” Hackett said. “Drain it!”

It smelled like fire, woodsmoke in a can, and it seared my throat as it went down. I coughed and wiped my mouth. My eyes stung. “Holy crap,” I said. “That’s awful.”

Hackett laughed. “So much to teach you, man.” He put his arm around me, and even though I thought this was all stupid as hell, at least I wasn’t sitting in my room staring at the wall, trying to figure out if my Pink Floyd poster was as out of place at Fullbrook as I was. Instead, I was out with Freddie and Hackett, with people—which was more than I could say for the last ten months.

I held the frame, turned it so the glass threw little spears of sunlight, and quickly smashed it against the rocks at our feet. Glass shattered, the frame splintered and snapped, and I pulled the photo loose from the mess. Freddie and I kicked what we could into the river.

“All right,” I said, trying my damnedest to sound like them. “Out with the old, in with the new.”

“Hell, yeah!” Freddie shouted again.

There was that butterfly feeling jumping in my gut, because ever since last fall I’d become overly hesitant and anxious, and every time I had to make a decision, I was stunned into wide-eyed inaction. I just wanted to do the right thing, but I had the hardest time knowing what that was. Something bugged me about what we were up to along the river, but it seemed worse not to just go with the flow with the guys. Freddie and Hacket weren’t worried at all, so why should I have been a stick in the mud?

All right, Mom, here’s me making friends. I held the photo and the envelope together, flipped open the Zippo, and set the flame to a corner. At first they smoked, blue-green veins burning and melting the bubble lining and photo paper, but they gathered, ignited more, and I held what seemed like a ball of fire in my hands for as long as I could, before dropping it into the river below me. Don’t worry, Dad—it’s just tradition, they do it every year.

“Woooo-hoooo!” Freddie hollered, tipping back, roaring at the sky.

“Last year’s gone,” Hackett said. His voice was steady, but he had some of Freddie’s mania in his eyes too. “Last year’s classes, gone. Last year’s records, gone. Sports seasons, gone. A quarter of those Fullbrookers are gone too.”

“And the new prospects have arrived,” Freddie said.

Hackett shook his head but smiled.

“What?” Freddie asked, already bounding back down the rocks. “Come on, Buckeye. Let’s see what these prospects look like. Little looking ahead to the Senior Send-Off, baby!” He waved to me over his shoulder.

At first I thought he was talking about the other athletes like me. “Gillian and Shriya probably have them down by the student center by now,” he called back. Then it dawned on me what he really meant.

“Guy’s an animal,” Hackett said, as we climbed down the rocks after Freddie. “Tie a piece of meat to a string. Hang it out in front of him. He’ll chase it for miles.”



CHAPTER 4




JULES DEVEREUX

It was so strange, starting senior year like that, feeling as if the ground was opening up beneath me, I was slowly sinking into it, and it might swallow me up for good. I was trying to figure out how to shake that feeling when I saw Javi strolling toward me.

Tie loose, collar unbuttoned, he wasn’t wearing any socks either. Sunglasses. New. Versace, of course. I glared at him to let him know I was judging him. But not really.

“What?” he asked, playing along. “I’m not leading any tours today. I almost stayed in my room, but then I saw little old you fluttering across the quad all on your own.”

“If you call me ‘little’ one more time . . .” I shook a finger at him.

He took off his sunglasses and faked a sad face, those green eyes of his dipping toward me. I held my glare for about half a second more, then walked straight into him, nose to his chest, arms at my side, expecting a hug, which he delivered immediately, closing me in. Even on a hot day he smelled so fresh, so clean, as he always did, which, to me at least, was part of what made him seem so strong.

“This sucks,” I mumbled.

“Senior year? How is that possible? We can finally stand on the senior carpet outside the dining hall. We can finally sit in the senior couches in the library. Come on. We’ve been given the keys to the kingdom.”

He couldn’t stop himself from laughing, a boom I felt all around my head until he let me go and I stepped back to look at him—his perennial south Florida tan richer than when I’d seen him last, as if he were still at the beach, smiling up at the sun. He always looked more relaxed than I did, even when he wasn’t. “It’s good to see you, Javi.”

“This was my biggest fear, this year. You.”

“Thanks.”

“No, seriously.” He began pacing around me. There was something radiant about Javi; he danced when he walked, like a boy unable to hold back his enthusiasm. I loved him more now than I did then. All the kissing was behind us. It was something much deeper now.

“I have to get out of here,” I said, waving at the bustle in front of Mary Lyon.

“Out of Fullbrook?”

I frowned. “I wish. No, but seriously. Take me away from here.”

“Want to go for a walk?” he asked. He smiled, and I knew exactly what he was thinking.

“Sure. But remember I have rules this year.”

“Rules? Julianna Devereux.” He raised an eyebrow. “To quote one of my absolute best friends in the world, ‘Rules were made to be broken.’ ”

If I had to go to my mother’s world for high school, I was determined to go to mine for college. I just had to get in first. Hence, the plan: my exit strategy. Senior year. I was going to be on top of all my shit. One more year, one more year. That was my mantra. Do everything I needed to do and more and skip everything that would get in the way. Stay focused. One more year, one more year. I looped my arm through his and tugged him back toward the table. “Help me clean up first.”

He made me drag him down the path. “Jules, forget it. Mrs. Attison had her fit. You’re done. Let’s jet. It’ll get cleaned up.”

That was another phrase I heard all too often at Fullbrook, and it annoyed the hell out of me. As if it was magic. As if there wasn’t a someone who would have to clean it up. As if it wasn’t expected that those who made the mess had to clean it up.

“Come on,” I insisted.

He rolled his eyes but followed me.

We broke the table down and propped it up beside the front steps—I didn’t know where it belonged—and we bundled the pamphlets and brought them and everything else back to my room. By the time we’d finished and were heading out the front door, a campus tour was gathering near the front steps. Gillian and Shriya stood with their heads held high above the group of first years, explaining the route they were all about to take.

“Don’t worry,” Gillian explained. “You can always ask for help.” She had changed her look. Gone was the preppy athlete of her first three years. The Gillian addressing the crowd was styled and polished like a TV pundit. Her blond was even whiter.

She glanced toward the steps and found me and Javi trying to squeeze behind the last lingering parents who’d already overstayed their welcome for Move-In Day. I looked up and, for some sick, Pavlovian reason, flashed her a quick smile.

Gillian and Shriya had been chipping away at me ever since Ethan and I had broken up the year before. They’d made it seem like I was breaking up with them, not him. Gillian especially. I was out. Out of their inner circle, the clutch of kids at the top of the social scene. I’d been one of them once without even trying, but Gillian and Shriya were the queens of Fullbrook this year, and I wasn’t a part of it.

All I ran was my one-woman club. Gillian was the captain of the field hockey team, president of the Winter Ball committee. And if the guys ever had to vote, all the ones who weren’t numbnut racists would vote Shriya hottest girl on campus—since that was the dumbass kind of vote boys took the time to complete. And that was what it was, she was beautiful—but more important to me was that she had an air of authority, the poise of someone ten years older than me. It wasn’t only Mrs. Attison who loved her. It was every single adult on campus. “A star is born,” Headmaster Patterson said to a couple of other teachers, after Shriya’s speech at our final all-community sit-down dinner last year, like they were taking credit for having molded her—as if she hadn’t been brilliant before she’d come to Fullbrook.

But now that Gillian and Shriya had dropped me, I wondered if we’d ever really been friends at all, or if the boys had been the center all along and we’d just orbited them, hoping to get pulled in closer. It pissed me off. We should have been our own center.

Now Gillian was with Ethan.

Javi grabbed my hand. “Can we please get out of here?”

“Please,” I said, more demoralized than I wanted to sound.

We waved to the crowd, offered a few vague welcomes and hellos, and hurried across the quad. Once we were out of earshot, I leaned into him again. “So you’re not going to abandon me this year?” I asked. I hated myself for sounding so pathetic, but I just needed to hear what I knew he was going to say.

“Yes,” he teased. “Starting now.” He spun out of my grip and skipped ahead. “Get away from me, crazy lady,” he mocked. “I don’t want to catch your crazy!” When I didn’t run after him and sock him, he doubled back and looped his arm through mine. “No. I’m friends with everyone—I don’t care. But if they are going to make me pick sides? Shoot.”

It was true. Javi and I had always rolled around the edge of that inner circle.

“Besides. You know how I feel about Ethan.”

He’s not that bad, I’d told Javi a million times last year—until I’d finally broken up with him. At least Javi hadn’t said, I told you so.

“Whatever,” he said, as if he was reading my mind. “Let them have Fullofit. The rest of the world is ours.”

We crossed Old Main, swung around the admin building, and took the road to the gym and student center. Just as we got near the side door, it swung open violently. Aileen had kicked it open with so much force, it hit the brick wall, bounced back, and tagged her shoulder as it closed. She spilled the coffee she was holding down her leg, and screamed.

“Are you okay?” I asked, running over.

“Can we get you a towel or something?” Javi said. He stepped past her into the stairwell without waiting for an answer.

I held her coffee and she brushed her skirt and tights. “The one frigging day I wear this shit.” She glared at me, knowingly, because she and I were both pants girls. None of the cocktail dress attire so many of the other girls around Fullbrook wore. The school had abandoned uniforms a while back, but the dress code was still pretty strict. Aileen and I were the kind of girls who pushed it to the limit.

“At least it’s black,” I said. Because of course it was. Almost everything she wore was black, and if it was one of those times we could dress down, it was just a hoodie, or some T-shirt of a band that looked like it practiced Satanic rituals on stage during a show. Everything was black—except her hair, which she often wore in two long, thick blond braids that hung on either side of her head.

I tried to smile as I said it, but she gave me her hard glare back. “At least.”

Aileen and I weren’t friends, exactly; we’d only partnered on a few art projects together over the years, which I’d been grateful for, because she was the real artist, and I was more of a paint-by-numbers kind of girl. I’d always wondered why she hadn’t joined the Social Consciousness Club, because I knew she cared about all the things I did, and it would have made it so much easier to be friends, but she roamed mostly as a loner, only jumping into the mix at parties here and there.

Javi rushed back out with napkins from the center, which he handed to Aileen. She dabbed at the coffee. “Goddamn, that was hot,” she said.

“Are you burned?” I asked. “We can walk you to the health center.”

Javi nodded along.

“I’m fine,” she said. “Besides, I’m supposed to be introducing the arts center to the tour groups.”

“Really?” As soon as I said it, I wished I hadn’t spoken my first thought out loud. I hadn’t meant it the way it came out.

“Yeah, really.”

“Skip it,” Javi said. “We’re heading to Horn Rock. Want to come?”

“Right now? No.” She stuffed the napkin wads in the barrel next to the door. “I’m a host.”

“Yeah, but others will be there. Come have some fun.”

“I’m not getting stoned with you two in the woods.” She made it sound like it had never happened before—which it had, a few times, but always at night, always at one of the parties where everyone slipped through the shadows until the earliest hours of morning. “Too bad, huh?” she added. “Gillian and Shriya wouldn’t let you lead the tours with them.”

That stung. I wanted to say more, but I couldn’t find the words. She had no reason to be extra nice to me, but I’d never been outright mean to her. I thought back, though. I guess I hadn’t said anything when I’d seen others be that way to her. Collateral damage is real. What about collateral accountability? I hadn’t thought about that.

Aileen walked off with a curt good-bye, and Javi and I didn’t linger. The bluffs were off-limits, and it was one thing to sneak up there under the cover of night, but it was another altogether to go there during the day. We hustled to a narrow clearing at the far end of the bluff. Most of the late-night parties happened at the other end, at the wide patch of dirt around Horn Rock, but here, a slim pale elm clung to the edge, its roots fingering into the sandy rock, its trunk leaning out over the precipice. My tree. My favorite spot at Fullbrook. I’d discovered it my first year.

Javi pulled his vaporizer from his pocket and, as he’d done so many times before, pointed it at me.

“No.”

“All right.” He shrugged. “Whatever you say.”

He took a hit and smiled. “Aaaand,” he said, exhaling. “Let me tell you what happened this summer. This boy. I just wanted to climb up and down and all around him.”

Javi was probably the most attractive guy at Fullbrook: a man’s head of hair, thick and full, not curly, always groomed, and he was built like a man in his twenties too—not in some cartoonish way, just enough so you could see the lines of muscles slipping around his body. He’d always looked like that. He’d always had a smile that everybody bent toward like the sun. We’d made out on my very first night at Fullbrook. “No parents around?” we’d both said to each other. “Is this a dream?” And we snuck around that whole first year, finding places to make out every chance we got, until later, when he told me he was gay. We’d been sneaking around ever since, just hooking up with different people.

Javi unloaded about the clubs his older sister had gotten him into back home in Miami. E11even, Blackbird Ordinary, Bâoli, bars with swimming pools and fountains, beautiful men, lights flashing everywhere overhead, beneath your feet, in the corner of your eye. I loved Javi, and he loved that scene, but the endless party wasn’t the be-all-end-all for me. There was something more. Hence, the rules. Like no smoking pot. I had to be sharp. Everything mattered. One more year. One more year.

While Javi smoked and talked, I looked out over the river and the dense, undulating carpet of trees rolling over the hills and the low, blue peaks beyond, as if there was nothing but wilderness out there, a vast and endless unknown, and Fullbrook, behind us, was the school that sat on the edge of the world.

Javi interrupted himself and nudged me. “Is someone down there?” he asked.

He pointed toward the river. Boys hollered from below, their yelps leaping up the cliff face. The boys shouted again. Loud whoops. Howling.

Javi and I crept toward the cliff edge. Below, and far to the right, closer to the boathouse, three boys stood on the rocks at the foot of the bluff, one of them holding what looked like a ball of fire.

“Insane,” Javi said.

“It’s Ethan.”

“What?”

I could recognize him, even from that distance. His silhouette, long hair, the timbre of his voice echoing up to me. I knew I’d see Ethan as soon as I was back, but I didn’t realize how much seeing him again would sting. I didn’t miss him. It was almost like seeing him reminded me of a part of me I’d shed and no longer wanted but that still clung to me, not completely shakable, too close to be forgotten.

“How can you even tell from all the way up here?”

“I just can.”

He poked me. “Don’t you dare tell me you’re still thinking about him.”

“No.”

“You don’t miss him?”

“Good God, no.”

“I’m telling you. I always said, ‘That guy? He’s a snake.’ ”

The fire flared for an instant and then dropped, smoke and steam rising and disappearing in the air above the river, and the boys quieted, scrambling off the rocks toward the beach. Javi and I crawled away from the edge.

I whacked the dust off my skirt. “We should probably get out of here,” I said. “All the fuss down there might get people looking toward the woods.”

“No weed, girl, and you’re still as paranoid as ever.”

“Ha and ha.”

He threw his arm around me.

“I’m not paranoid,” I said. “I’m observant. Quick-witted. Quick-footed.” I ducked out from beneath his embrace, sprang into a Superman pose, and beamed a ridiculous cartoon smile.

“Nice try,” he teased.

Instead of scrambling back through the brush, we decided we’d take the narrow path behind Horn Rock down to the main boathouse road. Javi pulled me along, almost a skip in his step as he explained why he was so excited about everything coming out of Ultra and Electric Zoo this year, and I nodded along, just so incredibly glad to ride the wave of someone else’s enthusiasm, because it was only the first full day back and I was already feeling exhausted and overwhelmed, and I hadn’t realized how much I needed someone else to breathe a little joy into me.

But Javi stopped us when we reached the top of the downhill path. “What the hell?” he said.

He pointed into the trees off the path. A bra hung from the stub of a broken branch on an old fallen log. I stepped over and inspected the area around it. I couldn’t find anything else. No other clothes. No other signs that someone had been there. Thin lines of moss and mold threaded through the cloth so the bra clung to the dead wood more than hung from it.

“Wait, do you think someone’s already had sex on the first day of school?” Javi laughed. “Oh my God, I think I’m actually jealous.”

“It’s too dirty.” It was. The mold and grime had stitched a kind of camouflage over the fabric. I was surprised he’d even seen it. “How long has this been here? Since last year?”

“How does that even happen?” Javi asked. He stifled a giggle, poorly. “Like whoops, where are my pants?”

“Are you serious?” I shot him a look. “Nobody just leaves this behind on purpose.” I had the strangest urge to take it, and try to find out who’d lost it. Was she still here? Had she graduated? But I wasn’t really going to touch it. Only the underwire and the plastic clasps were keeping the fabric from tearing apart altogether.

He cocked his head. “Jules, just leave it. Who knows what the hell happened.”

“Might be from one of the parties at the bluffs last year. But I can’t believe I didn’t hear about the girl who lost her bra,” I said. Last year, at least before I called it off with Ethan, I had assumed I’d been plugged into everything.

“Oh, really?” Javi cracked. “Like you think you know every little thing that happens at every party?”

“Don’t you?”

He laughed and extended a hand to help me step back out onto the path. “I don’t want to know it all.”
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