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WHEN MY MOM PULLS ME close in my cap and gown and whispers into my ear, “I’m so proud of you, Adina,” that’s when I know—I’ve lost.

The realization hits me so hard that my head goes hazy with it and the crushing stench of terror. But I push down the bile and wrap my arms around her.

“Thanks, Mom,” I whisper, burying my face in her neck.

She doesn’t sound like she’s lying, but I know she is.

I’m not Adina Walker, valedictorian, future Yale underclassman, destined for greatness. Not anymore.

I’m Adina Walker, college acceptance rescinded, unremarkable Edgewater graduate, destined for mediocrity.

Game over.

Life has never felt like a game to me, but I know that to everyone else, all my former classmates taking photos or filtering off the Green back to their drivers, that’s all it has ever been. That’s what makes losing it all hurt so bad—it meant nothing to them, but it meant everything to me.

I was six the first time I came to Edgewater, my tight curls tamed by bristle and grease into two puffs, dressed in a kilt and navy socks that slipped down my skinny, scab-laden legs. I stood on the Green, stuck between my mother and father as they rushed me past the blond and beautiful, toward the registration office. I asked my mother, “Are they royalty?”

My mother barely heard me, answering with a distracted, “Yes, of course,” then she adjusted my little bow and said, “Stand up straight, Adina-honey.” I did as she asked, all dressed up and shiny for my first day of first grade at the practically royal Edgewater Academy. I was precocious then, ready to make my mark.

But Edgewater Academy is a world of its own, unshifting and unmarkable, not changed by anything but the seasons in its two-hundred-plus years of existence. Positioned sixteen miles northwest of Lenox, Massachusetts, in the middle of nowhere, the only thing surrounding the campus’s edges are the cliques of stately Queen Anne and shingle houses, and the Colonial Revival country mansion at the top of the hill and the back of the woods, where the Remingtons live. The only exit and entrance to the school is a parking lot, stuffed to the brim with the blinding chrome of luxury cars—Porsches and Mercedes and one Tesla. And while it still looks as royal and stately as it did when I was just a little girl, I know now that there is no place for me here, and there never was. I know now that being welcomed amongst the crème de la crop doesn’t mean they’ll let you become one of them. It’s royal in a different way, an immortal superficial beauty, covering a fractured ugliness.

An ugliness that was intent on eating me up and shitting me out.

Now as I pull away, Mom stares at me, like she’s trying to read my mind, and I wonder if my pain is obvious. But before she can push me for more, I hear a sharp squeal and let go of her just in time to catch another person in my arms.

“We made it!” Toni cheers. She pulls back and flashes me a smile, all pearly whites and brown lipstick that’s somehow immovable even in the heat. She tosses her long black hair—100 percent Brazilian sew in, pin straight—over her shoulders and turns just in time to look into the lens of Mom’s phone.

I’m half a second late, so she only captures my profile while Toni beams in full.

“We made it,” I agree, exhaustion straining my words instead of the excitement that laced hers.

Toni’s smile falters just the tiniest bit and her arms tighten around me to the point of pain, but then she inhales shakily and forces the smile harder. Toni is dedicated to the fantasy of nothing being wrong, for both my sake and hers. She thinks it’s all her fault. It’s not.

I was the architect of my own failure. I lost my cool for just a second, and it cost me not just my acceptance to Yale but most of my friends and nearly my attendance at Edgewater Academy. Only my parents’ own strong standing as members of the faculty saved me from expulsion. After years of swallowing it all back, now it’s all over because of a single second of lost control.

“We’ll be by the car, sweetheart,” Dad says as he finally breaks away from the other school administrators. They cut me side glances, staring without really staring. It’s like they think I’ll crack again and attack like a wild animal.

Never again. No matter how much I want to.

My parents wave goodbye to the other faculty, finally leaving Toni and me alone.

I guide us from the center of it all to the very edge of the Green, under the shade. We watch everyone left pose for pictures, laughing loudly about how they’re going to summer in the South of France together, meet up to winter in Zermatt after first semester. Penthesilea Bonavich, freckled and redheaded sweet, off to Brown. Her perfect boyfriend, Pierce Maxwell Remington IV, going where all good Remington boys go. He’s a Harvard man. Even Toni’s twin brother, Charles, light-skinned so all the girls want him, is off to fuck the white girls of UPenn.

“Are you still going to the Remington luncheon?” I ask, turning away from all of them. That wasn’t always the plan. Our families were supposed to go together to lunch after graduation. We’d celebrated everything together—Toni’s pitch-perfect performances in the play, my academic awards—since we were kids, but after everything that happened, our parents are more… lukewarm to each other than they used to be.

“Um… yeah,” Toni says reluctantly. “You know Pierce and Charles can’t bear to be separated.”

She looks onto the Green at our former classmates, all off to their own ivy-covered walks of life, and I nearly choke on my envy.

“Do you want to go?” I hear Toni ask distantly.

“No,” I say, even though of course I do.

“Please, I don’t think they’d mind. And she won’t be there. It’ll be me, Charles, Pierce, his brother, and Penthesilea. They won’t mind three extra people, and you can ask Pierce about, you know, the…” Toni trails off.

But I know what she’s going to say.

The Finish. She wants me to beg a Remington for entrance to the Finish.

“I think the invitations were already sent out. I heard some people talking about it,” I say. We both know who the “some people” are, but we never clarify. “And I’m not the kind of girl that they’d invite anyway.”

Not rich. Not white. Not flawless.

“You don’t know that. All kinds of girls get invited,” Toni insists, her hands tightening around mine. “You heard what they did last year for that girl from Phillips Exeter? She’s at MIT and she’s flourishing. She wasn’t even accepted to MIT. She just, like, asked when she won. And then, the year before that, it was a scholarship girl from Taft, and now she goes to Cambridge. They’re paying for everything, even her living expenses. Come on, Adina. They’re the Remingtons. If they can do that, they can get you back into Yale, easy.”

I know she’s right. The Finish. Three tests. That’s all it would take to get back into one of the most prestigious institutions in the world. There is no application. There is no entrance fee. No one even really knows what the selection process is or how it all works. But the girls who compete are handpicked, the best of the best, the cream of the crop, going head-to-head for the support of the Remington Family, and all that entails. Tuition. Influence. Power. Admittance.

And all on another level than the other families of Edgewater. The Remingtons know everyone, and everyone who doesn’t know them wants to. There are libraries named for them, think tanks that defer to them, government officials begging for their approval. I’ve never known what it’s like to have that much power.

For me, though, it would feel like begging, begging for something I already earned. That’s one thing I can’t do again. But if there was the right opportunity, if an invite was offered in such a way that I was just given a way to prove myself again… then, maybe.

“When would that even be possible, Toni? And don’t say the luncheon, because I’m not going.”

Toni leans in and whispers, “The bonfire.”

I give her a warning look. “Toni.”

“You can talk to him there. I’ll even set you up at the luncheon. Mention you so that you’re front of mind,” Toni says. She’s already eagerly forming a plan, more optimistic than I could ever be.

“She’ll be there. They’ll all be there,” I warn.

Toni scoffs. “Fuck them, who cares.”

She cares. I care.

I wasn’t like Toni, whose parents were D9 chapter presidents and Ivy-educated descendants of the Black elite from the Gilded Age. I was the daughter of the help, in the eyes of everyone else.

Still, the idea of showing everyone up one more time before I fade into obscurity is more tempting than it should be. To be invited to the Finish and win would show them all that I wasn’t the pitiful little upstart that cracked under pressure. And besides, I have nothing left to lose. With a long-suffering sigh, I say, “Come over at seven so we can get ready. Bring vodka.”

I’ll need a shot to be brave the way I’ll have to be to go where I’m unwelcome one last time.



“Do the shot and let’s bounce,” Toni insists, rocking back and forth in her excitement, a few hours later.

I grimace over my shoulder at her before I turn back to examine myself in my vanity. I look tired. I try to smile, to arch my neck, but give up quickly, reaching instead for the clear liquor next to the yearbook that I had a hand in making—the one that no one but Toni signed. I look at the pharmacy-developed photos of Toni and me tucked into the mirror frame as I pour. There were more but some are missing since March, ones that were full of the girls from the life I thought I had, a life that never quite belonged to me.

I throw the shot back and the burn wakes me up as it travels down my throat, not quite fire, but something close. Without the excuse of my former social calendar, I’m out of practice. I cough once, then twice, and Toni takes it as permission to swing a heavy fist at my back. I glare at her but her laugh softens everything inside me.

“You look nice,” I say. She does, ethereal in all white to match her feathered lashes.

“I’ve got to look better than nice,” Toni insists, her fingers curling into fists.

“Why? Do you have plans tonight?” I ask, surprised, leaning back against the vanity.

“I’m going to have sex with someone tonight. Maybe Franco,” Toni declares.

I fight to keep from rolling my eyes. So, this is just another extension of Toni’s crusade against her virginity. In some ways, it’s nice that something feels semiregular.

“Well, you’re going to be the prettiest girl there,” I declare.

Toni scoffs to herself, like she doesn’t believe me. “Not there,” she says, and it’s times like these that I remember the grit she buries under glitter. I recognize that kind of pain, one in conversation with mine.

Toni smiles through it, though, baring her teeth in a grin. No wonder they’re secretly terrified of her.

“Finish your eyeliner,” she commands. She pretends her mask didn’t slip as she stows the half-sized bottle in her duffel and shoves it into the corner of my room, tucked carefully underneath three of my sweaters. It’s unnecessary—my parents aren’t in the habit of sneaking around my room, even after my massive fuckup—but I don’t say anything.

I swipe the black liner on, the only makeup I know how to apply semiexpertly, before I grab a jacket and tug it around the champagne-colored corset top Toni wrapped me in earlier, declaring, “It picked you.” She’s right. There’s something about its fine-boned elegance that draws me in, a borrowed thing that I want to make my own, like my life.

“Come here, your hair,” she says, fluffing it.

There are girls who have touched my hair before. I remember even when I was just a kid, all of six years old, a girl burying her fist in my curls because she wanted to know if they felt like dog fur. But when Toni touches my hair, it feels reverent, like I’m loved, the way it was with my aunt’s hand in my hair, with my grandmother’s fingers twisting my ends, with every ancestor who has ever touched me and ever will.

“Dangly earrings. Gold, I think,” Toni murmurs, pressing a quick kiss to the top of my head before breaking the moment. She bounces back, clapping her hands. “Oh my God, they’re going to be so pissed. You look so good.”

She cackles at the flash of my middle finger, and I grab the earrings, then my boots, holding them by the laces. We stomp down the stairs, into the living room, and I call, “Hey! We’re going now!” without stopping as we move to the door. But my parents are right there on the couch, curled around each other, and their soft conversation creaks to a stop.

Dad looks over Mom’s head with a little smile. Mom tries to echo it, but it looks more like a grimace. She’s always been more readable.

“All right, girls. If you need me to drive you home—”

“We’ll call,” Toni promises.

“Are you sure, Adina? You don’t have to prove anything to anyone.”

She’s wrong.

“I’m fine,” I lie.

“Bye, Mrs. Walker. I’ve got her,” Toni says proudly, and I roll my eyes but Toni locks arms with me and tugs me out the door.

“You’re on aux, bitch,” she insists as we climb into her car. “You have the best playlist for this moment.”

This at least is the truth. I plug my phone in and scroll through my playlists until I land on “pov: you have the aux and you have something to prove.” When I press play, Toni crows loudly.

“God, you always make me feel like I’m the main character in a movie. Fuck, just music-direct my life,” Toni screeches over the bass.

“I live to create ambiance.”

For a moment everything is okay. It always is, driving in cars like this, speeding through the dark, our way lit by the neon-blue glow of the dashboard and the sharp orange of the streetlights reflecting off Toni’s silvery eyelashes. It’s the palette of an A24 movie made flesh, and it feels powerful. I am the main character, whom things are taken from, won then irrevocably lost, but while the open ending isn’t quite hopeful, at least it’s still about me. I’m not an asterisk or a footnote in my own life. I don’t have to hold my tongue here, because I’m the fucking star.

But as we drive through my neighborhood, if I look to the right or left beyond the lights, I see each cookie-cutter house. Every single one is the same, all two compact stories, wooden planks with navy-blue shutters and forest-green doors. Each lawn is perfectly manicured, modest, unassuming. And behind it are the boring lives of boring people.

When second cousins, aunts, or uncles twice removed learn that I go to Edgewater, they think of Gothic castles and uniforms and libraries and tweed. They think nihilism and wealth and Greek and blood so blue, it must be so much more special than the red of normal people. They think of a place that builds a generation of leaders, who will leave the green pastures of Massachusetts for chrome towers. For most of my classmates, that is their future, so my family is right to think all those things. Just not about me.

Because I live here, outside the great iron gates in capital-S Suburbia. Suburbia is sticky lip gloss and the same silver-gray sedan at the end of every driveway. It’s Chuck Taylors and blurry-eyed girls who stand on the edge of the local public school’s football field in cheerleading uniforms. It’s being stared at when they see you break the cookie-cutter mold in a plaid kilt, climbing out of a BMW that is not yours, wearing a gifted pair of diamond earrings that you cannot afford, and holding a purse that you borrowed. It’s the way they see you in all these things that aren’t yours, and know that they aren’t yours, because they see that you’re born from the same cookie-cutter house as theirs.

They know you’re Of Suburbia.

Because Suburbia sticks to you, like the chemical sugar of Yankee Candles and Bath & Body Works, even though you left the store hours ago. For years I was able to disguise the scent under borrowed Dior perfume and by sticking close to the shadows of girls who winter in Aspen. But one slip and the smell surfaced.

Suburbia is forever.

But the Finish looms in my mind like the last life raft. I know if I don’t try—no, if I don’t demand otherwise—Suburbia will be my forever, roll credits.

When we pull into the parking lot at the edge of the forest next to Edgewater, we’re one of three cars, meaning only the wealthiest are present, the kids who live in mansions walking distance away or who can afford the Uber Lux fare. It means that I’ll be more outnumbered than I thought.

We begin the hike, Toni struggling in her heeled thigh-highs, but determinedly crunching over the path. I follow her shadow, eyes trained on her back.

When we pass through the hollow thicket of trees into the clearing, there’s a brief moment where no one recognizes us. I catch sight of a few underclassmen, rising juniors still unsure of their new power, precocious rising freshmen, eager for their first night as fresh meat. The bonfire rages large enough that the crackles of the flames equal the thunderous bass that comes from the lone car parked just a little way away.

That’s the last moment of anonymity that we get. Because the kids on the car—the coolest people at Edgewater—see us, and the mood shifts, the air threaded with a threat.

This is my last day at Edgewater.

I do not miss it. I don’t think I ever will. And in that moment, I know for sure that it—and its occupants—won’t miss me either.

There’s only one last thing I need from it and then… I’m gone.






CHAPTER 2 [image: ]


TONI PRETENDS THAT NO ONE’S watching us as she swans through the clearing, head held high. I follow her shadow, gaze piercing through each person who is watching us, refusing to let them humble me. They don’t matter anymore. Only one person’s opinion matters.

“Aye, Tones!” Charles shouts, waving his twin sister over.

He must already be drunk. He has to be if he’s calling Toni over. Toni and Charles prefer to act as if they don’t know each other, especially after what went down this past spring. It works best for them. Toni is prim and proper and theatrical, good at everything she does, but she doesn’t take well to being called an Oreo. To having her identity dismissed like Edgewater would prefer. Charles, on the other hand, is a future member of the North American Interfraternity Conference, to their parents’ very Divine Nine chagrin. He’ll never bark like a Que. It would be so disappointing if it wasn’t so right. Charles’s willingness to downplay certain parts of himself bought him social currency, as if the powers-that-be were thankful for his ability to “turn it off.”

“Charlie,” Toni drawls, pointedly. “Pass my friend a White Claw? None for me, I’m driving.”

Charles does as he’s commanded, tossing one to me. I crack it open and guzzle down half, ignoring the wary look he casts me. He’s not so brainwashed that he’d be hostile, but he’s definitely not willing to take the social bullet for me either. Not like Toni.

From the corner of my eye, I survey the area for a particular person until I find her.

Alpha Enemy Number One. Esme Alderidge.

She’s pretending that she hasn’t seen us, but I know she has. She’s surprised by my audacity—the fact that I’ve shown up—and so to keep control of the situation, she won’t give us her attention, not until she’s good and ready, and hopefully before that my mission will be complete and we’ll be long gone.

While she pretends to ignore us, Esme is regaling her circle with a tale about a house party that she threw when her parents were off in Dubai that some B-list New York influencer attended with her entourage. I was there for that one. Esme had been frantic in her en suite when they arrived, worried things didn’t look cool or elevated enough after she’d sent an overeager DM inviting them in the first place. She doesn’t tell it like that now. Now it’s a story about how excited the influencer was to meet her.

Esme’s easily the most overdressed of the group, her black hair slicked by an excess of gel so that it looks wet, the blunt edge of her bob severe at the nape of her neck. It just touches the diamond choker there that she once told me is worth fifty thousand.

She breaks it out for special occasions. But now every day is a special occasion, and only I know why. I know her secret. Her shame.

It’s shaped like my fingernails, scarred into the back of her neck, hidden under the clasp.

“You sure you don’t want anything harder?” Charles asks lazily, leaning back against the hood of the car.

“Ah, no—” I start, quickly tearing my gaze away from Esme and the sycophants formerly known as my friends, looking for my real target, but then I find myself looking through the windshield of the car, right into the backseat, at the glow of Penthesilea Bonavich. She has such perfect, clear skin and the perfect dusting of freckles across her perfect straight nose. The only thing wrong is her plump perfect mouth, downturned at the corners as she speaks softly to him.

Pierce Maxwell Remington IV.

Pierce Maxwell Remington IV has been my classmate for twelve years. He’s the second son of the latest generation of the Remington Family, who own the land that Edgewater sits on. His father went to Edgewater, and his father before him, and so on for two hundred years back. There were oil paintings depicting the great actions of our benefactors staring over us every day. But for me, those looming eyes were more personal. The Remington presence at Edgewater was what made my presence there possible too. The scholarship that afforded my education was named after and funded by Pierce’s great-great-aunt.

The Remingtons basically made me, at least I’m sure that’s how they see it. Now I need the Remingtons to extend another offer and remake me.

Right now though, his head is bent toward his girlfriend, face nearly pressed into the swanlike curve of her neck. I can just see a flash of his blue eyes as he whispers to her. Penthesilea shakes her head, and then she says something that passes through the open car windows, but I only get a few words: “…tradition, Pierce, but I’m right here and I want to go with you….”

Pierce and Penthesilea have been dating since fifth grade, when it wasn’t even called dating. They’d kissed on the Green, on May Day, near the flagpole, and never stopped. It was more common to see them walking together than apart, both long-limbed and moneyed, pale in the winter and freckled in the summer. They seemed happy. Happier than anyone. Tonight—not so much. It sounds like a fight, an old one. I want to lean in, curious, but I deliberately turn my back. It’s best if I can keep close without seeming like I’m eavesdropping, ready for any moment of opportunity that might reveal itself.

I tune back in to Toni and Charles’s conversation.

“You think I can convince Mom to add another session?” Toni asks. “It’s my last summer at camp and they’re doing Cabaret the second session.”

“No, it’s too much to coordinate that, your move-in at Tisch, and me to UPenn,” Charles says. He takes another long pull of Grey Goose, light eyes hazy.

I sneak a peek back at the car and see Pierce’s eyes widen and the tendons in his neck strain against skin. He moves his hand down as if he’s physically cutting Penthesilea off from saying any more, and then he climbs out of the car and stalks away from her. Away from me. Meanwhile, I can feel Esme’s eyes looking my way more and more.

“This isn’t working. I need to find a way to run into him,” I hiss in Toni’s ear.

Toni nods, guilt making tears well in her eyes.

I hurry away in the direction Pierce headed, clutching my White Claw and shaking off her misplaced remorse, determined before it’s too late to at least attempt my Hail Mary plan for correcting everything that went wrong. What I did wrong—not Toni.

Even if she was involved, ultimately it was my fault. Everything that went down was because I broke the rules. For others, those rules were more like guidelines, but for me, they were absolute. Suburbia, for all its faults, was forgiving. Edgewater was not. I had no business testing those rules. Except, I did.

Rule one: Wealth is power. If you don’t have it, keep your head down. I thought I’d gotten that one down to a science over the past twelve years.

Rule two: Knowledge is too—now that power I had in spades. But with knowledge comes the responsibility to know when to keep your mouth shut and when not to (see rule one). I chose not to and I chose wrong.

Esme has reminded me of how wrong I was every day since.

I can feel the weight of her stare again as I slip past. I want to glare back, not slink away with my tail tucked between my legs to avoid her ire. But here, and everywhere really, she has the upper hand and the rules are still in place, her entire clique ready to enforce them. The clique that Toni and I were once part of too.



I’d spent my entire life at Edgewater under the radar, and Esme had liked that. She knew she wouldn’t have to fight me too hard for attention. She could be the best at whatever she chose to be without worry of any of her “friends” eclipsing her. I’d chosen yearbook and student government, mockable electives in terms of social clout but good for college applications. I’d known her cruelty and her callousness, but always through the thin veneer of protection that being on her side allowed. All that attitude had always been directed at her enemies. And I was fine with that, ignoring what she did to others, because she became one of the few who didn’t have anything to say about the neighborhood I’d grown up in. Nothing good, but not anything particularly bad, either. Where I came from every day didn’t matter to her at all.

That all came to an end in mid-March. Spring was burning out our nostril hairs, pollen stinging violently at our eyes. It made Ivy Day easier for some. When they didn’t get into their top choice for one reason or another, the excuse of seasonal allergies hid their tears. But not me. I’d gotten into Yale, early action. All the acceptances that followed were my victory lap.

And then a month later, they were all gone.

Mistake one: I wasn’t paying attention.

Esme had been deferred from Yale in the early action round. In the midst of my win, I hadn’t been sympathetic enough. I hadn’t downplayed anything. I’d been blinded by my own shine.

It started with a quiet, “You’ll fill out their quota nicely,” over lunch.

I didn’t know how to respond, blinking at Esme as she said it through a wide smile. She’d been accepted to Dartmouth, after all. Johns Hopkins was her safety. But that wasn’t enough for Esme—things were never enough if they didn’t go her way, and worse if they went someone else’s.

The table held their breath and only released it when Esme turned to Toni and congratulated her on Tisch—which Toni hadn’t told anyone yet. Toni hadn’t even had the chance to share her own good news. Esme took that from her, after finding out from Charles, whom she’d started hooking up with. She was reminding her whose side to choose. Not that Toni listened.

Then, isolation. I wasn’t invited to Esme’s second house upstate for spring break. I found out about it on the Monday after, when the other girls, including Toni, came in halfway through the day with handwritten notes from Mrs. Alderidge excusing them. I only forgave Toni for it after she explained that Esme had lied to her and told her that I was too sick to go and wouldn’t be responding to text messages—that explained her Get well, bestie before she’d gone radio silent.

Cruelty that had never been aimed at me suddenly dogged my every step in the most subtle ways. “Dropped” invitations, “forgotten” hangouts, the biting laughter that stopped whenever I entered the room. Eventually, Esme kept laughing even when I sat right there in front of her, back rigid as she asked pointed question after question about my college application, about my family, about my parents’ income, about fucking Suburbia.

“Toughen up, Adina,” she’d say when she saw my expression falter as she got a rise out of me. “The girls and boys of Yale will be far more inquisitive. They won’t be as nice as me. We have to find something.”

“Find what?” I’d asked.

“Something that makes you interesting enough to have gotten in… besides the obvious.”

The obvious.

Mistake two: I fought back.

“Don’t listen to her,” Toni said later that night, lying on her back on my bed, staring at me as I tore down every photo of our friend group, all except for the ones of just the two of us. “She’s just feeling insecure.”

“Insecure about what? She got into Dartmouth,” I snapped. “I earned my spot at Yale. Why should I have to hide that?” I was frantic, moving with a frenetic energy that was unlike me. Control was all I’d known.

And Toni. Sweet, well-meaning, slightly nosy Toni said, “I don’t think her parents are doing well. Financially, I mean. I heard her talking about it with Charles the other day, saying she’d have to hide her necklace before the Feds could find it. She played it off like she was joking, but also you know… was she? She has been nastier than usual.”

Knowledge is power and right then I wanted some, badly.

Rumors are easy, especially at a place like Edgewater, where everyone knows or wants to know one another’s business. I started with a “The Alderidges’ donation this year was low. Yeah, lower than it usually is. Getting cheap, aren’t they?” Dropped in the middle of a yearbook meeting, over a discussion with the layout editor. Then a whispered “I might’ve overheard in the main office that Esme’s parents were late on her little sister’s tuition payment for the semester. But… don’t blame me, I’m just the messenger” in the bathroom. And finally, the most damning—“I hear they’re going broke. Yeah, broke. And the Feds… yeah, the Feds. Heard there was something about embezzlement.”

I didn’t know for sure, of course, but “embezzlement” was a multimillion-dollar kind of word and one that terrified all the Edgewater kids, and none more than Esme Alderidge.

Mistake three: I miscalculated. Only three people had the potential to have heard Esme’s joke. One was Esme, the other she was sleeping with, and the third—Toni.

So Esme set her sights on a new target to torment. First, it started with jokes. About Toni’s hair, about her makeup, about her face, about her interests. She hadn’t wanted to go to an Ivy. Toni’d always wanted to go to Tisch. She knew who she was, but Esme knew how to weaponize someone’s joy against them with expertise. Suddenly, she had everyone buzzing that Toni only wanted Tisch because she hadn’t been able to get into an Ivy.

Then the girls—Hawthorne, who was always at her right hand, and the rest—wouldn’t talk to her. They even started inviting me to the table again, but Toni had made my days more than bearable when I’d been suffering Esme’s ire, and I knew I owed her. Plus, I was the reason this was happening to her. So we stuck together.

Being ignored together for a few more months would be fine. It could have been fine.

But it escalated again. Direct this time. Food staining our book bags. Shitty photos paired with shitty captions making fun of us, “leaked” from finstas. Enough so that no one would talk about Esme anymore. It partially worked; at first all anyone talked about were the jokes. All Esme would say was, “It’s a joke. Toni’s an actress, she likes jokes, doesn’t she?” But “embezzlement” was too big a word to drown out with jokes.

So it wasn’t a joke, being cornered in that bathroom, Esme’s voice running ragged as she screamed, “How dare you? What the fuck is wrong with you, spreading lies like that?” at Toni, even after Toni locked herself in the stall, sobbing, begging her, saying that it wasn’t her.

“Are you so bored with your little virginal life that you have to listen to my personal business with your brother?” Esme growled. “Are you that needy and nosy that you have to use my name to get anyone’s attention? That’s what this is about, isn’t it? Attention.”

Toni’s sobs echoed, and each hitch of breath felt like a punch in the chest, until I had to say something.

“Esme, that’s enough,” I warned, trying to cut the head off the beast, but three always rise from the Hydra’s neck. Mistake number four: Esme never liked being told there was a line she couldn’t cross.

She pressed herself up against the creamy stall door and slammed her fist into it with a snarl. “It was none of your business, Toni, and now the whole school is talking about it.”

“I’ll tell them. I’ll tell them it was a joke. That I was lying—”

It wasn’t Toni. It had never been Toni. And Toni knew. Of course Toni knew it was me, and still she didn’t say a word. She proved to be a far better friend to me than I was to her as I stood there frozen.

“You were just waiting to tear me down, waiting for your opportunity, you uppity, social-climbing cunt.”

I’m still not sure what was enough. The use of the word “uppity” and all its implications or calling her a cunt.

But it was enough.

“Maybe you’re angry because it’s not a lie,” I said, and then Esme froze, like she couldn’t believe what I’d just said. She looked back at Hawthorne, who stood by the door, ever her silent sentry. And I continued. “Maybe you’re angry because it’s the truth and now everyone’s going to know it. That you’re not this spoiled rich girl anymore. Maybe you’re just a spoiled regular girl now, pretending.”

“You can shut the fuck up, Adina,” said Esme savagely. I so rarely gave her a reason to say those words to me, but when I did, usually I’d shut up.

Not this time.

In for a penny, in for a pound.

“No, you’re being cruel. You’re taking out your anger at Toni because it’s true. You really are broke, aren’t you? When I told everyone, I wasn’t sure, but I’m glad for the confirmation,” I said, and then I laughed, almost in disbelief.

Esme had never taken kindly to being laughed at.

I watched her face drain of color. And then that pallid expression twisted into a mask of wrath and she lunged.

Like a bomb, the escalation happened in seconds and the fallout was massive. Because even if she didn’t have all her money anymore, Esme still had her power. Everyone listened to her, and just like that my acceptance to Yale and every other backup school was up in smoke, and my attendance at Edgewater hanging on by the thread of my parents’ employment there.

There would be no history degree. No Manuscript Society. No law school. No internship on the Hill or at the NAACP. No way up and out.

Not unless I succeed tonight.



Shaking off the memories in Esme’s glare, I slip into the trees, just far enough to be hidden in the shadows. I pretend to look at my phone, but I’m really surveying the party, looking for where Pierce went while I was distracted by self-pity.

“Hey.”

“Fuck. Shit. Motherfuck—” I blurt out, jumping and spinning around all at once.

“You have a mouth.”

“Yeah, I do, use it to talk and stuff too,” I say sharply, breathing through the sudden adrenaline rush. I right myself, ready to confront whatever asshole junior is hiding here, but then I see—

The man of the hour.

Pierce smiles his million-dollar smile, his canine tooth flickering white in the moonlight. One part of his lip lifts higher than the other. “I’m sorry for scaring you.”

“You didn’t scare me. I was just… surprised,” I correct. A lengthy pause fills the silence, long enough for it to get awkward. “The alcohol is in the trunk.”

“I know. It’s my car,” Pierce laughs.

“Oh. Right. Yeah. The Tesla.” Shit, it’s probably weird that I know he owns a Tesla. “You’re the only one at Edgewater who owns a Tesla. That’s how I know. That it’s yours.”

Pierce nods like I’m not being a weirdo.

It’s fine, right? The Remingtons are weirdos. No. Rich people aren’t weirdos. They’re eccentric.

He’s not popular in the same way that Esme is. He’s so popular that he only has two friends and no one thinks it’s odd. Sure, the wealthiest of the bunch were probably his playmates when he was a child, but now he’d only claim two of them—Penthesilea and Charles.

“I’ve seen you around before,” Pierce declares, surprising me again.

“I’m Adina Walker. Professor Walker’s daughter. Maybe you saw my picture on her desk?” I suggest.

Pierce hums doubtfully. “I’ve never been to Professor Walker’s office hours.”

I sigh internally, but I can’t let it show. “We’ve been in the same grade since we were six.”

Pierce hums again. “No… that’s not what I’m thinking of.” Christ.

And then he snaps his fingers in recognition. “Oh, right, you’re on the school website, on the Diversity page.”

Motherfucker.

He says it like it’s just a light observation, like he doesn’t hear himself, but it’s so ridiculous, I don’t know whether to laugh or cry. I swallow it back. Greater goals, and all that. Time to pivot.

“Yeah, I’m also the girl that Esme regularly curses to eternal damnation.”

“Oh, is that you?” Pierce laughs to himself, shaking his head, and he slides around me, leaning against the tree trunk next to me. “Between you and me, Esme says a lot, and very rarely is it more than bullshit.”

He’s so direct and matter-of-fact that it shocks me into laughter. He looks pleased with himself suddenly, and it’s an attractive look on him. Everything’s attractive about him. It’s almost enough to make me forgive his absent-minded ignorance, embarrassingly enough.

This is the first time I’ve been close enough to him to notice that he’s tall, more than a head taller than me. My shoulder brushes against his bicep, and I have to crane my neck to see his eyes. I clench my hands behind me, back digging into the bark, and I wonder what part of me he is looking at—my eyes, the bridge of my nose, my lips, my shoulders, my tits.

“I was joking, you know. I do remember you, and not from the Diversity page or Esme’s drivel. We had gym together in eighth grade. You got a bloody nose during the volleyball unit, so I took you to the infirmary,” Pierce says proudly. “No one could ever remember where it was, but I do because I was born in there. My mom went into premature labor during a board meeting.”

“You’re a Remington. It was practically destiny,” I deadpan.

“Yeah,” Pierce agrees wholeheartedly, not recognizing the joke, because even if I recognize the whole story of the Remingtons as mythos, it’s not mythos for Pierce. It’s real. I don’t believe in fate. Not for people like me. People like me have to make their own destiny.

“So now that you’re finally leaving the infirmary you were born in behind, you’re going to Harvard, right?” I ask.

“Yeah, we all do. Well… almost all of us,” he amends. “I’m just ready to get out of here. I’ve known all these people my entire life. Esme… Charles… even Pen. God, Pen.”

He looks almost lost, tilting his head back as he lets out a long sigh.

“You want?” I ask, offering him a sip of my White Claw.

He grabs it and drains it, tossing the can to the ground, crushing it underfoot. Well then.

“Thanks,” he mutters, a second too late, a little awkwardly.

“So… Penthesilea… Pen won’t be joining you at Harvard then?” I say slowly, attempting to gauge the situation.

“Nope. Pen’s going to Brown. Pen… is Pen. She’s the best, you know? Literally the best. But it’s going to be hard, me at Harvard, her there.”

“They don’t seem that far apart though, are they? How many miles would you say there are between Cambridge and Providence?” I know the answer. It’s fifty miles. Only fifty miles.

Pierce nods like he didn’t quite hear my tone. “Too many to count. She applied to Harvard too, you know. And she didn’t get in. She was so upset.”

“Well, that wasn’t your fault,” I say lamely, but Toni’s words float back up in my mind. He could probably get her in with a phone call.

I wonder why he didn’t.

Pierce sighs righteously. “I know that, but she’s angry.”

I’ve never seen Penthesilea angry a day in my life. When our paths happened to cross, she’d show me courtesy, but it was removed. She exists in a perpetual state of content, her plush mouth curled upward, jovial sunshine in her eyes. She’s too nice, too kind, too sugary-sweet. It’s almost clinical, like the aftertaste of cotton candy.

“That… sucks,” I say, trying to muster up some sympathy.

Pierce laughs to himself, a self-deprecating but low sound that does something to me despite myself. “It does, doesn’t it?” he murmurs, conspiratorially, like we’re sharing more than his girlfriend’s secrets. “She’s afraid, I think. Everything is going to change. But… maybe it should.”

“Yes, hopefully for the better,” I agree.

“Where are you going?” Pierce asks, just like I’ve been waiting for him to.

“Uh… nowhere,” I admit.

Pierce straightens. “What do you mean?”

“I got into Yale, in December, my top choice. Early action. But, um, that fight with Esme happened and I was almost expelled and… and my acceptance there and everywhere else got rescinded,” I explain.

Pierce leans in.

“Esme got your acceptance rescinded?” he whispers. When I nod, he whistles through his front teeth. “She’s an asshole, isn’t she? Just a spoiled, pretentious brat.”

“You’re in the same tax bracket.”

Fuck, I shouldn’t have said that.

Pierce lets out one of those charming laughs out of the movies, like he should be speaking with a transatlantic accent. “You have a smart mouth, Adina,” he says finally, and then, “I like that.”

It stops me short, this sudden victory and the turn I can feel it taking.

His grin widens in that way, and I tilt my head as I stare up at him. Pierce Maxwell Remington IV is blond and perfect. The last boy I kissed didn’t have lips like his, a perfect Cupid’s bow. His skin wasn’t perfectly smooth like Pierce’s, the product of good genes, hyaluronic acid, and an expensive dermatologist who probably doesn’t take insurance. The last boy was kinder too, but tonight I don’t need kind. I don’t want it. Tonight, I want this.

“You are interesting, Adina Walker,” Pierce declares, like it’s fact, like anything he says becomes one. “You deserve better than the lot you’ve been handed.”

“I think I’ll decide what I deserve,” I whisper, because this is a boy who has the key to the world in his palms, and I deserve that too—the boy or the key, I’m not sure, maybe both.

I reach up, sliding my hands over his shoulders, and I pull him in. His long fingers come up immediately, pressing just a little too hard on my scalp as he spins and presses me back up against the tree.

I gasp, arching into him as his lips find mine. I hum loudly into his mouth as his fingers drag down to my jaw, tilting my head up and just to the left. We get lost in the heat, hands tugging at clothes, pressing closer to each other. Goose pimples erupt over my shoulders and it’s too much, and not enough, as he pushes me tighter against the tree, and practically consumes me.

“Wait… wait…,” I whisper, mouth wet against his jaw. His hands tighten on my hips, but he stops.

“What?” he mutters, breath wet against my neck.

There is something in the woods. I stand on my toes, looking over his shoulder, searching, but the bonfire is only a flickering pinprick in the distance. Shoving aside my paranoia, I turn back to him, cupping his jaw, pulling his face closer to mine.

And then I hear her, far away: “Can’t believe you showed your fucking face, Toni.”

“Fuck,” I whisper, easing away from Pierce.

“What?” he asks, bewildered and sweaty, and still beautiful.

Esme’s starting in on Toni, which means time is running out. I don’t regret kissing him, but I know I will if I don’t speed this up and shoot my shot.

“I wanted to ask you about something,” I blurt out.

He blinks away his confusion. “Yeah? What is it?”

But before I can find the words, that same snide voice rings out, louder than it needs to be, loud enough to draw every eye and every ear. “You get away with a lot of shit because we like your brother, but not every invitation for him includes a plus-one or, worse, plus-two.”

“Toni,” I whisper, and I know instinctively I don’t have time. Stumbling past him, I shake out my hair, preparing for the inevitable confrontation. Before I do, though, I stop and look behind me.

Pierce stares at me with a strange sort of awe. It’s powerful and awful, all at once. I grab his shirt, tugging him in, and press one last kiss to his jaw before whispering, “Sucks that we’ll never have that Harvard-Yale rivalry tension.” Then before I can register if he gets the hint, I take off, darting through the trees, adjusting the borrowed corset and trying not to think about his hands on my skin or his nose at my ear or the way he sputtered into my curls every time they got into his mouth. I put away my devastation about the Finish for now, refusing to mourn something that, unlike my initial acceptance, was never quite mine anyway.






CHAPTER 3 [image: ]


RETURNING TO THE CLEARING, I cut through the crowd, shoving past the crew team at the edge, until I’m back at the car. Pen is still in the backseat, but she’s hanging out the window, her lips twisted downward into a frowning pout.

Charles is standing, one hand outstretched toward Esme and the other out toward Toni, like he’s prepared to shove them apart.

“Calm down, Esme, it’s not that serious,” Charles insists.

“What makes you think that there are no rules,” Esme spits, ignoring him, eyes only for Toni, “that I’ll let you get away this time? You made it clear whose side you’re on. You and your poor townie trash friend aren’t wanted here.”

There’s a remarkable silence as I realize that that’s me. I’m the poor townie trash.

Esme has always been a wordsmith. Each one cuts deeper, a jab directly at my Suburbia bruise meant to gut a bitch, and I feel gutted.

“That’s… that’s enough,” Toni says, but she’s crumbling like wet paper under the weight of Esme’s fury. Her gaze darts around, searching for a life preserver, and when it catches on me, she swallows.

Esme follows her gaze and finally deigns to address me directly. “Bringing this girl, who can barely afford a pack of gum let alone Edgewater’s tuition, like it’s a redemption tour. I did you a favor, Adina Walker,” she hisses. “You wouldn’t have been able to afford Yale without selling your fucking kidney.”

“You should be a little less worried about what I can afford and more about when the Feds are finally going to show up to your house. Your parents aren’t built for jail. Might cry if they break a nail,” I retort. I learned to spit venom from the best.

Esme’s mouth puckers, and I can hear her breath hitch in the back of her throat, once, then twice. I meet her eye, waiting patiently as she sputters. Esme’s acrylics look like claws, just like they did on that March day, but I don’t back down.

“Careful, Esme. I kicked your ass once,” I say quietly.

Shame spreads liquid red under her creamy foundation and she sneers.

“Esme, enough, save it,” Hawthorne says, grabbing her hand.

Esme stares, breathing heavily through her nose, but doesn’t move. Hawthorne squeezes once, and then shockingly Esme turns on her heel and storms away, tugging Hawthorne and her other lackeys after her.

Toni looks shocked. Charles is staring after Esme like he’s never seen her before, like he doesn’t want to be seen with her.

Almost against my will, my shoulders curl in on themselves, and I take a step back, as if Esme is still there, like we’re sharing the same breath still. So much for my last chance.

“Well,” Charles says, clearing his throat. “This isn’t dinner theater, assholes!”

The surrounding crowd shatters with his bark, and then the air is filled with gossip.

“Can we go home?” I ask, voice aching with my plea as I reach for Toni.

Toni starts to nod frantically, and then she stops midbreath. I look back and freeze.

“Impressive takedown,” Pierce says. Awe remains in his eyes, the same look he gave me after we stopped hooking up and I took off.

“It was very dramatic,” the figure to Pierce’s left says. I know him as well as anyone can know a Remington.

Graham Remington is Pierce’s one year older, much more disappointing, brother.

We all knew by grade seven that Graham wasn’t going to be the bright Remington heir, though I assume that his parents knew from birth, since they named him Graham instead of giving him the spot in the Pierce line of succession. Where Pierce is fair, tall, and beautiful, Graham is weathered, short, and regular. He isn’t ugly by any means, but decidedly just cute. What really solidified it, though, was that he “settled” for Yale.

“Was it?” I challenge. “Esme is a bully.”

“Yeah, yeah. You’re the little defender that could,” Graham says, his eyes veined with redness—he’s so high. “God, Esme looked like she was going to either claw your eyes out or shit herself. No in between.”

Graham toasts his liquor bottle to me, and my lips curl back against my will.

“You handled her remarkably,” Pierce says, meditative.

“She thinks that her money and status make her untouchable,” I say quietly.

Pierce hums once more. “Do you agree?”

He asks it casually, but suddenly it feels important. Like there’s another question underneath, a question I thought I had no chance of being asked after how this night has gone. I know the answer I want to give, but I can’t let my eagerness ruin it now.

“In a way. Life is a competition. You win or you lose in every situation you face, right? In that situation, with Esme, like your brother said: I won. But that’s almost never the case. Not with people like Esme. We’re not on the same playing field.”

When he looks at me again, his gaze is just that bit sharper, that bit more meaningful, and then he says, “We could be.”

My breath catches in my chest.

The Finish.

“Four, don’t,” Graham warns. “Adina—Adina, isn’t it? She’s a good girl.”

I was a good girl. Except for one moment. Now I’m a desperate girl.

“Maybe good girls should get to win sometimes too,” I say.

Graham snaps, with more authority than I thought he could possess, “What are you even doing, Four? She doesn’t have what it takes.”

I don’t know what happens in the Finish. The only girls who have ever gone were girls like Esme. Girls who have more than me, but less than what being associated with a Remington could get them, because there are levels to this sort of thing. Access and wealth.

What I do know is this: Girls who win go to school, with all the resources the Remingtons can provide, and do the impossible. One girl became a House rep, another a Fortune 500 CFO, another the provost at Duke. Each of them went on to be someone.

I want to be someone. I don’t just want to go to Yale, I want to dominate it. I could take it further. Be greater than them.

And this boy—given everything—has no right to tell me otherwise.

“I do have what it takes,” I say evenly, swallowing my frustration. I take another step toward Pierce. I tilt my head back just the tiniest bit, the same way I did when his eyes went half-lidded. “More than any of them. More than you, even.”

Pierce lights up, eyes bright with a feverish enthusiasm. “You accept and you don’t get to back out. You get it, right?”

He sounds serious but I am too. Besides, my mother didn’t raise a quitter.

Before I can accept, the back door of the car swings open and Penthesilea finally slips out.

There’s a strange lull that falls over everything, dampening the tension in the air. Penthesilea is backlit by the light of the bonfire. The golden headband in her hair sparkles, and she’s wearing soft girl clothes, a white button-down tucked into sunflower-yellow corduroy shorts.

“What’s going on?” she asks, her voice lilting and measured. “Is there something wrong?”

No one says anything. Pierce’s good mood dips. He’s not looking at me anymore, and I know that I’m losing him. He walks up to her, hands reaching out, “Pen, hey, it’s just bullshit—”

Penthesilea looks at me directly. “Adina, are you all right?”

She knows my name.

Only then does a hot curl of liquid shame curdle in my belly.

I just hooked up with this girl’s boyfriend in the woods. I’m relying on the strange intimacy between me and him now to get an invitation to my own future. Pierce’s arm hooks around her waist and he drops his chin atop Penthesilea’s hair.

“I—” I start and stop. “I’m fine. Toni, please.”

Toni steps forward immediately, grabbing my hand even though I can’t look away from Penthesilea. I can still feel her boyfriend’s hands on my hips. I can still feel the sear of his lips on the curve of my neck.

Toni pulls me away, and we march through the Red Sea of students, right past Esme as she sneers, “Later, nobodies.”

I flip a middle finger at her because I can, because the Finish, a brief, beautiful life raft, has vanished back into smoke and mirrors and the glittering of Esme’s collar.
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“Brutally honest and haunting. . . . Their Vicious Games is a dark delight.”
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