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For every rabbit who became a wolf—
I see you.
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PART I
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I said to my soul, be still, and wait without hope.

—T. S. ELIOT, FOUR QUARTETS
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Antediluvian

Before we begin, consider: In 1687, Newton published his law of universal gravitation, which states that where F is the force, m1 and m2 are the masses of the objects interacting, r is the distance between the centers of the masses, and G is the gravitational constant. More poetically, gravity is the force that causes two objects to attract one another. Over two hundred years later, Einstein refined that. He said that gravity isn’t a force so much as a curvature of spacetime. It is predictable until it isn’t.

I already gave my statement to the police, of course. Detective Thibeaut knows everything—or rather, she thinks she does. I just need to make one thing clear. It’s true that I wished him dead dozens of times. Hundreds, even. But I, Lenny Winter, did not kill that boy.
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1

Before

I was fifteen the summer I learned to do brightwork. This was the same summer I first tried—and failed—to view the Virgo A galaxy.

My mother and Yip sat me down in April: When school let out in early June, we would leave Miami. My mother felt guilty about the whole thing. She chewed her lip. Her overbite gave her a leporine air, which always made me feel oddly wistful and tender. But I did not wish to feel wistful, nor did I particularly wish to feel tender. I didn’t mind that we were moving, but the decision had been made with such quiet and sudden finitude. I wanted to feel sullen. I tried out a brooding glance.

“Don’t be like that,” my mother said. The pay she brought in as a community college sociology adjunct didn’t stretch far in Miami. Yip, who’d been medically discharged from the army after a traumatic brain injury, received a small disability check each month. They wanted to move somewhere quiet, somewhere with affordable housing.

That was the other big news. My mother and my stepfather had decided to pack all our belongings into a U-Haul and drive across the country to move onto a small houseboat. Yip had grown up sailing on Boston Harbor. He said he’d never forgotten what it was like to fall asleep rocked by the waves.

“Think of how easy it’ll be,” said my mother, “to stargaze from the boat.”

She kept twirling a hank of her hair, tangerine strands long against a freckled hand. Her paternal grandfather had been a Glaswegian, his wife a Muscovite. The other grandchildren had inherited the wife’s dark coloring, but my mother had her grandfather’s reddish hair, which paired oddly with her sallow skin. She was a copper penny, emitting a humming, quick glow—equal parts alert and nervous, an animal in the wild, coiled and ready to release.

She looped another strand of hair around her finger and tugged.

“Okay, kitten, look. The high school up there has a joint astronomy program with the community college. Or…” She paused, rested a hand on Yip’s knee. “There’s a boarding school nearby. Near-ish-by. Blanchard, I think. They have their own astronomy lab. Tassia Dex went there, actually. Remember? The one who served on the Kepler exoplanets mission?”

She was desperate; my parents could never afford to send me to boarding school. But what was there to cling to in Miami? I had few friends to bid farewell to when we left.

“Doesn’t it rain a lot in Seattle?”

“We’re not moving to Seattle,” said my mother. “But yes, it rains in Washington. Not during the summer, though. There’s good visibility then.”

Had I been more uncertain, that alone would’ve convinced me. I’d wanted to be an astronomer for as long as I could remember. I had no good reason for thinking this would be possible. My mother, who’d been a physics major in college before she failed fluid mechanics, approached stargazing with an exaggerated corniness. We had a cheap tabletop telescope that we brought on camping trips; she’d cheered the first time I located Venus on my own. In the strange alchemy that transmutes a parent’s dreams into their child’s, her excitement became my own.

And then there was Carl Sagan. I was allowed to watch TV only on Saturdays, and we got only PBS. In elementary school, I’d eat bowl after bowl of cereal on the green velvet couch, poking my toes through the spots in the fabric worn silky thin, watching Cosmos. The way Carl Sagan explained the mysteries of the universe made them seem simple, as if anyone could understand them with enough time and hard work.

He also looked almost exactly like Yip, my stepfather. When Carl (as I called him in my head) spoke, it was as if he was talking directly to me. There was an episode where Carl explained that apple pies and stars were made of the same chemicals. I watched it so many times I could say his lines along with him. Thinking about the universe beyond Earth’s atmosphere, about a space so huge and different that I could never fully understand it, made my head swim in a warm, woozy way.

And so, on an April morning twelve years ago, when my mother said that I’d make new friends, that I would hike mountains and learn to rock climb and see stars I hadn’t known existed, I considered what Carl would do were he to find himself in my position.

I told my parents that I would love to move to the Pacific Northwest.

[image: ]
Our journey from Miami to northwestern Washington state wound through the muggy swampland of the Florida-Georgia border; the flat khaki scrub and curved turquoise sky that make the snow globe of New Mexico; a freak late spring blizzard coming into Montana; and finally—the thick, fresh, gray salt air of the northwest. You make it over the mountains of Yakima, past the peach fields and red dust, and you can’t yet see the ocean. But you can lick the breeze or the back of your hand or your lips, and you can taste the salt. It fills your eyes and your lungs, and you become puffy with the weightlessness of the air, the sky, the clouds, the spicy piney needles that litter mudroom floors and settle into dark flannel crevices in the beds of loggers and beauticians and fishermen.

The town was called Port Angeles. Highway 101 was the only way in. Just as we crossed town limits we were spit out at the top of a hill. There was a brown building with a sign that said PIZZA PIZZA PIZZA! An older woman wearing a mullet and a nametag stood outside, smoking a cigarette. Then four coffee huts in quick succession: Bean Me Up Scotty!, Joe-nsing, Café a Day, and Deja Brew. Beyond Café a Day was miles of ocean. We drove down another hill into downtown: two streets running parallel to the water. Many of the businesses were closed. Still, there were people down here, packs of middle schoolers eating chips and Entenmann’s doughnuts, a couple of women with plaid shirts loose and baggy over leggings. A man wearing jeans, steel-toed boots, and a safety vest sat outside the dollar store.

“Oh,” I said. “Whoa.”

One of the cross streets had revealed a mountain range, comically lovely, with vicious peaks and purple-white snow. My throat tightened. It was like realizing you hadn’t breathed in several seconds and then taking in so much air you thought it might kill you.

“Hurricane Ridge,” Yip said. “The Olympic Mountains.”

We continued. Something pleasantly fetid moved through the car’s rolled-down windows, the iodine-rich stink of tangled seaweed and slippery fish. Now we were on a wide street called Marine Drive, which contained a gas station, another coffee hut, and two hangars, each with a large depiction of a boat. A few blocks later, we arrived. The marina’s parking lot was quiet. There was a small diner, closed for the day. A dozen cars, mostly beaters, but one or two newer models. Dotted around the edge of the parking lot, on slings of wood and cinder blocks, were several sailboats. They’d likely seemed tamer in the water, but they loomed over us as we exited the car, land-wrecked storks dozens of feet tall.

[image: ]
My mother was right. The visibility was outstanding. The stars in Miami were a weak, smoggy blanket scattered across a bleached sky. On the Olympic Peninsula, it was the exact opposite. I sat on the top deck the night we arrived. We were far enough north that dusk did not fall until nearly eleven, at which point I was swimming through a thick soup of starlight and indigo. The sky pulsed with a silent urgency that demanded closer examination. I’d known there were billions of stars in our galaxy, but I had not believed it until we arrived in Port Angeles.

I didn’t like the moody Northwestern days in the beginning, the sky so bloody orange at dawn, a thick delicate fog looming over the marina. I’d dress for cold and rain, only to be tricked by hard yellow sun pouring onto the rigs by midmorning. Afternoon brought drizzle, or wind or more fog, or the uneasy low pressure of a coming storm, blowing in from the yawning black mouth of the Pacific, barely tamed by the scrap of land that was Ediz Hook. The Spit, as it was sometimes called, was a curving, man-made finger of rock, sand, and gravel just past the abandoned paper mill, a cloister for the seagulls and the more libertine high school students.

I rarely went out there. I was expected to help with the unpacking and refurbishing of our new home. She was a forty-foot Pearson houseboat, built in 1975, up for auction in an estate sale. The rest of the estate had sold quickly, but the boat sat rotting in a Seattle marina for two years, her hull accumulating a thick layer of barnacles and green algae. The insistent stench of mildew clung to the air inside the cabins. The estate’s executor agreed to sell the boat for an extremely reduced price, and my mother and Yip used their tax refund as a down payment.

The saloon had a small kitchen, a galley with a narrow gas stove and a refrigerator. Below the galley, down a short flight of wooden stairs, was my small berth. There was a narrow bunk built into the wall, several cubbyholes, and, most promisingly, two portholes. Beyond the galley on the main level was Mom and Yip’s cabin, which led to the aft deck. The name she came with was Piece of Ship—fitting in a marina whose boats included an Elvira’s Sandal and a Snaggletooth. Nevertheless, we renamed her: first Pilot’s Boy, then Swan Maiden. “She’s a hard one to name,” Yip had said through a wreath of pipe tobacco.

But—finally—we named her Goodnight Moon, which has always reminded me not of the illustrated children’s book, but of that Pablo Neruda poem about the naked woman whom he saw as brightness itself, his whole world, the moon living in the lining of her skin.

[image: ]
Two weeks after we arrived, a man named John Spaulding came to measure for galley counters. The sun had come out earlier than usual, and the sky was freckled with clouds, a powdery azurite, what Baba, my grandmother, would have called in Russian goluboi shto ubivayet serdtsi—the blue that kills the heart. It was the first truly warm day of summer. One of the marina’s friendlier stray cats lay in the shade on the aft deck, below the hanging pot of birdfoot nasturtiums and Plains violets. A breeze brought the smell of fresh-cut logs off the strait, where they waited in cargo ships, stacked like the toothpicks they would become upon their arrival to Japan or Macau or Taiwan, or whatever Chi-nee city they sail away to. (John Spaulding was dismissive both of political correctness and the logging company. Yip told me that the sentiment behind this was mutual and involved a broken contract and an incident concerning fifty pounds of smuggled German kielbasa and a pack of wild dogs.)

I sat cross-legged next to Watchee, John Spaulding’s dog, who lay panting and whimpering in the heat. John Spaulding hadn’t worked on a Pearson in some time—since the summer of ’98, he said over his shoulder, tape measure dwarfed in his hands, which were crusted, creased, deeply gnarled. Later, after I began to woodwork more seriously, I understood why. The burns, the glues, the sharp tools and harsh chemicals are all part of the trade. Despite the heat, he wore thick Carhartt jeans. The black hem of his cotton T-shirt drifted over his waistband, lacy with holes and snags, frayed bits worn transparent with age. His hair was tied at the back of his neck, the ossified tail emerging sheepishly from the bottom of his baseball cap like a small, flea-bitten rodent.

His eyebrows squiggled up and he said, “You want to learn to brightwork? Pay you five dollars a rail.”

“What’s that?”

“All the rails and wooden odds and ends on this boat need sanding and varnishing.”

“Alright. Sure.” Then, wondering if I was being rude, I added, “Sir. I mean, yes, sir.”

“Just John Spaulding, kid.” He pocketed his tape measure, grunting deeply as he hoisted himself up, then nudged Watchee with his foot. “Fat bastard.” He hopped into his little rowboat skiff with surprising agility, then called out, “Be right back.”

Yip came down the finger pier toward me. “Pushkin. Hey.”

I don’t know when Yip started calling me that. He had nicknames for everyone. Our old cat, Wallace, dead for three years by then, had been Walnut. My mother, Lucretia, was Tish or Tita or Lucy Loo. Sometimes I was Lentil. Never my full name, Alena. “Pushkin” was Yip’s little joke about my mixed background: my mother a Russian Jew, father an African Christian.

The difference between me and the real Pushkin was that his father stuck around. Last we heard, mine was homesteading up in the Yukon with a twenty-year-old Haida woman and their newborn. It didn’t make any difference to us. Yip married my mother when I was two years old. To me, his face existed outside of time. Slanted green eyes; big, long nose; eyebrows almost meeting in the middle. Yip was scratchy knitted wool sweaters, infrequent but fierce hugs that smelled like cherry pipe tobacco, long bicycle rides that led nowhere—stopping to examine the birds circling above with the binoculars he carried around his neck: Look, Pushkin, wo-o-o-ow, a snail kite. Worn comfortability.

“Isn’t that funny?” said Yip. “The guys in the boatyard said he’s always gone by John Spaulding. Not John. Not Mr. Spaulding. You can’t separate the two.”

Watchee whined low in his throat. I knelt to stroke his wet nose. John Spaulding’s skiff returned. Behind him, in a seated hunch, was a girl. She wore black jeans, a black hoodie, and thick eyeliner. I’d seen her before, hanging around the telephone booth at the top of the dock, writing in a small notebook. She was miserably out of place on the skiff. John Spaulding hauled himself onto the pier. He offered a hand to the girl, who gave him a withering glare, adjusted her Coke-bottle glasses, then clambered out, all graceless limbs and feet.

“My niece,” said John Spaulding. “Sara. We should get you two together before school starts.” He gestured between us. “That way you each have a new friend.”

“Fuck off,” Sara muttered. Clearly she’d been forced to come meet me.

“Bit prickly,” John Spaulding said in a stage whisper. “No, you’ll get along great. Sara’ll help you get settled in at the high school.”

Her frown indicated that she’d rather not.

“Alright,” said Yip. “Lenny looks about ready to learn to brightwork. Sara, you’re welcome to join us for dinner tonight.” He walked up the dock toward the boatyard to pick up sandpaper and turpentine.

Sara tugged her phone out of her pocket and plopped herself on the finger pier, her back to me and her uncle. Fine. I’d survived in Miami with few friends. I could do the same in Port Angeles.

Of course, none of us knew then what would happen. How the summer would take an irrevocable turn. What awaited me come fall.
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Goodnight Moon was in bad shape. Still, she had beautiful wood railings running three-quarters around the boat. Not teak, but a rich reddish tint, speckled with paint, gummy layers of badly aged varnish, long black scars notching the surface like dimples, and faded patches on the leeward side. John Spaulding gave me a heat gun and a flat sharp metal spatula to strip the old varnish. He moved down the companionway, flipped on a little transistor radio, extracted a ragged sheet of sandpaper from his back pocket, and attacked the railing. Kansas wailed around us—Carry on, my wayward son—I had to yell to be heard. The first day, I didn’t bother. I worked up the courage on the second afternoon.

“Yip says you lived out in Neah Bay.”

“That’s right.” He picked at a tooth with his fingernail then sanded the outside curve of the railing.

“Why?” We’d been out to there once. It took nearly two hours to reach the tiny town. Moving to Washington had felt like an adventure when we were still in Miami. Now that we were here, even the busyness of Port Angeles and its twenty thousand residents seemed strangely futile, positioned as they were between the jaws of the Pacific Ocean and hundreds of miles of forest. The farther west you traveled, the greater that wildness grew, pressing on and on, a hungry void.

John Spaulding made a face. “Well,” he said. He pronounced it wull. “I was young and drunk and a jackass, and I wanted to live somewhere more rural.” He elided the vowels when saying rural so that only the growling r’s and l remained. “That’s about it.” He slid me a good-natured grimace. “You and Sara. Always asking me questions.”

Sara had said a total of fifty words during dinner the previous evening. She’d asked me to pass the salad and answered my mother’s questions about school with dry statements: Yes, we have extracurriculars and Sure, the teachers are okay and No, I don’t play any sports (there had been an implicit the fuck do I look like? at the end of that sentence, which I’d intercepted but my mother had either missed or ignored). My mother had spent the evening orchestrating the conversation, which she seemed to enjoy; if pressed, Yip could perform geniality, but my mother had always carried him socially.

Sara was a true-crime fanatic—she’d briefly grown animated enough to tell the abbreviated version of the Port Angeles Lady of the Lake. Cheating wife caught by violent husband. Bludgeoned to death. Dumped in the lake. The water so cold that the fat in her flesh saponified. Before she’d left, Sara told my mother that her biryani was the best fried rice she’d ever had. Then, without saying goodbye, she’d stepped off the boat onto the finger pier, up to the ketch she shared with John Spaulding. If I craned my neck, I could see its rusting mizzen mast from our galley window.

“Well?” said John Spaulding. “The rails aren’t going to sand themselves.” He fanned a stack of sandpaper in my direction.

Later, over lunch, my mother and I discussed the first couple weeks in Port Angeles.

“Last night was fun,” Mom said. “With Sara?”

“She has resting bitch face.”

“She was nervous, kitten.”

Nervous—Sara? Sara with her belly button piercing and her you-seem-like-an-idiot scowl and her endless chain smoking of clove cigarettes in the women’s showers near the dock office? My mother dragged a spoon along the rim of her mug. A tell. She worried about me fitting in. Her new job as an assistant professor at Peninsula Community College began in a few weeks. I suppose she wanted to meddle, push me to make new friends while she still had the time.

“I guess,” I said. “Sure.” And then, because she still hadn’t put down her spoon, I said, “I was thinking about walking into town. There’s a movie at six. Maybe Sara wants to join.”

Our only family rule was that we ate dinner together every evening, no exceptions. But things were changing. My mother was trying to construct an alternate future for us here. The newness of it lurked in the violently colored vegetables she bought from the farm stand down the street; it was in the way the cashiers asked Did you find everything okay? and seemed to mean it.

She crunched on a potato chip, delaying her answer for a long moment. Then she smiled her soft, rabbit smile. “If I didn’t know any better, I’d think you were using Sara as an excuse to get out of dinner.”

July went. I scraped and sanded and applied coat after coat of varnish to Goodnight Moon’s brightwork. The wood became familiar to me, the smell most of all, the way it flew up my nose on clouds of sawdust, then down my throat. Sara and I developed a loosely conceived companionship, watching TV on the top deck a couple nights a week in awkward silence. Sometimes she’d steal a few beers from John Spaulding’s fridge and we’d get a little tipsy up in the women’s restrooms at the top of the dock. Life probably would have continued in much the same way—brightworking, unpacking, settling into our new life in Port Angeles, starting the school year at the high school—had I not decided, one day in August, to attempt to view the Virgo A galaxy.

It’s been over a decade since I graduated from Blanchard. I lie in bed most nights cataloging all the bad decisions I made that year, the ones that led to destruction. When the catalog grows too large, I try to convince myself that I still might’ve been sent away to boarding school, still might have met Henry and Sloan and Vikram. Still would have fallen into the same trap. That things might have turned out the same, regardless. And maybe they would have.

But probably not.
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On August 18—two months after our arrival in Port Angeles—I asked my mother over breakfast if she wanted to go stargazing that evening to view Virgo A. It was a galaxy, one of the largest in the local universe, a deep-sky object with a supermassive black hole in the center. My mother had finished her semester prep. Yip pulled our telescope from the storage locker. It lay before me, our new life. I only had to reach out and take it.
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We skimmed away from the marina in Yip’s red kayak, my mother steering. As I paddled, my headlamp cut through the pixelated darkness. We had planned to leave earlier, before the sun set, but she’d lain down after dinner to stave off a headache. The evening felt powdery and half-real, the kind where it seemed possible to dissolve into the atmosphere.

We were headed to a cove called End of the World Beach, named for its positioning on the Strait of Juan de Fuca. Despite Port Angeles facing the Canadian city of Victoria, Reddit had informed me that it would be impossible to see any of their lights from the beach at End of the World. Perfect viewing conditions. I’d spent the previous few years wanting to be older, but in that moment, I remember feeling happy to be fifteen.

As if sensing my thoughts, my mother said, “I was only a few years older than you the first time I tried to view Virgo A. It’s one of the Messier objects.” Our paddles dipped into the water, rustling like silk against skin. “M87. I think it was discovered in seventeen hundred and—” She trailed off.

“Mom?” I pivoted, looking behind me. She’d stopped paddling and was watching the water, befuddled.

“What?”

“You were saying something about Virgo A.”

“Um,” she said. “Yes. The Messier objects.”

Charles Messier. He’d been a comet hunter, my mother explained, so he’d spent a lot of time examining the sky. The French, you know? But he realized that there were dozens of objects among the stars that seemed to be comets but weren’t. He made a list of the astronomical objects, all 110 of them, which, it turned out, were nebulae, clusters, and galaxies.

“The list is very accessible for modern amateur astronomers,” my mother said. “Our telescopes are much more powerful than Messier’s. You could observe all the objects in one night if you wanted to. In fact, when I was an undergrad, we treated it like a date. There was this huge hill behind the astronomy lab, so you’d stake out a quiet spot near a bush, observe the first couple dozen objects, make out for a bit—”

“Please, I beg of you.”

“And then you’d fall asleep, and the next thing you knew it was dawn. Actually,” she said, “I don’t think I ever successfully completed a Messier marathon. Maybe we should try to stage one.”

“You want to do a French stargazing marathon for nostalgia’s sake?”

“Humor me. We’d map out all the objects on a chart, using their right ascension and declination, along with a window of time for each equatorial coordinate. We’d start in the west, right as the sun sets, so that we could view the first few objects before they dip below the horizon. Then we’d work our way east and hope we could view all the objects before the sun rises. We’d have to remain awake all night, obviously. Both of us. Some objects come into view at the same time, which can be challenging.”

She’d taken the same tone she used to unpack the specifics of the structural-functional approach to human behavior: highly technical, with a hint of the supplicant.

“The Messier marathon wouldn’t happen until spring anyway. That would be our best chance at viewing everything. Think about it,” she said. “After tonight you’ll have a little practice. You know, Virgo A was one of the first objects Messier identified.”

We reached the cove after an hour and pulled the kayak to shore. I spread out a blanket, and my mother unpacked the telescope, a thermos of coffee, peanut butter sandwiches.

I pointed to the sky. “Pleiades are out already.”

My mother squinted. “God, I’m getting old. I can’t see anything.” She rubbed her eyes, then her temples.

Time moved strangely around us. My vision adjusted to the lack of light, and I began to see the ripples in the sky that Van Gogh had been so obsessed with. This always happened when I observed the stars. A hush came over me, a tunnel vision blocking out all extraneous stimuli. It was an hour or two before I asked my mother if she wanted a turn at the telescope.

She must’ve been asleep, because she half-opened her eyes and said, “What?” Then she blinked. “We should go.” She struggled to her feet, tripping over my own in the process. “We should go back home.”

“What? Wait.” Virgo A would soon be visible. “Just another half hour. Please?”

“I don’t feel well, kitten.” She screwed the top back on the thermos, placing it in the backpack with exaggerated care, as if she’d forgotten how bags worked and was reading from a manual: Unzip bag. Separate the sides. Place thermos inside.

“Leave me here and come back in the morning,” I said desperately.

She stumbled on the edge of the blanket, then held her head. “You’re being ridic—rid—” Her words sounded wet, like they were trying to force themselves around a swollen tongue. She breathed deeply, through her nose.

“And you’re being so unfair.”

“Come on.” She came toward me, clumsy hands shooing me from the blanket so she could fold it.

I crossed my arms.

“Lenny. Really?”

“No.” I was whining, but it didn’t matter anymore. She bent over me, half of her face pulled into an almost-smile, the other half lax. I was so upset that the strangeness of her behavior was a distant thought, one I wouldn’t return to for hours. She tugged on my elbows, strands of my hair catching against my arms as she pulled. “Mom!” I flared out my arms against her. She lost her balance, fell hip-first on the telescope, and yelped.

I recrossed my arms, in too deep.

She rose to her knees, groaning, drawing quivering breaths through her nose. “Coooome—come on now. I don’t feel well. Let’s go.”

“This is bullshit,” I said, and the last word caught in my throat. There were other words—about how long it had been since we’d gone stargazing together. How long I’d have to wait now that school was starting. The Messier marathon she’d suggested wouldn’t be until the spring.

My mother didn’t say anything, and I don’t think she noticed the tears sliding down my face. I closed the telescope’s lens and shoved it in the backpack, where it clanked against the thermos, then stalked down the beach, my mother stumbling behind me. We carried the kayak to the water.

Because I was sitting in front of her, it was several minutes before I realized we were drifting. I saw, through the midnight shade, that she was slumped over her paddle. I scrabbled for the flashlight, the kayak rocking, almost upending us. I forced myself to slow my movements then shined the flashlight on my mother’s face. Her eyes were closed. Her mouth hung slightly open, the eerie half-smile still on her lips.

“Mom? Mom!” No response. I pulled my phone from the backpack, but it was useless—no reception. The emergency radio was next to the sandwiches, but as I clicked it on, I realized I had no idea how to use it.

A coldness descended over my brain. We were forty-five minutes from the marina, and every one of those minutes felt like a million years. I paddled and paddled, every stroke becoming a mantra, please please please please, although I couldn’t say what exactly I was asking for, or of whom I was asking it. This had happened once before. She’d fainted—low blood sugar. A nameless, irrational fear rose in me, the same one that stalked me every evening after I clicked off the light, before I jumped into bed.

By the time I made it back to the marina, a strange tranquility had taken hold of me. I steered the kayak to the dock beside Goodnight Moon, hopping out, calling for Yip, tying off the boat, trying to figure out how we’d get my mother onto the pier. Yip popped his head out of a porthole, saw us, and was outside in a matter of seconds. He yanked my mother out of the kayak with no regard for the concrete and wood, which skinned her legs.

“What happened?”

“She was fine and then she just—” I paused. Yip didn’t need to know that I’d pushed my mother on the beach, just minutes before she passed out. Maybe she’d hit her head? No, I decided, I would tell him later. After she woke up. I unclenched my hands. They were wet. Blood was already drying in the creases of my palms. I’d ripped them open while I was paddling.

My brain was still suspended. I felt euphoric. Everything seemed silly. Yip said, “Call 911,” and when I didn’t move, he screamed, “Now!”

I hustled back to the kayak to get my phone. While there was a part of my mind that was taken aback at the frank emotion in his face, his voice, there was another, deeper, more ancient part that reached out and gently touched the visceral panic radiating from him, recognized it like the old friend it was.
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Yip called John Spaulding around five a.m. and asked him to pick me up from the hospital and drive me to the marina so I could sleep. I buzzed with the residual clamor of the ambulance, the emergency room, the paramedics’ methodical competence. I hadn’t understood most of the words the doctors and nurses used. The ones that stuck out were simple: Blood clot. Coma. Critical but stable.

Yip hadn’t wanted to leave Mom alone. John Spaulding dropped me off at the marina, then returned to the hospital to relieve Yip. I walked down to Goodnight Moon to grab a change of clothing for my mother. She would need something to wear when she was discharged. They’d cut her clothes off in the ER. She had been wearing the T-shirt we’d picked out at the county fair the week prior. She’d be sad it was ruined. I had already decided I’d give her mine.

The diner in the marina parking lot was open. I showered in the women’s bathroom, then waited for Yip at the diner’s counter. The waitress set a cup of coffee in front of me, but I didn’t touch it. The bell above the door jingled, and a green wave of disquiet swam over me as Yip crossed the threshold.

My chest swelled unpleasantly around the hollow center where my heart should’ve been. Yip’s shoulders were tense, his hands clenched. His face was blank, though, which likely meant he was furious.

I was contrite. “Yip?”

It’d been stupid of me to leave the hospital. Stupid to lose my temper and push my mother on the beach. Stupid to go to the stupid fucking beach in the first place.

“Yip? What’s going on?”

His lip trembled.

I knew. I did. Maybe if I pretended like I didn’t, it wouldn’t be true. The light shifted over my stepfather’s face. I thought he might burst into tears. It was terrifying and embarrassing to see him so affected by what he was feeling. As if he was somehow naked. My face felt hot. Yip covered his own with a shaking hand. The waitress stared at us from behind the register. I tugged on Yip’s arm, but he just stood there, weeping.

Yip’s phone rang. He pulled it out of his pocket but made no move to answer it. After five long seconds, I snatched it from him and answered the call.

“Who is this?”

The voice was gentle, cool. “This is Dr. Yoder. With whom am I speaking?” She was a woman, but she had a dad voice for sure.

“It’s Lenny Winter.”

A pause. “Hey, kiddo.” Gross. “Can you put your dad on the phone?”

“Is this about my mom? Did she wake up? Where is she? I need to talk to her.”

Short silence.

“I’m sorry, but I need to speak with your father.”

I held the phone between Yip’s ear and my own.

“Isidore Leighy?”

How did she know Yip’s full name?

“It’s Dr. Yoder. I’m so very sorry, but we are going to need you to come back at some point today to fill out the paperwork so the morgue can make arrangements with the funeral home. My shift ends at noon, but Dr. Andrews will be on call if you run into any issues. I’m—so sorry.”

Yip had stopped crying. He was nodding at the phone like Dr. Yoder could see him, but it was wrong—why was he nodding? He should be yelling at Dr. Yoder’s affected voice. It was ridiculous. I wished for the hundredth time I hadn’t left the hospital. Yip hung up. I realized curiously that he was growing old. There were fine lines webbing their way across his forehead, purple smudges under his eyes, hairs growing out of his ears. The skin on his neck was translucent. It seemed so fragile that I could have punctured it with my thumb, ripped it open.

“Yip?” I sort of laughed as I said his name.

Yip reached for my shoulder, but I pulled away.

I felt lightheaded, as though I could float away from my body. “She was stable when I left.”

“C’mere, kid,” Yip said.

Arms around me. Cherry-scented smoke. Wool sweater catching at the curling strands of my hair. When was the last time he’d hugged me? My body rigid, disbelieving. It didn’t make any sense. Stuff like this happened, but not to me. All the tragedy and bad things in the world, whirling around, the ball bouncing on the table till it came to rest on my slot, choosing my existence to upend. Two plus two equals five. Jackpot. Gooseflesh crawled up the backs of my thighs.

“We’re going to make it through this,” Yip said. “You and me.”

The room seemed to be hovering underwater, sinking fast through dead bullwhip kelp, muddy sand, the corpses of whiteleg shrimp. The waitress, grown bored with our little drama, marrying ketchup bottles, whistling along to a Justin Bieber song on the radio. Light coming through the diner’s polyester yellow curtains, eerily pale lemony-brown.

The only woman in my life, swept away.
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Yip returned to the hospital. Sara and I sat in the cockpit of John Spaulding’s sailboat, in the shadow of the masts pressing against the bruised iris dawn sky, a sleeping mass of tangled furs—Boogey the cat and Watchee—at our feet. Sara offered me one of John Spaulding’s beers, which I declined. Then she began to speak. It was something I noticed in those days following my mother’s death. The magnitude of my loss seemed to confuse people, make them uncomfortable. They talked to fill the space where my mother used to live. It didn’t bother me—in fact, it touched me in a foolish kind of way. Didn’t they know that words wouldn’t change anything? And yet they kept trying, eyeing me anxiously every couple of words—Am I doing this right?—waiting for me to weigh in. I just let them talk.

“Your mom was chill.” Then, “What were you doing out there?”

I wanted to return to my bunk, to lie down. To never awaken.

“Trying to view Virgo A,” I said.

“Who’s that?”

“An elliptical galaxy,” I said, knowing that she wouldn’t understand what that meant. “It’s one of Messier’s objects.” I tried to pronounce it like my mother had, Mess-yay, but it sounded stupid coming out of my mouth. “He was an astronomer.” I offered this weakly.

“Why were you all the way out at the End of the World?”

“Better viewing conditions. There’s no light pollution from town.”

“Riiiiight,” she said, drawing out the word so long that it became a hymn. Even in my fugue state her point was clear. My mother had died so that I could have a better shot at looking at the stars.

Sara changed tack. “You gonna stay here in Port Angeles? Yip is your stepdad, right? You have any blood relatives that’ll want to take you in? That’s what happened when my deadbeat dad finally got arrested for dealing.”

She flashed a humorless thumbs-up. Her voice was nonchalant, acid. Maybe she was nervous, my mother had said.

“Mom’s been in and out of prison since I was six. Anyway, my dad and stepmom never actually married, so when he went away CPS was like, oh, hello, you can’t be living here.” She spit. “John Spaulding drew the short straw. No one else would take me. CPS fucking loves him. He’s been in AA for, like, twenty-five years. My caseworker says that means he’s ‘committed and reliable.’” Sara slouched further into the cockpit, ire fermenting across her round, sullen face.

“He seems okay,” I said.

“Boogey has a larger brain than John Spaulding,” Sara said. The cat stretched and blinked back at her suspiciously. “And Boogey’s brain is the size of a pinto bean.”

“That’s unfortunate.”

“Uncooked,” she added. “An uncooked pinto bean. First of all, my uncle loves living on this depressing-ass boat in this depressing-ass town. He’s always trying to get me to go with him to AA family meetings. All he thinks about is work and what toppings he’s going to put on his baked potato when we go to the Downrigger’s buffet on Friday nights. You know he calls the prison every week to talk to my dad? They talk about the weather and the Mariners.” She gestured wildly. “Frigging pathological. This is who the state of Washington has entrusted me to.”

The unpleasant implication of Sara’s question grew apparent. I could be taken somewhere else. Where would I go? My grandfather had died before I was born, and Baba died two summers ago. They couldn’t send me to live with my father. Could they? It was inconceivable that I would live up in the Yukon with a man I’d met twice. I had only a couple memories of my father, though the first might’ve been conceived from a Polaroid of us: me gummy and drooling over the stacks of rings cutting into his fingers, him clutching my soft baby flesh. The second was a scrap of a moment. If I approached it directly, it disappeared. But if I closed my eyes when I was about to sleep or when I first stepped into a hot shower on a winter morning, the icy-burning chill of gooseflesh shivering over my whole body, then—

Fuzzy, blotchy sunlight. My father’s brown hands were beneath mine, wenge dark. I rubbed my cheek against one. No matter how hard I pressed, my fingers made no dent in the etched skin.

That’s it. His hands. Nothing else.

“You don’t think they’d make me leave?” I asked.

Sara shrugged, then burped. “Would it be so bad if they did? Free ticket out of this shithole for you. But I guess it depends on what CPS decides, doesn’t it?”
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There was an article in the Daily News the next day, above the fold. LOCAL MOM DIES ON STRAIT. Sheriff reminds citizens to use caution when visiting remote areas; emergency radios strongly suggested. An inset near the end, pulled from the Mayo Clinic’s website: Stroke symptoms in women are often less detectable. Headaches. Blurry vision. Confusion. Loss of coordination. Causes include high blood pressure, stress.

Yip said it wasn’t my fault. But of course it was. He still didn’t know that my mother and I had fought, that she’d fallen on the beach because of me. And if I hadn’t made such a last-minute plan to go out on the water, maybe I could’ve been more prepared, radioed the Coast Guard, gotten her to the hospital sooner. If I’d paid more attention to her confusion, her slurred words, we could have left the beach earlier. She wouldn’t have been at the exact wrong place at the exact wrong time, having a hemorrhagic stroke in the middle of the Strait of Juan de Fuca. Even now, as an adult, I understand my guilt. And so, it’s impossible not to wonder if the events following her death were a punishment, one that fit my crime.

“What’s that?”

I jumped. Yip stood behind me. He took the paper from my hands. “You should get dressed. People are going to start arriving soon.”
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The next week passed in a strange, staticky trance. Some days seemed eternal, low August sunlight shining on and on and on over the people who came to sit shiva. I knew none of them. Someone had called the B’nai Shalom Congregation of the Olympic Peninsula, and a dozen of them came to the shiva. The youngest person, who introduced herself as an English teacher at the high school in town, was in her fifties. I shook her hand and tried not to think about school beginning in two weeks, about trying to find my locker, trying to function normally, like a person whose mother was still alive.

Round foods everywhere: eggs, grapes, boiled potatoes. Terrible cooking, combinations that would have horrified my mother. Miracle Whip mixed with pineapple and strawberries; soft meat cooked in canned soup. John Spaulding and Sara appeared on day three. John Spaulding was misty-eyed as he presented Yip with a cheaply ornate condolence card from the drugstore sympathy section. Sara popped cheese cubes in her mouth and clung to the perimeter of the room, but she gave me a solemn salute before they left. At least she would be there when school began.

Some days were a blurry gray blink, wrapped in silence, and it seemed I had barely woken up before I found myself collapsing once again into the mix of feather duvets and dirty clothing that tumbled across my bunk. I could not shield myself from the exposed emptiness of it all. I sat on the floor of the aft deck, barefoot, with all the other mourners, ate what was put in front of me, and then immediately got up to run to the bathroom. All seven days we sat shiva, my stomach twisted and cramped, rejecting the food I tried to force into it.

And the nightmares returned. It had been five years since I’d had one: A demon would sit in the corner of my room, taunting me. I couldn’t move or speak. I’d lie, rigid with silent horror, until my body released me into wakefulness. The newer nightmares followed a more disturbing pattern. They always began the same way. As I waited for the numbness of sleep, I’d replay the conversation Sara and I had about CPS. I’d plot and replot the probability that a caseworker would arrive to ask where my biological father was, why I hadn’t yet been sent to him. Eventually, exhausted by the calculations, I would fall into a deep sleep. Trapped in the crushing stillness of a void, I’d lurch around a dark corner and collide with the demon. I’d yell, waking Yip, who would shake me into sweaty and panicked alertness, stay with me until I dozed off. It was embarrassing. Not so embarrassing, though, that I’d send him away.

The only thing anchoring me was Yip. Each time we passed one another in the galley or the companionway, he gripped my shoulder or my arm, quirked his mouth at me. It was clear how overwhelmed he was, blinking around like a shocked owl, speaking in his low, calm voice. He’d cried a couple of times since that first morning in the diner, but they were controlled tears. I did not begrudge him this; I had not cried since my mother’s death. I hadn’t been able to. But it bothered me that Yip was performing for our guests, for me. It was something my mother had often reminded me: He’s introverted, kitty cat. He has a hard time being himself around other people. It’s not you.

Several times during the shiva, I caught Yip watching me with a strange expression. When he saw me glance over, he’d grimace reassuringly and give me a thumbs-up. I still hadn’t brought up the CPS thing, but I liked to think of those gestures as confirmation of Yip’s commitment: You and me, kid. I still felt guilt about my mother’s death. There was also the omnipresent fear that Sara was right, that I’d be sent away. Still, it was a nice thought. Me and Yip, against the world.

It’s difficult to remember, even after a decade, that wounded feeling. How wrong I was.
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After

Yes, it is shameful to say that I considered dying. But this is a story about the truth. So, I will tell you that, seven months after my mother died and I was sent to Blanchard, I found myself back in the ocean before dawn, next to another corpse, terrified, gagging on frigid saltwater, kicking against the bottomless darkness.

And then I thought, why bother? Easier, no doubt, to put my head under the water and stay put. I was delirious. It was like Clue, or one of those PSAT word problems: Lenny, Sara, Vikram, Nico, Sloan, and Henry board a boat before the sun sets.

How many are alive when the sun rises?

I swam to shore. The truth was this: Even after the events of the previous forty-eight hours, I did not want to die.

My feet hit the sand and I waded through the shallows. I’d lost a shoe; perhaps it had flown off my foot when I’d been thrown into the water. I sat down on the beach, waterlogged, hair in my face, spasming with cold, lungs attempting to turn themselves inside out. A siren screamed in the distance. My left arm ached. I tried to move it and the hurt sharpened to an eye-watering peak. Fifteen feet out, the ocean churned lacy white surf. The corpse bobbed merrily atop the water, the ocean appearing and disappearing mangled body parts: a hand, a thigh, a groin. A crushed-melon head, leaking gray matter like cantaloupe seeds into the ocean.
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Before

In Port Angeles, school began in early September. I waited for Yip to mention registration or the first day of classes. Perhaps, I thought, during the last week of August, it had slipped his mind. But this was the silly reasoning of a child. I had no way of knowing that he’d been thinking about it very carefully. I would soon be sent away, to a place that felt like the end of the earth.

And so, for the week between my mother’s shiva and the beginning of the school year, I existed in a lovely ignorance. I obsessively applied coat after coat of varnish to every square inch of wood on Goodnight Moon. Sara and I watched Survivor and Game of Thrones. We sat on the top deck and lazily constructed plans for her escape from Port Angeles; she would hitchhike to Olympia and get a job as a dishwasher or a Subway sign spinner. She’d only be able to afford a place with six housemates, but she wouldn’t mind. We ate dinner together more often than not, amalgamous meals concocted with ingredients from Goodnight Moon and John Spaulding’s boat: omelets with salsa and Gruyère, freezer-burned haddock, an awful shrimp pad thai.

Yip stayed out late. He’d leave to fill the propane tanks or pick up supplies for John Spaulding and sometimes didn’t come home until long after dinner. I wouldn’t—couldn’t—admit this to anyone, including myself, but I was relieved. Yes, Sara was prickly, like a fresh-cut board of pine. If you approached her from the wrong direction, you’d end up with a splinter jammed in the fleshy ball of your thumb, the kind that broke off before you could fully extract it. Strangely, this—along with the chain-smoking, the procyonic eyeliner, the self-administered cartilage piercings—made her seem fragile, as though she was trying to project a callousness she didn’t truthfully possess. It made me feel close to her. It made me realize how far I was drifting from Yip.

I’d been on edge since Sara’s mention of CPS. My conversations with Yip were rote. He was completely unlike the Yip I’d known only three weeks prior. He seemed preoccupied, perhaps with our finances. My mother’s burial expenses weren’t cheap. I’d researched the cost of caskets and cemetery plots after the shiva. Yip’s disability wasn’t enough to support a family—why else move here, if not for my mother’s job? Perhaps he needed to cut expenses. What if he was gearing up to get rid of me?

I had my answer by the end of August. Yip came home early, while I was eating dinner.

“Hello, Lenny.” Yip blinked, as if he wasn’t sure what else to say.

I could have cried. He hadn’t called me Pushkin since before my mother’s death. Each time he spoke my name it felt like losing her all over again. I jutted my chin toward the pot of hamburger soup. “I made extra. Probably still warm.”

He served himself a bowl. It all felt deceptively comfortable. The clenching in my chest, my constant companion for the past two weeks, dissipated. Moths flying away over a dusk-damp field.

“School starts next week.”

“Well, yes,” I said. “I know.”

Yip put down his spoon. “How would you feel,” he said, “about going away to school?”

Even as I went still, my stepfather grew animated, more so than I’d seen him in weeks. He pulled a brochure from his pocket, set it in front of me. The Blanchard School, it read, underneath a picture of a castle-like building peering from behind massive evergreens. And he’d just happened to be carrying this around? I opened the brochure. A blond girl had her arm thrown around a boy with Ken doll hair. They had the flat-gummed, plastic smiles of expensive orthodontics. Apparently, the school was among the top fifteen in the country. Everything about the brochure, from the quality of the pictures to the weight of the paper, telegraphed wealth.

“It’s a boarding school a few hours from here, on Salish Island,” said Yip.

I’d been preparing myself for the day that someone might come to take me away from Yip. It hadn’t occurred to me that Yip himself would banish me.

“I thought it’d be good for you to get away from Port Angeles. Start fresh.”

I bit the inside of my cheek, trying not to cry, then picked up my spoon and concentrated on cutting each bite of congealed ground beef into the smallest piece possible.

“I think we can get you out there by the beginning of next week, for the first day of classes.” He hadn’t forgotten about school. It’d been his plan to send me away this whole time. “I thought—well. Your mother always wanted to go to boarding school. She hoped one day we’d be able to afford to send you.”

I carried the spoon to my mouth but couldn’t bring myself to eat.

“Lenny?”

Before my mother died, he’d only called me Lenny when things were serious. When I was in trouble.

“What?” My voice was sullen.

Yip put up his hands. “Listen,” he said sharply. “You’re already registered. Your scholarship went through. The deposit’s been paid. It’s nonrefundable.”

The silence was too big. Yip’s spoon scraped against his bowl with excruciating volume.

“Look, kid,” he said. “Your mother—” His voice broke. “The boarding school thing—I know she’d want that for you. She would want you to graduate from a top school, even if she isn’t here to see it.” He hesitated, passed a hand over his face. The next words were so quiet that I wondered if they were meant for me. “It wasn’t supposed to be like this.”

Yes, she had been my mother, but she’d also been Yip’s wife. Underneath all his pragmatism and aloofness, there was the pervasive sense that, ever so abruptly, their souls had been drawn together and then thrust apart by some force greater than his understanding. I couldn’t grasp the magnitude of his loss any more than he could grasp mine.

And still, I wanted to ask: Why couldn’t I stay at home, on the boat, with Yip? But of course I knew why. Yip might insist that it was in honor of my mother. I knew better. Boarding school was a punishment. I still hadn’t told him that I’d pushed my mother at the End of the World, or how I’d yelled at her, but it had been my idea to go out there. We both knew that.

The guilt made up my mind. “Okay,” I said.

The ripples in Yip’s brow smoothed.

That night, I could not sleep. I spent hours on Blanchard’s website, studying campus maps, the course catalog, the endless candid student photos. Apparently, the school’s approach to education tended toward the antique—English courses on John Donne, a Latin requirement for freshmen—which seemed to carry through to everything from the buildings’ architecture to the extracurriculars (fencing, archery, cricket, and, bizarrely, co-ed polo).

I’d closed the browser page, feeling less prepared than before. It was all very casual, being sent away to school in less than a week, with little fanfare from Yip. My mother’s death had catapulted me into a murky world that moved river fast.
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The morning I left for Blanchard, I awoke at six a.m. The moorings chimed, protesting the unusually chilly September wind. I lay in my humid cabin, the light growing slowly stronger. After about thirty minutes, rose gold dawn crept through my porthole and Yip’s footsteps fell softly on the galley floor above me as he moved back and forth, lighting the gas stove, piling kindling into the tiny iron and brass fireplace, grinding coffee, frying ham, clicking on the radio—the caramel voice of the Canadian public radio host fading into Québécoise jazz, Bonjour, Victoria. C’est Ici Musique,…

I was hungry. But if I got out of bed the day would begin. Maybe if I stayed wrapped in my blankets, I wouldn’t have to leave. Yip had said I could come visit over the winter holidays—visit, like once I stepped off the boat, it would no longer be my home. The galley floor creaked.

“Up and at ’em, Pushkin.”

At the sound of my nickname, my muscles released a fraction of their tension. I dressed and went upstairs to the galley table. Yip set a plate in front of me. He hadn’t cooked in weeks, since before my mother died. Perhaps he regretted strong-arming me. Though I’d had several days to prepare for my departure, we’d barely spoken. My stepfather sat across from me, a cup of coffee in front of him.

“All packed and ready to go?”

“No.” I cringed at the defensive snap of my voice.

Yip didn’t seem to notice. “Ah. John Spaulding. He’ll want to say goodbye.”

He went outside. I swallowed very hard. I would not cry. Yip was on the dock, talking with John Spaulding, and the sound of their lighthearted conversation hammered at my chest. It was difficult to breathe. I ached. Why did he not want me?

I went down below and pulled a duffel bag from under my bunk. There was no school dress code—a relief. Blanchard didn’t believe in stunting the creativity of its students with something so prescriptive as a uniform. I tumbled a couple of pairs of jeans into the duffel, along with my Carhartts, half a dozen T-shirts, three sweaters, a flannel, socks, underwear, phone charger, and, after some hesitation, Berto, the ragged stuffed bear I’d had since childhood. From my cubbyhole, I retrieved the cheap telescope that my mother and I had painstakingly selected several years prior, the one we’d brought to the End of the World. I wanted to do something symbolic, hug it to me, try to absorb the story of my mother into my body. Instead, feeling raw and foolish, I pressed my lips against the telescope, then returned it to the cubbyhole. Then I zipped up the duffel and stood for a moment in the tiny cabin.

It was ludicrous. There was no reason this boat should feel like home after only three months. I hadn’t felt this kind of longing for Miami. But still I closed my eyes against the dank air, the emptiness, the unwanted solitude. With relief that felt like shame, hot tears slid down my face. This would always be the last place I’d heard my mother’s laughter. I wanted Yip to come check on me, but he didn’t, so I slung the duffel over my shoulder, went upstairs, and stepped onto the dock, where Yip stood with John Spaulding and Sara. She’d gotten her lip pierced sometime in the day or two since I’d last seen her. It made her seem older, harder.

John Spaulding put one hand on my shoulder, one on Sara’s. “We’ll let you say goodbye.” He and Yip walked toward the top of the dock.

Sara bit at her new lip stud. “You could always run away. Or come with me to Olympia.”

“Yip already paid the deposit.”

“Who the frick cares? So he loses beaucoup bucks.” She pronounced beaucoup as boo-koo. “Would serve him right for banishing you to the nunnery.”

“The school’s co-ed.”

“That’s it? You’re going without a fight?”

“I’m hoping it’ll be okay,” I said. “It’s diverse, or whatever. There’s kids from all over the country.”

“Nice of Yip. Sending you out there with your people.” She lifted a hand before I could respond. “Nerds, I meant. Jesus Christ, what am I, a fucking racist? I’m half Mexican, remember?”

“Oh.” I made my voice light, thinking back to the previous week, when she’d referred to me as a minty-eyed mulatto. “Yeah, of course not.”

Sara reached into her coat. “Got you a little going away present.” It was a chunk of weed in a snack baggie. “Got it from Brayden.” This was a boy our age who hung out at the skate park.

“I don’t know, Sara. I haven’t ever—”

“Don’t be such a pussy. You overthink everything. Just take it, okay. You might unbend like three degrees and decide to enjoy yourself.”

Despite the dinners and the TV marathons, Sara and I were not friends, not really. Ours had been a relationship of convenience, of proximity and opportunism. Any closeness we shared was circumstantial. But once, while watching an episode of Catfish, she’d seen me cry over my mother.

Now there was a long, strange pause. A light touch on my shoulder. Sara scowled at me, then her head darted close and her lips touched my left cheek, then my right. They were so soft. The cold metal stud brushed my skin. She pulled back as quickly as she’d approached, leaving behind a faint waft of engine fuel and cheap strawberry shampoo.

“Text me sometime,” she said. “I don’t care.”
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It was a long journey, almost three hours. We wound around the side of the Olympic Peninsula, passing deer and waterfalls on the left and miles of ocean on the right. Sometimes a freight chugged by in the distance. Emerald-green world, the land of Oz, outside of time. Fog lay over the water, thick and low. I floated in the warm car, chin in my hand, careening through space, drifting in and out of wakefulness, Yip humming along to Toots Thielemans: “BéBé Créole,” “Stars Fell on Alabama.” I fell asleep on the ferry to Salish Island, and the saxophone slid into my dreams. We were driving through Blanchard’s front gates when I awoke, mouth dry, head pounding. The gates were made of heavy wrought iron and propped open just wide enough for a car to inch through.

The grounds were deserted, the trees still. High-gabled, turreted buildings lurked amid the evergreens. Yip pulled up in front of one of the smaller buildings and parked his aging Toyota between a black Mercedes and a green Jaguar. I exited the truck, its cooling engine twitching and groaning. The building had wooden double doors, ferociously carved and attractively weather-battered, with a sign above that read OFFICE. Its walls were large pieces of smooth, pale gray sandstone fitted together to form a façade occasionally broken by circular windows like portholes. It had the air of a European castle that had long been retired from withstanding sieges to a life of housing soft-palmed minor aristocrats.

Yip hurried up the steps. He could hardly wait to offload me. I lagged. Before I stepped across the threshold, I tilted my head toward the sky, then recoiled. A granite face leered down at me, mouth full of needle-sharp teeth, ears pointing out above its ropy haunches. Below the gargoyle, the entryway was silent. It was spooky, the preternatural hush. I had the sense that something was watching me from the trees.

Yip called my name from inside. The office was awash with light—yards of gleaming, pale wood stretched in front of me, and those odd round windows framed the gloom of late summer wilderness outside. Everything was warm, shining, smelling of sandalwood. Blown glass orbs hung from the ceiling, diffusing a rosy glow. Fresh, creamy-petaled flowers spiked above vases set on side tables made of expensive wood—walnut, given its crossbanding.

A woman in a wool sweater and a pearl necklace sat at a desk, typing at an iMac. On the wall above her was a black-and-white lithograph of a man with staticky white hair, wearing a ridiculous frilly cravat and a black jacket. He had a humorless mouth.

“May I help you?”

“Yip Leighy,” said my stepfather. “Here to see Dr. Hesse.”

The woman disappeared down a short hallway then returned. “Please,” she gestured.

Dr. Hesse was tall and milk-skinned. She spoke with a very faint accent, almost always in the majestic plural, and had eyes like a cow’s: free of guile or fervor. She asked questions she already seemed to know the answers to. She spoke mostly to Yip. I focused on the stitches unraveling across the toes of my sneakers, adding the occasional yes ma’am, no ma’am.

“And we’ll be starting junior year, won’t we,” Dr. Hesse said.

“Yes. She’s always been a little young for her grade.”

“And we’ll be registering for AP classes,” Dr. Hesse said.

“Absolutely,” said my stepfather. Party Yip had emerged. He was emoting enough for all three of us. “She’s very excited about AP physics.”

I wasn’t. Anything to get away from the memory of that night at the End of the World.

“She’s an amateur astronomer.”

Not anymore.

“Ah,” said Dr. Hesse. “Enriching our lives through our hobbies is a core Blanchard tenet.”

I would drop the class as soon as Yip left campus.

Yip jerked his thumb toward the door. “You have a visitor.”

A boy had wandered into Dr. Hesse’s office. He gave the impression of stillness and self-contained movement, the kind you make underwater. He was medium height and stocky, with a long, brown, crooked face, his nose coming to a sly hook over an expressive mouth with slightly overlarge teeth. Very pointy incisors. Unthinkingly, I touched my tongue to my own.

“Excellent timing,” Dr. Hesse said to the boy. “Vikram is one of our juniors.”

He leaned against the door jamb, clean, crisp, like he’d been starched and ironed just minutes before. Sara would have torn him to shreds.

“Vikram, why don’t we take Lenny to see her new room? She’s in Lummi. Lenny’s stepfather and I will follow shortly.”

Both voices began to murmur again as I followed my companion down the hallway and outside. Vikram set off on one of the winding footpaths, hands in his pockets, whistling. We passed a cannon—an actual cannon—spray-painted hot pink, reading CONGRATS GIRLS SOCCER♥.

“Campus joke,” Vikram said.

“Huh?” I asked stupidly.

Vikram pointed to the cannon. “People are forever painting and repainting it with stupid messages. We don’t have a girls’ soccer team. Or a boys’ soccer team, come to think of it.”

We skirted a small lake, ducks swimming among half a dozen moored skiffs and a rowboat. The sun had begun to set over the water, throwing forlorn, bleached ripples of light almost to the shore. Everything seemed nearly transparent.

“You Jewish?” Vikram said. “The necklace.” He gestured to the small Star of David around my neck. “We don’t have very many of you out here. How did you like Fräulein Hesse, then? God, she gives me the creeps! Very ‘Ich fürchte die Gefahr nur dort, wo ich sie fürchten möchte.’ Or rather, ‘Ja, Führer, nein, Führer.’ You could probably milk that. Give her those big sad eyes. She’d let you out of chapel.”

“Chapel?”

“An integral part of the Blanchard education.” Vikram wiggled his eyebrows. “Bullshit! It’s indoctrination. They are bananas for it. They make us sit in these Unitarian Universalist services every Friday evening before supper. The school is endowed by approximately ten billion über-WASP transplant families from the East Coast, and it’s what they expect. One of the many ways that Blanchard likes to fantasize it’s on par with Andover, Choate, et cetera. Anyway. Chapel. Der doktor says it builds strong character. You’ll find it amusing. I’m half Indian, you know. Of course you do, my name and all. It’s cool—the Jews and the Hindus are historical friends. The Catholics? Not so much. My father is Catholic. Flanagan. My last name? Vikram Flanagan?” That last was an aside to my confused face.

“It’s a terrible burden of a name in a place like Washington. I asked Mum and Father to change it when I was younger. They refused, of course. I’m named for a great-grandfather on Mum’s side, Vikram Agarwal. Some ridiculousness about not getting my trust fund if they changed the name. Where are you from?”

“Miami,” I said. “But my parents—” Parent? “I live in Port Angeles.”

“My goodness,” he said. “Rustic. Miami, though.” He brought the fingers of his right hand together, a mimicry of a mimicry of an Italian. “We were there last winter break. Mum’s friend had a gala.”

Vikram had an unerring ability to carry on an animated conversation without much input from me. I soon put together that he was from Seattle, the child of a British imports heiress and a software engineer who’d launched a unicorn start-up providing financial services for small businesses and entrepreneurs. Vikram had a nasally, humorous voice. He didn’t have an accent, but the syntax of his words was sometimes odd, as though his first language was Dutch or Swiss German. It didn’t occur to me back then that it might be an affect.

“And in any case, I read that particular translation of Ionesco’s first play, and I wasn’t quite as convinced as the editors as to the meaning of the word soif, but that’s the French postmodernists for you.” He shrugged, charming, self-aware. “Here we are.”

We stood before yet another stone building, this one on the north shore of the lake. It had a front path of flat, moss-edged stones. The walls were thick with ivy. It grew around a sign that read LUMMI HOUSE.

“I’d walk you inside, but supper starts in five. You’re room two-oh-seven. You can find your way, no?”

He practically skipped away. I faced Lummi. Perhaps I should have felt a warning as I passed over the threshold, some inkling that I was crossing the Rubicon. An injunction against what would happen once I found myself entangled with the Pascalianum Club: the scar on my arm, the harrowing night in Seattle. The tenderness of my friendships with Nico, Henry, Vikram, and Sloan—the betrayals that followed. The body in the water.

But I’m sorry to say I felt none of that. I went willingly inside.
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It was, in most respects, a standard-issue dorm room. There was a bunk bed against the far wall. The sheets on the top mattress were creased and tucked with origami precision. The bottom mattress had been hastily made with monogrammed linen sheets the color of oatmeal. A purple fur blanket was folded at the end of the bed, and a mauve pillow with white bubble letters that said LIBRA rested at its head. Whoever my roommate was, she’d strung twinkle lights across the underside of the top bunk. Two desks sat side by side against a wall, one stacked with textbooks. A Le Labo candle rested on top of a copy of Microbiology: An Introduction. The room was cold. I crossed to the window and sat at the empty desk. There was a peekaboo view of the lake and the few boats and outbuildings to its left.

Vikram had said that the school’s founding, by an Englishman named John Willett and his three traveling companions, dated to the 1800s, before Washington had been granted statehood. Willett—whose mustache, Vikram made a point of noting, extended over his bottom lip—had gone on a scientific expedition to the backcountry and was promptly enchanted. It was no meek and mild England, with her mists and hillocks. The territory that would become Washington was frantic with raw power: Lightning storms that scorched whole forests. Mountain ranges rising from the earth as though they’d been punched up by primordial giants. Wide rivers that cracked and screeched at their inflection points, generating ten-foot embankments of mist. And though there were people living there, and had been for centuries and centuries, Willett saw the land and thought only of what he could mold it into. Before he’d returned to England, Willett endowed a one-room schoolhouse for the fur traders’ children in an encampment several days’ ride from the nearest town. His three companions had also pitched in money. One had even written a school song for the children to sing each morning.

“There you are,” said Yip. He switched on the overhead light. He hesitated, as if about to perch next to me on the edge of my desk, then sat at the other desk. “Dr. Hesse says you’ll like your roommate. So. What do you think?”

“It’s okay. Campus seems nice.”

Yip studied the room. I felt sick. The sun had fully set. Lamps winked on through the trees. My mother would have found it lovely.

“Dr. Hesse gave me the rundown on your scholarship,” Yip said. “There’s a small monthly stipend for things like toothpaste and tampons.” We’d never been shy about discussing such things. Listening to him list them out made me want to weep. “She did say that the cell service out here is spotty. There are payphones, though.”

He continued on about Dr. Hesse and winter vacation, which was fifteen weeks away. I squinted at an outbuilding next to the lake, where a light flickered in one of the windows. There was a flash of movement, and the light blinked off, then on. This happened three times. A signal, perhaps. This didn’t strike me as strange, though in retrospect, it should have. At the time, I simply thought that a cipher in the woods exactly matched Blanchard’s atmosphere. I scrutinized the grounds for a glimpse of the message’s intended recipient.

“Pushkin?” said Yip. “You alright?”

“Mmm,” I mumbled. I stuffed my hands in my pockets. I was not alright, but I couldn’t say that to Yip, who’d just finished briskly itemizing my life at Blanchard.

“I should head out. If I miss the next ferry, I’ll be stuck here for a few hours.”

I pushed my tongue against the roof of my mouth to keep from crying. We rose. Yip clapped one hand on my shoulder and caught my chin with the other. We remained that way for a few seconds, watching one another. I almost begged him not to leave.

“Lenny,” Yip sighed.

We were back to Lenny. Very gently, as if I might break, he wrapped his arms around me. We clung together for a moment. Then he stepped back, patted my shoulder again, and strode out of the room.
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I missed all my classes the next morning. I’d fallen asleep long before my roommate returned. Her alarm rang at seven, and I put my pillow over my head for a minute more of quiet. And then it was nine, and breakfast was over and my first class had begun. I went back to sleep and didn’t wake again until eleven. By the time I wandered into lunch, the buffet line stretched to the entrance of the dining hall.

“We were supposed to go to Toulouse, but my dad had a last-minute conference.” That was Vikram, the kid I’d met the day before in Dr. Hesse’s office. He was talking to a boy with dark hair gathered into a top knot, revealing a faded undercut.

“What do you think, Nicolas? Window or socializing today?”

Vikram gestured between the smaller tables scattered by the wall of windows and the two long tables that ran down the middle of the hall.

“Window,” said the boy—Nicolas.

I helped myself to pasta and salad. There was an empty table next to Vikram and his friend. With what I hoped was unstudied casualness, I set my tray on it. I’d seen Vikram the previous evening in the dining hall, his arm slung around another student. He didn’t quite seem to belong at Blanchard, and because I didn’t fit either, I was drawn to him. Though there were no uniforms, everyone dressed the same. Boys wore fresh Carhartts—no hint of fraying at the knees or seams—cuffed over Vans or handmade leather boots. Girls wore Alo or Lululemon leggings and oversized sweatshirts and Patagonia fleeces. Everyone wore beanies. The amount of expensive, ugly clothing on display was extraordinary.

My sixteenth birthday wasn’t until the end of February, but Dr. Hesse agreed with Yip that I would be a junior, even though I hadn’t taken the prerequisite Latin or chemistry. I hadn’t tried to speak with any of my classmates the previous evening. I wouldn’t have known what to say to any of them, anyway, not to the girls, so chattery and sunny, nor to the boys, who pounded one another’s backs and called their friends Fat Fuck or Pencil Dick. Vikram was too nerdy, too eccentric, for them. And yet, they seemed to accept him. I wondered why.

“Estoy loca if she thinks we can finish this project in a week. A week! For a ten-pager and a diorama about the Ninety-Five Theses,” Vikram was saying. “We’re going to need to form an alliance if we want to survive this year. Don’t get me started on the diorama, either. Middle school busy work.”

“Está,” his friend said, twirling bucatini around his fork. “Not estoy.” His lips were soft around the consonants. A native Spanish speaker, then.

“Whatever. It’s childish, this assignment. I bet anyone you’d ask would agree with me. Par exemple,” Vikram said. “You.” I was focused on my pasta, trying to covertly listen to their conversation. “You! Hello?” He approached me. “I’m talking to you. Remind me your name?”

“Lenny.” I hunched over my plate of lukewarm noodles.

“And what’s your opinion on dioramas?”

“Hadn’t really thought about it.”

Vikram gasped.

“Dude,” said his friend. “Let her eat lunch.”

Vikram shushed him. “This is important, Nicolas. If we can get a quorum, we can petition to cancel the diorama part of the project. Let’s talk strategy.”

Without waiting for my response, Vikram returned to his table, shoveling pasta into his mouth as he flipped through a notebook. His friend beckoned encouragingly to me, so I brought over my tray. I had to go back for my water glass and backpack, having stupidly forgotten them.

“It’s pointless to even make us study the Protestant Reformation,” Vikram said. “It’s not like Martin Luther was some shining example of humanity. Everyone thinks that Luther was this saint! Look! He was ack-tually afraid of poor people!” Vikram stabbed at a page of scrawled notes.

Nicolas, as Vikram had called him, sat across from me, snorting at Vikram’s comedic rambling, sipping from his bestickered Nalgene. He was tall and wiry, with olive skin, thick eyebrows that tapered to delicate points, and a tiny gold hoop in one ear. Crinkles clustered in a friendly gather round the corners of his eyes. He seemed like the kind of person who often laughed until he cried. I marveled at his topknot, which was furiously unkempt—it was a fuzz of hair, a halo almost, that suggested a thorough lack of self-consciousness. He appeared determined not to encourage Vikram, but he eventually cracked, and when he did, he indeed threw his head back, laughing with his whole face.

“Okay,” Nicolas said. “But keep that energy when we’re talking about shit like the PC.”

Vikram vibrated with anticipation. “The PC,” he said, “is different.”

“Right,” murmured Nicolas. “Por supuesto. Dale.” He organized the silverware across his empty plate. “Here it comes.”

“All I’m saying is, is—no, wait, Nicolas, let me speak! The PC is a secret society. It’s not as if we’re being forced to join or risk our immortal souls. People choose to join. They want to. They’re dying for an in. Exhibit A.” Vikram jerked his chin toward a table across the dining hall, at a cluster of Lululemon girls and Carhartt boys. “The ass-kissing every other junior is giving Henry right now.”

In the center of the group was a boy. Henry, apparently. A girl with a greasy bun sat next to him. She slouched against her chair, languid and derisive, then leaned over and said something to Henry. Bored amusement passed over his face. It was a prow-of-the-conquering-ship face, hollow cheeks suggestive of those waifish models in the nineties who’d done heroin before walking the runway. His skin was like marble—Michelangelo’s David, gazing over his kingdom. His mouth was moving, speaking to the girl with the bun, and as it did, the faintest dimple appeared under the shadow of his lower lip. Only his nose seemed not to fit in with the rest of the face; rather than something aquiline, it was small with a sloping tip and puggish nostrils.

“He’s a junior?” I said.

“Senior,” said Nicolas. “All the PC members are seniors. They haven’t tapped the juniors yet this year.”

To my quizzical look, Vikram said, “The Blue Caps, aka the Pascalianum Club. Blanchard’s worst-kept secret. It’s a secret society. Been around for over a century.”

The kitchen staff began to put away the food, and Vikram hurried over to serve himself dessert. Nicolas screwed the cap on his Nalgene.

“Lenny, yeah?” Nicolas crossed an ankle over his knee, revealing tattered Blundstones. “Never met a girl named Lenny.”

“Short for Alena.” Why had I said that? I never told anyone my full name.

“That’s cool.”

“No one calls me Alena,” I said, flustered. I’d been Lenny since the day I was born. “You’re Nicolas?” I asked frantically.

“No,” he said. “Just Nico. So, Lenny. Where are you from?”

That information must be some type of boarding school currency. “Um. Miami, I guess.”

Nico hummed, then said, “Que chuchi.” Brief lull. He didn’t press further.

“Are you also from Miami?”

“No.”

“Sorry,” I said, my neck and cheeks heating. “I don’t know why I thought—because of the Spanish.”

“Bay Area. I grew up in Oakland. But my family is Bolivian.”

“That’s a big—” I pointed my fingers in opposite directions, indicating the distance between countries, between cultures. Nico scrunched his face and the freckles on his nose converged in a dappled constellation.

“For sure. It’s hella weird.” Two dimples emerged, one for each cheek. I was horrified to discover that I wanted to touch them. “Growing up between two cultures, I mean. You’re not ever fully comfortable in either?” He blushed faintly. “I dunno.”

Vikram returned, blackberry crumble in one hand, coffee in another.

“Lenny the Jew. No, it’s fine, Nicolas. We talked about it already. How is your first day going?” Vikram asked.

“Fine.” They didn’t need to know I’d missed my morning classes. “Kind of boring.”

“The first week of school always is. Puerile syllabus quizzes and assigning lab partners and such. Aren’t you a junior? You’re taking physics with us, yes?”

“I dropped it.” Technically untrue. It was one of my afternoon classes. I would discuss dropping physics with Dr. Hesse’s secretary after lunch.

“How’d you manage that?” Vikram asked.

“Just got lucky, I guess.” I stirred uneaten tomato sauce around my plate.

Our table was near the vegetable garden, where Vikram said the ninth graders learned how to grow parsley and zucchini for ecology. The Life Sciences building sat beyond the raised beds. Lunch ended and students streamed by in groups of three or four, chattering and then falling silent as they passed us—passed me. Their frank curiosity rendered clear the minutiae of circulating campus gossip. They hastily dropped their eyes when I looked up.

It had started during the shiva, but I hadn’t known it would be so annoying from people my own age. You had to expect adults to try to put themselves in your shoes when you experienced a tragedy. It made them reflect on their own mortality—they wanted a response from you that validated their fear about the fragility of life. I’d experienced something similar when Baba died, but this was far worse. Many people lose their grandparents when they’re young, but very few lose their parents.
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It took me several hours to work up the confidence to see Dr. Hesse about physics. I went to calculus but skipped physics, dawdling underneath a tree near Lummi. Finally, I went to the administration building and waited for Dr. Hesse’s secretary, Jeannie, to return from her break.

“Can’t withdraw you from that class.” She plopped her mug down atop a cluster of coffee rings near the keyboard. “Dr. Hesse wants you to take the week to settle in before she makes any changes to your schedule.”

I tried to inject charming confidence, the way I’d seen Vikram do. “Thing is, Jeannie, I’m going to need to speak—I mean, can I speak with Dr. Hesse today?” I’d lost my nerve at the last second.

“No. You should be in class. Didn’t you miss all your morning classes?”

My neck felt stiff. Of course my teachers had reported my absences. “Fine,” I mumbled. And it was immature and pointless, but I added, “But I’m dropping physics after today.”

“You and Dr. Hesse can talk about that after you meet with Darla this week.”

Darla. The school psychiatrist.

She handed me a half-sheet of paper. “Here’s a late slip for physics. Don’t dawdle on your way there. And lighten up. Everyone likes Mr. Cyrus. He went to Yale.”
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Instead of going to physics, I went back to Lummi and sat in the common room. I felt like shit. After a while—an hour? Two? I couldn’t bring myself to check my watch—I retreated to my room. It was almost four o’clock. Classes would soon be over. The sun hadn’t set, but long shadows began to unfold over campus, expanding and contracting with irregular pulses. Soon, all the students would go to study hall. I wondered if Nico was there, working on physics homework. I imagined showing up and casually bumping into him. He might even ask me to join him. We could work on our calculus problem sets together.

“There you are.”

A tall, lean girl stood in the threshold. She had muscular shoulders and a remote, disinterested expression. She wore flowy pants and an oversized button-down flecked with paint. Her brow was low; pale red hair, almost blond, waved insistently back from it into a high knot speared through with a pencil. Her hair was greasy—the girl from lunch, the one who’d sat next to Henry. This girl was not beautiful. Her head and face were small, her skin the waxy yellow of a pole bean. Her eyebrows, thin straight lines, met almost in the middle. The skin under her eyes was creased, as if someone had slashed a line across the top of each cheek. She moved like a bug: confident, efficient, graceful. She looked very cool and very mean.

“Jeannie sent me to drag you to physics. She said you’d try to skip class.”

Mortifying.

Campus was small. The students spoke to one another casually, regardless of whether they were friends. The school had a dialect I’d begun to parse. Its speech patterns were sarcastic but languorous. Self-aware and clever, but artful, too—occasionally sly. This included pet names: Warner, the administration building where Dr. Hesse hid away, was called the Castle; the Old Main Hall, now the Arts Center, was called Old Man Hall. Nico had told me there was a patch of woods behind his dorm that everyone referred to as Narnia. There were other Blanchard specifics too, like calling lunch “grub” and dinner “supper” and making the freshmen wear a neckerchief—on the first day of sophomore year they would ceremonially untie the cloth in unison and blow their noses. They called this rite of passage a “minnow.” There was a copper bust of Willett in the corner of the dining hall, and everyone rubbed his ear on the way to their exams (per Vikram, the sacrament had involved kissing the appendage until the nineties, when there had been a campus-wide outbreak of mono). And there was a conspicuous use of abbreviations among many of the students, some of them more syllables than the original word.

“Relax,” the girl said. “I’m not despo for admin approval, so I’m not going to do it.” She shoved off the doorframe. “Just thought I’d let you know.” She deposited her backpack on the other desk then stood in front of the mirror hanging from the back of the door, put on a pair of silver hoop earrings, eyed herself critically.

This, I realized, must be my roommate.

She unbuttoned her oversized shirt, revealing a willowy frame clad in a tank top, then folded her sleeves above her elbows. There was a blemish in the crook of her arm, its right angles thick with burnished scar tissue.

“Hey,” she said suddenly. “You’re the girl who lost her mom, right?” She was staring at me in the mirror.

I froze. So far, no one had brought it up directly, though I’d been prepared—or thought I’d been prepared—for this moment.

“In the accident?” My roommate pressed on, undeterred by my silence. “That’s what Dr. Hesse said. In announcers last week.”

So the school had sent out an announcement. That explained the pitying stares and whispers. In the coming years, I would perfect my response to this question. It would be the right combination of tender and matter-of-fact, allowing the other person to process the sadness of the event and then neatly move on from secondhand grief within a few seconds. But back then, I was cocooned in numbness and could not make the moment meaningful for this girl with the unkind face and hair like my mother’s.

“Yes. She died in August.” This was all I could manage.

“God.” She rebuttoned her shirt. “How awful. Sorry.” She twisted around to see her outfit from the back. “I had this friend? Her mom died in elementary school. Her dad was, like, so bad at doing her laundry that she basically came to school wearing the same outfit every day. It was awful because she started to smell weird and no one wanted to say anything. Not that you smell weird,” she threw over her shoulder. “Just saying. I get it. I’d be devo-ed.”

Devastated, I supposed.

“Anyway,” she said, tucking hair behind her ear. “I guess we’re stuck together for the year.” Geometric stick-and-poke tattoos lined her fingers.

“Sorry,” I said. “It wasn’t my choice.”

She pursed her lips. She had a faint mustache. “It’s fine.”

“I’m Lenny, by the way?” I half rose from the chair and extended a hand. The girl ignored it.

“Sloan,” she said. “You’re a junior?”

“Yes. You?”

“A senior.” She shucked off her clogs, also splattered with paint—or clay?—and pulled on a pair of Blundstones. “Thought I was rooming alone this year, but I guess I was wrong.”

She murmured the last part, but not quietly. She wanted me to hear her irritation. I wondered which teacher she’d pissed off to have been stuck with me.

“Dr. Hesse told me that you’re very smart and interesting,” Sloan said. This did not sound like a compliment. “We should eat supper together.”

“Tonight?”

Sloan unbuttoned the shirt again and faced the mirror again. “Oh, gosh. I’m supposed to eat with a few friends. We should definitely make a plan, though. Sometime soon.” She glanced at her watch. “Gee two gee.” She actually said it like that. “Nice meeting you, Lena.”
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That night, I dreamed of the demon. It was different, more muscular, more certain of itself. It prowled around my nightmare, flicking its tail. I lay on the dream-ground, immobile, the lazy darkness closing around me. The gargoyle—it was a gargoyle now, the same one that hung above the Castle’s entrance—sniffed around my body. I wasn’t afraid that it would kill me. That seemed like a foolish fear. There were things worse than death, weren’t there? The gargoyle leaped over my feet and onto my chest. It leaned close. All I could see were its eyes. The rest of the dream dissolved away, and I fell into the gargoyle’s arms, further and further into blackness. Until I’d been consumed, until there was nothing left.
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After

There I was. On the beach, soaked, shivering, badly concussed, waiting for the paramedics to finish their assessment. My hearing had gone muffled, as though my ears were filled with molasses. Tiny shells had embedded themselves in my palms. There was a dead crab the size of a pinkie nail on the sand. First light melted around me, the hazy lavender of skimmed milk. I was bereft and nauseated, terrifyingly woozy. I could not move my arm without a roiling wave of pain. Broken, the paramedic had said.

The nose of the speedboat was buried in the rocks to the right, dawn glinting against the metal fangs of its propeller. To the left were three police officers. They waded into the ocean, toward the pale form that floated on the waves. My clothes were clammy, sticking to my skin as they slowly dried. I stank of seawater and rotting sargassum.

Nico sat several yards away, arms around his shins, head buried in his knees. His shoulders were moving. Maybe he was crying.

“Don’t close your eyes,” the paramedic said to me. “You need to stay awake.”

Footsteps came toward us, breaking the low-tide salt cast encrusting the sand.

“Body’s mangled pretty bad.” It was one of the officers, wet to the thighs. “Almost looks like the head and torso were chewed up. Can you still assess for signs of life? Need it for the report.”

The officers pulled the body onto the beach. I felt near comatose. I wanted to scream. Nico ignored me. He slumped, bewildered, devastated. For once, there was no shadow of good humor on his face. I wished I could sit beside him and rest my head against his back.

This moment: I still loathe the memory of it. The boat crash changed everything between us.

At the hospital, a nurse pulled me into an exam room and tried to help me remove my wet clothing, but it was all too much. Fatigue and terror belatedly smashed into me. I wept. The nurse gave my shoulder a maternal rub, and I sobbed harder. My chest felt like it was cracking open. All my fault, all my fault, all my fault. Finally, the nurse left, and another took her place. She had rubber duckie scrubs and she kept asking, Can you take deep breaths for me, Alena? but I was beyond words. I was in a place where no one had died, where I hadn’t been shattered beyond repair. I could not stop crying. We’re going to give you something to help you calm down, she said.

And I don’t remember much after that.
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Before

Ms. Marks, Blanchard’s European history teacher, was in her late thirties and angular as a paper crane. She could be quite cutting.

Because I’d missed the first day of class, I had the painful experience of standing in front of the room the following morning as Ms. Marks said that I needed a partner for the upcoming essay project.

“Anyone?” She allowed the silence to ripen. Punishment for blowing off class. Nico and Vikram sat toward the back of the room. I tried to pretend they weren’t there. “If no one volunteers I’ll have to assign Miss Winter to a random group.”

Nico raised his hand. “She can work with us.”

“Thank you, Mr. Soliz,” Ms. Marks said.

I joined Vikram and Nico at their wide table. All fifteen students faced the front. They answered Ms. Marks’s questions readily. At one point, a tremor of amusement rippled through the class; Ms. Marks had made a dry joke about Martin Luther that sailed over my head—I simply did not have the easy familiarity with the Reformation necessary to understand. In Miami, it had been enough to memorize facts and regurgitate them on tests.

After Ms. Marks finished her lecture, I walked with Vikram and Nico to study hall to work on our paper. Vikram was distractible, and Nico had to threaten him back into studying, which Vikram did under protest. Nico moved deliberately, as though carefully considering everything he said and did. He’d stacked his things before him in two neat piles. The right held a fuzzy-edged Moleskine notebook, two fine-tip Micron pens, and an ancient iPod, the headphones coiled in a precise, maritime knot. The left pile held a stack of notecards lined on both sides with careful ciphers, and two paperbacks—a biography of Martin Luther, which was assigned reading, and Lacan’s “Seminar VII,” which was not. Vikram informed me that the text explored desire and the problem of evil from a Lutheran and Spinozan perspective, and also that he suspected Nico’s interest in Lacan to be disingenuous. He’s always trying to impress everyone, he’d whispered as Nico walked toward the bathroom. His older sister is some ridiculous humanitarian lawyer, so he feels like he has something to prove.

Vikram tipped his chair on its back legs, then tried to balance hands-free. The chair’s front legs hit the library floor, wood against wood. Nico leveled a glance at him.

“Sorry,” Vikram said. Then, to me: “He takes study hall so seriously.”

“Some of us need good grades for college scholarships,” Nico said.

“Knock it off,” Vikram said mildly. “Your mom’s a professor at Berkeley.”

Nico made a rude gesture at Vikram, but then his dimples appeared. “Exactly. My family prioritizes education. Watch out for this guy, Lenny. Don’t let him peer pressure you into skipping study hall and doing drugs in the woods.”

It felt good to be in on the joke. I did not belong at Blanchard, but Nico and Vikram didn’t seem to care.

At five, students began to leave the library. Vikram put down his pen and stretched. “I think that’s enough for today,” he said. “Nicolas?”

Both boys packed up to leave. I could have said something. Asked where they were going. But it was clear. The door was shut; I was on one side, they, the other. Nico glanced at me, eyebrows quirked in frustration—sorry kid, got to go—paused for a minute as if to say something, and then shrugged on his backpack and followed Vikram out of the library.

I wasn’t hungry. I skipped supper and ran through the rain, straight to Lummi, where, mercifully, Sloan had already left for the ceramics studio. I lay in bed, lights out, fully dressed, listening to the thunderstorm. It wasn’t a big deal. I’d never had many close friends, not even in Miami, not even before my mother died. Still, I felt under my pillow for Berto before remembering he was in my backpack. I put him in my bag each morning before I left the room. Every time I reached into my backpack for a textbook or a pencil, I’d rest my hand on his matted fur. It was a comfort I wasn’t willing to relinquish. I retrieved the stuffed animal, then returned to bed. The wind rushed and rustled against the little building. Trees trembled in the storm. Lightning glimmered through the room intermittently.

My phone buzzed. One new message from Sara: hows school? having fun with ur ppl?

I rolled onto my side, Berto clutched in my arm. Only three and a half months left until winter break, home. Yip. My heart flickered.

It’s chill I guess, I wrote. I typed out a message about Nico and Vikram, then deleted it. Just kinda boring. After a few seconds, I added, Some of them are nice but it’s kinda cliquey. There’s a metric fuckton of lingo. I heard someone refer to the school’s founders today as “the patriarchs”. Like….

yikes. big jonestown vibes. She sent several emoji: monkey hiding eyes, skull and crossbones, upside-down smiley face, police siren. Sara was surprisingly expressive via text.

But without the charismatic cult leader, I replied. I think it’s just a weird private school thing

you smoke that herb yet?

Lol no, I typed.

well lmk if u ever need more. my friend has a plug at work. he could hook u up

Another flash of lightning. There was an abrupt movement a dozen yards beyond my window. It was only a tree. Wasn’t it? I crouched in the watery shadows, Berto under my chin. Howling wind barreled past the windows, gathering and screaming in a huge rush, then dying down into nothingness. My eyes burned. I blinked, reaching for my phone. Something trembled in the copse of trees. Nico and Vikram emerged, soaked, glancing around furtively, before hurrying along the path to the dining hall.
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Darla, the school psychiatrist, had an office on the edge of campus, in a clearing ringed by fifty-foot pines. The trees shed needles prodigiously, cushioning the ground and releasing a resinous perfume. The office had floor-to-ceiling windows with a lovely view of the lake. There was an embarrassment of natural light. When it rained, the room was suffused with an edgy sapphire glow, like an old Instagram photo.

During our first meeting, Darla teared up behind the pink frames of her glasses.

“I know that you want to be okay, hon, but it’s okay to not be okay,” Darla said.

Knowingly or not, she echoed a quote from one of the pastel posters hanging on the wall. Other posters said WHAT OTHER PEOPLE THINK OF ME IS NONE OF MY BUSINESS and THE BEST THERAPY IS FRIENDSHIP and WISDOM IS NOTHING MORE THAN HEALED PAIN and TRUST THE PROCESS.

“Your stepfather told me you suffer from night terrors.”

When had she spoken to Yip? It had only been a couple days since he dropped me off. We hadn’t talked since, apart from a text or two.

“It’s not surprising,” said Darla. “Your pain is so valid, Lenny.” She touched her chest. “And I’m here with you in it.”

Reddish anxiety lurched through my chest. I focused on the poster behind Darla’s desk until my body felt comfortably numb again.

She tapped her chin thoughtfully, like she was about to make an allowance for me.

“I hear you love astronomy.”

“Not anymore.” I muttered the words as sullenly as I dared.

“What are you interested in?”

I cast around for something, anything. “Brightwork. I guess.”

“What’s that?”

“Woodwork on a boat.”

“Dr. Hesse mentioned that you don’t want to take physics anymore. Our physics program is wonderful, you know. We even have a Lunt telescope.” After a moment, she set aside her notebook. “I understand. This is a difficult time. You’ve experienced a tragedy. But your school records show that you have lots of potential. We want you to feel supported.” Her voice was placating, artificially warm. “That’s what we want for all our students.”

But the warmth hid another note, one that signaled danger. Of course, being fifteen, I couldn’t fully decipher the nuance of her tone. Years later, I understand. A hand of mercy had been extended, but it held a dagger.

They were giving me a chance, but I couldn’t fuck this up.

“We typically reserve independent study for the seniors, but I feel we can make a strong case for you. Maybe we can incorporate your other interests. Woodworking, perhaps? That requires engineering and physics skills. We have a lovely woodshop.”

What little I knew about wood concerned the varnish that lay atop it.

“I would encourage you to seize the opportunity and to think about this positively,” she said. “We don’t usually allow this type of substitution.”

In college, after befriending several Blanchard underachievers whose fathers’ or grandfathers’ names were on various university buildings, I would learn this was untrue. Darla had left the crucial second half of that sentence unsaid: We usually don’t allow this type of substitution—for someone like you.

“Alright,” I said. “Fine.”

Darla beamed.

“One more thing.” She brandished a slip of paper. “I want to talk about medication. Something to help you sleep. Dr. Hesse and your stepfather agree it’s for the best.”

“I’m sleeping fine.” Betrayal slunk in. “There’s nothing wrong with me.”

Outside the window, across the lake, students migrated to supper in packs. Afternoon classes were over. A group of girls that lived on my floor walked with arms linked. A few of them—Olivia Fisher, Fern Dilley-Joy, Sloan leading—cackling, raucous, heads tipped back to the sky. There was a wholesomeness within them that would never belong to me. I hated it.

“Fill the prescription at the health center. Today, please. The pharmacist calls me every Friday to give me a list of scripts that haven’t been picked up.” Darla held out the slip again. “Alright, hon. Off you go.”

Darla was overbearing. It was kind, though, that she was willing to arrange an independent study for me. She was the only person who’d asked me what I wanted since my mother died. That had to count for something. I filled the prescription.

The pills, when I got them, had a stiff, serious name. I shoved the bottle into the bottom of my backpack, next to the years-old crumpled receipts and candy bar wrappers.

Supper was barely over, but I was tired. My dreams the night before had been big and dark, black holes exploding into shimmering cartwheels. I’d been at Blanchard less than a week and was hanging on by my fingernails. “Gifted” at an underfunded public school in Miami-Dade County meant something very different from what it did at a prep school. I felt years behind my classmates.

I heard Vikram and Nico before I saw them. I remembered: The film society was holding a screening that we were required to attend for Ms. Marks’s class. I would be late if I didn’t head toward the Humanities building. But Nico and Vikram were coming up the path that led from the dorms, and I had thirty seconds before they were upon me. I cringed, remembering how they’d shut me out at the end of study hall the other day, how I’d misread their friendliness as friendship.

“Quiero una chica bonita. Un chico bonito, también. That’s about it,” Vikram said.

“You’ve been studying Spanish for two years. That’s all you can manage?” Nico said.

“I know five and a half languages already. The language box in my brain is full.”

“Interesting theory,” said Nico. “Perhaps you’d like me to empty it for you?”

Vikram shrieked. “Assault. Battery. Murder most foul!”

“Drama queen.”

“Homophobe.”

“Menace.”

Frantic, I surveyed the path. The only escape route was a trail that ended at Old Man Hall, the Arts Center. I entered the quiet building and then wandered upstairs, to the phone booths, old-fashioned vestibules with rotary phones and glass lunettes. Beyond them was a dark hallway. Rosy light fell through the windows on the opposite walls. It had rained almost every day since I’d arrived at Blanchard, but this evening was clear and lucent.

I used a rotary phone to call Yip. No answer. I checked my cell phone. Two bars. I called from my own phone. Straight to voicemail. My phone dinged almost immediately.

A text from Yip: In a meeting. Give me a bit, I’ll call you back.

The motion-sensored overhead light clicked off. I wondered about Yip’s meeting. My mother’s death had left many loose ends: bank accounts to close, Social Security forms to fill out, clothing and shoes to sort through, the unveiling of her headstone to arrange.

In the darkness of the hallway, something flickered, and then a face materialized in the hazy distance, a spot of blue hovering above it. I blinked, shook my head. Another figure appeared behind the first, then another, and then another. Their features were unintelligible. As the line of people drew closer, I understood. Each wore a wrestling mask of shiny, brightly colored material; a pointed blue cap; and a long cape. There were seven of them. They marched two by two, not toward me—there was no way they could be, no way they could know I was inside the phone booth—but I understood how a trapped rabbit must feel as it watches the fox draw near.

The group was almost upon my hiding spot. It should have been funny. The masks were ridiculous. And those pointed, elfin hats! But the faceless, choreographed silence was spellbinding, grotesque. They snaked their way across the balcony, toward the staircase.

As they moved, they chanted, in one voice, “Ad astra per aspera.”

I resisted the impulse to shrink into the shadows of the vestibule, which would trigger the motion sensor lights. The final row passed me. It was a single person, tall and sure-footed.

Then, without warning, the figure faced my vestibule.

I froze. The masked figure hesitated—they seemed as startled as I, though not nervous about being caught; curious, perhaps. I didn’t dare move. Blood thrummed through me. There was barely a breath of space between me and the figure. Only the glass separated us. If I were a different person, I would open the door. I’d touch them. Rip the mask from their head and reveal their face. I’d read The Most Dangerous Game in ninth grade English. What had Rainsford said? The world is made up of two classes—the hunters and the huntees. Which of us was the rabbit, and which the fox?

I straightened my shoulders. The vestibule light clicked on. The figure hurried toward the staircase. By the time I shook off the shock and stumbled out of the vestibule, there was no sign of the group.

I rummaged through my memory of grub the first day of school, with Nico and Vikram. Blue something—Blue Hats? Hadn’t that been what Vikram called the members of the secret society? Nico was entirely dismissive of the society, but Vikram seemed to think it was harmless fun. I could see why. There was something sexy about the idea of a secret society operating on Blanchard’s grounds, with catchphrases and special uniforms, a secret roster. Some of the figures had been on the taller side, some smaller, so I assumed the group was co-ed. This squared with the composition of the group vying for Henry’s attention—and Sloan’s, too.

I shivered. The eyes of the last person, the one who’d seen me—they were brilliant, gleaming, intelligently predatory. The look in them had felt like a challenge. Are you fox or rabbit? Which of my classmates’ faces hid behind that mask? Was it anyone I’d seen in the dining hall? Was it Sloan? My roommate was not beautiful or kind, two things I thought girls needed to be to have power. And yet she’d held court next to Henry, an unconventional consort, an outsider who’d become an insider. How had she done it?

I was surprised to find myself wondering how difficult it would be for me to accomplish the same thing.

Twilight had fallen. Ms. Marks’s movie would be half over. I returned to Lummi, considering what I’d seen in Old Man Hall. The final person in the procession had moved so confidently. The hallway, the balcony, even the vestibule in which I’d hidden—or tried to—seemed to belong to him. Or her.

And there was the strange chant they’d uttered before snaking down Old Man Hall’s stairs. Ad astra per aspera. Google informed me that this meant to the stars, through difficulty. My research on the phrase led me to an entry on the Royal Society, a scientific fraternity founded in the 1600s. Its alums included Newton, Galileo, Pascal, Hawking. Only a handful of scientists were admitted to the fellowship each year.

The page claimed that one of the inaugural scientists had survived a fall of more than twenty feet from a makeshift ladder. He’d been hiding in a tree from his wife, who was tired of his fruitless attempts to examine the celestial spheres. One evening, after scanning the moon’s surface, he’d tried to descend, rudimentary telescope under his arm, only to slip. As the doctor set the scientist’s broken wrist, his wife demanded to know when he was going to stop wasting time with the telescope—wasn’t it enough that he’d broken a bone? Allegedly, the scientist had replied, “Ad astra per aspera.”

It was unclear how—if?—this connected to Blanchard’s secret society, whose name I could not remember. Extracurriculars at the school tended toward the monied vanilla: photography club, Nordic skiing club, robotics club, pottery club, horseback riding club, a club that went hiking every weekend. But I did not want to join the Nordic skiing club. They got up at five in the morning to train, and they were all blond and freakishly attractive. Whereas Sloan, who sneered and wore paint-splattered linen and did not shave her armpits, was captivatingly nonconformist. And yet she belonged.

Wind barged through the trees outside, the sound of the leaves like thousands of grains of rice sliding across the surface of a metal pot. It was too early to go to sleep, but I had no desire to study, no one to hang out with. Sloan wouldn’t be back for hours. Perhaps she was with the secret society now. Was she as brusque with them as she was with me? I wondered if she would help select the new society members from the junior class.

Slowly, knowing that I was doing something embarrassing, I let the fantasy play out: We’d run into one another in the hall bathroom. I’d say something amusing and she’d give me a once-over and say Hm. That’s actually pretty funny, Lenny. In the daydream, she’d get my name right. She’d whisper it in Henry’s ear during grub, and he’d invite me to sit with them, and then—well, I didn’t yet understand how the recruitment process worked, so I glossed over the finer details until I got to the scene where Sloan and I stood in front of a mirror, side by side, each holding a blue mask.

Ad astra per aspera, Sloan would say, and I’d echo her words. In unison, we’d put on our masks, becoming indistinguishable from each other, two ghoulish creatures with ferocious, beautiful gazes. As a fifteen-year-old, I didn’t understand why this image was so seductive; I merely allowed myself to be seduced, as did, it seemed, most of the other members of the PC. That more or less explains our behavior that year.

But now I am older. Now I understand. In my fantasy, we were two outsiders who’d clawed open the doors barring us from belonging, snuck inside, curled into the bowels of the beau monde, lurking there until they accepted us, until it was as if we’d always been there. Sloan and I would hold hands and watch one another’s masked faces in the mirror, devouring our images, birds of prey come to perch atop a tower of carrion.
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The woodshop was on the east side of campus, near the lake. It was cavelike, with low ceilings and cement floors. Every spare corner was cluttered with wood scraps and tools—jigsaws, router bits, awls, pencils. It was lit by fluorescents. The little natural light came from the door in the back, which led to a narrow path that ended at the boathouse. But everything glowed. Perhaps it was the wood, grouped in stacks along each of the walls. I learned their names during my first class: blond alder and beech, silky madrone, purpleheart, lacewood, Spanish cedar. They had an inexplicable luster, but more than that, there was a hush that sprung up from the bundles of wood, a smell and a radiance, an absence of noise that was nearly a hum.

The instructor was late. The chatter of the other students filled the room, jocular and self-aware, the laughter overly loud. I busied myself with my notebook. A boy entered the classroom—the boy with the Michelangelo face.

He held the door for the woman behind him.

“Thanks, Henry. Alright, everyone, simmer down.” She was burly and wore jeans and a flannel, her red hair in a severe ponytail. “Chaplain Murcher, for those I haven’t met.” She gestured for us to join her at the worktable in the middle of the shop, then handed me a pair of goggles. “These go on the minute you step foot in here. You were born with two eyes and ten fingers, so let’s make sure we keep it that way. Everyone count off to five.”

We went around the circle.

“You’re all paired? Great. Shake hands. That’s your partner for the rest of the year. You’ll be working on a project that will be the bulk of your final grade, so please try not to kill one another.”

Henry and I had counted the same number.

Chaplain Murcher assigned us stations along the back of the woodshop. I put my bag underneath our workbench.

“Bad place for that,” Henry said from behind me. “There are hooks at the front of the room.”

I willed myself to be cool.

“There’s a toolbox on each bench,” the chaplain called. “Do not touch the tools yet.”

Henry opened the toolbox.

“What on earth is that?” I said, barely aloud. The tool was a small, weighty thing with a wooden handle and a metal piece that protruded gracelessly from the top.

“Sliding bevel.” Henry handed it to me.

“Didn’t she say not to touch?”

“She’s more bark than bite.”

I took the tool. “How do you know what this is?”

“My family owns Scorpio.” He said it like I was supposed to know what that meant.

The chaplain called us to attention. We began to learn about awls, dovetail saws, jack planes. John Spaulding had let me fool around until I figured it out. But it mattered to Chaplain Murcher whether we knew the proper names and uses for everything.

“Each partnership needs to determine the project you’ll work on this term,” said the chaplain. “Take a couple minutes to talk it over. I’ll come around to check in with you.”

Henry wheeled on me. “I was thinking we could build a boat,” he said.

“A whole boat?”

“Yeah.” He dragged out the end of the word. Try to keep up. “A whole boat.” A definite note of sarcasm. He studied me. I took the opportunity to return the favor. Wondered if he’d been in Old Man Hall the other night.

“Won’t that take too long to make?”

“We’re not building a yacht. It’ll be little. A kayak.”

Vaporous panic clenched my throat. “No kayaks,” I snapped.

“A canoe, then. A tiny sailboat. A wooden submersible.” He was teasing me. “There’s a prize every year for elective projects, and I want to win. So we need to make something impressive. Making a footstool isn’t impressive.”

“I guess.”

Henry’s face brightened. Sun rising over dark waters. “You’re a champ.”

Though I hadn’t said yes, I allowed myself to enjoy his approval. It was enough to begin to disperse the remnants of anxiety. “What’s the prize?”

“The satisfaction of being the best.”

“Sounds like a scam.”

“She begins to understand Blanchard.”

Chaplain Murcher stopped at our workbench.

“A boat,” she said. “Ambitious. Feeling confident you can finish by May?”

“Yes, ma’am.” Henry flipped a blond lock back from his forehead. “I’ll start drafting the model before class ends.”

The chaplain raised her eyebrows at me.

“Yes, ma’am,” I echoed.

“Let’s see a detailed list of supplies by next class,” said the chaplain. “I want plans drawn up, too.” She rapped the edge of the table and moved on.

“Kind of intense, isn’t she?” I murmured.

“Ex-military,” Henry said. “Marine Corps.”

As class came to an end, the other pairs traded information on their projects—two juniors were making a set of footstools. Henry rolled his eyes at me. I stifled a laugh. One of the juniors, a kid who went by Fish, intercepted the exchange. He divided an acrimonious look between me and Henry. I was too flustered to meet Fish’s stare.

Henry spent the last few minutes of class clicking around in AutoCAD on the computer at the far side of the room. I tidied our toolbox. Fish approached, taking a seat at an adjacent workbench. My stomach lurched in anticipation of confrontation. Fish folded his legs beneath him like a grasshopper.

“You know he’s a little soc, right?” Fish said softly, maliciously. “Your partner.”

I tried to sound breezy, unbothered. “No idea what that’s supposed to mean.”

“Sociopathic. Into dissecting frogs in biology, if you know what I mean. The type to dismember a squirrel, if you know what I mean. Charles Manson–esque, if you know what—”

“I know what you mean,” I hissed. I hadn’t even been the one to roll my eyes. His hostility was unwarranted.

He unfurled a hind leg tarsus. “Just don’t delude yourself into thinking you’re getting a tap.”

As I packed up my bag, Fish’s words repeated in my mind. A tap. Surely that referred to the secret society Vikram had spoken of the first day of school. But why had Fish mentioned a tap? Jealous, I realized. He was jealous. Blanchard’s worst-kept secret, indeed. The society had a mythic aura. No wonder they—or, more accurately, I supposed, we—were interested in it. Per Walden, Yip’s second favorite thing to quote after Whitman: “All men want, not something to do with, but something to do, or rather something to be.”
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Sloan sat at one of the long tables in the center of the dining hall, with Henry and a boy with startlingly red hair. Every so often, Sloan leaned toward Henry—the insistent tilt of her head made it clear that she was fighting to capture his attention. She wore silver earrings inlaid with huge chunks of turquoise. Her bun was speared through with a paintbrush. On anyone else, it would have been lame; on Sloan, it was Bohemian.

Nico sat alone, eating a sandwich. He waved me over. “Liquid lunch?”

“Sorry?”

“No, sorry, I just meant—” Nico gestured at the coffee cup in my hand. “Bad joke.”

“Oh! Don’t be sorry.” Not knowing what else to do, I sipped the coffee. “Listen,” I said. “The other day at grub. That secret society Vikram mentioned—what’s it called?”

Nico said, “Ah. They are self-important enough to want people to think they’re a secret society, but really, they’re just a club. The Pascalianum Club. Personally, I find the whole thing elitist and dysfunctional. They’ve been at Blanchard for over 150 years. John Willett, King Racist himself, started the whole thing.”

“The guy who founded Blanchard? Wasn’t he in another society?”

“Good memory,” said Nico. “The Royal Society. The PC was basically the American version, but weirder and more secretive. No one knows what they do or who, exactly, is in it. You can make educated guesses, obviously, based off how disgustingly rich and white and popular someone is. But the only way to find out for sure,” he said, “is to get a tap.”

“How?” I asked. “How do you get a tap.”

“Oh.” Nico raised an eyebrow. “It’s like that?”

I blushed. “Just curious. How do you know so much about the Pascalianum? You’re not—”

“Nah,” said Nico. “God, no. Not my thing. My older sister went to Blanchard. She wasn’t in the PC, but her best friend was.”

“Did she ever say anything about, ah, wrestling masks?”

“Oddly specific.”

I tried to ignore the way the early afternoon light hit the green in Nico’s eyes, made them glow softly, like sea glass. “I was in Old Man Hall the other day, and there were a bunch of people walking in two straight lines, wearing wrestling masks and capes. It was very… ceremonial.”

“Sounds like the PC,” said Nico. “No one else does that sort of ridiculous Sturm und Drang thing here.”

“And the King Racist thing?” I asked. “What’s that about?”

“John Willett thought Manifest Destiny was key to deleting the Noble Savages in this country. You know,” he said. “Tiny little things like that. But calling him king… that’s a PC tradition. It’s one of their names for the leader of the society. They elect a new king every year and give him absolute power.”

“What’s that even mean? This isn’t the mafia.”

“They’re too bougie to put out hits, sure. But piss one of them off, and next thing you know?” He snapped his fingers. “Your life is ruined. There was this kid maybe a decade ago. Actually, he was Latino. He ran with some of my sister’s friends. He was in the PC, but he had beef with the king. This kid goes to admin and tells them all about the king’s secret hazing plans—which, by the way, were hella weird.”

“And?”

“And the PC found out and made the little ratita’s life hell until he dropped out. No one ever heard from him again. Ironic, no? Hazed out of here by a white guy who called himself a king.”

“And the other students didn’t say anything? They didn’t notice?”

“They did. They do. They’re just as bad, though. Family Weekend last year? Some juniors dumped live goldfish in the orange juice. Everyone came in for breakfast and there were hundreds of dead goldfish floating around. Someone’s mom threw up. Maysen and Krystal—the prep cooks—they had to clean that up, and the goldfish. The juniors thought it was funny.”

“Charming.”

“The school caters to a certain demographic.”

“It does feel very Harry Potter for millionaires.”

“Anyone told you about the Patriarchs yet?”

In fact, no one had, but I’d gone to the library after hearing a few underclassmen talking about it and searched through the available microfiche on Blanchard. As I learned my first day on campus, John Willett had founded the school with three of his friends. The four men traveled together for years, from Nanaimo down to Valparaiso. They eventually returned to England and began the lecture circuit, giving presentations on their travels. They called themselves the Patriarchs. It was difficult to say how closely this related to Blanchard’s obsession with nicknaming—a real chicken-or-egg situation.

“It’s so self-aware,” Nico said. “Maybe too self-aware. Apparently, they were trying to make the Patriarchs our mascot at one point. All four of them. Like some allegorical boarding school Mount Rushmore. See what I mean?”

I did. There was a cutesiness to Blanchard, a fairytale aspect that poked fun at itself by leaning hard into its trappings. But it felt sharp around the edges. Like it could nick you when you least expected. The goldfish.

Sloan was piling the remnants of her lunch on her tray. Henry balled up pieces of paper napkin and flicked them at her. I thought about what Fish had said. About Henry being a little soc.

“Did the school ever do anything?” I asked. “To the king that hazed your sister’s friend.”

“The father of the king that year was a four-star general. These people never face consequences.” Nico checked his watch. Grub was over.

“One more question,” I said. “If students are running around the school hazing innocents and killing goldfish en masse, why doesn’t the school stop it?”

“Mm,” said Nico. “Because they don’t want to. They care about academics, but otherwise? They’re very—” Nico shielded his eyes. “‘Not my problem.’”

My lips twitched involuntarily. Nico seemed pleased.

“You can’t take it too seriously,” he said. “Life, I mean. None of us are getting out alive.”
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11

After

I lay in a hospital bed, blanket tucked neatly under my casted arm, surrounded by beeping machines. There was a picture window to my left that revealed a snow-capped Klahhane Ridge. Underneath the window sat Yip. His hair was uncombed.

“You’re up,” he said. There were several days of stubble on his cheeks.

A cottony sensation ran from my head to my feet. I opened my mouth to reply, but it was too dry for sound to emerge. My body felt tender and heavy. There was a vicious ache in my left arm.

“Sorry,” I managed. My voice was ragged. I tried to sit up, but a thread of lava wobbled sickeningly behind my eyeballs. Yip was beside me, pressing on my shoulder.

“Lie down. Guess you concussed yourself badly. Breaking your arm wasn’t enough?”

My arm. The memory rushed back, water taking the shape of its container. We were trying to return to the speedboat from the beach at the End of the World. There was no dock, so we’d anchored in the shallows. We waded through frigid water in the darkness. Vikram’s eye was almost swollen shut. His nose leaked blood. Sara led him step by step toward the boat. Henry was drunk, drunker than he’d seemed on the beach, and he wouldn’t let anyone help. Everyone was still alive.

I remembered flying through the air, away from the boat, from Nico and Sara. Henry. Vikram. Sloan. Hitting the water. The surprise at how solid it was, then the uncomfortable sensation of my arm moving in a direction it shouldn’t. The camera—the camera. At the bottom of the Strait of Juan de Fuca, no doubt. My nose filled, hot with tears of rage. All our planning, the months of sacrifice and uncertainty, had resulted in nothing.

“The others,” I said. “What happened to my friends?”

“A couple of them were treated here, I think. Sounds like the others were picked up by their parents.”

I hadn’t seen my stepfather since winter break. It had been three months—it was March now. He looked disheveled, as if he’d left Goodnight Moon in the middle of brushing his hair. His shirt was buttoned crooked.

“The nurses said you kept yelling that last night,” he said. “‘Sorry.’ What are you sorry for?”

The familiar twinned feelings of anxiety and longing roared within. I wanted to be honest. I was tired of keeping things from Yip. But he was keeping things from me, too. He’d been so distant since my mother’s death. She’d been our connective tissue. She loved old movies, and she’d led us through renditions of the entire Chitty Chitty Bang Bang soundtrack on car trips. Yip and I would share a covert smile—we both loved her, and so we both loved each other.

But now she was gone, and I could no longer read Yip. Perhaps I’d never been able to. I examined his worn face, the lines between his eyebrows, his stubbly cheeks. He was so solid. He seemed realer than anything that had happened since I’d arrived at Blanchard. There was so much he didn’t know—about what had happened at school, at Henry’s parents’ house in Seattle. About the boat crash.

To tell Yip would be to draw a line in the sand. Or no—a line could be erased. It could be scrubbed out with a toe as if it never existed. To tell him would be like jumping from a plane. You trust that the parachute is working. You believe that it will deploy when it needs to. Otherwise, you find yourself hurtling toward the ground, on a path to certain destruction.
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12

Before

Over the next several days, I settled into a routine: roll out of bed twenty minutes before class, grab a muffin. Sit in the back of the classroom. Keep my head down in study hall, arrive late to supper so I didn’t have to speak to anyone. Attend the biweekly integration group Darla held for scholarship students. Try to call Yip; try, also, not to worry when he didn’t pick up.

I kept my distance from Nico and Vikram. They made an intimidating pair: Vikram the sly jester, Nico the charming activist. They didn’t seek me out. I began to wonder whether I’d hallucinated my lunch with Nico, the conversation about the king. The only bright spot was woodshop, where Henry and I had sourced and cut the wood we needed for the skeleton of the canoe’s hull. Henry was mostly friendly, but he melted away after each class; even if he hadn’t, I wasn’t courageous enough to suggest we hang out.

This holding pattern gave out on a Friday in the middle of September, nearly two weeks after I’d arrived at Blanchard. I’d been so busy with schoolwork that I’d had little time since my conversation with Nico to research the Pascalianum Club. I skipped study hall that afternoon, though we had an upcoming test on Lord of the Flies and I hadn’t started the novel. I decided to sequester myself in a far corner of Lummi’s common room while the other students attended chapel and then supper. I’d have two hours to search for answers.

Our common room wasn’t as nice as the others, most of which had been renovated a few years prior with money from an alum whose company had made a multibillion-dollar exit. Lummi was left alone in its wonky glory, which I preferred to the plush, artificial ambiance of the other buildings. Our common room had blue-gray carpet that wrinkled near the center. It had a wall of bookcases, and the other walls were lined with old, poorly sealed windows. This meant the room was often cold, but I could imagine that summer transfigured the space into a carnelian trap, the reddish sunlight of late afternoon winking and wobbling across the shelves. Now, the light was a faint yellow, thinly threatening blue. Fall was preparing to emerge.

There was a lump on one of the sofas, a long, student-shaped thing covered in a purple fleece blanket. It stirred.

“Oh,” said Sloan. “It’s you.” Auriferous hair floated, staticky, around her pinched face.

“I’m sorry. I was just going to—”

“It’s fine.” Sloan rubbed her mouth. She stretched. “I should get up anyway.”

She hadn’t said so many words to me since we’d met. Usually, she’d left the room by the time I awoke and often returned long after I was in bed. We ignored one another when we passed in the halls.

I sat gingerly in my usual seat by the window, next to Sloan’s couch. I put my European history textbook on the low table between us.

“How are you liking Marks?” Sloan nudged the textbook with a clog. “She sucks, right?” This close, she smelled botanical, like coniferous needles and opoponax and wet earth.

“She’s… fine.”

“She sucks,” said Sloan.

Okay, I thought. I’ll bite. “She does kind of suck. She’s so…”

“Condescending?”

“Exactly.” I collapsed against the chair, groaning. “God.”

“She gets off on being a dick.” Sloan yawned. “What’re you doing in here, anyway? It’s chapel in five minutes.”

Encouraged by our brief truce, I decided to take a chance. “Are you walking over there now?”

Sloan said, “Yeah,” and looked at me, calculating. “You ready?”

I hesitated, then said, “Yes.”

“Walk over together?”

[image: ]
Sloan abandoned me for a couple of her friends when we reached the entrance of the chapel. I sat in mortified silence at the back of the auditorium. There was an interminable river of announcements and addresses, and then a halfhearted lecture on underage drinking and informed consent—If you wouldn’t do it sober, it’s not consensual—but the audience grew restless and, soon enough, Dr. Hesse declared the service over. I hid in the bathroom, waiting for everyone to leave. I didn’t want to eat in the first buoyant rush of students and teachers, helium-happy about the conclusion of the week, about the green and rust and gold of autumn. I considered Dr. Hesse’s comment about drunken hookups. It seemed absolutist—a by-product, perhaps, of fear in a chaotic world. Then I thought of my mother lying in the kayak, of her slack jaw. Bad things would happen whether you feared them or not.

By the time I arrived at the dining hall, supper was almost over. A few students remained, lingering over crumpled napkins. I helped myself to the last of the beef stew and rice. Toots Thielemans blared through my headphones as I spooned food into my mouth. Two weeks down. Twelve weeks until I returned to Port Angeles for winter break. Anxiety glinted at the edge of that thought. Yip and I had spoken that morning. We’d muddled through the weather and my classes, then a funny encounter Yip had with one of the men in the boatyard. All those topics had filled only five minutes. Then there were a few beats of feeble silence, and I’d said I had to go to class. This was a lie. I’d had nothing else to say.

There was a tap on my shoulder. A blues riff blared in my ears. Vikram sat down next to me. I removed the headphones.

“Hey.” A pause. Vikram squinted into the distance, tapping his fingers on his thigh. “Quincy Jones?”

“No. Toots.” Wonderful. I sounded pretentious and like a fraud.

He seemed impressed. “Nice.”

“My dad—um, stepdad. He listens to jazz.”

“Right. Listen, do you want to come study with me and Nicolas tonight?” His tone was genuine enough.

“Tonight? But it’s Friday. Where?” My voice sounded surly, even to me.

Vikram clicked his tongue. “So skeptical! Our common room.”

Boys and girls at Blanchard weren’t allowed in one another’s rooms after eight p.m., an old-fashioned rule that persisted despite the annual student petition otherwise, on the grounds of queer erasure. But dormitory houses were mixed, so the common rooms were fair game.

“Nicolas will meet us there. Say half an hour?”

He was gone before I could respond.
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Selah House was a coveted dormitory. It abutted Narnia, which, I would discover, became a great bowl of daffodils and forget-me-nots in the spring. Now, though, it was full of scarlet nandina. Red alders ringed the meadow, sheltering a patch of sneezeweed and several prehistorically vast ferns. In nice weather, students lay underneath the minty shade of Narnia’s trees, reading books or covertly vaping. But the weather that evening was not nice, which was fine by me because Selah’s common room had a fireplace. It also had dark wood paneling and thick area rugs and plaid throw blankets. It looked quintessentially prep school.

We’d worked for half an hour when Nico asked Vikram for a pen, which, of course, he didn’t have.

Proud to be needed, I pointed across the room to where my backpack lay between Nico and Vikram. “Check my bag.”

Vikram was closer. There was rustling and digging, Vikram muttering to himself as he shifted through books, papers, binders. A few seconds passed before I remembered the prescription Darla insisted I fill. I’d left it in my bag. Vikram paused his search. He’d found the pill bottle. Humiliation rolled from my stomach to my throat.

“What’s this now?” Vikram held up a hand. “Hmm?”

Berto dangled from his fingers. I froze, curved over my notebook. Nico furrowed his brow, full lips pressed thin. The fire was hot, and my armpits and brow prickled.

I reached for the stuffed animal. “Give me that.”

Vikram jerked it higher. “I didn’t know we were still bringing our stuffed animals to school. Haven’t seen one of these out in the wild since kindergarten.”

It was foolish, standing under Vikram, jumping for the hand he waved teasingly, an octopus tentacle undulating above me.

Vikram stomped unabashed through my embarrassment. “Catch!” He tossed me Berto. I folded the animal against my chest, then behind my back. Nico clicked his tongue. Vikram swiveled back and forth between Nico and me.

“Come on. It’s not a big deal!” Vikram said. “So you’re a bit too attached to your teddy bear. Anyone would expect it, after what happened to—”

“Vikram!” No longer friendly, humorous Nico, but sharp-eyed, a warning in some strange boy language I had never heard before.

Vikram threw up his hands in surrender.

“I only meant that you shouldn’t feel embarrassed. Shit.” His soft punch landed on my shoulder. “I still have mine at home. Cuddle him during spring break and everything.”

The room gentled in the wake of his comment.

“You’re such a dick.” But Nico’s voice had mellowed.

Vikram propped his hands beneath his chin and batted his eyelashes. “Listen,” he said brightly, “the study guide can wait. What do you say we take a walk?”

To my surprise, Nico didn’t protest. He and Vikram shared another one of their wordless conversations—flaring nostrils, a curl of the lip—and then Nico disappeared down the hall. He came back forty seconds later, but before he’d even returned, I’d forgiven him and Vikram for not asking me to hang out sooner, for shutting me out in study hall the first week of classes, for snatching away the only sense of warmth I’d yet to experience at this place. I wanted friends. I needed them. I did not think that I would survive the school year without them. And now Nico and Vikram were before me, offering to fill that role.

“Let’s go,” said Vikram.
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We snuck into the woods in the velvet dusk, toward Garnet Beach. The cove bordered Blanchard land, accessible through an abandoned pipeline covered in moss. I scrambled after the boys through grass taller than most men, flinching every now and then at the evening bird song, high and forlorn.

“Won’t we get in trouble for leaving campus?”

“No,” Vikram said over his shoulder. “They’re lax about this kind of thing. Never seen an admin patrolling the grounds after dark.”

Twenty minutes later we made it to the beach and sat on a driftwood log in the blue-gray twilight. Vikram pulled a joint out of his pocket and lit it. He offered it to me. I’d never smoked before and didn’t know what to do. I drew on the joint, pulling so much smoke into my mouth that my cheeks puffed out.

Nico was patient. “You have to inhale. Into your lungs. Breathe in. Exacto.”

I choked and spluttered, tears pouring down my cheeks.

Vikram patted my back as I coughed and coughed. “Nice work. You’re going to feel that in a second.” He accepted the joint, which I’d shakily proffered. He took a quick, sharp inhale, then passed the joint to Nico. “You enjoy chapel tonight, Lenny? I told you it was stupid.”

“I like Chaplain Murcher’s speeches. She says interesting things.” I hastened to add, “Sometimes.” I was unsure if I was supposed to agree that chapel was lame.

“Chaplain Murcher? Good god. I’ve never heard someone refer to her by her government name. Murchie. That’s what we all call her.”

“Murchie.” I tried out the name in my mouth. It sounded funny, so I said it a couple of times. My lips felt odd. “I don’t think I feel anything.”

Vikram smirked. “Oh, really? Give it a few more minutes.”

“What did you think of chapel? You don’t pay attention.” I wagged my finger at Vikram and Nico. Where had this confidence come from? “I saw you two in chapel, talking and talking.” They’d been sitting near the front of the auditorium, in the same row as Sloan and Henry.

“I was minding my business,” Nico said. “Vik was the one misbehaving.”

“Slander.” Vikram reclined against a tree trunk. “Lies. I was behaving. It was Henry who talked through the whole address.”

“Henry?” I asked, as if I’d forgotten who he was.

“Henry Allen Quinn. He of three first names,” Vikram said. “I pointed him out to you the first week of school. In the dining hall.”

I had to twist to see both him and Nico, who held the joint carefully in his long fingers.

“Henry,” I said. “Is he chill?”

Vikram said, “Yeah,” at the same moment Nico said, “No.” They glared at one another.

“Define ‘chill,’” Nico said.

“I don’t know,” I said. “Not an asshole.”

“Then,” Nico said, “no. Not chill.”

Vikram clicked his tongue. “You little hater. I think he’s chill. He’s a senior. You know how they are, all superior and ready to leave.”

“His dad builds mega yachts,” Nico said. “He’s uber wealthy and out of touch. And weird.”

“I’m uber wealthy and out of touch,” Vikram said, massaging his cheeks. “Probably also weird.” He moved on to his eyebrows. “God, that feels good.”

Nico blew a smoke ring. “He’s the archetypal prep school piece of shit.”

“Technically you’re also a prep school piece of shit, no?” said Vikram.

“Totally,” said Nico, gulping from his Nalgene, offering it to me. “My electrician father who pinches pennies to pay for my education will be thrilled to hear that he’s fabulously wealthy.”

“Is this the same father who owns a very successful contracting business in Berkeley?” Vikram pursed his lips at Nico.

“Not even remotely in the same universe as Henry. Or you. And you know it.”

“If you say so. You want to hit this again?” Vikram was handing the joint to Nico.

“So… Henry and Sloan?” I asked. “She’s my roommate. They’re friends?”

An understatement. I’d never seen Sloan so clearly at the mercy of another student.

“They’ve been hooking up since last spring,” said Vikram. “You wouldn’t think Grungy Art Bitch and Popped Collar Boat Shoes would go together, but you’d be wrong, I suppose. She’s really into him. Seems like he could take it or leave it, though.”

Nico passed me the joint. I drew in another puff, this time hesitantly. I’d been too afraid to try the weed Sara had given me. But now I wondered—afraid of what? This was different. A flower bloomed in my head, delicate, jerky unfolding of petals, shaky as a foal. Pink clouds hung low over us, and it was as if, really, anything could happen. Joy and contentment. The mania of hoping once again. I thought of the scene in Dumbo where tutu-clad elephants pirouette across a cotton candy sky. Look, Lenny, my mother had said the first time I watched the movie. I’d been four, maybe five. They’re dancing across the Milky Way. Water lapped over the stones on the shore with a hiss and pull that lured a flock of ducklings away from their mother. Beautiful. It was beautiful. Everything was beautiful, and I was smiling so hard my face hurt. Both Vikram and Nico had Cheshire Cat grins. We trembled with laughter. A flock of starlings startled from somewhere nearby.

I let out a whoop. I could float into the sky. I hadn’t been this happy since before my mother died. A cloud came dipping down so close that if I reached up, I could touch it. But—the hope flipping over, revealing its sour underbelly—a sick, looping feeling washed over my scalp, down my neck and chest: This is why you were afraid, Lenny. Even if I could touch the sky, it wouldn’t matter. Nothing I saw was real, and I had no idea what this was for. What the point was of living or of dying. Of loving someone who would inevitably be taken away, of the terrible emptiness when they were gone. What was any of it for?

“Oye, bombón.” Nico nudged me gently. “You okay? Breathe.”

I obeyed. The shakiness abated.

“Bombón?” I asked.

“Marshmallow,” said Nico. “Because you’re sweet. But also, because you’re toasted.”

He ground the stub of the joint into the earth, then put it in his pocket to throw away later. Of course Nico wouldn’t litter.

“We should head back soon,” said Vikram. “Curfew.”

The only indication he’d overheard what Nico said was an odd sparkle in his eyes. It was almost calculating. I rose to my feet, suppressing a shiver.
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On a sunny Friday two weeks after we started the canoe and three days after we finished patterning the boat on door skin and began building the strongback, Henry laid down his drill and rounded the starboard side where I sat, working through the calculations for the siding strips that we would eventually steam and bend to fit the canoe.

Henry toed the stack of wood. “We need to finish the strongback before we start on the planking. We’ll also need to mount the stem and transom next class, so make sure you’re done with the calculations by then.”

“Alright.” The silence mushroomed. I tucked my pencil behind my ear.

“I’m going to take off.” But he didn’t move to leave. “Some of us are meeting in Thea’s room tonight. Super casual. You should come.”

Thea Lovell-Roldán was a senior. Her father was a director at Blackrock. She was one of those girls who wore vintage clothes and said they were thrifted.

Was I imagining it? Was that the spiderweb of a flush sneaking up Henry’s cheeks? I was confused at this sudden reversal of power.

“I—oh, thanks,” I said.

Henry waved his hand, no big deal. “No pressure, it’s super casual or whatever.” His voice had gone strange. Smooth and solicitous—urbane, even. Had he deepened it intentionally?

“Yeah.” I was fascinated. “You said that already.”

“Right. Well… okay. See ya.”

And he ducked out of the boathouse.

[image: ]
I wasn’t sure what to wear. Finally, I settled on a black turtleneck, jeans, and my beat-up Vans. I sifted through the desk drawer for my little hand mirror. I licked my pinkie finger and smoothed my eyebrows, then pinched my cheeks lightly, trying to counteract their sallow tint. As I returned the mirror to the drawer my hand touched a plastic bag. The weed Sara had given me before I left Port Angeles. Forgotten in the drawer, sealed in a Ziploc, it was still mostly soft. I rolled the bag between my fingers then shoved it in my pocket.

There was a light tap. Nico poked his head in the room. “¿Cómo va, bombonita? On a hunger strike?”

“What? Oh, my bad.” I made a face. “I ate early.”

“I should start scheduling meals with your secretary.”

“She’s a hardass. She’ll get back to you in seven to ten business weeks.”

“She open to bribery?”

“Sir. How dare you.” I nodded yes as I said, “Absolutely not.”

Nico came further into the room. I tried to act normal, or how Sloan would.

“I was on my way to Selah to see if Vik wanted to study,” said Nico. “Join me?”

“Not tonight,” I said.

He gave me a once-over. “Your outfit is nice.”

Instead of saying thank you like a normal person, I began to babble.

“I thought I’d lost this turtleneck, but I was doing laundry the other day and I found it in the back of my closet. Kind of a relief, because it’s so hard to find the perfect sweater, you know? Not that this is a perfect sweater. You know?”

Nico was suddenly close. I didn’t remember him moving. Had he teleported across the room? I could smell the honey-sharp scent of him, and I had to stop myself from reaching out to touch his worn Blanchard sweatshirt—it was old, perhaps from his sister’s time at school.

“Your ears,” he said. “It’s like they’re blushing.”

Nico smoothed his thumb over my earlobe, then dropped his hand abruptly, as if the move had seemed less clumsy in theory. His hair was down. He dragged his fingers through it. I was very aware of his body and my own. My ears were indeed scorching, like they were frying to a crisp in a hot pan. I was supposed to do something—fling myself into his arms or run my own finger down his shoulder. Kiss him. Anything but stand there, mute. After a moment, Nico cleared his throat and slid his hands into his pockets.

“I should probably finish getting ready,” I said miserably. “I’m going to a thing in Thea Lovell-Roldán’s room.”

“You know Thea?”

“Don’t sound so surprised.” I moved to my dresser, pulling a fleece over my sweater. I felt relieved to be back on the defensive. I was comfortable there. “It’s just a chill thing Henry invited me to.”

“Henry,” Nico said. “I see.” The air between us had returned to a nonvolcanic temperature.

My shrug was more of an anxious twitch. “I should head over.”

We walked together to the end of the hall, me silent, Nico’s whistling a faint third presence in the corridor.

“Have fun,” Nico said on the front steps of Lummi.

He hung a right toward Selah House and he was somehow still illuminated, even in the darkness. Hands tucked in his pockets, a beacon moving unbothered down the night path, pausing every minute or so to tilt his head toward the stars, which were strangely visible, even through the sheets of mist falling from the sky.

Thea’s room was in Orcas House, the farthest dormitory from the teachers’ quad. I knocked on her door. No answer. I jiggled the sticky handle a couple of times, then braced my shoulder against the wood half a second before someone inside pulled the door open. I stumbled into the room. A dozen faces surveyed me. It was warm and dimly lit and it smelled like Axe body spray and sharp, sugary liquor. Someone giggled. Henry sat at Thea’s desk. Sloan perched on the arm of his chair. Henry gave me a two-fingered wave; Sloan glared. Thea jumped up from the bottom bunk.

“Here, come in! Take off your jacket.” Thea slid an arm around my waist, offering me a drink, whizzing me around the room in a dizzy parade of introductions.

I recognized a few of the juniors: Mica Stein, Leland Dermott, Celeste Wu. Thea deposited me at Mica’s side then went to pour me a glass of something from a bin near the foot of her bed. Henry took a sip of his bright red drink. I couldn’t tell if I was supposed to greet him. He raised his eyebrows. I settled for raising mine back. Thea handed me a cup of the red liquid. Her breath smelled like alcohol.

The party was an even mix of juniors and seniors. I loosened up after a few sips of the drink—about halfway through the cup, I felt warm and happy. Henry didn’t talk much, but it was clear that his approval was universally sought by the group. They tracked his movements carefully. Sloan ignored me, playing with Henry’s hair. Conversation swirled around me. No one liked Ms. Marks, apparently. They mourned the end of summer. They discussed their vacations. They were blasé; they didn’t brag directly about the trips, but about the little hardships peppering them. Celeste described being bumped off an overbooked flight at the Fiumicino airport. As she and her parents left for a hotel, Celeste observed a small family preparing to sleep in the terminal. I’m sorry, she said, this is going to sound really bad, but just pay the five hundred dollars for a bed, right? Like, what, you’re going to spend the night on the floor with a toddler?

Mica, skinny and well dressed, complained for several long minutes about the Manhattan summer SAT boot camp his parents had enrolled him in.

One by one, the others groaned about their college prep courses. It seemed most of them would re-enroll the following summer. I blinked dimly when Thea said, “What about you, Len? Does anyone ever call you that? Len?”

“I don’t know,” I said.

“You don’t know?” A long swoop of her black hair fell over her shoulder in a slippery, greedy line.

“I’m probably just going to hang out at home next summer.”

I was careful to not mention that I lived on a boat. It was probably normal for Blanchard students to spend time on the water—sailing lessons, weekends on their parents’ yachts, long trips to the San Juan Islands or Nantucket. But I wasn’t sure how they would view full-time residence on a boat. Would they think I was poor if they knew I didn’t live in a house?

“Lucky,” said Mica. “I wish I didn’t have to do this course again. But it’s like—there’s only so far legacy will take you. If I don’t get into Princeton at least, my mom’ll disown me. It’s mis.” Miserable, one would assume. There was another wave of groans, much agreement. “Doing nothing at home is the dream.”

I let out an answering laugh that I hoped didn’t sound artificial. I remember thinking that I’d have sacrificed every summer if it meant having a mother to force me to study for the SATs.

Sloan was examining the grounds through the indeterminable darkness of the trees. It was hardly clear where the inky foliage ended and the sky began.

“He’s late tonight,” she said to Henry.

One of the seniors, a huge ginger, rummaged in his pockets, pulled out a crumpled plastic bag, and said, “I still have a bit here.”

He tossed it to Henry, who opened it, fingering the few stray leaves and stems of weed. The meaning behind Sloan’s words became clear. I could scarcely believe it: I had a solution. Henry and Sloan must be waiting for someone—one of their friends?—to arrive with weed.

In the close, hot room, I had the swelling sensation of ease. I held on to it as I pulled my own forgotten crumpled plastic bag out of my pocket and said, “I got you.”

Celeste shot me a pinched, envious glance and Thea clapped her hands and chanted, “Len! Len! Len!”

“Nice job, kitten,” Sloan said. Her tone wasn’t entirely complimentary.

“Thanks,” I said, flustered. Then, before I could stop myself, I added, “That’s funny. It’s what my mother used to call me.”

Sloan stared.

“Kitten,” I elaborated.

“Ummm,” said Sloan. “Okay?”

I blushed and sank back against the wall. Henry began rolling a joint.

Mica whispered, “You’re definitely getting a bid.”

“Sorry?”

“To the PC? That’s what all this”—he waved his hand—“is for?”

“Sure. Very funny.” It couldn’t be that easy. I didn’t care that my voice was loud and unrestrained. I bumped my cup against his, which sent punch splashing over the side in a sticky crimson wave. “Cheers.”

The rest of the evening passed, fuzzy and shiny, like the refracted brilliance of a candle, affable and sweet and transient, melding into the darkness with each flicker. I must have been drunk, because I became funny and talkative, at one point telling a story about the squirrel who liked to hide nuts in the window next to my bunk in Lummi.

“He’ll hop onto the sill and put a walnut or whatever in the corner and start,” and here I paused and mimed scooping dirt over an imaginary nut. “Because he thinks he’s burying it, but he’s really scooping air and a spiderweb over the nut. And then eventually he’s like, ‘Okay, yeah, that’s it. I’ve buried it. I did a great job.’” Everyone howled with laughter.

Thea said, “Right, it’s like, ‘Sir, you’re a schizophrenic, okay?’”

“Thea,” one of the senior girls hissed. “You can’t use that word.”

“Oh. Right. Sorry. It’s like, ‘Sir, you’re mentally ill.’”

I stumbled home around one in the morning, stopping in front of Lummi, tipping my head toward the sky. The constellations were rearranging themselves, but Jupiter sat low and steady on the horizon, underneath the nearly full moon. That the planet of opportunity and luck was visible seemed like a sign. I tripped, grabbed on to a windowsill. I lowered myself to the ground and sat there for several minutes, until the false warmth faded and the wetness of the earth seeped into my jeans. Every atom of my being sank away from me and then ricocheted toward the moon, toward Jupiter, toward the twinkling stars that still refused to stay put.

I lumbered inside. Sloan wasn’t there. I shed my damp clothing and crawled into bed, shivering. I wanted to cry myself to sleep, but I couldn’t. I thought of my mother, but the image of her face would not come to my mind. I should panic, I thought groggily, but not right now. Tomorrow. I thought of Sloan petting Henry’s hair. It soothed me, Sloan’s careful fingers brushing through the strands. I was asleep within minutes.
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The next morning, I woke to Vikram hovering above me, perched on the ladder leading up to my bunk, a muffin in one hand. I sat up and pushed my hair back from my face. Vikram settled onto the bed, passing me the muffin and a copy of the newspaper.

“You missed breakfast.”

“And here you are, out of the kindness of your heart?”

It was unlike him. The previous week, we’d watched Wuthering Heights when our teacher, Ms. Glowacki, had a cold, and he’d booed whenever Heathcliff and Cathy embraced.

“Ouch.” Vikram clutched his chest.

I bit into the muffin and waited.

“Fine,” he said. “Nico mentioned something about a party.”

“You want to know why I was invited.”

“Nothing so crass. But yes. More or less.”

“I already told Nico. It was a little thing that Thea planned, I guess.”

Vikram broke off a piece of the muffin, popped it into his mouth. “Who was there? Give me the play-by-play of every last drunken minute. What’d Thea’s room look like? Does she have satin sheets? Mica said she has black satin sheets.”

“Don’t remember.”

“Trust you to forget the good stuff. Henry was there.” This wasn’t a question.

“Yes. Some juniors, too, Mica, obviously. Celeste. A few seniors.”

I’d already forgotten their names. I described them.

“Wait,” Vikram said, “The big redhead? KJ Fairchild was there?”

“I—uh, sure.”

“They’re tapping you for the Pascalianum.” He grabbed my shoulders, and I couldn’t understand why he was grasping me with such intensity. “Aren’t they, Lenny.”

I wished he would let me go so I could finish the muffin and go back to sleep.

“That’s what Mica said. But that’s ridiculous. Right?” I said desperately, as Vikram collapsed back onto the bed, crunching the newspaper beneath his shoulders, a dreamy, sharky look on his face. My fascination with the PC had been both aspirational and abstract; someone like me would never receive a tap.

Vikram rolled his stocky body up in my blanket, and said, “No, it’s not ridiculous. All sorts of people get tapped. They try to diversify—in the name of science, or something similarly absurd. Willett and the Patriarchs were inspired by Pascal circa his Golden Ratio triangle phase. Every year, the senior class taps members of the junior class to replace them, based on some very secretive and complex reasoning. One would think it’d be merit and studiousness, as per the memory of Pascal, but alas, the tapping of you has proved otherwise.”

He ducked my punch and continued.

“Of course, who knows if the Blue Caps actually originated with Willett and the Patriarchs. It’s unlikely, given the fact that they spent all of ten minutes in Washington before continuing their journey north. It’s much more probable that the Patriarchs were already in the Pascalianum and established a chapter of the club before they left. But it does add a certain je ne sais quoi to the story.”

“How do you know all of this?”

Vikram hadn’t been at the party the previous evening, which, if Mica Stein was to be believed, meant that he wasn’t receiving a tap.

“I told you. The PC is Blanchard’s worst-kept secret. There was a semi-big scandal in the seventies. The school went co-ed in the sixties, but the PC was adamant that they wouldn’t pledge girls. The club was aboveground then, so a bunch of the junior girls petitioned the headmaster for entrance. Well, the headmaster was PC, too. He waved them off. But one of the girls? Her mother was second cousins with… Sargent Shriver, I think? She had a lot of pull.” He rubbed his thumb against the pads of his pointer and middle fingers. “In the end, they pledged two girls. They hazed the shit out of them, of course. Lots of misogynist pranks. Forcing them to paint their faces with their own period blood, et cetera.”

“The girls were okay with this?”

“Of course not. Things did get better in the eighties. The hazing is fairly tame now.”

“‘Blue Caps.’ What’s that?”

A procession of students in wrestling masks, wearing blue hats. Was it one of the hazing rituals?

“I believe they make their pledges wear blue hats the entire tap term,” Vikram said, smiling maliciously.

“For fuck’s sake.”

Vikram cackled. “It’s worth it, believe me. For the social capital you’ll reap from wearing a stupid blue hat for a few weeks? I’d wear a hundred of them, for twice as long. I’d kill all my friends. I’d kill my own mother. Don’t glower at me like that. There was an oh-five who got a Senate bid through his Pascalianum connections. There are PC alums on Wall Street and in Hollywood, too. And everyone from Blanchard who goes to Harvard or Yale or even Middlebury gets in because of it.”

There was a knock. “It’s me,” said Nico.

“Join us.” I tried to project confidence, as if the previous evening’s encounter in my room hadn’t happened.

Nico perched stiffly on the edge of the bunk.

“I meant to ask,” I said to Nico, wanting to smooth the tension slithering across the room, “want to be partners for the history project? Maybe we could meet up for study hall this week.”

One of Nico’s dimples threatened to emerge.

“Sounds like a date,” Vikram said.

Nico’s neck went vermilion.

I stuttered, “It’s… I mean, it’s a project—”

“My god, you two. I didn’t mean it in, like, a weird, sexy way,” Vikram said. He untangled himself from my blanket.

Nico hopped off the bunk. “I’m going to shower.”

He and Vikram reached the door at the same time. They both paused awkwardly for a moment, each waiting for the other to go first.

“Oh, for god’s—” Vikram ushered Nico through. “Ciao, Lenny!”

I deflated into the bed, then reached for my phone and googled the Royal Society. For the next hour I read about the group. The science that Kepler and his contemporaries invented had changed everything. Before the sixteenth century, the world was terrifying. The best way to stay safe was to avoid innovation. Humans stuck with what they knew. The advent of science allowed us to identify everything, including the terrifying things. We’d had words for mountains, rocks, explosions, apples falling from trees—those had been with us for millennia. But what we didn’t have the words for were how these things related to one another: gravity, seismic activity, atoms. Strange to think of a time when these things were not known.

I scrolled through John Willett’s Wikipedia page. It seemed he’d owned a plantation. I clicked into a page called Secret Societiesss, which had a discussion thread on the PC. The most salacious information there concerned an initiation ritual wherein pledges knelt and kissed a real human skull.

A user called blue_bby02 had responded to the initial post: they haven’t done this in a decade. one of the chapters tried to order skulls off ebay (lol) and the feds investigated so no more skulls.

The next comment detailed hazing rituals from the 1950s: kidnapping pledges, leaving them naked in the snow, the aforementioned period blood. The cruelty began to lessen in the midnineties, with most of the rituals involving drinking. (One commenter jokingly referred to sacrificing their lunch—vomiting? Or perhaps pledges had to fast for a day.) It didn’t seem so bad. I’d been expecting much worse.

I scrolled through Secret Societiesss, clicking through posts about secret societies at prep schools and universities across the world. Why was the Pascalianum interested in someone like me? Most of the members had some combination of wealth, beauty, or connections. I had none of these things.

I threw my phone to the foot of the bed. I needed to shower. I had a terrifyingly thick stack of homework to finish. At Blanchard, weekends were not for resting. Still, before I got out of bed, I allowed myself two minutes for the daydream. I thought about the evening prior, about Nico’s thumb gliding over my ear, his attention on me. But mostly I thought about how it might feel to kiss him.
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13

For several days after the party in Thea’s room, I heard nothing further of the Pascalianum. But when I passed Thea in the hallway on my way to math, she gave me a jaunty salute. Henry was more talkative in woodshop. Only Sloan’s behavior was unchanged: detached, annoyed. Still, I could hardly believe my luck. In just a couple of weeks, I’d amassed a glut of burgeoning friendships: Nico, Vikram—even, perhaps, Henry. I had forgotten almost entirely about Sara.

She video-called me a couple days after Thea’s party. “I texted you earlier.” Her lips clung to a cigarette. A foghorn wailed faintly in the background.

“Sorry about that,” I said. “I was out with some friends.”

Sara’s eyebrows rose. “You made friends? There?”

“Isn’t that what you’ve been badgering me to do?”

“Well, yeah.” She seemed put out. “But I didn’t think you’d actually do it.”

“So you called to shit on me?”

“Listen,” she said. “Aren’t you into astrology?”

“Astronomy.”

“Whatever. I’m texting you something.”

It was an Instagram post from an account called Citizens in Space. The picture they’d used was the dark side of the moon. Corny. The caption announced a competition for students.

“Isn’t this stuff, like, your thing?” Sara asked. She stubbed out her cigarette, lit another. “Stargazing and whatnot? Lookit. They’re calling for student teams to complete a Messier marathon by next May. Whoever views the most objects in one night wins the cash prize. Ten thousand dollars.”

My heart made an unpleasant leap. I never wanted to hear the words Messier marathon again.

“I thought this would be right up your alley,” said Sara. “Because of your mom.”

I fidgeted with my necklace. “Why are you following Citizens in Space, anyway?”

“Stop trying to change the subject.” Sara’s voice adopted a wheedling note. “You don’t want to see if you can beat out all these other space nerds?”

“Why do you care so much?”

“I don’t. I mean, okay,” she said, “it says ‘teams,’ right?” She’d finished the second cigarette and graduated to rolling her lip piercing between her pointer finger and thumb. “I thought I could—you know. Be your teammate? We could work together?” She was practically squirming.

“You don’t need me. Just do it on your own.”

“But I don’t know anything about astronomy,” said Sara. “It’s ten grand, dude. That’s five each. Eff you, John Spaulding. Eff you, elitist boarding school. Olympia, here we come.”

We’d spent so much time daydreaming about Sara’s move to Olympia, but I’d never bothered to ask the difficult questions.

“You’re only seventeen. How are you going to rent an apartment?”

“I’ll lie and say I’m eighteen. Come on. You’re seriously telling me things are great at that school? You’re always texting me how depressed you are. And what about me? If I don’t escape this shitty town now I never will. I’m not trying to marry Trevor from band immediately after graduation and pop out three kids before I turn twenty-five. It’s like, nightmare. Come on,” she said again, and her face suddenly telegraphed emotion. Pity, which was to be expected. But something else, too. Kindness?

“I think you should do this, Lenny. For your mother. I mean, for the money, too. I can’t pretend like I’m a saint with no ulterior motive. But mostly for your mom.”

I gnawed at a cuticle. The unrecognizable emotion still beamed out of Sara’s eyes. I wanted to curl into myself. When I’d had the flu a couple years prior, my mother lay in bed next to me for three days, my big spoon. Sara was right.

But—I was just beginning to settle into life at Blanchard. I liked woodshop. Vikram. Nico. Besides, Yip had put down a large deposit for me to be here. If I left, that money would be wasted. I couldn’t do that to him. Our bond had grown icy, crenelated, but surely that was temporary.

“I’m sorry,” I said. And I really was, so much so that I added, “If you want, you can use my telescope. It’s in my bunk. Tell Yip I said you could borrow it.”

Sara frowned. We talked for a few more minutes and then ended the call.

That night, I slept soundly. No nightmares.
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The tentative truce I’d struck with Sloan held for another week, until the end of September. In that week, we’d studied in our room at the same time; she’d said hi once when we passed each other in the dining hall; I’d loaned her shower gel when she ran out, crowing with glee after she went back to the shared hall bathroom. Once, she’d asked me about Nico: Were you sitting with Nico Soliz at grub the other day? Apparently, I’d gone red because she’d snickered and said, Gotcha.

But these glimmers of tolerance disappeared the final week of September, on Sloan’s birthday. She was planning a kickback in our room, which she offhandedly informed me of the morning of the event. It wasn’t exactly a direct invitation. I remember agonizing in the shower over what that meant—was I supposed to stay in the room for the party? Or should I make myself scarce?

Later that day I had my third session with Darla, then Scholarship Integration Group, which all students on scholarship were required to attend. It was boring and awkward. One of the other scholarship kids had nicknamed it Scag. It sounded feral, which was exactly how I felt when Darla turned her attention to me during Scag.

There were two or three scholarship kids per grade. When I emerged from Darla’s office, several were already waiting in the adjoining meeting room. A couple of the ninth graders were setting up the chairs in a circle. The other eleventh grade scholarship kid, Herman Ortiz, sat scrolling on his phone. Herman, who was reedy and in possession of extremely smooth skin, was at the top of our class. He often played pick-up football with the other junior boys. They called him Herman-o. He walked around campus like he owned the place. Darla didn’t seem fond of him.

“Oye,” Herman said. “She coming?” He jerked his chin toward Darla’s office.

“She’ll be out soon. She’s writing up our session notes.”

Herman raised an eyebrow. I didn’t even blush. It was lame and predictable, but I didn’t feel self-conscious around the scholarship kids, not the way I did around the other students. As annoying as Darla was, Scag was a bit like shedding a tight skin.

“You getting bullied, new girl?”

“Literally right this very moment.”

Herman sucked his teeth. “Not me trying to look out for you.”

During Scag, Darla asked us to share what we missed most about home. “Herman? What about you?” She eyed his long legs. He was slumped in his chair, and they protruded into the center of the circle.

Herman made a face. “I don’t know. My family.” Darla’s eyes were trained on him, expectant. He sighed. “Their cooking. The stuff in the dining hall isn’t bad, but I dream about my dad’s sancocho. I literally wake up tasting it in my mouth.”

“Thank you, Herman,” said Darla. “So articulate,” and then she rushed to add, “as always.”

Herman’s smile was acidic. “You too.”

“How about you, Avery?” Darla turned to one of the ninth graders, a timid girl from Louisiana who looked perpetually confused. “What do you miss?”

Avery rubbed her nose nervously. “What Herman said, I guess,” she mumbled. “My parents.” Her voice sank on the last syllable.

Darla scribbled prolifically. As she flipped to a new page in her notebook, she said, “Lenny, hand Avery a tissue.”

After I left Blanchard, it was easier to objectively understand where I’d failed, where I’d been failed. But this was one of the only moments I felt alarm as it was happening. Avery seemed so lost, so young. And as brash as he was, Herman did, too. We were all so young. Children, still. Somehow, that felt easy to forget.
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After our excursion into the woods, I ate supper with Nico and Vikram almost every night. Sometimes after supper we’d sit on Garnet Beach or under one of Narnia’s trees, but it was pouring the evening of Sloan’s party, so we parted ways—them to Selah, me to Lummi. Sloan was at her desk in front of a mirror, slicking on lip gloss and tilting her head to admire its gleam. I climbed onto my bed and pulled out The Glass Menagerie. We had a quiz the following week.

“What are you doing?” said Sloan.

I peered out from behind the book. “Reading?”

“You’re staying up there all night? The party is starting soon.”

“I’ll come down when everyone gets here.”

Sloan sighed. “Good. You wouldn’t have fun anyway. It’ll be a bunch of seniors.”

My book fortress obscured the lower half of my face. This was good, as I could feel my cheeks flush with mortification. It was stupid to have assumed that being invited to Thea’s party meant I was also invited to Sloan’s. After all, despite Vikram’s insistence I’d be tapped for the PC, it had yet to happen. Neither Henry nor Sloan had given me any indication that I’d been chosen.

“What’re you up to for the evening?” she asked.

Especially not Sloan.

I had the uncharitable thought that she was only being so talkative because she’d gotten what she wanted. It took me several seconds to compose myself. “Probably just do schoolwork in the common room.”

“Yuck,” said Sloan. “To each their own.”

I climbed down from the top bunk. It would be frigid in the common room by nine. I pulled on a sweater in front of the mirror. My hair was staticky, a brown dandelion desperate to escape its stem. I looked wary, hunted. My cheeks were still pink. For a moment, I saw myself as others must see me, scrawny and reticent, eyes dull with a secretive grief.

Sloan feathered smoky blue eyeshadow over her lids. She wiggled her fingers at me in the mirror. “Have fun!” she said, her voice artificially sweet.

“You too. Happy birthday.”

For the next hour, students filtered into Lummi, past the common room where I sat, down the hall toward the room I shared with Sloan. Their hushed giggles preceded them. Mostly seniors, but I recognized a few juniors. There were several boys, too. It was almost eight—they’d soon break the gender curfew. A group passed the common room, talking quietly, raincoats swishing. One of the boys flipped back his hood. It was Henry. He saw me but didn’t say anything. I could hear the moment they reached our room. Sloan had connected her phone to a portable speaker, and Frank Ocean emitted from the room at a subdued volume. Someone said, Yoooooooooo! Then it was quiet again.

I sat in the common room, rereading the same paragraph. After a few minutes, I gave up. I texted Sara.

Heyyyyy, I typed, then deleted all of the y’s. Hey dude. How you been?

wassup, she replied. Girl thinking emoji, cowboy emoji. how’s ur cult lol

Yah……… not great? My roommate just kicked me out of our room

I considered telling Sara that Sloan had done so to host her birthday party, but that seemed too pathetic, even for me. Luckily, Sara didn’t seem to need specifics.

lame af. shes probs one of those balenciaga girls whos never had to share a room before

More like birkin, I typed, before I could help myself. I’d been at Blanchard long enough to know that Balenciaga was now gauche. And Sloan, who had a CEO father and what Vikram called a Botox mother, actually did own a Birkin. Ridiculously, she kept art supplies in it. Idk. I kinda get it bc she got stuck with me last min. She’s a senior so I think she just kinda hates her life right now

nahhhhhh dont gaslight yourself. she sucks, shes out of touch and has never had to wipe her own ass. shes probs gonna marry a connor the third and get a CAN I SPEAK TO THE MANAGER haircut. ur gonna see her on the local news in like twenty yrs after she maims someone in a drunk driving accident. Slightly smiling emoji. Cross-eyed laughing with tongue out emoji.

[image: ]
Night had fallen. The rain stopped. Through the feathery treetops, the moon rose clear and unencumbered. It was eight. Two hours, minimum, before I could safely return to my room.

The pipeline to Garnet Beach was flooded, so I walked along the north shore of the lake. An eerie, lovely mist filtered from the water. You’d be obsessed with this place, Mom, I thought. It looks just like the movies.

I’d been wandering for ten minutes when a dark figure emerged from behind a tree. I froze. The figure did, too.

“Lenny?” said Vikram. “Great minds think alike. A postprandial stroll.”

“Walk together?”

Vikram hesitated. “Alright.”

“Where’s Nico?”

“Hard at work on his physics flashcards, no doubt,” Vikram said derisively.

Vikram never studied. He just didn’t care, and he judged those who did. Somehow, though, his grades never suffered. Several times that week, he’d attempted to convince Nico and me to blow off studying, which irritated Nico. Some of us have to work to get by. You know what that is, right? Work? Nico had said. Vikram’s family wealth granted him freedom from worry about grades or the future, freedom to smoke in the woods and philosophize about the world from a safe distance. According to Nico, the Flanagans had donated enough money to Blanchard that Vikram was guaranteed to never fail a class.

Nico’s situation was more complex. His mother was a professor, his father an immigrant who’d worked his way up from a union electrician position to owning a moderately large contracting business. They had a home in the Bay Area, which Nico said didn’t count for much; a good chunk of his parents’ income went toward Blanchard’s tuition and his college fund, with the understanding that it was an investment—it’d already paid off for his sister, who’d done her undergraduate degree at William and Mary, gone to Oxford as a Rhodes Scholar, and now practiced law. Nico had rattled off these names casually, and I, feeling poor and stupid, nodded as if I’d heard of Baker McKenzie.

Vikram and I skirted the shore of the lake. He paused at a log, gestured for me to sit, then pulled a joint out of his pocket. “Shall we?”

A perk of having a rich friend, one with a seemingly endless supply of sticky weed (among other substances), which he was more than happy to share with me and Nico. We passed the joint back and forth for several minutes. Whatever Vikram’s faults, he wasn’t stingy or mean.

I sat forward. “Do you see that?”

Vikram scanned the south shore. “No.”

A flicker through the trees. Blinkblinkblink. Blink. And then nothing for ten seconds. Then: Blinkblinkblink. Blink.

“There.” I pointed toward the structure huddled on the far side of the lake. It was coming from the boathouse. “You really don’t see that?”

“Probably townies doing townie shit.”

“It’s in the boathouse. How would they get in there? Besides,” I said, the memory rising, my first night at Blanchard, the blinking light out of the boathouse, “it looks like a signal.”

Vikram stood, dusting leaves from his pants. “I’ll investigate. Stay here.”

But I stumbled through the darkness after him, my hair snagging on twigs, feet pounding the damp, uneven dirt. Vikram had a good head start. I followed the crashing sounds of his run, but soon even those faded into the chitters of the forest. Half moon in the sky, lying young and frail over the lake, casting long shadows that wobbled across the makeshift path. Shuddering leaves, lapping water at the shore, and a thump—no—that was just my heart pounding in my ears.

Where was Vikram? Perhaps I should wait for him where he’d left me. And then there he was, ten yards ahead. I started forward again, relieved. The figure turned. But it wasn’t Vikram.

It was a woman. A log caught against the heels of my rainboots. Without realizing it, I’d begun to edge backward. Wind licked the back of my neck.

“Curfew’s long passed. What’re you doing out here?”

She drew closer. A tendril of moonlight illuminated her face.

Murchie.

“Are you mute?” she said.

“No, I—you surprised me, that’s all.” I was teetering on the edge between stoned and sober, aware enough of it all to be embarrassed.

My eyes were undoubtably red. I tried to sniff my shoulder to see if I smelled like weed, but what I’d hoped was surreptitious had the opposite effect. Murchie wrinkled her nose. Where was Vikram? How much time had passed? I tried to determine whether I should panic.

“Looking for someone?” Murchie asked. “You have a sidekick hiding in the bushes?”

“No, ma’am.” I tried not to blink.

“It’s nearly ten p.m.”

Blanchard was progressive. Juniors were allotted the same freedoms as seniors: open campus one weekend a month, later curfew, more agency over our course schedules. Darla was willing enough to make allowances for me as the only student permanently missing a mother, but smoking weed in the woods after dark—well, my father wasn’t a four-star general. That was probably crossing a line.

“I went for a walk after supper. I got lost.”

“You should know better by now. There was a cougar prowling around out here last month. Let’s go.” She marched away.

Why, during the several walks I’d taken with Vikram and Nico, hadn’t I considered this possibility—that one day we would get caught in the woods and be delivered to Dr. Hesse? I was nauseous. I’d come to like my life at Blanchard.

Dr. Hesse didn’t strike me as a shouter. She seemed measured, like she would cut me to shreds with her displeasure, then gather those shreds together in a neat package to send back to Yip. God, Yip. The confusion in his eyes turning to anger. Then the worst part: disappointment. I scanned the trees for Vikram. Nothing. The traitor. He’d probably gotten bored or sidetracked in his search for the blinking light. He must be in his bed at Selah House, reading Proust, having already forgotten about me.

After a few minutes, my misery cleared enough to understand we weren’t headed toward Dr. Hesse’s cottage on the east side of campus. We were walking toward the dorms.

“Um—Murchie? Where are we going?” No response. “Chaplain?”

“I’m not going to ask what you were doing. What I don’t know, I don’t have an obligation to report.”

I let out a grateful breath of air, but she kept on, brow furrowed.

“You shouldn’t be in these woods alone.”

“I know, I know! I—the cougars—I won’t go out alone again after dark.” I made myself relax my eyebrows earnestly. Kitty cat eyes, my mother had called the expression. Darla responded to it well.

Murchie’s face softened into something approaching kindness.

But as we approached the flagstone path leading to Lummi, I remembered Sloan’s party.

“I can take it from here,” I said. “Thanks for walking me back.”

There was the wet, wrenching noise of Lummi’s front door opening. A senior boy descended the steps. It was like watching a train derail in slow motion. He didn’t stumble, but he was swaying ever so slightly. The smell of liquor, muted and heady, sluiced off him. The boy froze when he saw Murchie, then hurried past.

She studied him as he loped away. “You’ve got it from here, huh?”

Murchie marched into Lummi, then poked her head back outside.

“Come,” she said.

Music echoed faintly down the hall. Murchie motioned for me to wait in the hallway as she entered my room. I peered inside. Four seniors stood in a tight semicircle in front of Sloan, tittering mechanically at a story she was telling. The others had paired off, sitting at our desks or on Sloan’s bed, textbooks in hand. There was music and a couple bags of chips, but no alcohol. The overbright giggles, the even-numbered clutches of students strewn around the room, the textbooks carefully propped in their laps, Sloan’s exaggerated surprise at our arrival—it was too perfect. Murchie and I were privy to a staged tableau. A Rembrandt: Belshazzar’s Feast.

“Murchie,” Sloan said. “Here to wish me a happy birthday?”

“Everybody out. You, especially.” Murchie jerked her chin at the three boys still in the room. Henry was not among them.

Sloan switched off the music as the other students filed out.

“You know you’re not supposed to have boys in your room after eight,” said Murchie.

“I completely lost track of the time.” Sloan slapped a hand to her head. “We were having a late study session, and the boys wanted to bring me cupcakes. I’m, like, genuinely so sorry.”

Murchie surveyed the room. “Careful,” she said finally. “Boys in your room are one thing. Underage drinking is quite another.”

Sloan went wide-eyed, innocent. Her skin remained even toned and unflushed. I envied her poker face.

Murchie said, “Lenny, get inside.” She left.

Sloan and I stood in the center of our room. My roommate came toward me, slowly. As she approached, I backed away, until my shoulder blades hit the bunk bed. Her face hovered a few inches from my own. Cherry Coke and vodka vaporized between us. I was hypnotized. Sloan gently tucked a curl behind my ear.

She leaned in close, whispered, “You fucking suck, you know that?”

Then she pulled a handle of vodka from underneath her pillow, wrapped it in a sweater, and put it in our closet, behind her winter boots. She plugged her Bluetooth speaker in to charge. She gathered her toiletries, and as she brushed by my desk, she bumped my stack of textbooks with her hip, knocking them on the floor.

“Oops,” she said, and left the room.

I certainly wouldn’t receive a tap to the PC now. I remained in the center of the room, frozen, burning, hating myself. Sloan was right. I didn’t deserve to belong.
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After

In the hospital room, Yip waited for me to speak. From outside came the sounds of medical drudgery: intercom pages and swaying metal carts. Sensible running shoes shuttling between patient rooms and the nurses’ station.

Then, a knock. In walked an inverted triangle of a woman, with apple cheeks and short, graying hair. She wore neat blue slacks and a white oxford. On her belt were several weapons: taser, gun, hunting knife. The woman halted at the foot of my bed, hands clasped behind her back. A detective.

“You’re awake.” Her voice was mellow, a flippant chirp, maple-flavored corn syrup pouring over boxed pancakes.

Out came Yip’s professional persona, the one he put on when dealing with neighbors or the utility company. “Can I help you?”

“Sure hope so. I’d like to have a little chat with Alena about what happened last night,” said the woman. Danger. Grown-ups never referred to conversations as “little” unless they were, in fact, big. She winked at me. It all felt so depressingly obvious.

“May I see your badge number?” said Yip.

“Detective Thibeaut.” She presented her badge to Yip. “I work for the Clallam County Sheriff’s Office.”

I’d had practice that year at hiding my emotions. My face felt cool. Not a muscle twitched.

“Can I ask what you’re hoping to learn?” said Yip. “They got into an accident. Seems straightforward.”

“Just have to do my due diligence, sir,” said the detective. “Check all the boxes so I can close the case. You understand.” She raised her hands deprecatingly: Don’t shoot the messenger.

Yip frowned. “She just woke up. This isn’t a good time. Can’t it wait a few days?”

“I’m alright, Yip,” I said. “I can answer her questions.”

“Wonderful,” said the detective. She was already dragging a chair to the side of my bed so that she was sitting opposite Yip. “Just a formality.” A small notebook had materialized in her hand. “Seems like you and your friends had quite the adventure. You crashed a Scorpio boat into one of the Coast Guard outbuildings on Ediz Hook.” Her voice was friendly, nonjudgmental. “A runabout called Coo Coo Cachoo.”

“Not me. I wasn’t driving.”

“Who was?”

“Henry.” I made myself say the words casually. “Henry Quinn.”
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Before

The morning after Sloan’s party, I ate breakfast with Vikram. Nico sat across from us, doing his English homework in between bites of Raisin Bran. He was quieter than usual. There were purple smudges under his eyes, and he kept worrying a piece of his hair between his fingers. I considered asking if everything was okay, but Vikram shook his head faintly, drew his finger across his throat—not worth it. Sometimes, Vikram had explained a few days prior, Nico sank into a mood, precipitated by real or perceived injustices in the world.

It was barely seven. We were among the first students in the dining hall. A trio of sophomore boys stood by the cereal station, arguing about who was taller. (I’m six foot, said one. No, bro, his friend replied. You’re five nine.) Mr. Cyrus, the physics teacher, sat at the faculty table, drinking coffee with Murchie and Dr. Hesse.

Vikram prodded me. “I can’t believe Murchie didn’t turn you in. She didn’t ask where you’d been?”

“Don’t worry. She has no idea that my alleged friend double-crossed me and abandoned me in the woods.” I was trying out sarcasm. Blanchard students seemed to love it.

“I went back for you, but you weren’t there. I told you to stay put.”

“I know.” I ripped a slice of toast into tiny pieces. “Thank god Murchie was feeling charitable. Darla would’ve had a field day with that.” I glanced at Nico, hoping to draw him into the conversation. He scratched away at his essay. “Anyway,” I murmured. “Sloan’s reaction was punishment enough. She literally hates me.”

“It’s weird,” Vikram said, ignoring my anxiety. “Murchie doesn’t seem like the type to do people favors. Which—sidenote, I still can’t believe you’re taking her woodworking class. It’s so… quaint.”

This was puzzling, coming from Vikram, who flirted with girls and boys alike via sonnet, and sometimes wore a bowtie underneath his Patagonia fleece.

“He means he finds it plebeian,” said Nico. “Working with your hands isn’t quaint, Vikram. Not everyone spends their life in penthouse boardrooms. Who do you think builds those offices?”

“Don’t play blue-collar worker, Nicolas. You’re from Berkeley.”

“Oakland,” Nico said, flushing.

“Until you were nine. And then your mom inherited that house in Berkeley. You have a view of fucking Tilden Park.”

“Nunca sabes nada,” said Nico, jaw tense. “They’re not millionaires. My mom’s still paying off her student loans.”

“They could sell that house and move somewhere cheaper—move back to Oakland. Probably buy a house with cash and pay off your mom’s loans and still have money left.” Vikram shrugged. “Don’t you think it’s a privilege to even make that decision?”

This was something I’d realized about Nico and Vikram. They were good friends, closer than many of the other boys in our grade. But sometimes the jokes that Vikram directed toward Nico contained an edge of malice. On those days, Vikram needled Nico about his code-switching, about his sister’s time at Oxford. About the summer prior, when Nico’s parents had taken him on a trip to a spa resort in Lake Tahoe. On those days, Nico—affable, generous Nico—was so cold toward Vikram that the air left the room. On those days, I’d slink away from the oppressive silence to find peace by the shore of the lake.

Just a couple days before, Vikram had invited me to join them that winter in Stevens Pass for snowboarding. When I’d said I didn’t know how, he suggested I take lessons. I returned from the bathroom a few minutes later to overhear Nico saying, “Most people can’t afford to pay for things like snowboarding lessons. Like—are you aware how much they cost?”

“Probably about as much as you spent on your climbing gear,” said Vikram.

“Is it hard to breathe? With your head so far up your ass, I mean. You want to invite Lenny to Stevens Pass? What about hiking or snowshoeing instead?”

I’d tiptoed away as quietly as I could, then clunked back down the hallway toward the common room, ignoring my shame-drenched armpits. Nico was trying to stand up for me. It was true that I was measurably more underprivileged than most Blanchard students. But it wasn’t a question of being able to pay for skiing lessons. I couldn’t afford to pay my own way there, for lodging or meals, or even a bus ticket, if everyone traveled separately. Vikram might’ve been my economic opposite, but on that same spectrum, Nico was closer to Vikram than he was to me.

But today, Vikram didn’t rise to Nico’s bait. He said in a generous tone, “Of course, Nicolas. I only meant that the woodshop here is old-fashioned. She’s learning how to build rowboats, for crying out loud. Who uses rowboats anymore? What is this, a coastal fishing village circa 1905?”

He landed a condescending pat on Nico’s hair.

Nico ducked and snapped his book shut, but his jaw had relaxed. “Don’t be smug, changuito,” he said. “It doesn’t suit you.”

“You’re right,” said Vikram. “It suits you much better.”

After breakfast, I stepped around the side of the dining hall to call Yip. Voicemail again. I hung up before the tone beeped, ashamed of my relief. It felt like our worlds were inexorably moving apart. The last time I’d caught Yip on the phone, I’d pretended to lose service and hung up the call. Somehow, this felt less lonely than speaking about the weather. Our communication had dwindled to a fitful trickle of texts. I snapped a picture of the orange-black dahlias lining the northeast corner of the dining hall and sent it to Yip. Our text message thread consisted of me sending pictures of my life at Blanchard, selfies of me smiling convincingly (I hoped) over breakfast, homework, in the common room. These pictures were intermittently punctuated with messages from Yip: Sorry I missed your call. Hey kid, I’m in a meeting. In the middle of something. I have bad reception, sorry. I’ll call back. Sorry kid.

[image: ]
Henry and I worked on the canoe outside the woodshop’s back door, under a tarp strung up to shelter a twenty-by-twenty-foot area and protect our project from the mincing fall drizzle. Henry had kept his word and produced detailed schematics. Today we were building the strongback: the sturdy, level frame upon which we would construct our canoe. We cut plywood inside the shop, then hauled it out back. I stacked the boards next to the sawhorses while Henry dug holes into the ground, into which we staked three 4×4s. These posts would become the foundation for our strongback. It was, Henry explained, important for the strongback to remain firmly rigid so that the frame of the canoe didn’t shift as we worked. Any movement would disrupt our carefully measured proportions, resulting in a boat that was not seaworthy.

Next, we began to mount our longitudinal boards. The work was excruciatingly slow. I understood why wooden boatbuilding had fallen out of fashion. Henry had to stop every ten minutes to show me what I needed to do. We used 2×12s to create a flat, table-like surface twelve inches wide and ten feet long, just shorter than the length of our canoe. As we measured and trimmed the station blocks upon which the hull molds would sit, I stole glances at Henry. He was a hard and efficient worker. He maneuvered wood through the shop’s circular saw with firm pushes, quickly correcting any crooked pieces. Every so often he’d call instructions over his shoulder.

“Grab those vises. I want you to clamp the strongback every foot or so,” he said. “I’ll be out in a minute.”

I went back outside, a bouquet of metal vises cradled in my arm. What was it about Henry that made me clam up? I was behaving like Sloan. She practically twirled her hair when she was around him. It wasn’t that I found Henry attractive. So many boys I’d known in Miami were proud of their vulgarity. They joked about fucking each other in the ass and told elaborate stories of how much pussy they got. Henry, it seemed, wasn’t like this, which was part of his appeal. But he was too perfect, as if he’d been carved from marble. Somehow aware and unselfconscious at once. Light-years away from Nico, who was friendly and roughhewn, his face always brimming with effervescent warmth. It was no surprise that Nico disliked Henry. When Sara mocked Blanchard as being rife with people who wore Ralph Lauren polos, and seduced townie girls while bribing the bartender, she was mostly describing someone like Henry.

He wasn’t nice, Henry. He pretended to be patient, but my lack of experience clearly annoyed him. And there was something else lurking beneath the surface, a secretive gloaming in the way he half-listened to me as we spoke, the way he peered over my shoulder as I used the planer, grasped my elbow, guided it to the right position. It made my stomach wriggle sharply. But I still wanted his approval. It was as if I was in competition with myself: Could I make him like me? Could I battle Sloan’s rage and convince him to give me a tap to the PC? What did it say about my worth if I could? What did it say if I couldn’t?

With the bundle of clamps set carefully on the ground, I pulled a ruler out of my toolbelt and began to measure intervals along the strongback.

“No,” Henry said.

I jumped. The back door of the woodshop was ajar. I hadn’t heard him come outside.

“Those intervals are way off.” He took the pencil from my hand and re-marked them. “There’s no point in doing this if you’re going to half-ass it. You need to measure and then remeasure.”

I considered telling him the truth, which was that I had, but he’d already skirted the strongback.

“Assuming we don’t have any more measuring errors, we should be finished with the strongback this week. We can start working on the hull molds Monday.”

“How long will that take?”

“A few days. We’ll be able to start cutting strips for the hull by mid-October.”

My approach was to pretend that I understood every step that Henry mentioned, then watch him closely as he worked. He slowed down sometimes as he used a tool or measured a piece of wood, which made me wonder if he saw through my ploy.

“Was that you yesterday in Lummi?” Henry asked.

I tried to seem puzzled, then snapped my fingers, as if remembering.

“You were going into Sloan’s party,” I said. “She’s actually my roommate.”

My words felt clumsy. I wished I hadn’t said anything.

“Right.” He didn’t sound surprised. “She mentioned that.”

Stupid. My eyes were trained on Henry’s scuffed Red Wings. “Well, anyway.”

“How’s living with Sloan?” Henry asked, amusement biting through her name.

I kicked my own shoes against the grass. “She’s great, yeah.” I felt like the butt of some joke I didn’t quite understand.

“Come on. I won’t tell her.” He nudged me lightly. “I know how she can be. She was practically eviscerating you with her eyes at Thea’s party.”

“No, really. She’s chill.”

Henry dropped his head to the side as if to say, Come on, it’s only me.

“She’s fine.” And then I amended, “It’s fine. She got stuck with me at the last minute. I’m sure that’s hard.”

“You’re diplomatic,” said Henry. “She’s a bitch.”

Elation bubbled up in my throat before I could stop it, euphoria and something else. Release, perhaps. “She can be a little blunt sometimes, yes.”

“An understatement.”

“Maybe.” I thought about the pity in Vikram’s voice when he’d said that everyone knew Sloan loved Henry. That her feelings were both obvious and unreciprocated. Then I thought about her party, how she’d approached me after Murchie left, a snake aiming its fangs for the jugular. “But you didn’t hear it from me.”

Murchie’s voice echoed faintly from inside the woodshop, growing louder as she approached. “Five minutes, folks.”

By the time she stepped outside, Henry and I were laying out the spacers along the intervals I’d measured. We’d screw them down during the next class.

“How are you getting along out here?” Murchie asked.

“Quite well,” said Henry. “Ahead of schedule.”

“Good.” Murchie crossed her arms.

When she didn’t move, Henry asked, “Did you want to check our work, ma’am?” No one else but Henry would have been able to get away with that flip tone. The amount of power Henry held—effortlessly! and seemingly without any resentment from teachers—almost made my mouth water.

“Nope. Lenny, let’s talk after class.” She went inside.

“Jesus. She’s always trying to talk to you alone. Butchie have a crush on you?” He winked at me.

Had Murchie changed her mind? Was she going to punish me for last night?

After everyone left the woodshop, I went inside to find Murchie. Instead of sitting at a workbench, she beckoned me into her office, a cluttered room off the shop, a closet, really, filled with stacks of schematics, some glossy, others yellowed and curling. There was a jumble of framed photos: Murchie with strawberry-blond hair brushing the collar of her fatigues, the sleeves rolled up to expose pale arms, one of which was marked with a geometric scar, a triangle with a slash through it. A faded Polaroid of two babies, a dimple apiece, wearing Oshkosh, grasping at their toes. A brown-haired woman on a beach, blowing a kiss at the camera. Behind her was another woman (Murchie?) holding the brown-haired woman’s waist in one hand, a can of beer in the other. The composition of this picture wasn’t great, nor was the clarity; in fact, it was a grainy photo, and poorly staged.

But there were people like that. In their old rain boots and faded jeans, the sturdy kind with the button flies, standing on the otter-slick black sand of low tide, somewhere in the Pacific Northwest. Drink in hand beneath a blurry sunset, nowhere to be. A good, uncomplicated life. It all seemed universes away from Blanchard and the woodshop. It seemed like magic.

“How’re things going with your roommate?” Murchie asked abruptly. “You seemed stressed this morning at breakfast. She give you a hard time last night after I left?”

That took me aback. Since arriving at Blanchard, I’d grown proud of my increasing ability to control my face, to hide my reactions from the people around me. Pretending to be happy made other people happy. It made my life simpler. Adults were easy to manipulate because they wanted to think that everything was okay. It was like a sickness. I couldn’t blame them, though. It was a good story to believe in.

“No,” I said. “Everything’s fine.”

“You sure?” When I didn’t reply, she said, “It’s unusual for juniors to room with seniors. Worse, in my opinion. Puts you in a position to get caught up in things beyond your pay grade. So to speak.”

The clock’s ticks bounded gleefully across the silence between us.

“I’m good,” I said carefully.

By now, Sloan would have informed her friends I betrayed her to Murchie. If Murchie or Dr. Hesse intervened, I’d become persona non grata. Campus was small. I had to survive until June. Sloan and Henry were allegedly members of the most influential club on campus, so influential it seemingly had even the administration cowed. I assumed that even Nico’s or Vikram’s support would count for nothing in the face of Sloan’s wrath.

Eventually, it would become devastatingly apparent just how correct this assumption was.

Murchie looked unconvinced, but she released me to study hall. Most of my textbooks were in my room, so I returned to Lummi. Sloan was at her desk when I arrived. We hadn’t spoken since the previous evening. My roommate made a show of swiveling around in her chair. She was savoring the drama of the moment. If she wanted me to martyr myself, I would. The alternative was dodging her attacks for the remainder of the year.

“Sloan,” I said, “I owe you an apology. Murchie caught me in the woods, and she made me walk with her. I forgot about the party.”

“Yeah,” Sloan said, waving a hand. No big deal? Or, more likely, Take a long walk off a short pier. “Whatever. Called you as a square from day one. Which, by the way, is why you weren’t invited in the first place. Obvi.”

“Alright,” I said. “I deserve that.”

“Don’t do that holier-than-thou shit. Just because your mom died and everyone at this school thinks you’re a little angel doesn’t mean I buy the act.”

“It’s not an act,” I said. “I’m genuinely sorry.”

Sloan ignored me. “Like, it kind of makes sense. I get why he doesn’t want you.”

A warning note of anxiety fractured against the edges of my awareness.

“I don’t understand.”

“That much is clear, sweets.” Sloan’s mouth widened condescendingly.

“I legit don’t know what you’re trying to say, Sloan.” Jesus, I was abbreviating words too, even now, when I could feel danger lurking. Blanchard was leaching into my psyche. “Can you please stop speaking in riddles?”

“Your dad. He’s giving up custody.”

The relief made me speak freely. “Yeah, well. My bio dad isn’t exactly full-time parent material.”

“Not him.” Sloan’s grimace went smug. “Yick or whatever his name is. Your mom’s husband.”

“That’s ridiculous.” But, I realized, I didn’t feel any surprise. “How would you even know that?”

Sloan dropped her smile, sensing triumph. No need to playact a villain when the reality of the situation was this cruel. “Overheard Darla talking to Dr. Hesse a few days ago. In the Castle. I wasn’t going to tell you, but honestly”—she laid her hand over her heart—“I thought it was kinder this way.”

“Cool.” My palms were clammy. I was trembling. “That’s—thanks for telling me.” I was desperate for air. I stumbled backward, then walked quickly down the hall, almost falling through Lummi’s entrance.

It was like cracking a safe. You had to listen for the click as each tumbler aligned, or else you’d miss the bigger pattern. Yip’s weird performance tears when he said he was sending me away. His insistence that attending Blanchard would be good for me. And earlier memories—correcting a teacher at school when she’d referred to him as my dad. My mother had said that Yip didn’t mean anything by it: He’s just a stickler for semantics, kitten. He means what he says. She’d been right. I leaned against the building, still shaking, so lightheaded that I could’ve been rotating on an axis.

I was so stupid. While I’d been wasting my time fantasizing about friendship and the PC, I’d missed information crucial to my survival. Yip had never been anything less than honest with me: He was not my father. I did not belong to him.
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An hour of study hall remained, but I headed for Old Man Hall. I ensconced myself in a phone vestibule on the second floor of the Arts Center, then called Yip from the payphone. No answer. I called from my cell. No answer. Twice more. Straight to voicemail.

He texted me a minute later. Hey kid, I’m busy right now. Can you cool it with the back to back calls? Call you when I can.

“Fuck!” I slapped the vestibule wall, inhaled, then called Sara. She answered on the third ring.

“Have you seen Yip around? He won’t pick up.”

“Saw him a couple hours ago,” Sara said. “All suited up on his way to that meeting.”

“Which meeting?”

“Something with a lawyer, right?”

Blood hissed through my body, magma hot and panicked. “Did he say what it was about?”

“Not sure. He mentioned it to John Spaulding yesterday at Grocery Outlet. I assumed it had something to do with your mom. Seems like he’s had a bunch of stuff to take care of since she died. Lenny? You still there?”

I was going to throw up. “Yes.”

“Everything okay? Those oligarchs being nice to you?”

I considered sobbing. Instead, I pinched my nose and leaned against the wall. “A couple of them,” I choked out. “The rest treat me like I’m some kind of outsider.”

“Bitch, you are an outsider. Listen, I’m heading into a movie. Sorry I don’t have more deets about Yip.”

The vestibule’s overhead light switched off. It was too hot, the air too close. I stumbled into the dim barrel of the hallway. Part of my brain screamed at me to keep moving, but the other part said I could rot in here for as long as I liked. It wouldn’t matter.

It was time to face the facts. Yip was meeting with a lawyer. He wasn’t picking up my phone calls. Worse, he was sending them to voicemail. When we did speak, it was stilted. I’d chalked it up to Yip being shy, a man raised in a certain generation. He’d always been laconic. More James Drury than Jimmy Stewart. I hadn’t taken any of it personally, but I should have. Coming to Blanchard had marked the beginning of some other kind of relationship with Yip, one I hadn’t wanted to acknowledge.

I had never been good at facing reality, living as I did in the what-ifs and half promises of the future. It’s what Pisces do! as my mother used to say. But now I needed to assess the situation with a clear head. Yip wanted to wash his hands of me. For the tenth time, I wondered why he’d sent me to this school. There were half a dozen other boarding schools in Washington state. Blanchard, with its excess of resources, seemed so far removed from our life in Port Angeles.

Maybe I was focusing on the wrong thing. What did it matter which school I attended? Yip was arranging to excise me from his life. Anxiety thrummed like a guitar down my throat to my chest and belly, where it crumbled sticky inside my stomach. The only thought that brought relief was that Yip had no way to contact my biological father, who lived off the grid in another country. I’d been nine or ten the last time my mother attempted to reach out.

Still, I was self-aware enough to know when I wasn’t wanted. I’d be sixteen in five months. My scholarship was set for the school year, but what would happen during the summer? Yip couldn’t be counted on to welcome me back on the boat, regardless of whether he managed to get in touch with my father. Sara’s plan to move to Olympia with the marathon money suddenly seemed less foolish.

Hey, I texted Sara. Sorry for bothering you during the movie

whats up?

I’m in, I replied. With the marathon

oh FUCK yah, Sara said. i literally could not figure out the telescope

I got you, I said, although I wasn’t sure how I was going to teach her to use a telescope from almost a hundred miles away. We’d need to figure out a practice viewing schedule, to select a vantage point.

also tbh i think this is a healthy step for u. like i think ur mom would be so proud and i think ur going to feel so good when we WIN THIS MF THING. She’d added an emoji of an envelope sealed with a red heart.

My head hurt. Maybe she was right. Since arriving at Blanchard, I’d mentally separated my two worlds—the one with my mother in it, the one without. But perhaps I’d been going about this the wrong way. Sara had offered me a way to honor my mother.

I scrolled through Instagram until I found the contest post. Though it was technically possible to stage a Messier marathon on any given evening, there were certain times of the year when the position of objects relative to the sun increased the chances of viewing as many objects as possible. Washington was farther north than ideal, but if we timed our marathon around the vernal equinox, we’d have a window of about eleven hours after sunset to observe and record the galaxies, nebulae, and globular clusters.

We have until the end of April, but our best shot will probably be March. I swiped through Google for a couple minutes, then Blanchard’s website. March 29. That’s my spring break, so I’ll be home. Put it in your cal

Sara sent four emoji depicting the Vulcan salute.

We should both do some trial viewings before then. It’ll make the actual marathon smoother if we’ve gotten some practice, I replied.

howre we going to do this? Sara asked. i mean share the telescope

I hesitated before responding. Even though I wasn’t taking physics, I hadn’t forgotten about Mr. Cyrus’s Lunt telescope. I wouldn’t steal it, I reasoned. I would temporarily borrow it. I have a telescope here. It’s a really good one, actually.

we r really gunna do this huh

Yep, I typed. March 29. We have no choice. I added an lol at the end of my sentence and then deleted it. I didn’t want Sara to know how dire my situation was. But there was only so much pretending I could do.
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After

The detective was relaxed, ankle hooked across a knee. She tapped her lip with her pen. “Henry Quinn drove the boat? Interesting.”

I focused on my breath. Darla had demonstrated the exercise in November: Inhale for four counts, hold for four counts, exhale for four counts. There was a whiteboard on the wall across from my bed. There was the date: March 30. The nurse’s name: Tammi.

“Were you aware the boat was stolen from Scorpio?” asked Detective Thibeaut.

“It wasn’t stolen. Henry borrowed it.”

“He had Scorpio’s permission to use the boat?” Thibeaut’s pen hovered over her notebook.

“His father owns the company.”

Thibeaut waited for me to continue. When I didn’t, she said, “So you and your friends took this boat. Where?”

“We went to the End of the World.”

Yip had been watching Thibeaut closely, peering at her pad every time she noted something. But now he looked at me, rubbed his chin. The emotion on his face was difficult to read. Anger, grief—or something else entirely.

“The beach off the westside bluffs? Kids still hang out over there?” Thibeaut snorted. “When I was in high school, we’d hike out through the scrub brush for bonfires. That what you were doing?”

Good lies always held an element of truth. If Thibeaut knew there’d been money involved, she’d start asking difficult questions.

“We were stargazing,” I said. “Also, where are my friends? Sara—Nico—are they okay?”

“Ah.” There was the rustling of paper. “Sara Spaulding, Nicolas Soliz, Sloan Calloway, Vikram Flanagan, Henry Quinn? That’s all of them?”

I nodded.

“Sara and Nicolas were assessed by the EMTs last night then released. Vikram was sent to a hospital in Seattle at the request of his parents, and Sloan had…” There was a pause, paper swiping against paper. “Two cracked ribs. She’ll be discharged today.”

“And I’m assuming you’re going to interview them, too?” Yip asked pointedly.

“Yes. Alena,” said the detective. “You didn’t ask about Henry Quinn.”

I arranged my face. Curiosity. Concern, but not too much. “How is he doing?”

Thibeaut said, calm as a quiet sea, “He’s dead.”

Yip half rose from his chair, then sat down, hard. Thibeaut’s head was cocked. The snapping black eyes were no longer friendly.

“He sustained significant wounds—his skull was caved in. His body was quite mangled. Looks like he got caught in the boat propeller at one point. Pretty gruesome. He was scalped.” She interlaced her fingers. “You don’t seem surprised.”

The dull pain of the concussion was keeping every emotion at bay, but I could sense them grasping for purchase: panic, fear. Relief.

“I saw him after the crash,” I whispered. “He—his body was floating next to me. But everything happened so fast. I hoped I was wrong.”

“I think that’s enough,” Yip said. “You’re expecting a concussed teenager to have a profound reaction to hearing that one of her classmates suffered a horrific death? Would you be happier if she cried hysterically?”

The detective coolly scanned my face, then pulled herself to her feet.

“I’ll have my office reach out in a few days, when Alena is feeling better. We’ll continue the interview then.”

She left the room.
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Before

For once, Sloan had gone to sleep early. I lay in the bunk above her. The room was quiet, apart from my roommate’s breathy snores. I considered my plan to borrow the physics lab’s telescope. The lateness of the hour called to mind thieves sneaking into vaults. Wasn’t my task more Audrey Hepburn in How to Steal a Million than Ryan Gosling in The Place Beyond the Pines? I reminded myself I needed the money for the inevitable day that Yip relinquished me to my father. Yes, Mom, I thought. I’m quite aware that I’m trying to convince myself to do something that isn’t me. But then I wondered if, perhaps, it wasn’t so far from who I was, at my core. Hadn’t I learned as much at Blanchard? I was nothing more than a desperate impostor.

A few days prior, while listening to another student monologue for five minutes in English about why Dr. Frankenstein was a postmodern hero, I’d realized it wasn’t that I was stupider than them. I simply lacked the confidence to deliver a convincing performance of Elite Boarding School Girl, to act like I truly belonged. It seemed woven into the threads of their Canada Goose jackets. They all played field hockey or tennis, or cross-country skied, or sailed. They strode around campus wearing pinnies from sleepaway camp and their parents’ alma maters—Yale, Cornell, Georgetown. They talked loudly in the dining halls and spoke familiarly with the teachers.

Back in Miami, the other students and I were the same. We shopped at T.J.Maxx or Old Navy. Each of our parents worked at least one job; the families with stay-at-home moms sent their kids to private school, and the private school kids didn’t hang out with us. We were too earnest. We wanted things too much.

Blanchard almost exclusively enrolled the children of stay-at-home moms. Somehow, no matter how many times a week I showered, I smelled broke. Most mornings I woke up as Sloan, just returned from the hall bathroom, smoothed serum through her hair. It had a musky, calm scent that left amber and woodsy roses lingering in the room for half the morning. I’d looked up the serum the second week of school. One bottle cost $100. I’d squirted a pump into my hand and run it through my hair, then avoided Sloan for the rest of the day so she wouldn’t smell it on me.

Now Sloan shifted in bed. The tenor of her snores ratcheted up. Mr. Cyrus taught two sections of physics, one before grub, one after. I could sneak into the lab between sections, when everyone was in the dining hall. But if I took the telescope during grub, Cyrus might notice it was missing during his afternoon class. I’d need to sneak in after classes ended, then. This would be difficult. Physics was in Taylor Hall, which would be open until curfew, but the classrooms themselves would be locked. I wasn’t sure how I’d break in without causing a scene. Luckily, tomorrow was Friday. While everyone else was at chapel, I’d make my attempt.

Outside our window, evergreens swayed. Their spiny branches made long, toothy shadows against the wall. Little spikes of nervousness roiled in my esophagus. I would need to improvise. I’d only been at Blanchard for a month. If I was caught, I could pretend I was lost.
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After my last class, I went to Lummi to stow my books, then splashed water on my face in the bathroom. I was feeling less and less certain about my plan.

“Get it together,” I said.

In one of the far stalls, a toilet flushed. Audrey Samuels, who roomed with Celeste Wu, emerged. I pretended to be very interested in the pores on my nose. She approached the sink to wash her hands, then quickly skirted me to grab a paper towel. She’d heard me talking to myself. It was almost funny, her scurrying, as if I had rabies. I vaguely remembered that her mother was an executive at a rideshare company. Audrey was fiercely blond and uncomplicated, and while we’d never had any meaningful interactions, when I was in her presence, I pretended that I too was uncomplicated. Audrey wiped her hands. I locked myself in a stall and sat on the closed toilet seat.

Someone barged into the bathroom. “Did you see the cannon?” It was Celeste.

“How come?” said Audrey.

“It was spray-painted last night. ‘SC and HQ.’”

“FML,” Audrey groaned. “Henry is definitely hooking up with Hairy Long Legs Fingerpainting Bitch again.”

“Maybe we can, like, pour bleach in her shampoo. Then she’ll be even uglier, and Henry will be like, ‘Ew,’ and he’ll drop her and then we’ll both get bids for the PC when they go out next week.”

“It’s annoying that she’s so involved with the tapping process. It really should be Henry’s final say. KJ told me he was elected king.”

“My god, I know. Like—her? She’s got the power?”

“She’s so freaking tall. I don’t like that.”

“Okay, same?” said Celeste. “I kind of don’t trust tall girls? It’s like, why are your limbs so long?”

“No, exactly,” said Audrey. Then there was silence. “Wait,” she whispered. “Isn’t she—” She lowered her voice further and murmured something to Celeste, who swore. Their footsteps hurried out of the bathroom. I heard Celeste say, “No, yeah, Lenny’s her roommate. Fuck, she better not tell.”

So—they’d been talking about Sloan. It seemed my roommate had more sway in Blanchard’s secret society than I’d realized—and she had rivals for Henry’s affection. I counted to one hundred, exited the bathroom, and walked to chapel.
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Yip was giving me up. After the spring, I’d surely be sent to the Yukon to live with my father. Would he allow me to return to Blanchard for my senior year? According to Dr. Hesse, my scholarship was good for two years. My mother had once alluded to my father being spiteful. What if he prevented me from coming back? I couldn’t live in the Yukon. Not with a man who’d abandoned me. Sara was right. We needed an escape plan.

I had to take the telescope. I’d been standing in the chapel’s atrium, but I made to leave before I lost my nerve again. I nearly collided with Nico, who grabbed my elbow reflexively to steady me.

“Whoa,” he said. “You okay, bombonita?”

Early evening light skittered around us, heavy and lambent. It settled over Nico’s cheeks, dusting his eyelashes and morphing the hair escaping from his topknot into a corona. There was something so familiar about him. It felt like déjà vu: His eyes, the way he spoke. The earnest, energetic humor, the soft insecurity beneath.

“Are you having a stroke, Nicolas?” said Vikram. “Stop blocking the entrance.”

Nico dropped my elbow and stepped inside the atrium.

“Milady.” Vikram tried to dap me up. “Supper after chapel?”

“For sure,” I said. “I’ll meet you guys there.”

Vikram pouted. “You’re not going to walk over with us? Mais pourquoi? Ah, I understand. You hate us.”

“No, no—” I hesitated.

If I said I was leaving chapel, if Cyrus noticed the telescope was missing before I returned it, they might put two and two together. I didn’t question then why Vikram wanted me to walk with them to dinner but wouldn’t invite me to sit with them during chapel. At the time, it seemed like the natural order of things: Vikram was popular, Nico carelessly beautiful. Now, I wonder—was this an honest oversight, or part of a larger manipulation?

In the months after it happened, I viewed that terrible night in the Seattle house as an inflection point. But I was wrong. I’d known there was space between us three. I just hadn’t realized it’d always been a chasm.

“Of course I’ll walk with you,” I said.

After Nico and Vikram entered the auditorium, I slipped outside. Though it was still early in the month, October had already left its mark on campus. The bigleaf maple and red alder were turning, a riot of fluorescent yellows and oranges. Fistfuls of bashful scarlet leaves clung precariously to the trees. How strange it was that these colors hid inside the leaves throughout spring and summer, camouflaged by a uniform green, only to emerge in the autumn, truthful, triumphant.

The sun had set but night hadn’t yet fallen. My familiarity with the campus surprised me. I’d been at Blanchard for a month, but I felt wrapped in several layers of cotton, floating from place to place, carried not by my own navigation or desire, but by the buoying tide of the students around me. Standing, finally, in front of Taylor Hall, I admitted I’d brought myself here of my own accord. There were no other students around me who could claim responsibility.

Taylor Hall was unlocked. The smell of the seventy-five-year-old building enveloped me, dry and airless, like the rotting pages of an old library book. A janitor’s cart sat abandoned just inside. Cyrus’s classroom was at the end of the hall. I tried the handle. Locked. Something in the basement clanked, hollow and loud. I froze, white-hot panic undulating across my skin. The clank sounded again and again, but softly. The radiator, settling into itself. I jiggled the doorknob.

Then, footsteps. Whirling around and already trying to formulate a fractured excuse—I came face-to-face with Henry.

“Hello, Winter. Trying to burgle the physics lab?”

Henry let me stammer for several long seconds, then said, “Wait. Are you actually trying to break in?” There was the lightest layer of shock in his voice, blanketing something else—appreciation? “Lenny.” He drew out my name, as if seeing me clearly for the first time.

I watched as his feet stepped closer to mine; they were so close, in fact, that it was almost as if the tips of our shoes were gently kissing. I flushed.

“Of course not,” I snapped. Then, “What are you doing here, anyway?” I felt surer of myself now. It was risky to skip chapel. If a teacher noticed you weren’t there, off-campus privileges were revoked for a weekend. This would be a problem for me, since the toiletries at the campus store were twice as expensive as they were at the Walgreens in town.

Henry didn’t hesitate. “Taking an evening stroll.” He ran a hand through his perfectly tousled hair, then shrugged, bored with the exchange, ready to leave. Later that night, lying in bed, I would wonder why I’d opened my mouth, why I hadn’t just let him walk away.

“I need to borrow something. The telescope.”

Both of Henry’s eyebrows went up. “For what?”

I was in uncharted waters. Honesty—or a version of it—seemed like the best way forward.

“I’m trying to view a bunch of different astronomical phenomena.” It was mortifying to think of Henry, of anyone at Blanchard, knowing why I needed to complete the marathon, that I was trying to preempt my stepfather kicking me out by earning enough money to get by on my own. Still, I felt a thrill at sharing part of my secret. I couldn’t embody prep school girlhood, but perhaps I could audition for something more interesting: the subversive outsider.

Abruptly, Henry jogged toward the entrance. Of course he wanted nothing to do with this. I was only a junior. I didn’t know how to casually flirt the way many in my grade seemed to have mastered, and I certainly didn’t know how to capture anyone’s attention for longer than a couple of fleeting minutes. Even when I did, I was useless; my run-in with Nico before Thea’s party proved that.

Henry crouched next to the janitorial cart. He rummaged around on the lower shelf, digging through a pile of rags. There was a jingle. He returned, clutching something.

“Master key.” He waved it. “Molina is so lackadaisical.” That had been a big word that week at Blanchard—the AP lit teacher had used it when lecturing one of the seniors, and it spread through the student body like wildfire. “He’s always leaving his shit around.”

Mr. Molina was one of the Blanchard janitors. He was the one responsible for locking up the classrooms once study hall was over. I’d never spoken to him before. He was beleaguered and cranky, an elderly man who often found himself on the receiving end of back slaps and salutes from some of the more popular boys.

Henry inserted the key into the lock, then held the door for me. I was too giddy to wonder why he was helping me. He stood watch as I searched for the telescope. It was in the back of a supply closet, covered with a drop cloth that gasped dust upon removal. The telescope was heavy. I’d have to disassemble it to carry it back to Lummi, but I hadn’t thought to bring a bag with me.

I spread the drop cloth on the floor and began to take the telescope apart, placing each of the five pieces atop the cloth. Next, I gathered up all four corners and tied them to make a sack. I stood, braced my knees, and hefted the makeshift sack up onto my shoulder, clanking metal against metal.

“You look like a hobo,” Henry said.

I rolled my eyes but refrained from commenting on his word choice.

“You need help getting that back to your dorm?”

“I’ll be fine.” I shifted, trying to find a comfortable stance. Henry escorting me to Lummi was much too intimate. “You really don’t need to.”

“Chill,” he said. “It’s a five-minute walk.” He was already reaching for my sack, opening it, dividing the pieces between us. His pile carried the three bigger, more awkward components, leaving me only the telescope’s legs.

“Besides,” he said, “you should leave the drop cloth. We can put it back in the supply closet over a stack of textbooks or something. That way Cyrus won’t notice it’s missing.”

“I was planning to bring it back tomorrow. After I use it.”

“Don’t bother,” Henry said authoritatively. “Cyrus doesn’t get to astronomy till the spring. He won’t notice it’s gone before then.” He held up a finger. “Shh. Hear that?”

There was a faint thud. A whistle meandered through the hallway outside the classroom, growing closer and then fading. I tiptoed to the door. An older man, balding and overweight, was unbuckling his belt as he approached the stairs to the basement. It seemed that Mr. Molina hadn’t, in fact, forgotten his cart.

“Going to take a shit,” Henry whispered. “There’s a staff bathroom down there.”

He returned the drop cloth to the supply closet while I picked up the telescope’s legs. Then he was back, shoving the telescope’s lens in his pocket, gathering the remaining pieces in his arms. He stepped into the hall first, summoning me with a tilt of his head. We rushed down the hallway, pausing by Mr. Molina’s cart for Henry to return the master key to its ring. The front door broadcasted a heavy groan as we pushed against it, but we were home free then, tripping down the steps of Taylor Hall, jogging the long way around campus to Lummi to avoid the post-chapel crowd, trying to stifle our laughter, which only made me laugh harder.

At Lummi, Henry held the door for the second time that evening. In Taylor Hall, I’d been too startled by his matter-of-fact involvement in my plot to pay much attention to the small courtesy. Now, rushing into Lummi without making eye contact, I wished I were similarly distracted. Wasn’t it too familiar, too akin to the actions of a man on a date with a woman? Maybe Henry—whose pale stubble stippled his upper lip and who sometimes propped an arm against the wall over Sloan as they talked between classes—was a man. But I wasn’t a woman. I was still a girl, and I had no idea how I was supposed to feel about this gesture.

We halted outside my room. I realized that Henry was waiting for me to invite him inside. As he followed me into the room, I reminded myself that it was silly to be self-conscious. He’d been here during Sloan’s birthday party. Still, I peered around, trying to see it as he must. I hadn’t made my bed that morning and it felt vulgar, the way the sheets twisted near the foot of the bed where I’d kicked them off. My books were lined neatly on my desk. Sitting next to them was an open notebook, a pen cradled in its seam. There were calculus problem sets and half-written essays stacked messily under the notebook, lending what I hoped was an air of studious abandon to the scene. I thought that my desk gave the impression of someone who cared about academics but wasn’t too prissy. Was Henry absorbing all of this? I snuck a glance at him. He was texting, thumbs moving quickly across the screen of his phone.

I remembered the pleasant, swimming warmth that traveled from my face down my body, settling below my waist, when Nico had held my elbow in chapel. I wondered if Sloan felt the same when Henry was near. I wondered if they were having sex. Was Sloan the kind of girl that only slept with boys she was in love with? Did she care if they were in love with her, too? I felt an unexpected wave of pity for my roommate. Was Henry texting her? I imagined she would be upset to learn he’d helped me.

I waited until Henry pocketed his phone. “Well, thanks for…” I waved my hand to encompass what we’d just done.

“Aiding and abetting?”

“Precisely. You made an excellent accomplice.” I could hardly believe myself.

“You trouble, girl.” One of his hands was now resting on the post of the top bunk, my bunk. He was leaning against the bed with the same languorousness as between-classes Henry. I ignored the affected speech.

“No, you are.” As soon as the words came out of my mouth, I regretted them. I sounded desperate. I searched for something else to say, a follow-up that would erase the evidence of me being unoriginal and corny, but Henry had already removed his hand from the bunk bed.

“I should probably put this away before Sloan comes back.” I gestured toward the telescope parts, which we’d deposited on my desk chair. Henry was halfway to the door before I worked up the courage to say, “Can I ask what you were really doing in Taylor?”

“I told you,” Henry said. “I was taking a walk.”

In the coming years, I would often return to his answer, wondering if it was the truth. It wasn’t the most plausible response, but what else had I expected of him? To say that he’d followed me out of chapel? Wishful thinking. It wasn’t that I had a thing for Henry. I know it sounds as though I did. But he was one of the most popular boys in his class, and I was, in almost all moments, too aware of how different I was from the girls he tended to flirt with. They were thin, white, witty, unbothered. They dressed carelessly but were still intentional, beautiful. Even Sloan had a striking presence.

Despite those odds, I wanted to feel there was more than happenstance to our meeting outside the physics classroom, some deliberately orchestrated kismet that brought us together in Taylor Hall that night. It would’ve made me feel less alone—less certain that, in the aftermath of my mother’s death and the loss of Yip, I was the only person responsible for my fate.

But that evening, I focused only on the telescope. I wrapped the metal pieces in sweaters and T-shirts, then placed them in the back of my closet. By the time I remembered my promise to eat supper with Nico and Vikram, the meal was over. I ate a dinner of peanut butter pretzels in Lummi’s common room while I mapped out our trial viewings. Sara and I wouldn’t need to view all 110 Messier objects to win the contest, but it would greatly improve our chances. Anyone with a telescope and the ability to pull all-nighters had a decent shot at winning. This was even if they didn’t manage to view, for example, the Specter Cluster, which was notoriously difficult to locate. We needed to differentiate ourselves, and we would do that through practice. I worried that this reality had prematurely fucked our bid. Sara didn’t seem like the type to buckle down into a scholarly routine, no matter how lucrative.

I’d downloaded a set of finder charts and sent a copy to Sara, along with a list of forty of the most difficult objects to find. We would split the list, practice locating the objects with ascension and declination coordinates. The finder charts would allow us to study the star patterns, whereby we would locate a recognizable star or object and hop from it, star to star, until we reached the desired Messier object. Like hikers picking their way across a spring-swollen river, Sara and I would orient and reorient until we had mapped the whole sky.

This was the plan. It was a good one. There was time before March to practice, to streamline. But the intervening months held surprises both wonderful and terrible. Everything was about to change.
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On Thursday the week after Sloan’s birthday party, Scag met in one of the study rooms in the library. Darla had been traveling on and off for a conference series. Though she usually held the group in her office, we were under instructions to lead ourselves that evening. Herman sat across the room from me. The meeting was supposed to start at six, but we were the only ones there.

“Heard you went to a kickback in Thea’s room a couple weeks ago,” Herman said.

“How do you know that?”

“Everyone on this campus is a huge gossip. Like being in the fucking barrio.” He rolled his r’s for several seconds. “As Darla would say.”

“I went to Thea’s party, yes.”

“You got the diversity tap, huh?”

I slouched in my chair, mirroring Herman. I wasn’t sure if I was supposed to be discussing this with other people.

“That’s what it’s called?” I asked. “Vikram seemed to think there was more than one diversity tap.”

“He’s wrong. They offered it to me last year.”

“Really? Aren’t you a junior? I thought they only gave out taps to juniors.”

Herman examined his fingernails. His face was red. He pulled his legs in and sat forward. “We should start.”

“What do you want to talk about?” We usually went around in a circle and discussed our highs and lows for the week. Darla liked to spend particular time on our lows.

“I dunno. How was your week?”

“Only one microaggression so far. Go, Blanchard.”

Herman snickered. “Wow. Good week for you. I’ve had maybe four. Someone asked me yesterday if I’d even ridden in a car before I ‘came to the US.’” He did air quotes and everything.

“You should save that one for Darla. She’d scribble it down like…” I furrowed my brow and mimed writing furiously.

“Yo, she’s always scribbling, though! Like, for why?”

“She let slip last week that she uses her notes for the conferences. I think she’s trying to publish a paper. Integration of impoverished children into private schools or something.”

“Nah.” Herman was incredulous. “That’s, like…”

I finished his sentence. “Sociopathic.”

“This school is wild. Sometimes I just wanna—” and he mimed an explosion.

I understood what he meant. Blanchard was a tower of affluence and artifice that sometimes felt rotten at the center. There was no real sense of community; instead, there was rugged individualism and its fallout. If you hadn’t grown up in this world, the pressure to fit in could feel unbearable. But Herman didn’t understand that you had to play the game to make life easier—perhaps that was why he’d lied about being tapped for the PC. This was the reason that Darla had told me about her paper: She thought she could trust me, that I was assimilated. I wondered what Sara would say. Would she think I was playing the game? Or would she think I’d been subsumed by it?
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After Scag, I sat on a bench outside the gym and called Sara. We hadn’t spoken on the phone in a couple of weeks, not since before I’d taken the telescope. I’d been wrapped up in the bubble of Blanchard, of schoolwork, of the frail normalcy created by both.

She picked up on the first ring. She was still struggling to use the telescope correctly. Truthfully, I felt some relief over this. If we were troubleshooting, we weren’t focused on my own lack of success in practicing for the marathon. Though I’d gone out to Garnet Beach once, finder charts and telescope in tow, I still hadn’t successfully viewed anything. I told myself I’d stage another practice viewing that evening. I wouldn’t leave until I found something, even if it meant breaking curfew.

“John Spaulding’s been giving me shit about leaving the boat at night. It’s like he thinks I’m shooting up in the bathroom or something.”

“He doesn’t know about the marathon?”

“The absolute last thing I need is him riding my ass about my plans to leave this shithole. He’s going to be all”—she made her voice incongruously high-pitched, nagging—“‘the grass is always greenest where you water it,’ or some other creepy NA mantra.”

“Fair enough.”

“And aren’t we keeping this on the DL? John Spaulding would tell Yip if he knew. You’re trying to escape your own shithole, which, yes, it still qualifies, even if it’s gold-plated.”

I still hadn’t told Sara what I’d learned from Sloan, about the custody transfer. I wondered, though, how much Sara suspected. After all, I’d agreed to enter the marathon after she’d informed me of Yip’s meeting with the lawyer. The intimacy of Sara knowing something so sensitive but not confronting me with it was unendurable. I was a crumbling castle. My portcullis had malfunctioned. Sara could stomp in and inflict real damage, but she didn’t. I wanted to wail and shake her, to goad her into using her power. It felt too tender otherwise.

“How does Yip seem?” I said.

“Fine. John Spaulding is going to go over there tomorrow night for dinner.” Sara paused, then mumbled, “It’s sort of lame now that you’re not here.”

Mica Stein gangled his way out of the gym, clad head to toe in black. He halted before me. I bid Sara a hasty goodbye. Mica pushed his round tortoiseshell glasses up his nose with his knuckle. He looked like the headliner at an indie bookshop’s slam poetry event.

He leaned down so he was level with my ear, and whispered, “Tonight. Be ready by eleven. Pass it on to Celeste.”

“Wait, Mica, what—?”

He called over his shoulder, “Dress warm!”

[image: ]
That night at 10:55, I sat on my bed, wearing a jacket over a wool turtleneck and a pair of Carhartt overalls. Sloan was nowhere to be seen. The minutes ticked by. There was a small thump in the hallway, then nothing. The foundation settling, probably. I began to wonder if I’d misheard Mica. Maybe it was seven, not eleven. Or maybe there was a secret meeting location I was supposed to know about. I’d whispered a clumsy version of Mica’s directions in Celeste’s ear in the line for stroganoff at supper, but she’d pretended like she hadn’t heard me. I hoped I hadn’t misheard Mica. I picked at my cuticles. It was 10:59 and quiet. My only warning sign was a sense of foreboding.

Finally, at 11:03, two cloaked figures entered the room. Both wore wrestling masks under their black hoods. I was expecting them, yes, but it didn’t stop my heart from beating into my fingertips, my toes. The pair motioned for me to stand up. The smaller one, who wore a turquoise and orange mask edged with gold, stepped forward and placed a blindfold over my eyes.

A voice whispered in my ear: “You are Epsilon.”

It was a voice I knew. Sloan?

Hands took hold of my arms. I was led outside on a long march through the trees, silent but for the amorphous presence of the woods, chirping, swelling, verdant, ominous, brimming with something that couldn’t be contained. After maybe twenty minutes, we stopped. I felt the two bodies leave my side. Twigs cracked. There were more people around me.

“Pledges, remove your blindfolds.”

We were in a small clearing. It was a part of the Blanchard woods I’d never seen before. A fire roared in the middle. The vegetation was a dark, thick tangle, and the trees grew so close above that barely any moonlight leaked through the canopy. There were thirteen others. Seven of us were arranged in a rough semicircle. Mica stood next to me, but I could barely make out the faces of the other five beyond him.

The remaining seven stood in delta formation, the head of the arrow pointing toward those of us in the semicircle. The seven in the delta all wore masks and robes. Six held blue candles, which burned an eerie cobalt. The figure at the head of the delta wore a red and silver mask.

“First, darkness,” said Red Mask, in a dreamlike voice. His six acolytes began to move around him, orbiting the column of his cloaked body, planets inexorably drawn back to their sun. They looped around their leader again and again, their cadence primal. The dance was hypnotic. I caught myself swaying. “Next, chaos.” The six masked figures quickened their circuit.

“Finally: order.” Red Mask’s words cracked across the clearing.

The masked figures halted abruptly. The stillness ripened. Mica swallowed an anxious chuckle. Several of the masked heads swiveled toward him, disapproving.

“We gather as night births the coming day. We stand amid the entropy of the forest,” said Red Mask. “We pay our tribute to the cycles of death and life. For almost two hundred years, the Pascalianum has brought order to chaos.”

“It is our mandate,” replied the remaining masked figures.

They resumed their wraithlike swirling around Red Mask.

Then, one halted in front of him, dropped to their knees at his feet. Red Mask’s hands had been clasped, hidden in the sleeves of his cloak.

Now, though, he drew them slowly apart. Firelight shuddered against the blade of a knife. The other pledges shifted, apprehensive.

Red Mask crouched before the kneeling figure. He draped the figure’s head over his knee, exposing their neck. A flash of pale red hair was visible against the figure’s nape.

“Death begets life. Life begets death. Amid it all, we persevere.”

He ran a gentle finger along the carotid, then replaced his finger with the knife.

“Ad astra per aspera.”

He drew his knife hand across the figure’s throat. One of the pledges gasped. Though no blood was shed in the pantomime, I shuddered. Mica kept licking his lips nervously.

The remaining five figures surrounded the sacrifice on the ground. They linked arms and chanted. As we die, so we are reborn. As we die, so we are reborn. The sacrifice twitched, the words twining around them, animating their limbs, jerking them upright like a marionette.

Five had once again become six. Blue candles in hand, they rearranged themselves in the delta, Red Mask again at its head. After so much movement, the stillness was disorienting.

“As you are summoned, come forth. Lily!”

A pause. No one moved. Then, Mica, a black parka over his black clothing, stumbled toward Red Mask, who now held a small glass. The liquid inside was sapphire in the candlelight.

“Do you swear to never speak of what happens in these woods to anyone not present tonight?”

“Y-yes,” Mica said.

“Do you swear to keep the secrets of your sisters and brothers, and to come to their aid when they are in need?”

“Yes.”

“Do you swear to remain loyal to your fraternity, and to uphold the values of this club?”

“Yes.”

“Under the blue light, honoring the values of truth, secrecy, and brotherhood, do you pledge yourself to the Pascalianum?”

“Yes!”

Red Mask held the glass up to Mica’s mouth. Mica had to crouch a little, but he drank from the cup, coughed, and moved behind Red Mask to stand in the delta.

“Jupiter, come forth.”

It was Celeste, her normally smooth hair staticky and unkempt. She repeated the pledge, drank from the cup, and joined Mica.

Perseus was quiet Gijs Maarten, who ran the 400 on the track team, the son of Dutch diplomats. Firefly was called. He stepped out of the shadows that shrouded our little semicircle: It was Vikram. My inhale was audible. Two of the seven masks eyed me. Vikram carried out the ritual, and then Virgo was called. I watched closely as he stepped in front of Red Mask, into the firelight, wondering if he was Nico, hoping. But Virgo was a boy I only vaguely recognized. He made his promises and drank the liquor, and then I was the only one left.

“Epsilon, come forth.”

I responded as if in a trance. If Sara could have seen me in that moment, she would’ve said she’d always known I was an easy target for scammers. It was a cliché: Isolate the newcomer. Deprive them of their senses in order to better control them. Explain little; the less information the better. Then, ask them to pledge their allegiance. Sara’s voice echoed in my head: A cult within a cult. Cultception!

The newly pledged juniors waited for me to join their ranks.

For the first time since I’d arrived at Blanchard, I understood the cloak and dagger. The abbreviations and nicknames, the fairy-tale colonial buildings with their fireplaces and stone façades and creaky planking. The school song—even the lore of the Patriarchs, which Sara found amusingly misogynistic. It was seductive, this secretive us-versus-them. It felt like magic. I’d been so out of place since I’d arrived, but now I was accepted. Sara wouldn’t understand. I thought, quite mercilessly, that this was probably the fault of her background. She was firmly blue collar. Where I knew little of the ruling class, she knew nothing of it. Besides, Sara was a loner. She would’ve seen the wrestling masks and snorted her way out of the woods.

I halted in front of Red Mask. In hindsight, my willingness to pledge myself to an organization I knew so little about was strange. But I was young. And they were just words, no? I merely wished to belong.

“Do you swear to never speak of what happens in these woods to anyone not present tonight?”

“Yes.”

“Do you swear to keep the secrets of your sisters and brothers, and to come to their aid when they are in need?”

“Yes.”

I’d already answered before it occurred to me to wonder exactly what I’d be keeping secret. But was this not how siblinghood functioned? You might scratch and claw at your sister in the morning and then defend one another to the death at noon. How different my life might have been, had I a sibling, had I not always been alone.

“Do you swear to remain loyal to your fraternity and to uphold the values of this club?”

“Yes,” I said, though I had no idea what said values were.

“Under the blue light, and honoring the values of truth, secrecy, and brotherhood, do you pledge yourself to the Pascalianum?”

I hesitated. I remember thinking it all felt so final. Someone cleared their throat. The other pledges waited before me. The firelight emphasized the roundness of their cheeks, making them seem much younger than their sixteen years. We were all just babies.

“Yes.”

I drank the blue liquid from the cup. It burned, but I didn’t wince.

“Tonight, you become members of the blue light,” Red Mask said. “Ad astra per aspera.”

Then he and the other six tore their masks off. Red Mask was Henry. Sloan, KJ Fairchild, Thea, and three other seniors took off their own masks—relief and abandon surrounded our little group. The seniors slapped our backs, gathered us around the fire. We drank more. The seniors acted out each of our reactions when they’d come for us in our rooms. KJ broke into song and his voice was a pleasant baritone, soaring over the orange sparks of the fire, Dear old Pascalianums cheer aloud—hu-RAH! and the other seniors joined in, linking arms, swaying together in breathless harmony.

At some point, Vikram sidled up next to me. We wrapped our arms around one another and waltzed around the fire, drunk and cawing, no words needed to express the strange feeling of relief that glowed between us, to have found some pinpoint of familiarity in such a bizarre situation.

“Nico,” I breathed in Vikram’s ear. “He’s not here.”

Vikram twirled away and then back and clutched me to him. “He wasn’t chosen. We were. So it goes.”

I held onto Vikram but thought of Nico, reading a book in Selah, wondering where his friends were. Absurdly, my throat thickened. A strange and tender look flitted across Vikram’s face.

“You’re really worried about him?” He squeezed my hand. “Nico will be okay, babes. Let’s enjoy our night.”

Mica bounded up. He enveloped both me and Vikram in his lanky grip, and soon Celeste’s beautiful face giggled alongside my own. Sloan was on the other side of the fire, Henry’s arm wrapped around her, casually possessive. She raised her cup toward me in a salute. Interesting.

It was a perfect and whole moment. I didn’t need to understand what was happening. I was on the inside of something. Mica’s arm lay heavy over my shoulder, trapping my hair, pulling it with sharp tugs, but I didn’t shake him off. If I moved, the moment would end. I squinted through the trees. I could just make out Ursa Minor. Briefly, I thought of the borrowed telescope and the marathon. The sky was clear, and it was a good night for viewing. But what were stars to standing here, tangled up in other people, held by them, this different kind of night object, stomach warm with alcohol. The moment would last forever—or as long as each of us remembered it. It would be forever to me.

In the years since I left Blanchard, I’ve carried it with me, still. The smoke spiraling into my face and mixing with the scent of my coconut hair gel. Henry and Sloan, clutching one another, foreheads pressed together, dancing to some strange slow music only they could hear, twisting my stomach with something uneasy—longing, perhaps, or jealousy. The sense that, even though my mother had died, even though I was still half-drowned in grief, everything in this world was made for me. Crushed velvet sky, tequila burning my stomach and throat as it came back up, someone rubbing my shoulder, faint laughter receding into the distance, and me, falling asleep on the forest floor, smiling and smiling and smiling like a fool.







PART II
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For the listener, who listens in the snow,

And, nothing himself, beholds

Nothing that is not there and the nothing that is.

—WALLACE STEVENS, “THE SNOW MAN”
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After

Two hours after Detective Thibeaut left my room, the hospital discharged me. Yip took me back to Goodnight Moon. Spring break had begun. I would remain in Port Angeles until the beginning of term.

The concussion was more difficult to heal from than the fractured arm. My brain felt like overworked taffy—no, like a jaw trying to chew the taffy, aching and stretching, a pain bright and dull in the same moment. I was not allowed to sit in rooms with strong lights. I was not allowed to watch TV or use my phone, although I ignored this rule and obsessively checked Find My Friends, following Sloan’s and Vikram’s whereabouts until my eyes burned. I was not permitted to read for longer than thirty minutes. I was not permitted to listen to loud music. I tried to go for short walks up the dock to get some air, some space from Yip, but after a few dozen steps a fuzzy heat slid across my brain, and I would grow so nauseous that I wanted to turn my skin inside out and jump in the cool water of the harbor. For six days, I lay in my cabin, portholes covered, floating darkly down a river of memories.

My baba, my mother’s mother, feeding segments of pineapple and tangerine to the Vitamix a few summers before she died, handing me a glass of juice, wiping my sticky chin. Bleeding through my pants the first day of tenth grade, not realizing until the end of the school day—no one had bothered to tell me. The old Miami apartment, its mildewed scent, teal fractals on the wall tapestries, a hunk of rose quartz in the window, the dinginess staining the edges of everything. My mother’s smell, sandalwood warm, puddling lazy in the neck of her cashmere sweater, the one I stole from her every winter. Rounding the corner to hear her tense phone conversation with someone—my father? Henry’s face, twisting mean and heartfelt. His parents’ Seattle house. My mind went skipping over this memory the way a flat stone skims the surface of a lake. Henry’s face, distorted again, as he flew over the edge of the runabout.

On the sixth evening, I emerged from my stasis to find Yip sitting in the galley, smoking a pipe. A crow pecked at the peanuts he’d scattered on the foredeck.

“How’s your head?”

“Better. Still a little loopy.” I rested my cast on the table.

“Sara came by for you earlier.”

“Oh. I’ll go see what she wants.”

“It’s past nine. Almost your curfew.” He was playacting a nagging parent. My injuries had felt like a pause—it’d been days since I’d thought about custody agreements or the Yukon. It was strange to remember the reality of our relationship. Yip and I had been something like father and daughter for many years, always approaching the real thing, never quite arriving. We were actors on a set, waiting for the director to yell cut. My mother’s death had revealed the truth of our dynamic.

The crow squealed. Yip cracked a peanut and ate it. “Weird little creatures. You know that they hold wakes for their dead? Haven’t seen this one’s mate in weeks.”

I rose from the table. Yip ignored me as I pulled on my jacket and shoes. He was still intent on the crow when I left.
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We needed to get our story straight. My memory of that evening was blighted. Vikram had been in Seattle since the boat crash, and Nico had returned to California for spring break. I hadn’t spoken to him, hadn’t attempted to reach out. Sloan wasn’t answering my texts. Sara and I sat in a coffee shop next to the Safeway and went over the story again.

“Henry was drinking.”

“Henry was drinking.”

“He wasn’t steering straight, and then he… crashed the boat.”

“No,” I said. “Again.”

“Henry was drinking.”

“Yes.”

“He wasn’t steering straight. Nico tried to take the wheel. Then the boat crashed.”

“Nico tried to take the wheel, Henry punched him, and then the boat crashed.”

“God damn it,” said Sara. She rubbed her temples. “How am I supposed to remember all these details in the right order?”

Frustration guttered in her voice—and fear. We were both jumpy. Neither of us had been approached again by Detective Thibeaut. I’d taken to scanning every room as I entered, and Sara overcompensated with sarcasm, but we both knew it was a matter of time before the detective reappeared. I’d overheard Yip and John Spaulding talking late the evening prior. Thibeaut had asked if she could interview Sara again. John Spaulding told her to come back with a warrant. I wondered if Yip would protect me after learning the truth. I wiped my hands against my jeans.

”Again,” I said.

Sara repeated the story. Then, “This is so messed up. All that work on the marathon for what? The camera’s lying at the bottom of the strait. What else? Oh, right, we might go to prison.” There was a hysterical edge to her words.

The man at the next table glanced up from his computer at us.

“Keep it down,” I hissed.

“You know it’s true,” Sara muttered. “What are we going to do about the others?” She groaned and scrubbed at her face.

“I’ll talk to them.” I tried to project confidence. “I’ve got it handled.”

“Oh, fuck me.” Sara was green. “Look.”

The TV on the wall of the coffee shop was tuned to the evening news. There was a woman with shellacked blond hair and cherry-red lips, eyes and teeth impossibly bright. She stood next to a middle-aged man, also blond, handsome in a bleached, tired sort of way. A dimple notched the left side of his mouth. Henry. Or—Henry forty years in the future, dressed in a suit that probably cost thousands of dollars. The scrolling banner below them read: SCORPIO YACHTS CEO HENRY QUINN II BELIEVES FOUL PLAY INVOLVED IN DEATH OF SON HENRY QUINN III.

“So you think there was foul play involved,” the reporter was saying cozily, gazing up at her interview subject.

“My son learned to sail before he could walk,” the man—Henry’s father—said. “He knew the strait like the back of his hand. It’s very difficult to believe he crashed that boat into Ediz Hook.”

“This is a literal nightmare,” said Sara. “That man has enough money to hire his own investigators. What if they find—”

I shushed her. “We need to stay calm.” I seized a piece of my cuticle with my teeth and peeled it away from my thumb, then pressed on it when it began to bleed. “We don’t even know if he has any proof.”

I stopped speaking. The man from the table next to us had left his laptop and was standing a few feet away. He stepped closer, held out a hand.

“Ron Montell,” he said. “Tacoma Register. I don’t mean to eavesdrop, but I heard you mention Henry Quinn. You knew him?”

Horrifically, I’d lost my ability to speak. My skin was afire with anxiety.

“How frequently was he out here?” Ron asked. “From what I understand, his father is often in Port Angeles for business, but the rest of the family lives at the Seattle house?”

Whatever Sara saw on my face must’ve been bad because she stood abruptly. I followed her lead. Ron retreated a step.

“Not sure. Um, we should go,” she said.

We scurried out of the coffee shop and down the street, Sara muttering, Fuck fuck fuck fuck as we ran. I collapsed onto a bench outside a laundromat.

The Seattle house. I hadn’t thought about it in days. But now it appeared, parquet floors inlaid with clever designs, crawling with frantically lush rugs. Long hallways crammed with paintings in ornate gilded frames. The help disappearing around corners like a shadow; Henry dismissing them for the evening. The feeling of being shipwrecked, of drowning. I tried to take a deep breath, but my chest was too tight. I fumbled with the zipper of my jacket then closed my eyes, which turned out to be a mistake. The Seattle house had been full of drunken mirth. Secret corners. A room at the end of a hallway with a cracked door. The canopied bed playing peekaboo with its two occupants, hiding and revealing the strange rhythm of their bodies. The girl as she cried. The boy, feral, vicious. And me, hovering there, beyond them, helpless.

Sara shoved my head between my legs. I breathed and thought ruefully of the anti-anxiety medication that Darla had prescribed me. I’d left it on campus. I wiped my wet cheeks against my jeans, then sat up.

“It’s going to be okay,” Sara said, patting my back awkwardly. “Everyone’s on the same page. No one would be stupid enough to talk to a reporter.”

I took out my phone and opened Find My Friends. Nico had never responded to my follow request, so I had no idea where he was. Sloan was in the same place she’d been for the past week: her parents’ dude ranch in Montana. I pictured her in a palatial room, curtains drawn, duvet wrapped around her shoulders. Her father away for work. Her mother in San Francisco, recovering from her most recent facelift. Was Sloan also remembering what happened in Seattle?

Vikram’s icon was zipping around his neighborhood, as it had been for the past several days. Since spring break began, he’d visited restaurants, parks, a bookstore, and three museums.

“Let’s go,” said Sara.

Vikram’s icon continued to move. It had left the Queen Anne neighborhood where Vikram lived, heading east. I squinted at my screen then zoomed in. The neighborhood he entered was residential. Vikram halted. He was on Henry’s parents’ street. The icon was now static, which meant that he was probably inside the house. I could think of only a couple topics that Vikram might want to discuss with Henry’s parents. Neither of them boded well for the rest of us. Unless Nico, Vikram, and Sloan were in on a plan. In which case Sara and I were being played.

I caught up to Sara. It never ceased to amaze me how clueless I was about the machinations of Blanchard’s world. There was a secret language, an obscured set of rules and conventions that might as well have been whispered to me in the middle of a howling windstorm. Just when I thought I understood my reality, the ground shifted, revealing a new set of conditions and limitations. All the while the other Blanchard students stood there, bored, eyeing me with a universal expression that seemed to say, Try to keep up, for God’s sake.
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Before

The morning after pledge night, I awoke hungover but giddy. Sloan was still asleep in the bunk below. A pointed blue cap sat atop my desk. There was a square of heavy, cream-colored paper tucked underneath. It read, in block letters, WELCOME TO THE PASCALIANUM.

As I was putting on my shoes Sloan stirred and then mumbled, “You don’t need to wear the cap. It’s a stupid campus legend. Just take it with you for later.”

I’d never been hungover. It took me almost ten minutes to get from Lummi to breakfast. Vikram was similarly wan. He raised a hand in a weak wave.

“Jesus,” he said. “You look awful.”

“So do you.”

“And thank god for that. Means we’re in.”

We moved toward the buffet line. I surveyed the hardening remains of the scrambled eggs and pancakes and decided against hot food. Vikram poured himself a bowl of cereal, and I took a bagel from the breadbasket. Nico was sitting near the wall of windows reading the newspaper. Vikram and I took the seats opposite him. He silently noted our bedraggled appearances, then continued eating his oatmeal.

Nico kept his thoughts to himself until later that afternoon, when Vikram wasn’t around. I arrived at study hall early. The tables were empty but for one near the back of the library, where Nico sat. I hesitated. He’d seemed distant since coming to my room the night of Thea’s party. Maybe he’d been offended that I rejected his invitation to study. Maybe—horrible thought—he really had been making a move to kiss me, and my awkwardness had given the impression of disinterest. Or maybe it had something to do with the PC. Vikram and Nico roomed together. It wouldn’t surprise me if Nico had some suspicion of what we’d gotten up to the evening prior. I decided to take a page from Sloan’s book and brazenly seek out his company.

“How’s it going?” Nico said. I’d never noticed the half-moon scar on the underside of his left eyebrow. There was a pleasant little tug in my stomach.

“Great.” I dug in my backpack. The forgotten blue cap was still there, squashed from a day of being crammed against various textbooks.

“You seemed quieter than usual this morning,” Nico said.

This was unexpected. Nico had been the quiet one, hadn’t he?

“Did I? I guess I was tired.”

“Up too late?” He was probing.

I wasn’t sure whether I was supposed to lie to him. He was my friend—but he wasn’t in the PC.

“Yes,” I said, settling on honesty. “I didn’t expect the tap thing to take so long.”

“You’re in.”

“Guess so.”

I flipped to a clean page in my notebook and began nervously doodling. Nico was quiet. It was the first time I’d ever seen disapproval on his face. I disliked it so much I almost missed the hurt underneath it. Where was Vikram when I needed him? Only he knew how to soothe Nico when he felt vulnerable and scrambled to hide it.

“They’re all a little odd, truthfully,” I said. “You’re not missing much.”

Nico shook out his topknot and tucked his hair behind his ears. “It’s not about them as individuals. It’s the PC as a whole.”

“What do you mean?”

“You haven’t heard all the weird, culty stuff they do? The society was suspended because of it. It’s not a school-sanctioned organization.”

“I didn’t realize.”

“Check the website. It’s not listed under clubs or extracurriculars.” Nico worried a loose curl between his long fingers. “And Skipper Corliss’s older brother’s roommate was in the PC with my sister’s friend. He said it’s super ritualistic. Hazing and branding and that type of crap. Blanchard found out about the branding and put them on probation.”

“But why were they suspended?”

“Skipper said it had something to do with a human sacrifice.”

It was so absurd, I forgot to whisper. “Oh, come on,” I said. The librarian swiveled around in her chair. Nico crossed his arms.

“What?” But his face had softened and there was something playful lurking around the corners of his mouth.

“I can see those guys doing a lot of weird shit, but murder doesn’t necessarily come to mind.”

“Alright, fine. Fair enough.”

“No no no. Don’t back down now. According to Skipper Corliss I’m going to have to select a virgin to throw off a mountain as an offering to the PC.”

Nico held up his hands in surrender. “I need a better fact-checker.”

“Or Skipper Corliss does.”

“He did tell me about their catchphrase. Ad astra something something something.”

“Ad astra per aspera.” I probably wasn’t supposed to be talking about this. Nico, who had taken three semesters of Latin, snorted.

“Right. ‘To the stars through adversity.’ Through what adversity? They’re all filthy rich.”

“I mean, that’s true of most kids who go to Blanchard.”

“Not you,” Nico said pointedly. “Or me.” It was both sweet and annoying that he grouped us together. “Some of those kids get Range Rovers for their sixteenth birthdays. My parents have an old-ass Volvo station wagon.”

He was so earnest, so sure of himself—which made him more like the PC than he was able to admit. I’d known families like his in Miami, with crunchy parents who drove hybrids and wore Birkenstocks. They were vegan, or only ate local, or only shopped at the Whole Foods, or went keto for the summer. They sent their kids to private school. They were Democrats. They had SodaStreams. They read books by Black authors. They loved Viola Davis and Lizzo. They spoke of the workingman’s struggles and racial justice and saving the rainforests. Their homes were artfully unpolished, airy, understated, and curated. They had smudge sticks and compost buckets. Everything was organic, even the sheets, even the toilet paper. They cosplayed equitable liberalism. This lifestyle was wildly expensive, beyond anything I could have imagined when I was at Blanchard. I only began to conceptualize the sheer breadth of their wealth years later, when I was furnishing my first apartment and the cheapest couch I could find cost half my monthly paycheck. Even for the lower-income Blanchard parents, wealth like this was a rounding error.

Whether Nico could acknowledge this was a different story. But even if he hadn’t been aware, his anecdotes about his parents and his sister, his lovely home in Berkeley, his family vacations, his hobbies, the way he spoke, even his wardrobe—all these things broadcasted his class, which was not the same as mine. This was the only part of Nico I did not like. It made me pity him, this delusion.

Vikram was right. Pretending you had more in common with blue-collar workers than the 1 percent didn’t make it so. Downplaying your outsize amount of privilege was normal and expected—Jebediah Fish, whose father was a dermatologist, had, the week prior, referred to himself as middle class––but going so far as to position yourself with the working class was a faux pas. Nico saw more of himself in someone like Sara or John Spaulding than in Vikram or Henry, an attitude that Blanchard students found self-righteous and boring. In his desire to differentiate himself as more attuned than his peers, Nico had only alienated them. And though I believed that his motives were pure, I too found his lack of class consciousness irritating. I resented him for it.

But I’d begun to realize that I was willing to do a lot to protect Nico. My crush was intensifying by the week. I felt guilty that Vikram and I had been tapped without Nico—every time I thought about Nico sitting in their shared room, watching as Vikram was led away by the masked seniors, I desperately wanted to soften the blow.

So I picked up my pen and said, “True. I’m assuming you’ve never flown private. Mica Stein casually worked his dad’s friend’s jet into the conversation last night.”

“Exactly,” said Nico, his voice warming. “What a tool.” Then, “Why do you think they tapped you?”

I’d wondered the same thing.

“What’s that supposed to mean? You don’t think I deserve it?”

“That’s not what I said. I guess I just don’t get it. Vikram, sure. But you?”

“Thanks. Very sweet.” My nose burned. Ridiculous that Nico’s implication could make me want to cry. I reminded myself that he was jealous and hurt.

Nico grimaced, frustrated. “Forget it.”

Other students began to filter into the library. I didn’t want to question why I’d been tapped. I was friendly with Henry, but, more importantly, I’d proven myself to be interesting when I’d supplied the weed at Thea’s party. The one thing that Nico hadn’t mentioned was something I had, in fact, worried about. Everyone in the PC came from wealth, whether they were old money or new. Was my inclusion charity? And if so, whose idea had it been to include me? Sloan? Henry? Nico’s interrogation had embittered me. Better to not ask questions. I might not like the answers.

But I couldn’t help myself. Nico continued to work on his essay as I picked up my phone, navigating to Secret Societiesss. I searched the site for “ad astra per aspera.” Nothing. I did another search for “sacrifice.” Again nothing. The PC wasn’t dangerous. There was much fanfare surrounding this club, which mostly seemed to be a glorified drinking clique.

I did have one notification. I’d created a profile on Secret Societiessss, and I’d followed the PC thread. blue_bby02 had responded again.

depends what criteria youre using. most PC members i know are pretty elitist.

spamspam54321 had replied: examples??

This exchange had been posted the previous week. blue_bby02 had yet to reply.

I clicked back to the top of the thread and wrote a new comment, my first one: Anyone know anything about the mysterious event that caused the suspension of the Blanchard PC chapter? Sounds like it happened in the 90s. There. It was probably something lame, like breaking curfew.

Fifteen minutes after study hall began, Vikram rushed in.

“What are you doing?” he said, accusatory.

“Me?” said Nico.

“You,” Vikram said, pointing at me.

“Me?” I reflexively, stupidly, pointed at myself.

“Are we Abbott and Costello? I don’t have time for this. Yes, Lenny Winter. You. What are you doing?”

“Studying?”

Nico was chewing on the inside of his cheek.

“No.” Vikram pulled me up. “You’re not. Sorry, Nico. We’re supposed to be with the other pledges in the Rock.”

Rockman Hall was next to the Arts Center. It was where students played board games on weekends and studied after supper if they didn’t want to hang out in the common rooms.

“Alright,” said Nico. “See you at supper?” Vikram winced. Nico rubbed the back of his neck.

“Um,” said Vikram. “The thing is—”

“Unless you already have supper plans,” said Nico.

“We—the pledges, I mean—we’re supposed to eat supper together.”

“It’s fine,” said Nico. “You don’t have to explain.” He chewed harder at his cheek, then pasted a nonchalant expression on his face. Vikram rested a beseeching hand on his shoulder, which Nico shrugged off. I wanted to crawl out of my skin.

I cleared my throat. “Should we head to the Rock?”

Vikram faced me at last. Nico returned to his essay, shoulders huddled protectively by his ears. I packed up my books. Vikram and I said goodbye, and Nico waved briefly, the barest unfurling of his fingers, then Vikram was leading the way out of the library, across campus.

“I didn’t realize we were meeting,” I said. “Are we studying together?”

“Something like that,” Vikram said. “Don’t you remember? The seniors said last night.”

We passed the lake. I recalled the afternoon a month ago, when I’d first arrived at Blanchard. It was the same time of day, but the lake seemed different. I wasn’t sure if that was because we were now firmly ensconced in autumn, or because I felt different about Blanchard.

Vikram bounded up the Rock’s front steps two by two. Inside, the hall was quiet. Then, muffled voices rumbled from somewhere unseen. There was a staircase going down into the basement, and conversation fizzed from the lower level. I descended the stairs into a frank, cheerful scene. The pledges and the seniors were sprawled on couches, joking and screeching, passing around a Costco-sized bag of potato chips. A couple of the pledges held blue caps in their hands, but no one wore them.

KJ Fairchild hooted, and said, “Lennifer!” A couple of the girls tittered. The nickname was unoriginal, but I gave an obligatory giggle, too.

I perched nervously on the couch next to Vikram, who had plopped down beside Sloan.

“Cute sweater.” Ellery Johnson, one of the seniors, gestured toward the crewneck I wore. It was limesicle green and made of very soft wool. Cashmere, perhaps. My mother had found it for me at the Salvation Army the first week we lived in Port Angeles.

I held the hem out from my body as if I’d never seen it before. “Really? Thanks.”

“It has the same vibe as that dress Sloan has. The one with the…” She trailed off while she gestured to her sleeves.

“The fringe?” Sloan said. “Yeah, I could see that.” She eyed me thoughtfully, considering something.

“Are we all here?” Henry asked, pushing up off the couch. With his words, a semblance of order blanketed the room. “First order of business is roll call.”

The other pledges began to line up and Vikram nudged me, then rose. I was last in line. One by one we identified ourselves by the names we’d been bestowed the previous evening. As we did so, Henry gestured to place our caps on our heads. Once the pledges were finished, the seniors called their own codenames; Henry went first, identifying himself as Red Star, and then clapping his own hat on his head. Sloan, who was called Galileo, led roll call for the remaining seniors. After the last senior had confirmed their identity, the pledges sat.

Sloan bounced to her feet. “Second order of business—Find My Friends,” she said. “Take out your phones.” She had us download the app and then follow one another. “Now? You’re individuals. By the time you go through Initiation night in March? You’ll be a group. A pack of animals.”

Vikram howled like a wolf.

“Wrong,” Sloan said. “More like a pack of baby lemurs. You should be clinging together, observing, learning. You should know where your fellow pledges are at all times. You should know where the seniors are at all times.”

“For instance,” KJ called from the couch. “If I text you and ask for six bagels and three pounds of cream cheese from the dining hall, you don’t ask questions. You get the bagels and cream cheese, you check Find My Friends, you see where I am, you deliver the bagels to me.”

“And then you shit yourself, because we all know you’re lactose intolerant, KJ,” said Thea.

“Third order of business,” said Henry. “Historian’s address.”

He jerked his head at KJ, who stood, brushing potato chip crumbs from his lap, and joined Henry at the front of the room.

“So yeah,” KJ said with a smirk. “Welcome to the PC, little bitches. You’re joining a lineage of men—” Thea coughed. “And women”—he bowed obsequiously at her—“who have maintained this society’s integrity and secrets for over 150 years. We have bylaws, but you’ll study those in your own time. Most important rule is that we’re here to uphold the legacy of the Patriarchs in everything we do,” he said solemnly. “And also to rage.” He stuck his tongue out and made the rock on sign with both hands.

A wave of giggles.

“No, but seriously, we do have fun and we also stick to the traditions. We’re the only PC chapter in the States that still observes all the traditions,” KJ said. “Sloan’s your VP, I’m your historian.” He mimed a bicep flex. “Thea is our social chair. She’s also in charge of our slush fund, so everyone needs to give her a hundred dollars by the end of the week.”

My stomach dropped. I began to make calculations—if I didn’t go into town to buy gummy bears or tampons from the Walgreens for the next month, I could give Thea nearly $70 from the stipend provided by my scholarship. Perhaps I could convince Sara to lend me $30.

“Henry’s the grandmeister, obviously, so he has final say in all of our events and he leads Initiation and everything.”

KJ explained that the grandmeister was elected each year by the outgoing group of seniors, and that, on the final day of spring term, they would appoint the new grandmeister from our class. “Meaning that you should be trying to impress us, like now.”

Thea cackled. “KJ’s like, ‘Um, why aren’t the pledges obsessed with me yet.’”

Gijs Maarten cocked his head. “The junior members don’t vote? Doesn’t seem fair.”

“This isn’t fucking Europe,” KJ said. “We’re not a representative democracy parliament whatever. This is a dictatorship.” One of the seniors whooped. “It’s like, come on.”

Thea beckoned to the girls to gather on the far side of the room. She wanted to discuss the coordinating costumes we’d wear to the Día de los Muertos party in three weeks. Though I had no idea how I was going to be able to afford the wig and dress that I was supposed to buy on top of the slush money, I remained there, speaking when spoken to, wondering if this was a preview of my glittering new life.

[image: ]
After the meeting, and because it was Friday, we all walked thirty minutes into town. Blanchard students rarely left the grounds, even though upperclassmen were allowed off campus several Fridays a month. This was partly because there was little to do. The only restaurant open in the afternoons was a sports bar called Snyder’s. Kate Luciano, one of the seniors, explained that the PC liked to go there because one of the bartenders had a crush on Thea. She’d serve them alcohol if Thea—in possession of an impressively convincing fake ID—was there. We sat at a big table near a window. Thea slunk to the bar to order drinks. I flipped through the menu, trying to find something cheap. Snyder’s charged $23 for a pub burger with wilted lettuce.

Thea arrived with drinks, the waitress on her heels. I ordered a plate of fries, which came ten minutes before everyone else’s food.

“You should eat,” Thea said during a lull in the conversation. “They’re going to get cold.” Everyone else looked at me.

The rest of the food arrived. I’d finished my fries and sat with my hands folded as the others ate their pasta and salmon and French dips. Thea went to the bar for a second round, then a third. After an hour, I excused myself to the bathroom, where I washed my face, catching sight of myself. A dark wraith, broad-cheeked and sullen, trapped in the mirror, doomed to remain. As I returned to the table, I passed the pub’s front window. Nico was outside, a Walgreens bag in one hand. I tapped the window and mouthed hello. He raised his arm in half a wave, then caught sight of the table behind me, where Sloan and Thea were arm wrestling, KJ egging them on. Nico’s hand dropped. He crossed the street and rounded the corner.

“Plant your feet! Plant—no, on the ground, you nutjob!” Vikram yelled at Sloan.

“My money is on Thea,” Gijs said, uncharacteristically loose lipped. He was flushed and his eyes were glassy. When Thea smashed Sloan’s hand to the table, he yipped and then cheered.

Our waitress, lips pinched, came to drop the check. The bartender had disappeared.

“Who wants to guess?” Kate said, singsonging across the table as she snagged the bill and held it in front of her like a fan.

“We definitely did some damage with those Jäger bombs,” said Vikram.

“Two fifty?” I asked.

Thea and Celeste giggled. Vikram patted my hand condescendingly.

“Girl,” said Kate. “Stop. You’re so adorable.”

The bill was twelve hundred dollars, including the 18 percent auto gratuity.

“Split it evenly?” said Sloan. My stomach dropped.

“No,” said Henry. “Let’s make it interesting. Who has currency?”

“Ooh, ooooh!” said Kate. “Whittaker Berson said at grub the other day that his dad saw Dr. Hesse at the Super Bowl last year. Apparently, she expensed the tickets to the school. Berson’s dad’s holding that little factoid over her head because he knows Berson’s, like, pathologically stupid.” Whittaker Berson’s dad headed Blanchard’s board of trustees.

“What’s happening?” I whispered to Thea.

“Info dump,” she said. “Whoever has the lamest gossip has to pay.”

One by one, the rest of the group presented shards of vicious gossip, watching Henry for approval or annoyance. Then it was my turn. I cleared my throat, shaky.

“Um. Herman Ortiz is cheating on his boyfriend?” I said slowly. The betrayal hung heavily around my neck. I reminded myself that admitting I didn’t have a thousand dollars to spare would be much worse. “I saw him hooking up with a sophomore in Narnia.”

There was a chorus of Oooooohs. KJ pushed his fist into one cheek and poked his tongue against the inside of the other cheek.

“Solid currency,” said Henry. “He’s basically a genius. Bet we can get him to rewrite those calc study guides. Don’t look so squeamish, Winter.”

In the end, Gijs, pouting good-naturedly, put down his credit card, a heavy black thing.

By the time we returned to campus, chapel was halfway over. I took my cue from the others, who didn’t seem concerned about missing it. We were high on our youth, on the having of one another. We were fucking invincible. Thea and Kate peeled off the group, toward Orcas House. Henry’s arm hung around Sloan’s shoulders. She positively glowed.

“Trailing after him like a puppy,” Celeste whispered to Ellery, who shushed her.

Thea was worryingly drunk and kept yelling back to the rest of us, “Okay, bye! Okay, bye-bye! Okay, love you guys so much. I love you so so so much!” She blew kisses and yelled at us to catch them. Henry caught his and put it in his pocket. Sloan glared at the ground.
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I brimmed with goodwill and cooperative spirit in the week following the night in the woods. Nothing much had changed. It wasn’t that I had more friends, or that I was more popular. But there was a shift in temperature following my induction into the Pascalianum. Seniors gave me friendly little nods of approval in the hallways. A girl on my floor told me my outfit was cute when we crossed paths in the bathroom, and a junior boy high-fived me at supper. Jebediah Fish followed me from study hall to chapel on Friday. Nico, curtly annoyed, told him to back off as we filed inside.

The attention, while confusing, was also flattering. It put me in a good mood. When Darla wrote me another prescription, I accepted it without protest, reminding myself that all I needed to do was fill it and hide it in my room. Darla wouldn’t know I wasn’t taking it, just as she had no idea I wasn’t taking the trazodone.

“Some people feel embarrassed or nervous about taking medication,” she’d said. “That’s natural. They’re not for everyday use, but they’ll be quite helpful if you’re having an acute panic attack. There’s such a stigma against benzodiazepines, but there shouldn’t be.”

There might have been a stigma against needing trazodone, or being prescribed Xanax, but when it came to the actual taking of downers or uppers, there were lots of Blanchard students who partook. This wasn’t something I had firsthand experience with, but I’d heard people talking during supper or chapel: We all popped Xans last Friday at that kickback in Cole Brenner’s room, or Want an addy before the Mandarin test?

I knew, also, that Vikram occasionally sold weed and Adderall. Though he didn’t broadcast his business to me—beyond mentioning, once, that he did it for fun—I got the impression that he had at least a couple dozen regular customers. Doing the math, that was about a quarter of our class, not including the people stealing from their parents’ medicine cabinets during breaks. If anything, the Xanax might make me more popular.

Before she handed me the script, Darla had dashed off another. Clearly, she said, I was having difficulty focusing. Apparently, Ms. Marks had complained that I’d dozed off multiple times during her lecture on military living conditions during the Napoleonic Wars. And so, in addition to the trazodone and the Xanax, Darla prescribed me Adderall.

It took the pharmacist nearly forty minutes to fill my prescriptions. I arrived at the dining hall at six thirty, halfway through supper. I joined the buffet line and scanned the room for an empty table. I filled my plate with chicken and dumplings and wilted lettuce. Nico and Vikram sat near the far corner of the room. I’d barely seen Nico since the day Vikram had retrieved me from study hall. Vikram and I had spent plenty of time together; pledges ate supper at a designated table several nights a week, along with our regular meetings. But it had been nearly a week since the three of us had hung out.

“You skipping meals again, bombón?”

Whether it was the nickname or the cheerfulness in Nico’s voice, so different from the hurt that afternoon in study hall, I found myself eager to chat, to file the rough edges of the past week.

“I was just picking up some meds at the health center. Took forever.”

“Everything okay?” Nico asked.

“Totally. It’s just like”—I was already regretting this—“like, some sleeping stuff.” I rearranged the words, hoping they would end the conversation. “Some stuff to help me sleep.”

Nico seemed to sense my embarrassment.

“No wonder you’re having trouble sleeping,” he said. “You spend so much time with this nightmare every day.” He nudged Vikram.

Vikram spat. “Nicolas,” he said. “I was drinking scalding hot coffee.”

I let out a breath of relief, slowly, so it wouldn’t attract any attention. Vikram gripped my knee under the table. I knew we were both experiencing the same relief: Things with Nico felt normal again.

I spent the evening in the woods, trying to view the Beehive Cluster, which should have been clear that time of year. I’d gone into the forest near Garnet Beach once the previous week, the night after Henry helped me steal the telescope. Curfew was at ten, which made it difficult to see the phenomena that rose after midnight. I’d been so focused on scanning the night sky through the telescope that it was almost 9:40 by the time I thought to check my watch. I texted my notes on the attempted viewing to Sara and then set off toward campus at a dead run, barely making it. It wasn’t until I had awkwardly shoved my backpack into the closet as Sloan brushed her hair that I remembered I’d intended to return the telescope to Taylor Hall.

But it seemed that Henry had been right about Mr. Cyrus’s lesson plans. A few days went by and then a week, and no one mentioned the borrowed telescope. I began to think of it as mine. Though I’d had no luck that evening with the Beehive Cluster (in fact, I wouldn’t successfully view it until mid-November), there were dozens of other phenomena to attempt. We had several months until the end of March, until our marathon. I would continue to sneak out a couple nights a week, creep to the woods, scout a spot, set up my equipment, and sit for hours under the expanse of inky nothingness, until that nothingness became something, thousands of little somethings, each of which represented another galaxy, or a comet, or the sun of some other planet, where, perhaps, things were different. On these other planets, maybe the extraterrestrials didn’t walk on two legs. Perhaps they floated. Maybe they didn’t have organs: no lungs, kidneys, or brains. Maybe there were no emotions on this planet, no such thing as grief. Of course, that would also mean there was no joy, but still I wished I could visit, just for a little while.
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Although the Xanax and Adderall sat untouched in my desk drawer, I had begun to take the trazodone. It softened the edges of the world, made everything gentle and unthreatening. Nothing could hurt me. The world was by turns spiky and muted. I could focus on my homework for hours at a time, blocking out all distracting sounds, thoughts, and even emotions. No one had replied to my questions on the Secret Societiesss PC thread asking about the suspension, and I hadn’t logged in to check in a few days. I’d shed my self-consciousness about my awkwardness and sometimes came to after an endless moment of dissociation—writing a paper in my head or quizzing myself on European history terms—to realize I’d been staring at someone for longer than appropriate. A couple of times that week, I’d had the sensation that I was outside of my body, wafting down the aisle to my desk or across the dining hall.

I was sure I managed it well. The teachers seemed happy that I was participating in class. We weren’t using heavy machinery in woodshop, so there was less room for error in my work, though Henry did ignore me for an entire afternoon after he discovered that I’d installed the spines of the strongback in the wrong order. Darla was pleased with herself—she was smug in our sessions. I could imagine her at some glamorous Seattle dinner party, telling her friends about her triumph, saying, The only way to get these troubled kids to do something is to make them think it’s their own idea.

Henry and I had finished building the strongback, and it was time to start cutting and installing the stations. The strongback was a long, thin structure built of four pieces of wood, all 2×4s: Two were eight feet long, and the other two, twelve. We sandwiched them, the shorter 2×4s on the outside, and then screwed them together. The strongback was attached to two legs, which gave us a table upon which we could install our stations. While Henry was inside cutting the molds, I worked under the tarp to bolt the mold supports to the strongback. These were small, rectangular blocks of wood attached at regular intervals down the spine of the strongback. As resistant as I’d been to Henry’s insistence that we build a boat, I’d come to love the process. It was grounding, which made me feel closer to my mother—so much so that I’d taken to silently narrating what I was doing, as if I was on the phone with her.

It was cold and rainy, and I took frequent breaks inside to warm my hands. Murchie was across the room, helping Emmer Lewis and Carston Nguyen with the circular saw. Henry finished cutting wood and approached me with a stack of purpleheart in his arms.

“How’s life with your new telescope?” Henry asked.

“Great,” I said. “The cosmos are all mine.” I followed him outside. I know, Mom, I thought. I didn’t tell you about the telescope. Yes, I’m obviously going to return it when I’m finished with it.

“Any luck with your viewings?”

“Not really. I’ve been busy. With… you know.”

Henry was arranging the curved pieces of wood that would become the stations on a milkcrate next to the strongback.

“And schoolwork,” I hurried to add.

“You can’t take the PC stuff too seriously,” Henry said, and I felt a thrill that he was acknowledging something we shared out in broad daylight, in public. “The hysterical campus gossips think we’re vampires who feed on the life force of innocent juniors. But you saw how Quarterlies were last week.”

Quarterlies were our weekly gatherings. Despite what their name implied, they happened every Tuesday night, in a room off the upper hall of the Arts Center. This explained why I’d seen the PC there a few weeks before, when I’d called Sara from the phone vestibule. The center was unlocked until curfew so that students could access studio spaces. According to Thea, the meeting I’d witnessed in Old Man Hall had been Henry’s swearing-in as grandmeister.

Last week’s Quarterlies, the first for the pledges, had been almost anticlimactic. Henry called out the order of business, and then Sloan gave updates and opened the floor for announcements. KJ gave the historian’s report, an amusing story about Willett and the other Patriarchs hunting a raccoon that had infiltrated their camp, and then we’d adjourned to the woods—after Sloan’s party, the PC now mostly went outside to do anything illegal, like smoking joints or drinking the very strong punch the pledges had mixed earlier that afternoon. The only strange moment had been a drinking game KJ had orchestrated: The pledges had gone in a circle, sharing formative traumatic events. Not so much a drinking game, then, as a perverse therapy session. Gijs had cried. When it’d been my turn, I’d hesitated, then admitted I’d seen my mother slip into a coma. My god. You poor thing, Thea said. I hadn’t noticed until then, but Sloan was taking notes.

“Anyway,” Henry continued, “It seemed like the astronomy thing was kind of a big deal to you. ’Cause of the, you know, theft.”

“It is.” I sounded too insistent. “I’ll probably go out sometime early next week.” I hadn’t been planning on it. I’d ignored Sara’s last two messages asking about my next practice run. I had an English test to study for on top of PC obligations, but I didn’t want Henry to think I was overly eager.

I picked up the spanner and began to tighten a bolt.

“You’re not going to invite me?” he said.

“You want to come?” This was an unexpected development.

“I did help you borrow Cyrus’s telescope. I’m kind of an accomplice now.”

“True. But I already have an astronomical accomplice.” I was trying to reject him playfully. “My friend from home.”

There was something intriguing and terrifying about the prospect of being alone in the woods with Henry. What would happen? Nothing, probably. But Sloan might think that there was something happening, which wouldn’t be good. She’d been so chatty and comfortable with me, lending me a hair tie when mine had broken during Quarterlies, wishing me goodnight before she went to bed. Sloan and Henry weren’t boyfriend and girlfriend, but the title didn’t matter. Everyone knew that Sloan would do anything for him.

I had abandoned the spanner and bolts. There was no sound under the tarp save the insistent needling of rain, falling dizzily from the cold gray sky.

“Sounds like you’ve hit your accomplice quota.”

“Yeah,” I said. “No more late-night criminal trawling for me.”

My tone was too uncool, too self-aware. I was always making mistakes like that around Henry. He picked up my discarded spanner and began to bolt down a mold support. I stood there for a moment, internally stuttering, and once I realized that Henry wouldn’t say anything else, I went inside for another spanner.

[image: ]
Sara called that evening as I returned to Lummi from the dining hall. I considered sending her to voicemail, then realized this would make me no better than Yip. Annoyed with myself, I picked up.

“Hey, sorry. I don’t have great service. I might lose you.”

“How are you doing?”

“Um… okay, I think? How are you?”

“I thought you might—yeah, just making sure you’re okay.”

My chest burned. Perhaps she’d heard something from John Spaulding. Something about Yip. Perhaps he’d made contact with my biological father.

“Why?”

“Because… well, isn’t it your mom’s birthday?”

It was still drizzling. I paused underneath a white oak tree. Rainwater dripped from its leaves down the collar of my jacket. I pulled my phone away from my ear, checked the date on the screen. Sara was right. I’d mentioned it offhand a few weeks prior. It was nice that she’d remembered. It was terrifying, though, that I’d forgotten. My mother had been dead for two months, not nearly enough time for me to forget the sound of her laughter, or her birthday.

“Oh, wow,” I said. “I mean, thanks. For calling. Really.”

“I remember when my mom died.” Sara’s voice had roughened slightly. “That first birthday fucking sucked.” She cleared her throat. “Anyway. That’s all.”

I retrieved the telescope from Lummi. I had history homework and a theater project to finish, and some of the pledges were getting together that evening in the Rock, but I now understood these were excuses. I needed to focus. The rain had ceased, and the sky was clear. By eight o’clock I was squelching through the woods to Garnet Beach. I intended to view Messier object 26, an open cluster in the Scutum constellation, a diamond-shaped group made of four brighter stars, a nebula, and compressed clusters of smaller stars. It would’ve been difficult to find without a telescope; even with one, it wouldn’t be easy. I set up the telescope on the shore of the beach.

I sat for hours, wrapped in the fleece blanket I’d taken from the common room. This was the part of stargazing my mother had loved. As a child, I’d found it unbearably boring. If you focused on the earth and all it entailed—the pins and needles in your legs, the unchanging ground on which you sat—you would indeed grow bored. But the point wasn’t how you felt. The point was the subtle change in the night sky, the way the stars and other objects rose and set, the understanding that we were gazing through our atmosphere to outer space, toward the untold trillions of galaxies smearing their luminescence through the darkness.

The peripheral began to dissolve as I sat with Cyrus’s telescope, scanning the sky for any sign of M26 in the faint glow that made up the interior of Scutum. Time fell away. A familiar feeling crept up, the same I’d felt while fixing Goodnight Moon’s brightwork. A retreat into the furthest depths of myself, inaccessible during the glaring, loud day. Sitting on Garnet Beach, the ocean a faint soundtrack, the trees swirling and releasing wafts of spicy, damp air, I was swept up into the golden hum of the universe. And then—there it was. M26 floated across the telescope’s view. A shimmering aura surrounded the cluster, unresolved stars making their presence known.

I sat back from the telescope. My face was wet. A memory from several years earlier surfaced, my mother outside our apartment, washing the car, so ensconced in sunlight that it was difficult to see her face. All I could make out was the outline of her as she poured soapy water on the windshield and hummed along, off-key, to Hall and Oates.
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21

After

Eight days after the accident, I lay in my bunk on Goodnight Moon, feeling sorry for myself. I’d heard Yip leave the boat at six thirty, before the sun rose. Though I’d waited a couple hours, he hadn’t returned. Then, around nine, the boat rocked. Someone had come aboard. Footsteps clattered down the steps to my cabin. Sara.

“Have you seen this?”

I flinched away from the phone she’d shoved in my face. It had been over a week since I’d come home from the hospital and bright screens still made me wince.

“Hello,” I said. “I’m doing well. Thank you so much for asking.”

“The sarcasm is unnecessary. That school’s really done a number on you.”

I glared at her. She wasn’t wrong. I hated the way the words sounded coming out of my mouth, but I couldn’t seem to stop myself.

“Can you be a big girl and take a look?” Sara said. She handed me her phone.

It was a simple landing page, without graphics or animation. There was a picture of Henry, a few years younger. He had braces and an expression of unabashed, prepubescent glee. He looked soft, like a child. Under his picture were big block letters, followed by a phone number.


DO YOU HAVE INFORMATION ABOUT THE COO COO CACHOO RUNABOUT CRASH IN PORT ANGELES ON MARCH 30?

REWARD FOR USABLE INFORMATION: $500,000



“I checked the number,” said Sara. “It’s registered to an LLC owned by Henry’s father.”

“This is bad.”

“It’s not great,” admitted Sara. “And I’m sure they’ll get bites. Half a mil? I’m tempted to make something up and call them myself. Kidding,” she added. “Obviously.”

“Vikram went to see Henry’s parents the other day,” I said.

“And how would you know that?”

“Find My Friends,” I said miserably. “I didn’t want to freak you out.”

“Probably a condolence visit.” She plucked her phone from my hand. “School starts again next week. Let’s just focus on laying low. Take it one day at a time, okay?”

After Sara left, I showered, dressed, toasted a bagel, picked at it. Before I could change my mind, I pulled on my sneakers and caught the bus from the marina up to the sheriff’s office. I had to get it over with. No one—apart from Nico, Sara, Vikram, and Sloan—knew how the accident occurred. I wasn’t an official suspect. But it was only a matter of time, I knew, before Detective Thibeaut tracked me down again.

In the week since it happened, the boat crash had been a source of much consternation and grim entertainment around town. The local news carried continuous coverage of the investigation. You couldn’t get a coffee or groceries without hearing about it. The Seattle papers were covering the accident, which made sense—Henry’s father owned Scorpio Yachts, which was headquartered in Port Angeles, but the Quinn family mostly lived in Seattle, a two-and-a-half-hour drive away. I’d seen the headline on CNN: YACHT HEIR DIES UNDER SUSPICIOUS CIRCUMSTANCES. The Quinns were a well-known family in Port Angeles, had been for fifty years. There were many theories about Henry’s death, some tending toward the hysterical: a suicide mission, a cult ritual, a hit carried out by a rival business owner. It wasn’t just the violent nature of the crash. That such tragedy had touched the wealthy Quinn family was gruesome, fascinating.

Outside the sheriff’s office, I hesitated. Perhaps I should heed Sara’s advice and wait for the detective to contact me. I’d soon be back at school. The distance would make it that much more difficult for her to interview me. But there was a flicker inside me, tiny and well hidden, a reckless desire to know what Thibeaut had discovered. I growled at myself in the one-way glass for reinforcement.

Inside, I waited on a metal chair for an officer to find Thibeaut. She came down the hall, all five feet of her. Her gray hair was spiky, as if she’d been running her hands through it. She wore wire-framed reading glasses.

“Alena,” she said, smooth, welcoming. “Did we have an appointment?”

“No, Detective, sorry, I just—you called a few days ago. I figured I’d come in before term starts. It’s spring break. You probably knew that already.” I forced myself to shut up. I was babbling like a child caught with her hand in the cookie jar.

Thibeaut led me down the hall to her office.

“What did you want to talk about?”

In the hospital, after the crash, she’d seemed so annoyed with me, so impatient. She’d lumped me in with the other Blanchard kids, their wealth and arrogance. Their carelessness. There was no room for any of that in a blue-collar town. Port Angeles would grind up and spit out anyone with a hint of pretension. Thibeaut, with her scuffed boots and labor-rough hands, would be the first in line to assist.

But today, Thibeaut’s tone was friendly. Like she had all the time in the world to chat. Some adults made this mistake. They thought that kids couldn’t tell when they were faking, manipulating. Two could play that game. The PC had taught me this much.

I shrugged, trying to seem genuine, like I had nothing to hide.

“I figured you had questions about the boat crash. Since I couldn’t answer them at the hospital. Because of the concussion.”

Thibeaut steepled her fingers. “Can you walk me through what happened that evening?”

“Of course. Happy to.” I winced internally. I was laying it on too thick. “We all met the evening of March 29 on Ediz Hook. We wanted to do a stargazing marathon.”

“Is that something you often did together?” Thibeaut flipped to a fresh sheet in her notepad.

“It was sort of my thing with Sara. The others just came along for fun. It was Henry’s idea to take the runabout. We thought it was okay, I swear.” This was true. “Henry said it belonged to his dad. We didn’t think we were doing anything wrong.”

“I believe you,” Thibeaut said.

My earnestness was working. I settled in to deliver the rest of my lines.

“We were out at the End of the World for a few hours, until around six a.m. Then we came back. The thing is—” I paused, miming reluctance. “Henry was drinking. I didn’t want to say anything at the hospital because I knew it was wrong. We should have stopped him. We tried to stop him. Honestly, I’m going to regret that for the rest of my life.”

“You’re saying that Henry was piloting the boat while inebriated? And then he crashed?”

“Yes. He was driving super erratically. Nico tried to take the wheel from him. Henry—he attacked Nico. But we were going so fast already, and none of us could get to the wheel. The next thing I knew, I woke up in the water.”

Thibeaut scratched her chin. She made a careful note on her pad. After a minute, she put down her pencil and removed her glasses.

“Appreciate you sharing all of that.” She rubbed her temple. “I’m sorry about your friend, by the way. Henry.”

“Thank you,” I said gravely, a sorrowful girl, traumatized.

“Remind me how you knew Henry?”

“We go to school together.”

“Blanchard Prep,” Thibeaut said. “Fancy school. Must be hard—dealing with those rich assholes all day.”

Us versus them. It was a heavy-handed move, but not inaccurate. I dug deep for nonchalance.

“It was a transition, definitely.” If I’d learned anything from therapy with Darla, it was that when you wanted to mislead someone, you had to agree to at least some of what they said.

“Did you get along with Henry Quinn?”

“We were friendly,” I said. This was not a lie. We had been, at one point.

“How are you holding up?”

“What do you mean?”

“You don’t seem very upset. About Henry.” Thibeaut’s shift in tone was abrupt. She seemed annoyed again. Maybe she thought I was wasting her time.

I wanted to ask her what she knew about grief. You could lose someone and feel fine for months and then, out of nowhere, it might suddenly overtake you. Grief wasn’t linear.

“I’m very upset.” I crossed my arms.

“Right.” The detective tapped her fingers against a manila folder on her desk. Something was wrong. The apples of her cheeks pinked smugly with triumph. My neck was in danger. The trap was about to snap shut.

“Just to clarify,” she said, “Henry was driving the boat when it crashed?”

“No,” I said quickly. “No one was. Henry was attacking Nico. The boat must’ve drifted and hit the rocks.”

“It’s odd,” said Thibeaut. “The autopsy puts Henry’s time of death at around four a.m., which is before you said you left the End of the World. That’s almost two hours before the boat crashed.”

I’d read somewhere that looking away made you seem guilty. I held eye contact with the detective.

“I could’ve been wrong about the timing. Maybe Henry hit his head when he and Nico were fighting? He went at Nico pretty hard.”

“Interesting theory,” Thibeaut said drily. “Why were Nico and Henry fighting?”

Sloan’s face—her hunted grimace when I’d told her what I’d seen the previous evening in the Seattle house. Her lack of surprise when I’d described what Henry had done. I had a sudden, wild urge to tell Detective Thibeaut everything.

In the end, I settled for the truth, no matter how brief.

“Henry was an asshole,” I said. “He liked to provoke people.”

When I didn’t say anything further, Thibeaut stood and straightened her belt. “I’ll be in touch when I have more questions.”

Outside the police station, I waited until I was around the corner before breaking into a run. I did not know where I was running, just that I wanted to feel some sense of motion, to loosen the sticky cobwebs of memory that had settled upon me.

I came to a halt, pulled out my phone, and called Nico.
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Before

On October 31, the day of the Día de los Muertos dance, the planning committee decorated the dining hall with painted skulls, colorful crepe flowers the size of dinner plates, and ofrendas, small tables set up as altars and covered with marigolds, candles, and tiny cakes. At the head of the hall, next to the faculty table, stood a six-foot skeleton, dressed in purple pants and a green velvet jacket; the planning committee could not seem to decide whether they were hosting a Halloween party or a tribute to the dead. During chapel the previous week, a sophomore rushed the stage during Murchie’s address to protest the party on the grounds of cultural appropriation. Dr. Hesse and Ms. Marks had quickly escorted the student back to her seat, but the audience argued among themselves about whether the dance was, in fact, appropriative. Dr. Hesse’s concession had been to appoint a sensitivity consultant from the student body. Still, a knot of students sat across the dining hall from the skeleton, darkly eyeing the ofrendas. Nico had scoffed at the ofrendas that morning but refrained from further comment.

As I ate the dining hall’s take on fish tikka, I reflected that the dance wasn’t something I would have attended in Miami. What would’ve been the point? Miami Lenny had few friends. I’d only been at this school for two months, but the me from before Blanchard barely existed. That Lenny had a mother. She had Yip. She was firmly a child.

The PC girls were to get ready in Celeste Wu’s room after supper. Celeste was triumphant about this win.

I went to her room too early. I wore my costume—long, flowing wig, bell bottoms, and a crop top from Goodwill—and hoped that someone could lend me makeup. Celeste sat at her desk, alone, working through her Spanish essay. She eyed my black wig, which I’d purchased from the drugstore in town for six dollars.

“Wait,” she said. “Who are you supposed to be?”

“Selena. The singer? The one who was, you know,” I said, uncertain after the flash of irritation in her eyes.

“No, I’m Selena.”

“I—I thought we decided to do pop stars and that Selena was the only one left for me to pick.”

“Selena was the only one that already was picked.” Celeste flipped furiously through her Spanish textbook.

After several tense, silent minutes, Sloan arrived, Thea and Ellery Johnson at her heels.

“Kate’s running a little late,” Thea said. And then, “Ohmigod, Lenny, you’re already dressed? No fun!”

The other girls began to strip. They seemed very comfortable being naked around one other. Thea and Celeste—suddenly charming—did their makeup at Celeste’s desk. Thea was teasing Celeste; apparently, KJ had walked her to supper that evening.

“Careful,” Sloan called across the room to Celeste. “I love him, but KJ can be a bit of a creep, honestly. He’ll fuck anything that stands still long enough. You know how guys are.”

“Who are you going as again?” Ellery asked me. She was a tall girl with broad shoulders and a frank face. I found her easy enough to talk to.

“Um. Selena.” I straightened my wig.

“Oh, wasn’t—” She looked at Celeste, then back at me. “Never mind. Need any help with that cat eye? And we should cut bangs in your wig, right?”

Perhaps this was what it was like to have sisters.

Soon, courtesy of Thea’s flask of vodka, I was pleasantly buzzed. Ellery had changed into a frighteningly sequined and feathered jumpsuit. She twirled in a circle, bewigged, and bellowed, “‘Half breed! That’s all I ever heard!’ Should I put a feather in my hair?” she said. “You know, the way Cher says in the song?”

“Hmm.” I pretended to think. “Absolutely not.”

“Right? That would be so rancid,” Ellery said. Then she whispered, “Almost as rancid as that,” and pointed surreptitiously at Thea, who was dressed as Aaliyah. She’d darkened her skin several shades with foundation and contour and had overlined her lips. I took another swig of vodka.

“You’re going to ruin your lipstick,” said Ellery.

Bolstered by a warm tide of vodka and Ellery’s camaraderie, I agreed to help Sloan—going as Madonna—secure her cone bra. I held up one of her breasts, the nipple covered with a pasty, while she wrestled with a roll of tape.

Sloan stumbled a bit. I rotated with her, breast still in hand. “You’re so pretty,” Sloan said. She brushed a strand of wig hair away from my mouth, where it had gotten trapped in my red lipstick.

“Thanks,” I said. “Are you—do you wanna—” I gestured my free hand toward her chest.

“Oops,” she said, picking up the roll of boob tape again. “I’m so dumb when I’m drunk. I literally lose control of my body.”

Henry, wearing a red leather jacket and a patterned button-up, arrived with a plague doctor—KJ. Vikram followed several minutes later, dressed as the Phantom of the Opera. He approached KJ, who was tickling Celeste.

“KJ,” Celeste shrieked, laughingly. “Staaaahhhp.”

“Delivery driver’s here,” said Vikram. “Let me get that pizza money.”

KJ dug in his pocket for cash. “Adding that to your tab.”

Vikram bowed and then swept out of the room. I didn’t understand how rich people handled their money. It was the end of the month. Perhaps Vikram had spent his allowance.

Now it was seven thirty. Gijs and the third male pledge, Curry Winborne, both drunk, met us at the entrance of Lummi, along with Kate Luciano. There was a cacophonous explosion of compliments and innuendo and then I found myself near the back of the group, arm-in-arm with Vikram, as we made our way to the dining hall. The air had rapidly cooled after sunset, and a fine, thick fog accumulated in the hollows among the trees, reaching plaintive tendrils toward the paths.

The dining hall’s lights were dimmed. Paper lanterns hung from the rafters, casting an orange glow over the party. The tables and chairs had been moved to make way for a large dance floor. A hundred students swayed and flailed as music pumped through two large speakers. String lights lit the ecology garden with a shivering, crepuscular glow. Sloan and Henry broke off from the group and headed to a far corner.

“He’s pissed,” Thea whispered to Ellery, just ahead of where I stood with Vikram and the other pledges.

I strained to hear Thea and Ellery’s murmured conversation. Henry and Sloan never hung out in our room. Their relationship was an intriguing mystery. Henry didn’t seem like the type to take someone on a date. I imagined them walking through the forest, volleying sarcastic quips, stopping every so often to make out. The song that’d been playing, an upbeat tune with lots of bass, ended. Another began, beguiling and slow. Henry and Sloan still stood next to the refreshments table. They traded vicious whispers.

“Want some punch?” I asked Vikram.

“No.” He flicked his black cloak over his shoulder and extended a white-gloved hand, drawing me toward the dance floor. Only half of his expressive face was visible, but the lanterns highlighted the liquid depth of his eyes and the sharpness of his exposed cheekbone. I balked. Where was Nico, with his cheerful commentary?

“W-what are we doing?” I stammered.

“We’re dancing, dummy.” Vikram drew me close.

I hadn’t previously mixed trazodone with alcohol. I’d only had a few sips of vodka, but I felt drunk. We glided across the floor, dreamlike. I wouldn’t have moved this freely sober. Vikram was surprisingly capable, leading me this way and that, steadying me when I stumbled. We could be silly, like children, because there were no romantic feelings between us. I’d briefly considered there might be; Vikram’s easy affection was alluring. But the thought of kissing him—let alone seeing him naked—made me shudder.

Vikram swirled his cape dramatically. I swung through the ruby shadows, free as a dark bird, oil slick wings gliding through the air. The crowd eddied around us, No-Face from Spirited Away doing the two-step next to the Sanderson sisters, an angel dancing in the arms of a sexy cat. Soon, the last notes of the song faded away and a pop song, one that had become popular that fall, began to blare.

Vikram put his hands on his knees and began to twerk. Through a break in the jostling limbs, I saw KJ approach Herman Ortiz, drop his arm around Herman’s shoulder. The gesture didn’t seem friendly.

Then Vikram straightened and said, “I’m peckish.” He led the way off the dance floor.

Henry was still in the corner behind the refreshments table, leaning against the wall, thumbs flying across his phone’s screen. He did seem upset. Sloan had disappeared. Ellery was on the dance floor with Celeste, clutching Celeste’s fake microphone, free hand outstretched, legs spread wide, belting the song’s chorus. KJ was still talking to Herman, who looked stony. Herman’s gaze darted across the room, to where his boyfriend danced with a group of juniors. Vikram handed me a cup of punch.

Henry leaned up off the wall and wandered over. “That 70s Show?” He gestured at my costume.

“Selena.”

The crowd at the edge of the dance floor shifted. A skeleton with wild hair emerged. Nico. My stomach wriggled pleasantly. I tucked strands of plastic black hair behind my ear, wishing I had a mirror to check my lipstick. Vikram poured another cup of punch and offered it to Nico.

“Right,” Henry said, ignoring Nico, though the four of us now stood in a loose circle. “The lipstick.”

I felt loopy and generous and uninhibited. I gestured to my lips like I was Vanna White.

Nico took a sip of punch. “Carmen Sandiego?” He pointed at Henry’s red jacket.

“Funny,” said Henry. “Tyler Durden.”

“Oh,” said Nico. “See, that’s funny.” When Henry raised his eyebrows, Nico said, “Just the idea that you could embody the redemption of toxic masculinity.”

“Getting cranky, are we?” said Vikram, his tone overbright. “Past your bedtime, Nico?”

Nico’s body angled toward me, as though he was waiting for me to say something, to agree that Henry was spoiled and strange. I wasn’t nimble enough to generate the cutting remarks Blanchard students lobbed back and forth—the sort of verbal shiv I’d need to support Nico without alienating Henry. I recognized the moment Nico understood I was not coming to his aid. I lowered my lashes against his disappointment.

“Can I talk to you for a second?” said Nico.

We moved a few paces away from Vikram and Henry. Vikram, at least, did us the courtesy of pretending he wasn’t listening.

“You okay?” I said.

“Are you?” Nico brought a hand to his temple. “Sorry. That came out wrong.”

“If you give him a chance—”

“Lenny,” said Nico. “Come on.”

“What?” I said defensively.

“I just don’t want you to be another one of the brown girls this school chews up and spits out.”

“Where’s this coming from?”

Nico grimaced. “I’m trying to look out for you.”

“That’s nice of you,” I said. “But I’m not some clueless little girl.”

“Heard,” said Nico. “Loud and clear.” He downed his punch, then left the dining hall.

Henry and Vikram approached. Vikram breathed out a puff of air. “Eek.”

“You guys dancing?” said Henry.

“We just did,” Vikram said, and I thought for a moment that there was a note of hesitation in his voice.

“Wanna go again?” Henry’s words were directed at both of us, but he faced me.

“You think you can keep up?” The next morning, I would think about how stupid it had been for me to say this, but in the moment, all I cared about was Henry’s approval.

We wandered back to the dance floor. This was different from the dance that Vikram and I had shared. Henry and I faced each other, swaying to the music, but then the bass dropped, and Henry put his hands on my hips, pulling me closer. I was breathless, dread and excitement crowding my chest, until I realized that someone was behind me, pushing through the crowd, a guy in an inflatable T-rex costume. Henry had removed me from his path.

“Oops,” I said. “Sorry.” The number of people in the hall was overwhelming.

“Why?” Henry’s hands remained on my hips. His fingers felt hot through my pants. I could sense the expectation for me to put my hands on him, lean into the strange sensation twisting through my gut. But I stood there, muggy heat crashing over my head, holding me under, muffling sound and sensation. I felt apart from what was happening in my body. The jaunty angle of Henry’s aviators gave him a vulpine air.

And I? I was a stupid fucking rabbit.

“I have to go,” I said clumsily, and broke away from Henry. When he didn’t reach for me again, I fled the dining hall, nearly colliding with KJ and Celeste, who stood just beyond the hall’s double doors, making out.

The cool air outside slid across my alcohol-warm cheeks. The sky spun like a dreidel, threatening to send me to the ground. I set out for Lummi, stumbling through the trees, willing myself not to throw up. Thick, fuzzy images were swimming lugubriously through my head. Henry’s hands on me, Nico’s curt departure from the dining hall. I felt as though I’d lost something.

I broke into a headlong, messy run. My wig slipped and I pulled it off and then, as I approached Lummi, I tripped over the steps, gashing open my shin. I sat on the ground, crying, trying to wipe the blood. My mother would’ve pushed away my dirty hands and put Neosporin on my cut. She would have kissed the Band-Aid when she was finished, even though I was almost sixteen, even though I was basically grown up. I cried harder. Eventually, I pulled myself up from the ground and hobbled into Lummi and down the hall to the girls’ bathroom, where I dabbed at the gash with a wet paper towel.

The bleeding slowed. I wiped down the sink, then trudged back up the hallway to my room. The door was slightly ajar and rustling noises came from within. Sloan must be home from the party. I stopped at the threshold.

Sloan stood in the center of the room, holding one of my T-shirts. Our room—or, more precisely, my half of it—was destroyed. Sloan’s bed was made, the monogrammed sheets smoothed flat. Even her clogs were neatly lined up next to her desk. The drawers of my dresser hung open, listing dolefully toward the ground. The closet was ajar. Mismatched shoes littered the floor. The papers on my desk were disheveled; some had landed unmolested on the floor, and others lay, torn, among the shoes. The black notebook that Darla had given me lay facedown and open on my desk—had I left it like that when I’d finished writing that morning? My stack of textbooks was toppled, the sheets half-pulled from my bed.

“I swear—I came back and…” Sloan trailed off.

I was so taken aback that I felt nearly sober. “It was like this when you came back?”

“Yes.” Sloan was emphatic. “The door was open.”

I plucked the T-shirt from her hand.

“Do you want me to help you clean it up?” she said. “I can help you clean it up.”

Sloan moved toward my desk. Her hands flickered over the stray papers like nervous birds. Who would do such a thing? Sloan? But it was her room, too. It was too obvious—wasn’t it? Sometime after I’d left our room to get ready in Celeste’s, someone had let themself in and rifled through my belongings, thoroughly and violently. I forced myself to focus. Sloan’s fury about her birthday party had seemingly abated. She’d welcomed me into the PC. But her change of heart had been abrupt. Perhaps too abrupt to be sincere.

Sloan’s phone rang. She cradled it between her chin and her shoulder. “Now? But I’m—okay. No, I get it. Give me a sec.” Sloan hung up the phone. “I have to—that was Henry. I have to go.”

“Fine,” I said. “Whatever. Okay.”

Sloan pulled on her jacket. She was still wearing the cone bra and she couldn’t fully zip the jacket over its points. The creases under her eyes deepened with concern. “Okay,” she said. “Bye.” And then she was gone. Sloan never said goodbye when she left our room. It was unnerving.

The buzzing from the overhead fluorescent light slowly invaded my brain. I scooped up my clothing and put it in my hamper, then shuffled the papers from the floor into a stack on my desk.

I paused. My desk drawers were neatly closed, as they’d been when I left the room. I pulled open the top drawer. Everything was as it should. Broken pencils, erasers, stray tampons, spare change. Except—near the back, where I kept the three prescriptions I’d gotten from the pharmacy. The bottle of trazodone lay on its side. I righted it. The bottles of Adderall and Xanax were missing.
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November came, with its secret mists and early scarlet sunsets. The air was thick with faraway bonfires burning on Garnet Beach, set by townies and the occasional student. The light in the late afternoon waned quickly, falling egg-yolk yellow through leafless alder trees and then sinking slowly into the moss-covered pathways of Blanchard, warming the sodden, rotting piles of maple leaves. There were nights when it was possible, in the absolute darkness of the valley, to see that the sky wasn’t flat black at all, but a billowing color that I cannot describe, freckled by Orion, Betelgeuse, Sirius. Thousands upon thousands of stars. There were nights where I went back to the dorms after hours of class, then supper, then study hall, then Quarterlies, and fell into bed, into a sleep that felt more like a stupor than a dream. Long, sluggish, half-crazy nights where I began to forget what my mother’s voice sounded like.

It stormed and it stormed. The raindrops were cold blue needles that stung my face as I hurried to class each day, searching for any break in the mist. I missed the monsoons of the tropics: soft and warm, plush, fifteen-minute-long tempests that left the air cool, the palm fronds dipping under the weight of the rain, winking a poisonous green. Here in Washington, everything was also wet and green. But it was a dim, transparent green that seemed liable to disappear if I breathed too loudly. The days passed and the island grew quieter. The needles never fell off the Douglas firs, nor did they grow brown. Everything became darker.

Four days after the Día de los Muertos party, I finally had been able to talk to Vikram, who’d been down with a bad cold. Sloan was usually gone from our room in the mornings before I awoke, but when we crossed paths between classes or in the dining hall, she’d smile or mouth Hey. I ignored her. Once, she’d cornered me in the bathroom to again insist that she hadn’t ransacked my stuff. I was too avoidant for a further confrontation; I’d merely said I wouldn’t tell admin what had happened. I resolved to stay out of her way for the remainder of the year. Sloan had proven that it was a mistake to cross her.

That Monday, Vikram was at breakfast, sitting at our usual table.

“Morning,” he said, seemingly enthralled by the copy of the Seattle Times spread across his empty plate.

“You’re alive.” I threw my hands into the air. My tone verged on mocking, but hid relief.

It had been a dull, rainy weekend. I’d spent much of it in the library, avoiding Sloan. Nico had made himself scarce, too, which, given my tacit alignment with Henry and Vikram during the dance, made sense.

Vikram put down the paper. Was I imagining the lick of irritation fluttering off him? But then his face cleared. “Thank you. I am. Feeling much better, I mean.”

“How were the nurses?” When our colds and viruses were particularly stubborn, we were sent to the infirmary.

“Dreadful.” He shook out the paper and paged through the finance section. “Useless. And the food wasn’t any good.”

I crunched into a piece of toast. Sloan trailed Henry into the dining hall. She poured herself a cup of coffee.

“What do you think of Sloan?” I asked abruptly. “She’s okay, right?”

“Sure,” Vikram said. “Why? Wouldn’t you know better than I?” His eyebrow twitched upward. “Oh my. Do you have a crush? Jezebel.”

“Okay, see, no. We’re not doing this.” I poked him. “She doesn’t seem unstable, right? Or, or,” I said, as Vikram watched me, confused, “she’s not inbred-old-money crazy.”

“Fuck me, I guess.”

“I didn’t mean it like that.”

“I’m kidding,” Vikram said. “Most old money is inbred.”

But that hadn’t been my point, not really. There was only one motive for Sloan to steal my drugs, especially if she thought I was taking them. If she wanted Xanax, why not buy some from the number of other girls on our floor who took them recreationally? It wasn’t as if Sloan didn’t have the money, or access to others who could get her what she wanted. No, her motive for stealing the Xanax had to be psychological warfare. I’d assumed she left before Henry and I danced together, but maybe she’d been somewhere in the crowd, watching as Henry placed his hands on my hips. Sloan wanted revenge—for her birthday party, for Henry. But didn’t she know I wasn’t a threat?

Vikram had returned to his article, but I wasn’t done. “Listen—our room was broken into on Thursday. During the dance?”

“I heard.”

“I got back from the dance, the room was wrecked, and Sloan was standing in the middle of it all.”

Vikram set down the paper. “You think it was her?”

“She left the hall early, before—” Here, I stuttered, unable to say the words.

I didn’t feel I’d betrayed Sloan by dancing with Henry. I didn’t like him in the sense that I wanted him to kiss me or hold me. But I was drawn to him, to proving myself to him.

Henry was at the bread station, waiting for his bagel to toast. Sloan speared a pat of butter on a knife and handed it to him. Maybe she and I had that in common, the desire for his approval. Regardless, I didn’t want Henry to like me like me.

“Nico left too, right?” said Vikram. “And you don’t think it’s Nico.” He seemed to regret the words as soon as they left his mouth.

“Do you?”

“Definitely not. Why would he destroy your room?”

I hesitated. “He was being kind of weird when we saw him at the punch table.”

“Mm,” Vikram said. “He’s just jealous.”

“Of what?” I asked, incredulous.

“Of Henry. This whole PC thing is really doing a number on Nicolas, unfortunately. He’s probably jealous of you and me, too. That we danced together.” Vikram checked his watch. “It’s eight. I have to go. Spanish test. But really,” he said, “I don’t think you should worry about Sloan. She’s harmless.”

He set down the newspaper and then drained his orange juice and left before I could ask whether Nico was jealous of me or of Vikram—whether it was possible Nico liked me. I tidied the abandoned newspaper. The finance section was wedged in at an awkward angle. I straightened it. The Dow Jones had fallen several points, apparently, whatever that meant. A spate of companies had gone public with lukewarm results. A mention of a Connor Flanagan, CEO and founder of several disturbingly lucrative companies, including the Seattle-based Apex Fundable, whose IPO had been overvalued the previous year.

I didn’t find it odd that Connor Flanagan might be Vikram’s father. Even though my time at Blanchard barely equaled two months, I’d grown used to seeing my classmates’ last names shared with senators, widely referenced CEOs, and even companies themselves. Blanchard festered with affluence, so much so that it was considered gauche to acknowledge that your friends’ parents were famous or wealthy. In that way, I was beginning to see their lives as normal and my own as strange.
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The sky grayed over as I sat in Darla’s office the next afternoon, in anticipation of the forecasted flurries. It was early for snow. Henry and I would need to move the canoe indoors during woodshop later. I hadn’t spoken to him since the dance.

“What are you thinking about?” Darla drummed a capped pen gently against her thigh. “You look upset.”

“Midterms,” I lied.

Truthfully, I simply could not make myself care about academics. What was the point? My dream of becoming an astronomer had ceased to exist the morning my mother died. After years of straight A’s, there was something freeing about my newfound nihilism. I was behind again in Theory of Theater, English, and calculus. I was also in danger of failing history. The other person I hadn’t seen since the dance was Nico, who had, weeks before, offered to help me rewrite my term paper on the Reichstag fire. I’d been avoiding him—avoiding a conversation that might reveal a truth we’d been orbiting for some weeks.

If Nico liked me and I liked him, it followed that we’d do something about it. Take action. Yes, I’d thought about him pulling me against his body, how it would feel for his hands to touch my face, but such thoughts immediately made me nervous, and I’d busy myself with something else. I’d never had a boyfriend. What if I said the wrong thing? What if I ruined it? Having a crush was well and good, but being in a relationship seemed risky. Perhaps Nico and I would grow closer, and he’d see me—truly see me—and he’d decide I was strange and awkward and not worth much of anything.

“Tell me more about that. Midterms. How’re you handling the stress?”

Why had I mentioned school? I’d practically invited Darla into my business. I ransacked my brain for a neat answer. Sitting on the shore with the telescope was, of course, off limits. The seniors in the PC would end me if they knew that I had mentioned our meetings.

“Woodshop. It’s calming. The smells, the noises.”

“I’m pleased to hear that. And the Xanax? Are you taking it?”

I hesitated a beat too long. Darla’s expression said she knew I hadn’t been. I intended to keep my word to Sloan; I wouldn’t betray her to Darla or admin.

“No,” I said. “I—this is so embarrassing. I was upset that you’d prescribed them to me.” I nearly choked on the words, at the understanding greedily snaking its way across Darla’s face. “I didn’t feel like I needed them. I flushed them down the toilet.” I hung my head, for good measure.

Darla held a hand to her chest. “That’s my good girl,” she said. “I’m proud of you for being honest with me. This is what it looks like to build trust.” She reached toward me. “You don’t have to face the anxiety alone.” For one wild moment, I thought she was going to hug me. But she stretched her arm beyond me, toward her desk. “I’m going to write you another prescription. You don’t have to take them.” She ripped the sheet of paper off the pad. “But promise me that you’re going to continue to do the hard work of showing up authentically. Today was a breakthrough. I want to see more of that.”

It was Darla’s specialty, engineering artificial closeness with Blanchard students. She was the kind of middle-aged woman who’d settled firmly into her years. She didn’t dress up for work—she wore smocks over leggings and clogs and clearly thought her pink cat-eye glasses were cute and fun. They were lurid. They made it clear that she was trying too hard at the wrong thing.
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Later, I lay in bed, scrolling through Secret Societiesss for the first time in two weeks.

There were a couple dozen new threads. Several requests for information on secret rituals. A handful of posts fishing for information on how to secure a tap. And blue_bby02 had responded to spamspam54321.


these ppl are very good manipulators. i wouldnt say conniving b/c i dont think its a conscious thing. they just make a lot of covert social contracts. theres def a sense of “my great great-great-grandfather was in the pc and also he was rich as shit and therefore i deserve to be here.”



so a class thing, spamspam54321 had replied.


moreso a belief that they’re superior. like, when the pc was started hundreds of yrs ago, they only tapped these crazy smart scientists, literally geniuses who sequestered themselves to “save their brain power.” now taps are more about legacy and popularity, but the ivory tower ethos is still kinda present. i guess maybe that IS a class thing.



__anonymouse had replied to blue_bby02: My cousins bf was in the PC and he had pretty good experiences from what ive heard.

blue_bby02 responded. trust me. they can be pretty ruthless, they act like they own the world and everyone in it.

I clicked on the Notifications icon. blue_bby02 had replied to my comment asking why the Blanchard chapter of the PC had been derecognized.


sorry for the late reply here. short answer: hazing. long answer is a little gruesome, so TW. yes, this did happen in the 90s—97 i believe, during spring initiation. the seniors tied a pledge to an altar in the woods and “sacrificed” (ie gutted and beheaded) a fawn between his legs. they left the pledge and the fawn overnight for the doe to find, but a cougar smelled the blood. the groundskeeper heard him screaming and came running, so he was lucky. lost one of his balls tho. almost lost his dick too.



I forced myself to keep reading.


i guess this is sort of turning into a longer comment abt hazing. basically after the school derecognized the PC, the hazing got a bit more circumspect. stuff i saw when i was there in the early 00s: forcing a pledge with a fear of water to skinny dip alone at night in the lake. having a pledge break into the headmasters office to steal something. shaving a sikh pledges head. pressuring pledges to kiss. etc etc etc etc



Though it sounded less terrible than the fawn and the mauled testicle, the tasks were still creepy, geared toward humiliation. As aloof as the current seniors were, I couldn’t imagine them forcing me to shave my head. It seemed outdated and barbaric. But everything that blue_bby02 detailed had happened two decades prior. The early aughts were a different time. It was difficult to conceive of such savagery occurring at Blanchard today. The quiet comforts of campus, the students’ hyperconsciousness of microaggressions, it all seemed incongruous with a newborn deer, slaughtered, cradled in its own congealing blood, rigor mortis setting in as dawn marched across the forest floor.
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Each fall, Blanchard took the seniors on a college tour. This fall they were visiting Stanford and Reed, which meant that next year, our senior year, we’d be sent to tour midwestern or southern schools. This upset Vikram (“Why on earth would I want to visit at a school in Tennessee?”) but it made me feel numb. I could not allow myself to imagine a future at Blanchard, one in which I studied in Lummi’s common room with my feet on the radiator, ate supper with Nico and Vikram in the oak-beamed dining hall, and took trips with my friends to see universities we might one day attend together.

With the seniors away, the woodshop was almost silent. I fastened my tool belt and went to the shed, which was cold and dim. The rudimentary electricity allowed for a single fluorescent bulb overhead, but no heater. Henry and I had nearly finished measuring the cedar strips we’d use to side the canoe. When we were done, we’d soak the strips to prevent splintering as we bent and affixed them around the frame. But Henry was gone, and I was stuck measuring the remaining strips. Rote work, I said to myself—to my mother.

It was colder in the shed than it was outside. My fingers were numb, which made it difficult to keep my measurements neat and precise. After an hour I threw down my pencil and stretched. Class was almost over. My halfhearted focus had fled. Sorry, Mom, I murmured. Think I’m done for the day. I packed my notes into my backpack. Crunching footsteps moved softly up the path toward the shed. The snow from the previous week had melted after a weekend of rain, but the ground had frozen the night before. It would snow again soon.

“Headed out? Class isn’t over yet.” Murchie’s cheeks were slapped red from the cold. The freckles mottling her face blended into the red, lending her an embarrassed glow. She circled the perimeter of the strongback. Her large frame was awkward, but she moved smoothly, as if she were a wind-up mechanical soldier going through a series of predetermined motions. She leaned over the boat, hands behind her back. Murchie hadn’t checked on our progress for over a week. Emmer Lewis cut his finger badly during our previous class, and Murchie walked him to the health center while everyone else dispersed, but Henry and I, sequestered and unaware in the shed, had worked for the next hour. Eventually, we’d entered the woodshop to silence, a stool lying on its side, ruby blood stippling Emmer’s workbench and the skew rabbet plane he’d been using to make jointing cuts.

“It’s starting to come together.” Murchie knelt and peered at what would become the stern of the canoe.

“We’ll be able to start soaking these soon,” I said, nudging the pile of cedar strips with my toe. “When Henry’s back.”

“You can do some of this without him. Soaking and gluing.”

“I don’t know how.”

She tilted her chin in a way that said Don’t be stupid. “So ask me to show you.” She rose from her crouch. “How are you getting along with Henry?”

I pulled the straps of my backpack tight.

“I’ve seen you with a couple of your classmates in the dining hall,” said Murchie. “Nico Soliz, right? He’s a nice kid.”

I loosened my backpack straps. Tightened them again.

Murchie rested her hip against the shed’s doorframe. “You don’t have to keep pushing people away, you know.”

She sounded so serious that I wanted to laugh. I wanted to scream or shove her. I didn’t have a mother, but it didn’t mean she could talk to me like that.

“Makes life interesting,” I said, trying on one of Vikram’s sayings, in one of his light, dismissive tones.

“My mother also died when I was young.”

She clearly expected me to say something in response, so I didn’t. I resented the words that were coming next, the assurances that the grief would eventually wane. The fact that I spoke to my mother in woodshop was proof that it hadn’t—wouldn’t.

“She’d been sick for a while,” said Murchie. “In a way, it was good when she finally did go. Death was an end to the suffering.”

It was a greeting card thing to say, the kind of statement that, upon further inspection, meant nothing.

“The people who carried me through were the close friends I made at school.”

“Glad that worked for you.” I sounded sour. I tried out a new tone, serious and authoritative. A Henry tone. “It’s different for me.”

It was too early for sunset, but sleety rain began to fall, leaching the light out of the western sky. Everything felt cold and transparent. Suddenly, I was tired. I could barely keep my eyes open.

“It doesn’t have to be,” Murchie said. “Only if you make it so.”

I bit down on the inside of my cheek until I drew blood, then dug my index fingernail into the side of my thumb. I would not cry, not here, surrounded by the tools that Henry and I used to make our canoe. I stood, miserable, frozen, until Murchie left the shed. After a respectable thirty seconds, I moved to the shed entrance and watched her walk up the path toward the woodshop, batting wet snowflakes from her face.
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Sara called me that afternoon. “How’s it going?

“Just great.”

“Want to try that one more time with feeling? Any luck with the viewings?”

Between the dance and the weather, I’d completely forgotten about the viewings. “The weather.”

“Lenny. Come on.”

“No, I know. I’m sorry. It’s literally—okay, so here’s the thing. And I realize this sounds insane, so please don’t interrupt me. I kind of joined a secret society?”

Sara did not respond.

“Hello?”

“You said not to interrupt. Were you done?”

“Don’t be like that.”

“You’re right. Tell me more. Did they make you sacrifice a janitor and drink his blood out of the skull of their worst enemy?”

I hummed uneasily. Drinking out of a skull rang a little too close to what I’d read about the PC on Secret Societiesss.

“It’s, like… a drinking club, basically. Honestly,” I said defensively, “it’s kind of fun. There was a whole tapping ceremony in the woods where we became pledges and now we do stewbash together, and—yeah.” Stewbash was, inexplicably, what the PC called pledge study hall.

“Stewbash, of course. Uh huh.” Sara was quiet again. Then she said, “Hol-eee hell.”

“Alright,” I said. “I knew I shouldn’t have told you.”

“They’re literally assimilating you. What the shit!” she breathed. “Remember the scam podcast I listened to last summer? She explains this type of behavior very thoroughly. You realize that cults are a scam, too. The language is how they get you. For example, what the ever-loving fuck is a stewbash?”

“That’s a little dramatic.”

“Listen, glad you’re making friends out there. Love that for you. Can we just agree that the marathon is a tiny bit more important than eating stew in the woods?”

“It’s not—Okay. Yeah. I get it.”

“We need to get this right.”

“I’m the one who suggested we do trial viewings.”

“Then you know we need as much practice as possible.”

“You’ve been able to stage viewings? It’s been raining for days.”

“At least I’m trying.”

“There’s no reason for you to be an asshole.”

“My sweet baby Lenny.” Sara sounded impressed. “This secret society has done a number on you. Never heard you swear.”

“And now you have.” I felt snappy and light.

I strode through the trees toward Lummi, carried by a sudden confidence, connected, somehow, to the flippant tone I’d auditioned with Murchie. I thought of how careless Vikram seemed, with his sarcasm and his airy dismissals.

“Winter break’s in a couple weeks, right?” said Sara. “It’s supposed to clear up after Sunday. We can get some viewings in when you’re back.”

“Sure thing, boss.”

“You’re on one today, aren’t you? Maybe I should send your little cult a thank-you note.”
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Quarterlies the following Tuesday was the last one of the term. We played a game, Never Have I Ever with elements of Sardines and flip cup. Instead of putting fingers down when you’d done something, you put fingers down when you hadn’t. Once you had a fist, you went and hid. Soon I was pressed into a closet with Gijs Maarten, Sloan, Kate Luciano, and Celeste. Vikram shouldered in next. Celeste and Sloan murmured about a New Year’s Eve party in San Francisco they’d both been invited to. I wondered, once again, why I’d been tapped. No billionaire would ever dream of inviting me to his holiday party. The closet suddenly felt warm, too dark. Any minute now, someone would say What’s Lenny doing here? She does not belong. The light from Vikram’s phone illuminated Sloan’s hair—in the shadows, her tawny bun glowed red, the color of my mother’s.

“We’ll be stuck here forever,” said Vikram. “Everyone left out there has done truly wild shit.”

I settled back against the wall of the closet, happy to take a break from the feeling of being on display. Somehow, being near Vikram settled me.

Vikram nudged closer to me, tucked his head in the notch between my shoulder and neck. “Are you going to be around for reading period?” he whispered.

Reading period was the week between the end of classes and the beginning of term exams. The exam schedule was such that our tests could be spread out throughout the week or bunched up at the beginning or end. Blanchard did not have a holiday break the week of Thanksgiving to accommodate for the extended studying and exams.

“Yes. I have an exam next Friday.”

“Good. We can hang out. Nico will be here, too. What’re you doing for winter break?”

“Going home.” What else was there to do?

“Not traveling? My parents are going to the Azores for most of the break,” he said, “but I decided to stay home this year.” I could not imagine wanting to sit out a trip to the Azores. I wasn’t exactly sure where that was, but it sounded exotic, expensive. “Want to come to my place for a few days before you head home?

“In Seattle?” I asked.

“Why not? We’ll have the whole house.”

“Your parents won’t mind?”

“They’ll be gone. Nico is coming, too.”

My first instinct was to say no. It would be too much trouble to arrange. I’d have to tell Yip where I was going, and I didn’t want to talk with him more than necessary. I couldn’t see his facial expressions when we talked on the phone, which caused me great anxiety. He always seemed distracted. And apart from Yip, if I went to Vikram’s, I’d have to worry about being a guest. But then Murchie’s lecture came back to me.

“Alright,” I said. “Maybe just a night or two before I head back home.”

Vikram practically vibrated with triumph. “Sick. I’m going to take you all around Seattle.”

The conversation turned to winter break. Kate was going to Aspen with Ellery. Apparently, Henry was going to his parents’ vacation home in Hawaii. The others were flying to their respective homes after exams.

“You coming to the airport with us, Lenny?” said Kate Luciano. “Or no—wait. You live in Washington, right? Are your parents picking you up from campus?”

“Actually, I think I’m going to go to Vikram’s for a few days,” I said. “But no, I’d just take the bus home.”

“Oh, wow,” said Kate. Her eyebrows had raised a faint three centimeters. “Good for you.”

[image: ]
The first morning of reading period, Nico and Vikram woke me at six to go on a sunrise walk out to Garnet Beach.

“Make sure to layer up. It’s colder than the Antarctic out there.” Vikram bounced slightly where he sat at the edge of my bed.

Nico, blinking sleepy hazel eyes at me, clutched a Kelly tote bag that said MANDELA GROCERY CO-OP MEMBER-OWNER!!! OAKLAND CA. The boys waited in the hall while I dressed. The shadows were soot that ate their forms particle by particle.

The grounds were silent. Fog curled out of the lacy cups made by the ferns lining the path into the woods. The warning of dawn tiptoed near, black sky fading to smoky gray by the time we reached the entrance to the pipeline. In we went. We shuffled atop the mud and the pine needles, through a darkness thicker than the one outside.

The sky above Garnet Beach was ashen. Seagulls wailed around us. The sea churned, opaque black, sending fingers of white foam in perpendicular waves to the shore. Stratus clouds obscured the horizon, but a nectarine smudge began to stain the sky beyond the cove, filtering to butter yellow. All was dark. Vikram stood on one side of me, Nico on the other. Each of them put an arm around me and we huddled together, shivering. Inch by uncertain inch, the sun unfolded across the water, an incandescent lightbulb popping and sputtering behind the scrubby trees on the sea stacks.

We sat on Garnet Beach for another hour, drinking hot tea from the thermos Nico pulled from the tote bag.

“You think I’m going to pass the history midterm?” Vikram asked.

“Does it matter?” Nico said. “You’re getting into Stanford, regardless.” There was no jealousy in Nico’s voice today. There usually was when he spoke of Vikram’s father’s alma mater. Stanford wasn’t Nico’s dream school—it was Berkeley—but he begrudged Vikram the guaranteed admission.

“Of course it matters, Nicolas. My name alone won’t get me in. Legacy admissions aren’t that biased. Anyway, who says I even want to go to Stanford?”

“You do,” said Nico. “Every chance you get.”

“Maybe the college visit next year’ll change my mind. Maybe I’ll want to go to… to… University of Missouri. Or community college. Why are we fixated on me, anyway? Why don’t you ask Lenny where she wants to go?”

I sipped at the tea. “Hadn’t thought about it.”

“You haven’t made a list of potential schools? What about your SATs?” At my blank face, Nico continued. “Your statement of purpose?” He seemed so concerned for me. He brought his hands to his cheeks and then put one on my knee. “Don’t worry,” he said. “We’ll help you.”

Oh no, I thought. Why are you so adorable? “I’ll probably just apply to state schools. I don’t think I can afford to go private.”

“But aren’t there scholarships?” Vikram asked. “Surely there are. For people like you. Like us,” he amended. “You know. Colored folk. Diversity scholarships.”

“I hadn’t thought about it,” I repeated. It was true. I’d been raised by two white people. Even though my skin and features were decidedly not white, I didn’t quite read as Black, either. I didn’t even know the Black side of my family. An ache rose within me, anxiety and loneliness and bitterness layering atop one another.

“You should start thinking,” Nico urged. “I could help you with your statement. If you want.” He mumbled the last few words, like he was trying to swallow them.

It had been weird between us since the dance. I wanted it to be normal; mostly, everything was fine when Vikram was around, but it was awkward when he wasn’t. I didn’t know what to say to Nico. I didn’t know how to fix things.

“Ew, Nicolas. Enough,” said Vikram. “Enough with the earnestness. You’re boring us. Let’s go eat breakfast.”

We packed up and followed Vikram through the tremulous dawn. I shoved the anxiety down into a little box within me, locked it up, left it for dead.
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By the end of exams week, few students remained on campus. The three of us scampered through the woods during the day, high and giggling, with a trail map lifted from Lummi’s common room. Those were the moments that now make me miss being a teenager, when my edges were so amorphous it felt like I was bleeding into other people. We meandered along paths half-destroyed by November storms, hopping over splintered copper logs, landing on earth made squishy by a robe of pine needles and bark. Neon green slugs made their way across the fallen trees, unaware of us and one another. In the afternoons we’d come back to Selah House and take turns building a fire. We played Uno and Egyptian Ratscrew and smoked more weed.

At dinnertime, we’d file into the empty dining hall, and Treshawn—the middle-aged cook, light-skinned with a Jheri curl that he wore in a hairnet—would put out a tray of rice and peas, and another of curried Dungeness crab and dumplings, serve himself, and sit with the teachers at the faculty table, leaving us to our own devices. At Snyder’s, KJ Fairchild’s currency had been that Treshawn was at Blanchard because he was skipping out on paying child support, a statement so cartoonish I’d gone nearly speechless with irritation.

“Lighten up, Lenny,” KJ had said. “Why else would someone want to work all the way out here?”

The evening before we were supposed to leave for Seattle, Nico, Vikram, and I played a game of rummy in Selah. At the end of the third hand, Nico triumphantly put down his entire hand, nearly a dozen cards, in one fell swoop. Vikram swore and threw his cards on the table, then rose.

“Whew, girl. That shepherd’s pie. She’s running right through me.” He darted toward the boys’ bathroom in the hallway.

“Are you excited for Vikram’s?” I said. Nico and I both sat on the floor, on the same side of the coffee table.

“Hmm?” Nico shuffled the cards, then stacked them neatly.

“Aren’t you coming to his place?”

“He asked me last week. I’d already bought my plane ticket home. It was too expensive to change.”

I tried to hide my disappointment.

“You’re going?” Nico asked.

“Figured it’d be fun to spend some time in Seattle.”

“His house is bougie.” Nico picked up the cards and shuffled them again. I noticed that he had very nice hands. This was how I knew I was in too deep. The fingers were long and blunt, with deeply defined nailbeds. His loamy smell lingered in the space between us. I could just see his dimple out of the corner of my eye. My god, he really was cute.

“You’ll have a good time,” he said. “Don’t let him get you into any trouble, though. Last time I was there he tried to use a fake ID to buy beer and the store nearly called the cops.”

“I’ll keep him in line.”

“I have no doubt,” he said.

Something was happening. Nico had propped an elbow against the table and was watching me, cheek cradled in his hand. He was annoyingly attractive. Another brief pause. He landed his free hand on my knee, began to trace a light circle. None of the blood in my body was where it was supposed to be. Where was Vikram? I couldn’t tell if I wanted him to return or hoped he’d never come back. I’d forgotten to breathe for several seconds. Nico tugged gently on my elbow, pulling me closer. His nose traced my own. He kissed me.

It was a very nice kiss, a huge improvement over the toothy, wet one I’d received in seventh grade during Spin the Bottle. Nico’s palm settled against the back of my neck and his thumb brushed back and forth over the hollow behind my ear. Okay, I thought. Yeah, no, this is really fucking happening. My blood continued to churn. I opened my eyes and watched Nico’s face as he kissed me. His eyes were closed. You’re being a huge weirdo right now, I told myself. No normal person kisses with their eyes open. Nico looked like a Hollister model. He looked like he was having the most amazing dream. It was insane that he was kissing me and seemingly enjoying it. I closed my eyes again.

We broke apart a few seconds later.

“Um,” I said. “Sooo.” My face was hot. My lips felt different. Like rug burn, only better.

“Yeah,” said Nico. “That was nice.” He hadn’t phrased it as a question, but there was one in his eyes.

“No, definitely. Definitely a fan.”

Nico’s dimples deepened. “Whew. Okay, good.” He mimed wiping sweat from his brow. My chest fizzed.

“You’re, like”—I tucked hair behind my ear—“kind of a really good kisser.”

“No, you.”

A thud down the hall. Vikram had finished in the bathroom.

“Jeez,” Nico said. “I should have tried harder to change my ticket.”

“Don’t worry,” I said, trying to inject some of Vikram’s flippancy into my voice. “I’ll make sure to get lots of practice over the break and we can pick up where we left off.” It was a stupid joke, one that didn’t even make any sense. Who was I going to practice with? Vikram? No, thank you. My pillow? Very weird. It was the wrong kind of note to strike with Nico. It seemed cynical and crass. Nico was neither of those things. A flush crawled furiously across my face.

Nico said, “Mmkay?”

And then Vikram came into the room and the moment was mercifully over.

Nico was sweet. He made me want to lean in so far that I’d topple over the edge. I’d meet a few more Nicos in the years that followed. Boys who were patient, who were curious about me, curious about the world. Boys who opened doors for me, not because I was a girl, but because it was the kind thing to do. Boys who held me, emotionally and physically, who helped me glue the shards of myself back together after my mother’s death, after the boat crash. Quiet, tender boys—then men—in whom I recognized a small part of myself. But I’ve yet to meet another person who made me feel the way Nico did. Maybe it’s because you never forget the first person you fall for, and so no one after them can ever measure up. But it might have also been because, back then, so many things inside me were left unsaid. I’d stumbled across a person who didn’t try to make me say them. And still he saw me.

Despite everything that happened, I’ve never stopped trying to replace Nico. He made me feel as though I existed.
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After

I ran into Nico outside of grub, the first day of classes after spring break—just over two weeks since the boat crash. The concussion was barely healed and my body did not feel like my own. I felt taunted by the hardiness of the spring flowers that grew in huddled clutches around Blanchard’s campus. The lilacs, especially, early this year, oozing their velvety indigo scent all over the campus in secretive bursts. The smell followed me to the most unexpected of places, math class or the threshold of Darla’s office: salt air and rotting pines, and then—a swift violence, a green, callow, waking dream of a fragrance.

Nico didn’t see me until I was right in front of him. We had history that afternoon and I’d been steeling myself in advance. But I hadn’t prepared for a chance encounter.

“You didn’t answer my texts,” I said finally. I sounded accusatory. I couldn’t help it.

He rubbed the back of his neck. “I’ve been busy.” Nico’s stress about our conversation was far worse than him ignoring me.

“Are you avoiding me?”

Nico inhaled deeply, tilted his face toward the sky. “I don’t know if I can do this right now.”

What was “this”? Me? Us? Henry? I was too afraid to ask.

“Are you ever going to talk to me again?” I said.

Nico rolled his shoulders, fidgeted with the hem of his shirt. “I never wanted to be involved in this PC shit. You knew that.” We were separated by the path, but it might as well have been a country. He scrubbed at his face with his hand. “It’s just—every time I see you, it’s like I’m reliving that night. And maybe that’s not fair, but being near you makes me think about what we did.” His voice sharpened, malice coating his words. “I fucking hated Henry, even before all this, but it’s just too much. Please,” he said. “I can’t be around you right now.”

“Wait.” I put out a hand.

Nico’s face softened, very slightly. I had to stop myself from leaning into him. Three weeks ago, we’d have been on our way to Narnia to make out for a few minutes before class. He always blinked slowly before he kissed me. The clementine-sour tang of his breath. How he mixed his coffee with hot water. The divot at the nape of his neck—it was softer than new grass. How quickly things had changed.

“Please just listen to my voicemails,” I said. “We all need to be on the same page about what happened that night.”

Nico pressed his lips together. Something in his expression reminded me of our argument at Henry’s parents’ house in Seattle, the night of Initiation. But that night, I’d had the warm fuzz of alcohol to protect me from the scorn in his voice.

“Right,” Nico said. “Henry crashed the boat.”

I wanted to climb inside myself. The shame was worse than Initiation, worse than the night of the boat crash.

“Listen,” I said, desperate.

Jebediah Fish slunk out of the dining hall, smirked at me, then—since when were they friends?—clapped his hand on Nico’s shoulder. They left.
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On my way to calculus, I passed the shrine the student government had set up for Henry. It was covered in flowers. In chapel the previous evening, Dr. Hesse played a slideshow with pictures and videos of Henry. Celeste and Thea sobbed, along with most of the freshman girls. Every time one of them stopped crying, another would start, which sent the other girls into a fresh round of tears.

“We’ll do everything we can,” Dr. Hesse had said, “to keep Henry’s spirit of helpful inquisitiveness alive at Blanchard.”

For most of the assembly, I’d felt fine, if a bit numb. But then Hesse played the slideshow on the projector. Henry’s giant blue eyes found me. His red face came unbidden into my mind—flushed that night in the Seattle house, then floating in the ocean, eyes blank, lips slick with saltwater. I left the auditorium to vomit. I didn’t bother returning. I didn’t like the way the other students maneuvered around me. The freshmen and sophomores seemed curious; Henry’s death was like a television show whose finale they hadn’t yet seen. The juniors and seniors were a different story.

There was no longer pity in their stares, or the jealousy that’d surfaced after I was tapped for the PC. Now, they watched me warily, as if I were an animal capable of inflicting grave harm. Sloan and Vikram didn’t seem to suffer a similar treatment, and while I’d seen a few people give Nico a wider berth than necessary, he wasn’t isolated. If anything, he seemed to have more hangers-on. The association with the boat crash and with Henry had lent him a macabre glamour. I was not surprised that it didn’t extend to me. I was a clear outsider in all possible ways.

That first week of classes was an exercise in dissociation. I tamped down every emotion: panic, rage, fear, resentment. I went to class. I ignored the stares and the whispers. I hid where I could—in the shower, in bed, in the bathroom stalls in between classes. I would not let anyone—the other students, the teachers—see my wounds. I was in control.

Or so I thought.

The second week back, I was summoned to the Castle from English class. When I arrived, Dr. Hesse’s secretary, Jeannie, made a moue with her lips. She pointed down the hall, toward Hesse’s office.

Dr. Hesse was absent, but Detective Thibeaut sat behind her desk. Darla was in one of the chairs meant for visitors.

“Alena! Sit, please.” Detective Thibeaut swiveled around in Dr. Hesse’s chair.

Darla said, “The detective just has a few questions. Not about the accident. You’ve met, yes?” She seemed flustered.

“We have,” said the detective. “This isn’t an interrogation, so I told the school they didn’t need to call your stepfather. But I figured it would be nice for you to have some support while I ask a few questions. We’ve been doing our due diligence, poking around here and there, conducting interviews, and a couple things have come to light.”

I crossed and then recrossed my legs. “Where’s Dr. Hesse?”

“In a meeting,” said Darla. “With the, ah, board of trustees.”

Thibeaut flipped open the manila folder in front of her. “I’ve had a chance to speak with some of your classmates, Alena. I heard a very disturbing tale. Now—and you’re not in any trouble here—I heard that there was some untoward behavior on March 28 and Henry might have been involved. This would have been two nights before the boat crash.”

Dr. Hesse’s monitor made a humming noise. It began to rev up. Thibeaut paused politely until it finished.

“Untoward behavior?” said Darla.

“Mm.” Thibeaut cleared her throat. “Of the sexual kind.”

“Pardon.” said Darla. “Of the…” She had her hand to her head—Come again? “You’re alleging that a student was—what? Assaulted on Blanchard grounds?”

“From what I understand, a dozen or so students left campus that afternoon and drove to Seattle.”

“Well,” Darla said weakly. “Of course. It was spring break.”

“But their guardians had no idea where they’d gone.”

“That can’t be right. Their parents sign permission forms if they leave with other students—”

“Most did.” Thibeaut had flipped open a folder. “But several students didn’t have permission, Alena here being one of them. The signatures on their slips were forged.”

Darla went a blotchy pink.

“An oversight on our part, and one I can safely say will be taken very seriously. Still. This incident sounds apocryphal. You think someone was—that there was sexual misconduct? Between students?” She scoffed.

“What’s funny?” said Thibeaut.

“It’s not funny. It’s absurd.”

“How so?”

“Those sorts of things don’t happen here. Our students have a code of ethics. Everyone signs it,” Darla said, as if that settled things.

“The student I spoke with seemed convinced of what she’d seen.”

That made sense. Maybe it had been Thea. Or Ellery. They must have heard whispers. Perhaps they’d seen the video, before it was deleted. I doubted it was Sloan. As much as I wanted to forget what had happened the night of Initiation, I could not stop thinking about Sloan’s face, her puddled eyes, her silent grimace. She’d seemed helpless.

“Alena,” said Thibeaut. “Our last meeting. Why did you say Henry was an asshole?”

Darla covered her forehead with her hand. My knee was jiggling. I stilled it.

“Lenny,” Thibeaut said softly. I almost believed she was on my side. “This situation must be rough for you. Probably a big shock to regain consciousness in the ocean next to your dead friend. I know it’s hard to think about him doing something so terrible, but if you know anything, you need to tell me. It’s important to the investigation.”

I didn’t need to ask why. I wasn’t a true-crime fanatic like Sara, but even I knew the basics: Henry’s victim had motive to kill him. I wondered if Thibeaut had questioned the others yet. Would Sloan fold when Thibeaut got her alone? Whatever the others had said, I wouldn’t be the one to tell Thibeaut.

The detective clicked her tongue.

“I’m sure you’ve seen the website Henry’s parents created. Have you watched any of his father’s interviews?” she said. “He’s been very vocal about his—ah, let’s call it his mistrust of you and your friends. And of Blanchard.”

“Hah!” Darla said. “The Quinns’ smear campaign? Yes, we’re all aware of that.”

“Then you know Henry’s father is upset. He seems set on ruining your reputations.” Ah—Good Cop had returned. “How do you think this will play out when you apply to colleges, Alena? When I google you, the first ten hits mention the boat crash. Mr. Quinn is throwing around the M word.”

Darla scrunched her nose, confused.

“Murder,” Thibeaut said helpfully. “It’s murder. It’s also the first ten hits for Blanchard.”

Darla adjusted her cat-eye frames. “You said this wouldn’t be an interrogation.”

Thibeaut opened her mouth, but Darla held up a finger.

“If you had any real leads, this interview would’ve taken place in a police station with Lenny’s guardian present. It is wildly…” Here she paused, savoring the self-righteousness of it all. “Inappropriate for you to question a Blanchard student in this fashion, not to mention unethical to make these insinuations about her. I think we should end this little exercise right here, don’t you?”

Without waiting for Thibeaut to respond, Darla rose.

Thibeaut sighed. She flipped her notebook shut and left.

I resisted the urge to thank Darla. She wasn’t protecting me. I knew better. She was protecting the school.
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The PC still met weekly for Quarterlies, but the violence of Henry’s death had splintered the previously carefree nature of our gatherings. I went to a meeting the week after spring break ended, a few days before I met with Thibeaut and Darla. A frantic jollity had overtaken the room. KJ, Gijs, and Celeste were blacked out and screaming along to “Mr. Brightside,” and Sloan sat alone in the corner. Vikram and I did not interact the entire evening. It seemed easier to ignore one another than to acknowledge what had been lost. Thea Lovell-Roldán was there. We spoke briefly. I’d always liked Thea. Thea the unpretentious. Thea the welcoming. Now, there was only hesitation on her face when she looked at me.
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26

Before

Vikram’s family’s house was in a neighborhood called Queen Anne, which overlooked the Puget Sound. The house was Grecian style, two stories, surrounded by a sandstone courtyard from which a marble staircase swept up to black oak doors. There were no grounds; the not-quite mansion sat on less than a quarter of an acre, nestled between a Craftsman bungalow and a complex with a sign that read THE Q APARTMENTS—PENTHOUSE FOR LEASE. But the privacy hedge obscured all of this once we were inside. It also imposed a quietness whose flavor, even in already subdued Queen Anne, indicated not nature but choice. I would later understand that this was the kind of quiet that can only be purchased.

Vikram’s house had little furniture, which seemed less an intentional design decision and more like the family hadn’t finished moving in. The marble floors were also bare. There was a liminal feeling inside, uneasy and difficult to shake off. The house was loud because, contrary to Vikram’s insistence that his family would be in the Azores, they were home. Divya, his younger sister, had pinkeye, so the trip had been canceled. When he showed me to the guest room, Vikram whispered not to be nervous.

Vikram’s father had instructed me to call him Mr. Flanagan. He’d been unwelcoming, almost hostile, stalking down the staircase, shaking Vikram’s hand, then rounding on me.

“Interesting hat,” he said, in lieu of a greeting.

I pulled the knitted cap off my head, then desperately, nonchalantly, tried to reorder my flattened and frizzled curls.

Vikram’s mother flitted in after Mr. Flanagan, muumuu-swathed and fully made up. She insisted I call her Shivani.

That evening, Mr. Flanagan sat at the head of the dinner table, clad in a collared shirt and an Arc’teryx vest, a glass of scotch in front of him, and cut his food into careful little bites. He was the kind of man who made the whole room feel his bad mood. Every few minutes he’d tell Shivani to stop wasting prime rib on the little Shih Tzu sitting at attention on her lap. Otherwise, Shivani did all the talking.

“So hard for your mother to die so young.” Shivani sighed, which she did quite frequently. She spoke emphatically—that must be where Vikram got it from. To her, everything seemed tragic, which had the flattening effect of making nothing seem tragic. I’d met women like this before. The mothers of children I’d gone to school with, my mother’s coworkers, women in the grocery store speaking tightly to cashiers and deli workers.

“Muuuum. You’re being so depressing,” Vikram said. “She doesn’t want to talk about that.”

“It’s fine,” I said. This was what I’d been afraid of: the performance that comes with being a guest.

“We can change the subject.” Shivani paused, clearly running through a list of conversation topics in her head. She fed a scrap of meat to the Shih Tzu, who grunted, snuffling around for more. “What do you think of Washington?”

“It’s different from Miami. Beautiful, though. I love the mountains.”

Shivani had already cut me off. “Miami? My absolute favorite place. I have an energy worker down there, Franklin. He’s the most high-vibrational person.” Another pause. “You lived in Miami?”

“I grew up there.”

“So strange,” she said as the dog furiously licked her fingers. “To go from there to that tiny town your parents moved to.”

“A bit, I suppose.”

Shivani pressed on. “Why in the world would your parents move all the way out there?”

“Mum. Please. You’re actually so embarrassing.”

“Hey,” Mr. Flanagan said. He pointed his knife at Vikram, who muttered, “Sorry.”

The silence was oppressive. “I think they just didn’t like Miami,” I said.

Shivani’s interest in me was rapidly waning. “We were going to fly out of Miami to the Azores. But at the last minute we—we canceled,” she said carefully, glancing at Mr. Flanagan. He cut a string bean into quarters and continued to ignore us.

Shivani said to Vikram, “You two go visit your sister after dinner. She’s all alone, quarantining in her room, poor little thing.”

“What’s the point of quarantining if we’re going to go hang out with her?” Vikram asked. But Shivani was distracted, feeding a pat of butter to the dog.

That night, I retreated to the guest room, which had no furniture apart from a bed. I plugged in my phone and left it on the floor, and then, without even taking off my clothing, fell face-first onto the mattress, into a violet sleep.
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“Jesú almighty, wake up! Wake up!” The urgent hiss came from Vikram, who shook my shoulder.

I lay in the guest bedroom. The skylight revealed smears of purple and black. It was the middle of the night. A sheet tangled from my feet to my neck.

“Your shrieks are like an alarm clock,” said Vikram. “Woke me from a dead sleep. You could monetize that, you know. Sell it to fire stations.”

“Bad dream.” I was mortified. “Sorry for waking you.”

He scuttled off to the en suite bathroom. The tap ran. “Here.” He guided my hand to the glass and sat next to me while I sipped. “Let’s get some fresh air?”

We tiptoed down the back staircase to the kitchen, then eased outside. Queen Anne was silent. We settled on a bench by a four-car garage whose paint was peeling and chipping. Vikram pulled a joint out of his pocket, and we passed it back and forth. I shivered. It was colder than I’d thought it would be in the city.

“You okay?” asked Vikram. “We don’t have to talk about it. You seemed spooked, though. When I woke you.”

I leaned my head against the garage. I didn’t want to see his reaction. The pity.

“I have these, like… nightmares?” I tried to speak casually, but my voice cracked. “They’ve been worse since my mom died.”

Vikram’s arm snaked around me, warm and gentle. He made a noise in the back of his throat: Poor baby. “Fucking sucks,” he said. I was surprised to find my body relaxing against his. After a minute, I patted his knee, then withdrew.

“Um,” I said, wiping my eyes. “When did you guys move in?”

“Let’s see. Ten years ago?” Vikram said. “I was in first grade. Why?”

“Oh. No reason.” I handed him the joint. “Did your parents know I was coming?”

“Caught me.” He was unembarrassed. “How did you know?”

“Your dad seemed annoyed.”

“No,” Vikram said, around a mouthful of smoke. “This is simply how he is.”

“Awkward question. Does he usually drink that much?”

“More, usually,” Vikram said lightly. “It’s been that way since I was ein Kind. Worse since the IPO, though.”

I didn’t know what to say. His tone contradicted the discomfort on his face. Perhaps that was why Vikram was constantly performing. It seemed like he’d learned, from a young age, to pretend everything was okay. I could relate. “Should I leave?”

“Don’t you dare,” Vikram said. “Ignore my dad. He’s annoying. Whatever. But you and I? We’re going to have a great time, darlin’.” He tipped an imaginary hat, then passed the joint to me. “Here, hit this again and then we’ll go inside. We can play cards until you’re sleepy.”

Back in his room, Vikram rummaged through his desk to find a deck of cards. I sat on his floor next to the bookcase. The Shipping News lay next to most of Umberto Eco’s works and some of Peter Matthiessen’s. A worn copy of Lacan’s Écrits (in French) lay on top of a yearbook. It said, “The Bush School.” I pushed aside the Lacan and opened the book, navy spine cracking.

“Wow, you look so different,” I said. “Like a baby.”

“A sexy baby, though, right?”

I flipped to the superlatives. “‘Biggest Drama King: Vikram Flanagan.’ Zero surprise.”

Vikram huffed. “Found them.” He held the pack of cards. “Get over here so you can deal. You know I suck at shuffling.”

There was another picture of Vikram below the first. Best Clique. Vikram’s face was soft, rounded by lingering baby fat, without the usual cynical lift at the corner of his mouth. Had Blanchard stripped the softness of childhood from his face, or had it been inevitable? Blanchard deliberately created an environment in which students felt a constant need to prove themselves. It created a pressure cooker of posturing, wherein students covertly flaunted their intelligence and connections. It was corrosive to true confidence. Maybe that was why Vikram was so flippant. There was another kid standing in the center of the picture, his arms outstretched toward whomever held the camera, like a plea. His head was thrown back. It was hard to see his features, but if I squinted, I could just make out the dimple, the slightly upturned nose.

“Wait.” I held up the yearbook. “You went to middle school with Henry?”

“Hm?” Vikram cut the deck. “Oh, yeah,” he said, nonchalant, which alone was not strange. But then he met my gaze briefly—in it was the penumbra of a hesitation, the inhale before jumping off the diving board. “Didn’t I mention that? Thought I did.”

“No,” I said slowly. “I definitely would’ve remembered.”

“He used to live down the street from here. Our fathers were friends. They got plastered and played golf together every weekend. His dad even invested in my dad’s start-up. Blah blah blah.” Vikram cut the deck again and tried to shuffle. Several cards jolted over his fingertips. “This is absurd. It’s like they put my fingers on backward. Please, Princess Charming. Come save me.”

I closed the yearbook. Vikram patted the bed next to him. He was trying to distract me.

“Hurry up,” he commanded. I hopped up on the bed to deal.

We would not speak again about Vikram’s history with Henry—not until March.

By then, it would be too late.
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The next morning, Vikram bundled me in one of his mother’s scarves and we set off for Pike Place. We visited the Fremont Troll and Gasworks Park, where we sat on the edge of the lake. Vikram narrated the outside world to me, and I came to understand Seattle through him: clean and damp, a crisp, hopeful city with an incandescent heart. Students streaming in and out of coffee shops and libraries, young families, white guys with dreadlocks, and co-ops and weed dispensaries and Vietnamese restaurants, vying for attention with kombucha bars and climbing gyms. It was a frenetic and confusing city, at once welcoming and understanding, grungy and fragmentary.

We arrived back at the house at three. Shivani had bought tickets for all of us to attend The Nutcracker that evening. We were to have an early dinner together, then a driver would take us to the theater. We burst into the empty entrance hall breathless, unwinding our coats and scarves, shedding gloves and hats on the floor—there was no coat tree, no shoe rack—before moving to the kitchen. In these moments I felt more like a child than a fifteen-year-old, giggling and slipping along the bare marble floors in our sock-covered feet. Vikram put on water for tea and went to the bathroom while it boiled. I wandered to the window in the open pantry.

“Why—no, you always do this—?”

“—just thought!—”

“That’s the problem. You never—”

There was a muffled argument taking place from deep within the pantry. Or no—not the pantry, but a cleverly constructed rack of spices, running from floor to ceiling. A door. There must be a room beyond the door. Maybe that was where Vikram’s father’s office was. I shrank back, not wanting to intrude on what seemed to be an argument between Vikram’s mother and father, but the floor creaked. I froze.

“I never? All I do is—”

“Last thing we need—you spending money on his friends—”

“We aren’t that desperate, Connor—”

“I’ll be damned if—some freeloader—”

Shit. Were they talking about me? I backed out of the pantry as quietly as I could, arranging myself at one of the stools at the island as Vikram reentered the kitchen.

“You get your tea?”

“I think I might head back to Port Angeles tonight.” I tried not to cry.

Vikram plopped down next to me. “I knew this was going to happen. Sick of me already?”

“I have a bit of a stomachache,” I said truthfully, “and I don’t want to be a drag at the ballet tonight. There’s a ferry to Bainbridge Island in forty-five minutes. I’ll catch the bus home from there.”

“Okay.” Vikram laid his head on my shoulder. “Honestly—and you know I love him—you’re a better guest than Nico. He’s always so weird about smoking weed in my parents’ house. Been nice having you here, Winter.”

This was Vikram’s tender side, doled out as easily as his fanged sarcasm. The tears pressed further into my nose. And so, I lied. “Thanks for inviting me. I had a great time.”
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On the three-hour journey from the Flanagan house in Seattle to Port Angeles, I made up my mind. I would not say anything to Yip about the custody transfer. I told myself I wanted to avoid any melodrama, but there was a deeper reason: I was afraid he’d admit he didn’t have the energy to continue parenting me. It didn’t matter that I’d spent the whole term thinking as much; somehow, him saying it aloud was worse. A shameful part of me also hoped that my biological father would continue to be unreachable. This, I knew, would be a Pyrrhic victory. What use was it to have a stepfather who wanted nothing to do with me?

Yip met me at the Port Angeles bus station with a clap on the back.

“You look thin.” He frowned as he pulled away from our hug, which felt almost feeble. “What’ve they been feeding you?” He was already moving toward the car.

We drove through sleet, past trees bedecked with twinkle lights, down to Goodnight Moon. Everything smelled the same, but I was uneasy. Sara had gone to visit a cousin in Bellingham. She wouldn’t be back until after Christmas. After months of being surrounded by others, it felt strange to be alone on the boat with Yip.

The night terrors continued. I’d swim through the void to where the demon awaited me, then gasp myself awake in my bunk, only to find it lying next to me. Sitting at breakfast, or at a movie matinee, I began to wonder if I was truly awake. Yip didn’t mention Darla, the trazodone, or my father. He seemed determined to pretend that nothing was wrong. He barely spoke of my mother. It was as though we’d been set down in a world in which she’d never existed. There was no mention of celebrating Hanukkah, my mother’s holiday.

I felt the same way around Yip that I had at Vikram’s parents’ house: awkward and distant, like I was overstaying my welcome. He didn’t touch a hand to my shoulder when he passed me in the galley. I made my own breakfast every morning, which I didn’t mind—but before my mother died, Yip had always made my breakfast. One evening, I’d asked Yip for twenty dollars to go to the movies, and he’d hesitated so long that I said, “Never mind.” I began to count down the days until the end of winter break.

The night before Christmas Eve, the rain broke. The twenty-fourth dawned bright and cold and clear. Yip and I wandered along the mouth of the Elwha River, a dozen feet between us, lost in our own thoughts. Christmas morning, I found a new coat and a stack of books waiting for me under the miniature tree on the dining table. I was delighted by one book, a woodworking catalog from the eighteenth century, and asked Yip about it. He cleared his throat and said he’d found a box with my name on it in the storage locker. Of course. I’d always teased her for doing it, but my mother bought holiday presents for both of us months in advance. I wondered, euphoric and grim, if perhaps I would receive presents from her for years to come. That night, I sobbed silently in my bunk, fracturing under the weight of my grief.
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Sara had been home for barely half an hour before I walked over to see her. She was climbing off John Spaulding’s ketch, carrying a ripped mesh laundry basket in one hand. She jumped when she saw me.

“Aw,” I said. “Did I scare you?”

“Fuck off. I’m going to get you a bell. You can tie it around your neck.”

I fell in step beside her as she walked up the dock toward the laundry room.

“How were finals?” Sara asked.

“Midterms?”

“Whatever.”

“I passed.” And I had, just barely. Nico had offered to help me with the take-home essay for European history, but I hadn’t needed it. The intensive study guides and exam notes the PC provided were good. Maybe too good. It was unclear where they’d come from—previous PC students? Teachers? The ill-begotten spoils of currency-related blackmail?

“And the practice viewings?”

“I did go out a few times. I’ll do better next term.”

“Didn’t you say you have some gigantic-ass telescope out there?” She pushed into the laundry room with her shoulder, then dropped her hamper on the floor next to the washing machine. Its foldable mesh sides immediately collapsed onto themselves.

“It’s been so rainy. And I have a lot going on.”

“Right. I forgot you’re part of the Illuminati now. Conducting drunken séances and fucking randos is way more important than winning thousands of dollars.”

“I’m not fucking randos.” I stuttered over the words. Perhaps I should take Darla’s advice and open up. “Actually. Okay. This isn’t a big deal or anything, but I kind of kissed someone?”

“You?” Sara banged the washing machine’s lid shut and squinted at me.

With a growing blush, I told Sara about my kiss with Nico.

“He rubbed his thumb behind your ear? He RUBBED his THUMB behind your EAR? While you made out? Lenny.”

“I know.” I covered my eyes. “I literally can’t. And the way he held my face? I died.”

“Genuinely? That’s so sweet,” Sara said.

We wandered out to the downtown pier. A crushed Styrofoam cup washed up against the shore, seaweed tangled in its mealy sides. The few people who walked past were as gray as the sky above. How different it felt here from at school. Before I’d left for Blanchard, I found Port Angeles beautiful. Now, after months of living among real wealth, I saw the dinginess, the disrepair. Again, I counted the time until I would leave. Three days.

As we trudged back to the marina, Sara asked me about Yip. “Remember how I saw him in town with Erika Maines?”

“Who?”

“Erika. Her niece is in my class.”

“What were they doing?”

“Having a latte,” Sara said. “I told you about this.”

“You did not.”

“Pretty sure I did,” Sara said. “They seemed cozy.”

What the fuck did that mean? I didn’t want to know the answer.

“Are you upset?” Sara jogged a few paces to catch up with me. “It’s normal, I guess. There was a study about it. Like seventy-five percent of men leave their wives when they’re sick.”

“My mom isn’t sick, Sara. She’s dead,” I snapped. “It’s only been four months.”

Sara scratched her eyebrow. “Maybe it’s just sex?”

“Or maybe you’re wrong.” I gritted my teeth. “People get coffee all the time. We’ve gotten coffee. That doesn’t mean I’m trying to, you know.” I’d wanted to say that it didn’t mean that I was trying to fuck her, but the words felt too vulgar.

Sara was dubious. “It looked like a date.”

We were still several blocks from the marina. The sun had set an hour ago. Was this the cause of Yip’s distant behavior all term? Was this why he wanted to give up custody?

“That’s why I asked you to do the marathon, you know,” Sara said. “I figured that with Yip dating again, it’d only be a matter of time before he sends you away for good. Come on. Erika Maines isn’t going to want to be your new mommy. I mean, no offense, but she’s a huge bitch.” The headlights of a passing car slid over Sara, cutting her in half for a moment. “Wait,” she said. “You’re not surprised.”

I told Sara about the conversation that Sloan had overheard, the one between Darla and Dr. Hesse.

Sara swore. “Rat bastard. Didn’t I tell you? Didn’t I say?” She was pacing now. “The marathon isn’t some dumb joke now. I was always going to skip town, but I can take care of myself. You, though?”

“I’d be fine on my own,” I said stiffly.

“You absolutely would not. You ever had a job? Paid rent?” Her expression softened. “Come with me to Olympia. We’ll find you a gig at a restaurant or something. I’d rather live with you than some Craigslist rando. At least I know you can cook. And,” she said cheerfully, “you wouldn’t stab me in my sleep.”

I didn’t consider myself to have lived a life of privilege, not after attending Blanchard, but I began to see how small things added up to alter the trajectory of a life: A present mother. Family dinners. Parents who encouraged hobbies and a curiosity about the world—parents who were not addicted to drugs. I didn’t need to imagine how my life would be without those things. Sara stood in front of me, alone and sarcastic. Wits sharp as any weapon. Battered by the world. Alive, yes, but limping. Wounded.

Another car drove past, its long headlights reaching toward Sara. She was illuminated for a moment, her black hair wisping around her ears and forehead, the milky glow of her thick, round glasses reflecting off her acned skin. She looked tender but she also looked annoyed. Sara was the most honest person I’d ever met. She was the only one I could trust.

“I’m sorry I haven’t been taking the marathon very seriously,” I said. “But my head is in it. I promise.”

“You know,” Sara said, “it takes a big person to admit when they’re wrong. Even when ten thousand dollars is on the line.”

We continued toward the marina. March 29 could not come soon enough.
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The day before winter break ended, I woke early and climbed the narrow stairs to the galley to find Yip thumbing through a letter, brow furrowed, chewing on his bottom lip. Before he could stuff it in his pocket, I saw that the first sheet was written in my father’s distinctive, loopy scratches, which I recognized from the four birthday cards I’d received from him in my life. There were five or six typed pages below that, stapled together. Yip caught sight of me, and his forehead immediately cleared, green eyes wide and guileless as a doll’s.

“Pushkin, hi! Pizza for dinner? I have a meeting this afternoon, but when it’s over we can head to Gordy’s.”

It was so peculiar and heavy, Yip so talkative and determined to distract me, that I said nothing and spent the morning on the top deck drinking from a bottle of red wine I’d found in the fridge. I played a stupid game: Drink every time you have an anxious thought about your stepfather sending you away. See, Mom. He’s getting rid of me. Yes, I thought, irritated, knowing how she’d responded. This isn’t how it’s supposed to be. But it’s how it is. It grew colder. Everything spun when I tried to move.

Eventually, I must’ve fallen asleep, because I woke to the boat violently rocking. I was drunk enough that even small movements were magnified. I rolled to one side. Yip stood over me. I sat up and vomited.

“Jesus Christ.” His voice was not kind.

He left and returned with a roll of paper towels.

“Go below and get yourself cleaned up.”

I stumbled down the ladder and into the tiny head, where I splashed water on my face and rinsed out my mouth. I gagged again when the water hit my throat.

Yip waited for me in the salon. “Threw yourself a party of one, huh?”

I focused on a knothole on the table. It was so quiet in the salon that I could hear the foghorn from the ferry in town, a mile and a half away, departing to Vancouver Island.

“What is going on with you? We both know this kind of behavior isn’t what your mom would’ve wanted.”

A puff of air escaped my nose.

“Care to explain what’s so funny?”

I’d been trying to save him from the embarrassment of explaining Erika Maines to me, but, I realized, I’d also been trying to save myself from the pain of the same thing. There was no point.

“It’s just funny that you’re so obsessed with what Mom would’ve wanted for me.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“You—Sara saw you drinking lattes downtown with Erika Maines.”

Yip’s forehead twitched uncertainly. “And?”

“You don’t drink lattes. Erika Maines’s niece said that it was a date.” As soon as I said the word, I wished I hadn’t. I wanted to cry. I realized that I did believe it, with all my heart, and I wanted Yip to tell me I was wrong.

“And?” Yip raised his eyebrows.

For a moment, I was back in the marina diner in the exact second after I learned my mother had died, sinking through shock into grief. In the present tense, that same helpless grief had reappeared inside me with such ferocity that it soon morphed into wrath.

“And, what?” I said. “You want me to give you my blessing to—to fuck other women in Mom’s bed?”

Yip’s face tightened. He’d transformed from the father who had bathed me, fed me, carried me on his shoulders across supermarket parking lots. His strangeness was so disorienting that I almost put my hand to my head.

“You don’t talk to me like that,” he said. “Not about her.”

“At least I’m talking about her. You’re acting like she never even existed. You must really miss her.” I was laying on the sarcasm too thick, but I couldn’t stop myself. I watched my words gallop away, out of my control.

“You have no idea how I feel.”

“You don’t care. But I care. I fucking care.” I was shouting now. “She would have been disappointed in you. You’re all obsessed with Erika Maines now, but what about me?” Why didn’t he understand how wrong this was? Leaving me at Blanchard without any calls, making secret plans with my father. I wanted him to say that he would fix it.

A terrifying quiet grew between us.

“I’m sorry, kid,” he said finally. In the weeks to come, his expression would revisit me each night as I tried to sleep. “I really am. But I just can’t give you what you want right now.”

There it was. He didn’t want me here. He didn’t want me at all.

“Dr. Hesse called a few days ago. She said you’re going to fail several classes if you can’t get it together next term.”

All at once, I understood again how precarious my position was. That allowances were being made, but not for much longer. That Dr. Hesse only had so much patience for my motherless antics, and that, soon, I would have to perform or… leave? Be sent to the Yukon even before the school year ended, before Sara and I had time to complete the marathon?

Yip checked his watch. “I have to go. I have a meeting.” He shrugged on his jacket. “Try to sober up. Take a nap. I’ll be done around six and then we can meet at Gordy’s for pizza if you still want.”

I did nap that afternoon, and I did walk to Gordy’s for pizza with Yip. We did not talk about me going to live with my father that night. We did not talk about Erika Maines, either. We didn’t talk about much of anything over pepperoni and olive pies, nor the next morning before I boarded the bus. I hugged my stepfather goodbye, then took my seat. I was ashamed. For the first time, I was happy to be leaving home.
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Winter term. January gloom. Sooty fog and a hyperborean wetness that blurred the very outlines of the buildings on campus. The wooden doors swelled in their frames and we had to fling ourselves against them to enter and exit the classrooms. It was difficult to fall asleep. I’d lie in bed, dissolving toward the edge of unconsciousness when a great clutch of adrenaline would jolt me awake. This would happen over and over, for hours at a time, until I cried into my pillow with exhaustion.

March 29 was still almost three months away. We’d scheduled the marathon right before spring break—it was inconceivable that spring could ever arrive here, to this sodden, cinereal place. Still, I’d promised Sara I would hike out to Garnet Beach each week to view the phenomena. I was packing the telescope into my backpack on the first evening of term when Nico came to Lummi.

I hadn’t seen him since December, since the night before winter break—the night he’d kissed me in Selah’s common room. My stomach did a neat flip. My hair was dirty, and I wore a sweatshirt with a toothpaste stain.

“What are you doing here?” I closed my mouth. There’d been garlic bread with supper that evening.

“Wanted to see if you’re up for a walk.”

“Sorry,” I said. “That was rude.”

“What?”

“Me asking what you were doing here. I wasn’t trying to imply… like, I didn’t mean that you weren’t welcome?”

“It’s all good. Soooo? Walk?” He was being playful. Burnished skin stretched tight across the apples of his cheeks.

Someone hummed down the hall. I lowered my voice to almost a whisper. “I can’t. I’m a little busy right now.”

Part of me couldn’t believe I was turning him down, but I needed to prioritize marathon prep.

“That’s okay.” Nico also whispered. “Maybe some other time.”

The intimacy of his returned whisper made my head swim. His green eyes were warm, flecked with gold and brown. I was thankful that the door was barely cracked, the hallway dim. My argument with Yip over winter break had erased any self-confidence I’d gained from the PC, from my kiss with Nico. If Nico could see my face, he’d know how awkward I felt.

Nico whispered, “This is kind of fun,” and gestured between us. “Like we’re communicating through a spyhole.”

As soon as he said it, I reflexively opened the door. The overhead light in my room fell over us. Nico blinked against the sudden brightness. I didn’t know what to do with my hands. I needed to say something. What could we talk about? I felt manic. Why was I acting like this? We’d already kissed. Were we going to kiss again?

“What’s that?” Nico pointed at my bed, where the telescope parts lay swaddled in two scarves.

I hesitated. “A telescope. I was on my way out to Garnet Beach.”

“Stargazing?”

“Something like that.” Then, before I could stop myself, I said, “Do you want to come?”

It was a clear night, rare in January. The sky was a silky blue-black scarf lying tangled above the trees. Nico asked to carry my backpack, and I let him. When we got to the shore, he spread the blanket and I set up the telescope. There was a small plaque screwed into its body that read “Geoffrey Cyrus, Physics.” Nico briefly ran his finger over it, but he didn’t say anything.

He produced a joint. “Courtesy of Vikram.”

We lit it and lay back on the blanket. Several pleasantly quiet minutes followed.

“Stargazing always makes me think of that myth,” Nico said. “The Cosmic Hunt. You know it? A young man tracks and kills a fox, only he doesn’t realize the fox is his mother. She’d been turned into an animal by some malevolent spirit. As she dies, her soul leaves the body of the fox and migrates to the stars, where she becomes Orion.”

“What happens to the boy?” I asked. “After he kills his mother?”

“Some versions don’t say. In others, he joins his mother as a constellation.”

I shivered. The story was grim. It was why I liked stargazing, though. Stars weren’t soft. They weren’t gentle or eternal. They were dying things, burning up, collapsing into themselves with the sheer force of their aliveness. I wanted to be like that.

More silence.

“Okay,” Nico said, passing me the joint. “What are you really doing out here?”

I told him about the Messier marathon, though I left out the details about my uncertain future. Whether I went to the Yukon to live with my father or to Olympia with Sara, I wouldn’t return to Blanchard next year. That seemed too sad a truth.

“What’re we looking for?” asked Nico.

I pulled out my notebook. “Messier 77.”

“Seventy-seven?” he said. “Spiral galaxy, right? Cyrus taught us about them last term.” Silence. Maybe he wanted me to explain why I had Cyrus’s telescope. But I deserved to have some secrets, didn’t I? After a beat, Nico said, “If you’re not in physics with us, how did you learn about spiral galaxies?” He passed the joint to me. I felt dizzy watching its slow orbit.

“My mom taught me.”

He fiddled with a twig. “I’m sorry.”

“I don’t mind. I miss talking about her.” No one at Blanchard—except Darla—knew anything about my mother, apart from the fact that she’d died. “She loved astronomy,” I said. “I think because she always felt between two worlds. She grew up in the States, but her parents were Russian.”

“I can relate,” Nico said. We’d finished the joint. Nico shifted his head toward me, so that it rested against my own. His breath vaporized in the frigid night air.

“Do you ever visit Bolivia?” I asked.

“Not so frequently. Maybe every year or two.”

When Nico spoke about Bolivia and his family there, his syntax changed. He sounded like a person who thought in Spanish but was translating his thoughts into English. It was the same way my mother had spoken. The same way many people I’d known in Miami had spoken.

“I have to be honest with you,” Nico said. My heart dropped about seven inches. He had been silent for several minutes. “I don’t love visiting. You’re not Bolivian, but you’re not American, either. And the vibe down there can be weird. People are super anti-Black.”

“I didn’t realize that you had Black family members.

“No,” said Nico. “I don’t. I’m just saying. It’s disgusting. Plus, Dani—my sister—she’s obsessed with wine. All she wants to do is go to Tarija to talk to the winemakers about how to diversify their businesses. And to drink chewy reds with generous mouthfeels.”

I snorted, because it seemed like he’d meant it to be funny. Also, I was high, and everything was starting to feel amusing. He deposited a kiss on my shoulder.

We scanned the sky for the spiral galaxy, taking turns searching for the fuzzy, ovoid patch of light. Nico was the one who found it. He tapped my leg and moved me in front of the telescope. It was almost face-on, with remarkable detail: the Squid Galaxy. Its faded arms, made of gas clouds and debris, wrapped around a bright center.
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My standoff with Sloan continued, but I couldn’t bring myself to care. She’d stolen from me, yes, but I had also taken something from her: time with Henry in the woodshop, during Quarterlies. I told myself I didn’t feel guilty. I detailed my interactions with Henry—skirting carefully around mentions of the PC—during a session with Darla, at her request. I left out the part where Sloan and I no longer spoke.

How wonderful, Darla had said. You’ve experienced such monumental loss and, despite that, you’re thriving.

I’d widened my eyes so the unexpected tears would not fall. Her comment was devastating, but I wasn’t exactly sure why. Now, years later, I can speculate. Perhaps I hated to hear Darla speak of me as though I was a motivational poster come to life, which felt depressingly mawkish. Maybe it was the knowledge that I was truly alone in the world. Soon, Yip would hand me off to someone who had abandoned me years ago.

I skipped supper and marched to my room, determined to marinate in my sorrow. It was barely twilight. The afternoon rain had stopped. A grim half-darkness fell, washing the room in grayscale. I sat on my bed, slack-jawed. The anger and panic I’d felt during my session with Darla dulled. Vague embarrassment remained, along with the reckless urge to fight someone.

It was a Friday night and KJ Fairchild was hosting a kickback in his room. Several of the teachers were down with the flu, including KJ’s dorm supervisor. I’d be a little early—it was now eight-twenty, and the party began at nine—but who cared? KJ and I got along well enough. Maybe I could hang out with him while he set up.

Whidbey, KJ’s dorm, was across campus. The evergreens were unfriendly that evening, wind weaving secretively through their boughs, tiptoeing behind me. I knocked on KJ’s door and waited for almost a minute. Vikram finally answered it, cup in hand. There were several people in the room, most of the PC—no. The seniors were all present. The only junior was Vikram.

KJ smirked. “Wait,” I whispered to Vikram. “Am I late? I thought this thing started at nine.”

“Hmm?” said Vikram. “Where’d you get that idea?” He handed me a cup.

People began to stand, and someone connected their phone to a portable speaker. Music played softly. More juniors arrived. I finished my drink then poured another.

Vikram raised an eyebrow. “Rough day?”

“Or something.”

I got very drunk. It wasn’t hard. I had another cup or three of punch and then I was floating across the humid, dim room, dancing first with Vikram, then with Thea, who was giggling and shrieking with delight, twirling me round and round.

The next morning, I would remember little: Sloan frowning at me as I took a slug from a bottle of schnapps. Henry trying to talk to me as I taught Thea the Harlem Shake. The room growing so hot that I stripped off my sweater, accidentally catching the hem of my T-shirt with it, exposing my bra. The cheers from everyone but Vikram when that happened, and, amazingly, my own chuckle. I threw the sweater aside, whipped my hair back, and went back to dancing with Vikram, who seemed uneasy.

One thought slithered above the others: Yip was sending me away. Perhaps I could use the marathon money to come back to Blanchard next year. The PC would still be here. They could be my new family.

I fell asleep on KJ’s bed and woke to Sloan shaking me roughly. “Wake up.” Her heavy brows were drawn together in a grimace. She wore her parka. “I’m walking home. You coming?”

“Sweet white baby Jesus,” KJ said. “You’re such a fucking killjoy, Sloan. Ad astra per aspera. We all have our parts to play.”

Most of the juniors had left, including Vikram. KJ sat at his desk, rolling a blunt. Sloan handed me my sweater and T-shirt, which I’d removed at some point. My head felt unpleasantly swimmy. Back at Lummi, I climbed the ladder to my bunk and quickly fell asleep. Soon, though, I was woken by a hissing bird. After a few seconds I realized that it was not a bird, but Sloan. The door was cracked. She was in the hallway, whispering.

“No, but like—I don’t understand why it has to be so aggressive. It wasn’t like that last year.”

There was a pause. She must’ve been on the phone.

“Okay, because, literally? Initiation isn’t even until March. You can’t just do whatever you want. Even if you are the grandmeister. No—don’t give me that currency shit again. Against one of us? What use is that?”

Sloan paused again.

“No,” she said. The edges on her voice had smoothed over. It was like a trick of the light. She was suddenly soft and sweet, the underside of a leaf unfurling from a stem. “I understand. I’m sorry. I’m drunk. You know how I get. You’re totally right.”

I was nearly asleep when Sloan crept into the room. In the morning, I barely remembered the conversation. But Sloan’s strange reversal remained hidden in my subconscious like a tripwire.

When it came down to it, so few people were willing to tell Henry no.
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During March exams, the PC juniors were expected to study together every evening. Vikram often ditched the study sessions to hang out with Nico. On the days he didn’t, I ditched them and met up with Nico in Narnia, where we made out and discussed our favorite birds, or whether it was preferable to lose a pinkie finger or a pinkie toe. Once, when I was feeling particularly unguarded, I told him about the night my mother died, leaving out the part where I’d pushed her onto the sand at the End of the World.

Nico often accompanied me to Garnet Beach for practice viewings, which was where we got to second base. We’d been huddled together, scanning for the Lagoon Nebula. To pass the time, Nico traced letters on my palm, and I tried to guess the words. After a few minutes he drew back and ran a finger along my eyebrow. We were close enough that I could feel his heartbeat, could see the delicate lines running across his lips. I felt safe with Nico. Being near him was like being wrapped in a blanket of snow. My heart rate slowed; I sank into the softness. It was so peaceful I could fall asleep and never wake up again. It did not occur to me to fear the spring, when the snow would melt.

As spring break—and March 29—drew closer, I lost what little interest I had left in academics. I was so far behind in both statistics and calculus that Thea, who had gotten fives on both AP exams, took pity and offered to tutor me. Epsilon is an arbitrarily small number, she’d explained, and then giggled. Oh—she tapped her lip with her pencil—we didn’t even think about that when we gave you your pledge name. It fits, though. Little Lenny!

The furthest thing from my mind was the history project. In fact, I’d entirely forgotten about it until Nico brought it up over grub.

“Any ideas for our presentation?” he asked.

“Something simple? Marathon prep is eating all my time. And then the PC is going out of town the weekend after spring break.”

Nico eyed his pea soup, stirred it. “Out of town where?”

“I’m not sure.”

This was a lie. We were going to Seattle, to stay in Henry’s parents’ Capitol Hill mansion for Sink Night, when PC pledges would be initiated. Technically, I wasn’t supposed to be talking about this with Nico. The seniors warned us that talking to non–PC members about Sink Night would result in vague and serious consequences.

But I didn’t want Nico to feel left out; he bristled every time I made a big deal about the rules. I didn’t blame him. Sink Night would consist of some dancing at a club, and probably more tequila shots under the blue light. But everyone in the Pascalianum took it seriously. There was something thrilling about that. Nico didn’t get it because he wasn’t a part of it. As close as we’d become, there was something tiny and insidious between us: the mistrust and jealousy and hurt of being left out, the awkwardness of me and Vikram tiptoeing around the subject.

Vikram sat down next to Nico, a bowl of soup balanced between his fingertips. “Ouch, ouch! Hot!” He pulled a dinner roll out of his pocket, then slurped noisily at his soup.

“Vikram,” Nico said. “I was thinking of going out to Garnet Beach tomorrow after class. Want to join?”

“Can’t,” said Vikram. “Helping Thea plan a PC kickback this week.”

I winced. Vikram was only telling the truth, but it was the exact wrong thing to have said to Nico, who folded down the wrinkled flannel of his shirt cuffs, buttoned them, and stood up.

“No worries. I should head out. See you guys later.”

Vikram waited until he was out of earshot, and said, “Poor Nicolas. I knew this would happen. Perhaps we can sneak him into Initiation night next weekend.”

That couldn’t be right. Next weekend was March 29, the first weekend of spring break, the weekend of the marathon.

“No—wait, Initiation is the week after next. Did they move it? Are you serious?”

“As MRSA on a baby’s neck.”

“Quick question. What is wrong with you?”

“Hmm. How much time do you have?”

I snapped my fingers in front of his face. “Focus.”

“It was the week after next, yes,” Vikram said. “Henry just sent a group text. They bumped it up a week. Henry’s parents switched the dates of their trip. We’d have a terrible time if they were hanging around during Initiation. They’ll be like, ‘A, why are you drinking so much? B, can we join you?’”

Fuck.

“What day are we leaving for Seattle?” I asked.

“Friday afternoon.”

The situation wasn’t catastrophic. It could be saved. March 29 was a Saturday. I could leave campus as planned on Friday, at the end of term. I’d go to Seattle with the PC, participate in Initiation that evening, and then catch the bus back to Port Angeles from the ferry.

“You think anyone will notice if I dip out early on Saturday?”

“No, everyone’ll be hungover. The seniors will probably be tired of torturing us by that point. And the juniors are too scared to tattle on you. Everyone knows you’re Henry’s favorite.”

“Me? Henry’s…?”

“Babe,” he said. “You’re so gullible!”

I punched his shoulder. This didn’t dampen any of Vikram’s amusement with himself, and he composed haiku about my naïveté all the way out of the dining hall and halfway to history class. We passed the cannon on the way, which was now spray-painted blue. It read SC[image: A heart symbol with an arrow piercing it.]HQ.
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To win the marathon, Sara and I needed clear pictures of all the objects—the telescope had a cheap DSLR camera, which we would attach in place of the lens. We’d chosen Hurricane Ridge as our vantage point. There was a secluded area atop the ridge that would give us nearly 365-degree visibility. Though Sara had ambitions of viewing all 110 objects, I knew the best we could hope for was 90 or 100—and that would be possible only if we had clear weather and minimal light pollution.

A week before the PC left Blanchard for our Seattle trip—and fifteen minutes before my calculus exam—Sara called.

I put her on speakerphone and pulled a sweater over my head.

“There’s going to be rain,” Sara said. “Lots of it. And they’re worried about rockslides.”

“Wait.” I put the phone to my ear. “Saturday, too?”

“Unclear. I’ve been refreshing Wunderground like it’s my job. What do we do?”

“Maybe we push to Sunday? But no—” I began to pace the length of my room. My sweater, which I hadn’t finished putting on, hung limply around my neck. “Then we’d miss our window to see M30.” It was a globular cluster in Capricornus, difficult to observe north of the thirty-third parallel.

“We’re just going to have to do it next weekend,” Sara was saying.

“No,” I said. “Let’s wait. If we need to push it, we can. Let’s see how the storm shapes up.”
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Somehow, I made it through exams and even managed to pull off Cs in both history and calculus, mostly thanks to Thea’s clever use of the PC study guides. It remained to be seen whether it was enough to keep me from failing the year. Grades came out the Friday we left for Seattle. All the PC juniors had done well.

Seniors were allowed to have cars but not allowed to drive during term; they were required to store them at a garage in town. KJ, Henry, and Thea each drove their cars back to Seattle. I rode in Henry’s car with Vikram, Mica, and Kate. In my backpack was a change of clothes and the telescope I’d stolen from Mr. Cyrus. There was palpable tension between Henry and Sloan, who’d opted to ride with KJ. The car was full of relief, looming deadlines fulfilled, the anticipation of drinking and drugging and looking cute.

Evening fell as we drove across the Tacoma Narrows Bridge. When I’d visited Vikram over winter break, we’d taken the ferry from Bainbridge Island into Seattle, so I’d been over the Tacoma Narrows Bridge only twice: when we’d moved to Washington, and when my mother had taken me on an errand a few weeks before she died.

When you rode the ferry into the city, you were adrift, departing from a backdrop of mountains covered in jade green ice, then thrust into the dirty wriggle of downtown Seattle. When driving over the bridge, there was time to absorb the texture of the place as it emerged from the highway and the evergreens. Miami’s texture had been thick and transparent and wavery, all its atoms gathered together in a bright and warm heaviness, like being under the ocean, like swimming toward the sun. Seattle’s was the opposite: a dive into a puddle of fallen leaves, the lull between gusts of crisp air, the streets wide and open, framing violent sunsets over the Puget Sound.

We arrived at Henry’s parents’ Capitol Hill house around eight, inching through manicured greenness up the curving driveway. A maid greeted us. In the car, Mica had asked why admin hadn’t questioned our forged permission slips. Henry’s dad is a big Blanchard donor, Kate had said. And, well, KJ. You know. I didn’t. Kate explained that KJ’s grandfather was the founder of an international bank, worth billions of dollars. There was a certain flexibility in situations such as these. And besides, that afternoon marked the beginning of spring break. As far as the school and our parents knew, we’d departed campus for an innocent weekend sleepover at Henry’s house.

I’d never been inside a house like Henry’s. It made Vikram’s house seem small and chintzy. Marble, steel, glass, and polished wood—sandalwood, agarwood, the expensive stuff—comprised the interior. The minute details conveyed wealth: The wooden floors were so well-laid they didn’t creak; oil paintings hung in the foyer, their veneer cracking and crumbling; the couches and the rugs were made of fabrics lush enough to deaden sound. There were two Indigenous death masks in one of the living rooms and a portrait of a naked Polynesian woman opposite them. The woman, who sat on a flowered pareo next to a bowl of mangoes and avocados, was painted in buttery jewel tones. Her black hair was tucked behind her ear, along with a white flower. She watched me from the canvas. Her nipples were persimmon against her dark skin. She looked annoyed.

I was rooming with Celeste, who placed her bag on the king mattress and went into the en suite to shower. I wandered down the hallway and then up another and got so turned around that I couldn’t find my way back. The sheer amount of art made it difficult to use any of it as signposts. I opened doors at random. A small library. A sitting room. A room lined with Civil War memorabilia: dozens of rifle-muskets, a gray uniform, revolvers, two swords, tintypes. A box of shotgun shells. A set of tinctures labeled in spidery writing. A silk flag, faded from its original red to a brown the color of dried blood—it was nearly impossible to distinguish the yellowed stars and bars from the red background. 40TH ALABAMA INFANTRY, it said. VICKSBURG. Okay, I thought. Yikes. Underneath the flag was a statuette. It was a little Black boy, eight or nine, in patched clothing. He wore mismatched, tattered shoes that exposed his toes. The boy was asleep, mouth ajar, head lolling to the side. The inscription on the base of the sculpture read “Knowledge is Power. Edward Valentine. 1868.” I recoiled.

The third hallway had a side door, which exited into a garden. I leaned against the ivy-covered wall. The trazodone created strange moments of fragmentation, wherein I separated from myself and was standing in a shivering, amber wave beyond my own body. The familiar anxiety scuttled its little nails through my digestive tract, all the way from my stomach to my throat.

A twig snapped, then came the faint murmur of voices. There was a massive unicorn statue ten yards to my left. Ridiculous and gaudy. But it was big enough to hide me, and I took cover behind its left flank. Henry and KJ strolled around the corner, passing a cigarette back and forth. They were chuckling, quiet and derisive, about something I couldn’t quite hear. There was no reason to remain hidden, but it was satisfying to be the watcher for once.

As KJ and Henry passed the statue, scraps of their conversation became audible.

“After the club, right? Hope the sacrificial lamb is ready for her moment in the spotlight.”

KJ snickered and slapped Henry’s shoulder.

“Ad astra per alia porci.”

The beginning of the phrase was so familiar to me by then that it was jarring to hear it end differently.

The boys paused next to the side door, lingering over the cigarette. KJ checked his watch and gestured inside to Henry, who held up the cigarette, still half-smoked. KJ clapped Henry on the shoulder again and went inside. Henry leaned against the wall and took a long drag. A blond lock of hair fell over his forehead, giving him the air of a young Errol Flynn.

“Come out, Winter.”

My heart stumbled.

Henry examined the cuff of his shirt. “Come out.”

I emerged.

“Don’t just stand there. Come closer.”

I obeyed. Henry offered me the cigarette. I’d never smoked one before. I impressed myself by not coughing. Pleased, I handed it back to him.

“You have a nice house,” I said.

Henry flicked ash on the gravel. His gums showed when he laughed, which was unattractive and endearing. It made me feel very close to him. My obsession with him was admittedly strange. He was repulsive, alluring, and I felt both hot and cold in his presence, a worm under the bottom of his shoe to be dissected with care or perhaps squashed. In that moment, as Henry passed me the cigarette again, I ached for Nico. For the feeling of his arms around me.

Under the garden floodlights, Henry’s eyes were Arctic-fox blue. I took a step backward. His irises had gone a coruscated near-white. The back of my neck prickled. I inhaled too deeply, choking, dropping the cigarette on the ground. Henry gave my back a controlled, impersonal whack. His hands lingered on either side of my spine, right above my kidneys.

Warmth rose behind my ears and across my cheeks. I jerked away from him, awkward and stuttering, dropping to my knees to find the still-burning cigarette in the gravel. The benign night air was quiet around us as I searched for that damn cigarette, and it couldn’t have been more than ten or fifteen seconds that went by, but then Sloan emerged into the garden, shower-wet hair plastered in weak swirls against her neck and cheeks. Her brow loomed heavier than ever. She curtly beckoned to me. As I followed her back inside to the shadowy hallway, I reflected that, for all her moodiness and sneering, she really was quite striking.

Sloan led me to the room I shared with Celeste. The other senior girls—Thea, Kate, Ellery—joined us and we all got ready in the gigantic en suite bathroom. There was much gossip and flattery. Music blasting from someone’s phone. Ellery braiding Kate’s hair and Celeste changing six or seven times before she found an outfit of which Thea approved. My jeans were vetoed immediately. I was tipsy by then, so I let Thea dress me, brush makeup on my face.

“Don’t spill anything on that dress, okay? I stole it from my mom’s closet. It was like two thousand dollars.”

I shifted inside its seams. Every time I crossed my legs the hem rode up almost to my crotch.

Thea attempted to do something with my hair, but gave up after a minute or two, saying, “Leave it wild and free. It’s a vibe, anyway!”

Sloan was across the room talking to Kate. As Thea fluffed my hair, the straight line of Sloan’s mouth tightened, but then she called, “Ayy! Lenny. You’re kinda hot.”

“Right?” Thea exclaimed. She slapped my ass and then danced back so she could take in her handiwork. “Face beat, waist snatched. Sexy little mama!” Her Connecticut accent snagged around the words.

We met the boys in the entranceway of the house. Vikram crowed when he saw me. He pushed through the knot of girls, grabbed my hand, and said, “You do clean up!”

KJ gave me a once-over, pausing on my legs. I’d forgotten to shave. I wondered if the stubble was noticeable. I tugged at the hem of the minidress, unsuccessfully trying to cover more of myself. I felt lumpish, like a dirt-covered potato.

There was a buzzy, loopy energy amid the group. Our first stop for the night was a club in Capitol Hill. It was drizzling. Vikram snuggled close and whispered that he had a surprise waiting for me, then wandered off to flirt with Mica. I wasn’t sure how we’d get into this club. We were all clearly underage.

“Oh my god,” Kate was saying. “My point is just that I think it’s cool to imagine how different life in America would be if, like, the Natives were still around. You know? Like if white people hadn’t killed them all.”

Vikram’s surprise became evident when we arrived at the club. To the left of the line, which snaked around the building’s brick wall, stood Nico. He leaned up off the wall. The lamplight spread over him, and through the illuminated mist he was a safe spot that time seemed to swirl around. My brown boy. Was he mine? What a strange thought, an oasis.

I wasn’t conscious of slowing my steps, but maybe I did, because, as my eyes caught Nico’s, everything receded from me, the dirty water splashing on the pavement and the drunken yells and Celeste and KJ hitting on each other and Vikram, who was by my side again. It was just me and Nico, his gaze moving from my puffy hair to my tiny borrowed dress to the heels I wore. I wavered, caught in the current of sticky time, and Nico was, too, and we moved toward each other. Something beautiful and dark, deep, bloody blue unfolded between us.

“Aren’t you happy to see him?” Vikram murmured into my ear.

The blue descended. “How did you get him here?”

“I bought him a bus ticket! Dungeness Lines! No, don’t look like that. He was so puppy dog that we were going without him. I thought, well, why shouldn’t he join us?”

“He’s not in the Pascalianum,” I said.

Vikram sucked his teeth. “You’ve become such a snob, babes.”

The thought of Nico bearing the brunt of the consequences for breached PC rules curdled my stomach. “No, Vik—”

But Mica crooked his finger at Vikram, who made to leave my side. I yanked at his jacket. Nico would be within earshot in a matter of seconds.

“What’s that thing the yoga influencer girlies are always posting about on Insta?” said Vikram. “‘Ask for forgiveness, not permission’?” He ran to Mica, and I stood alone in the street. Nico halted before me.

“You look—I mean… wow.” Nico fleetingly touched one of the curls above my forehead.

I tried to return his smile.

“Everything okay?” he asked.

“You—it’s—you shouldn’t be here.”

“Do you want me to leave?”

Vikram was too far away. And—shit—Henry had seen Nico. He approached. I crossed my arms against the breeze. Nico planted his feet more firmly on the sidewalk.

“What’s he doing here?” said Henry.

I tried to speak, to produce a good reason for Nico to have appeared outside the same nightclub as the Pascalianum, five hours away from Blanchard. Henry let me stammer on for a few seconds.

“Don’t be a dick. Why don’t you go sharpen your fangs on someone else?” Nico jerked his head toward the others, who by now had gathered a few feet away and were watching us.

“Why don’t you tell me who the hell invited you here?” Henry said.

Vikram fidgeted next to Mica. The silence stretched.

I raised my hand and said, “Me.”

After a brief pause, Henry said, “Got it.” His voice was sweet, but underneath the sweetness there was a tinge of something else. Relief? “Refresh my memory. Were you not in the woods on bid night?”

“I was.”

“Goodness,” Vikram said. “Is this really necessary?”

“And did you not swear to keep this fraternity secret, including, including—no, no, listen!” Henry yelled the last couple of words over Vikram’s protests. “Including the location of ritual activities?”

“Ritual activities?” said Nico. “It’s a club in downtown Seattle.”

“Fuck off,” Henry said.

Sloan darted forward and placed a conciliatory hand on Henry’s arm. She murmured something. I caught Celeste’s eye, and she shrugged nervously. After an indeterminable moment, Henry allowed Sloan to pull him back in the line, but the bouncer had caught wind of the little drama playing out on the sidewalk and was waiting with arms crossed.

“Sorry, twenty-one and over,” he said.

“Jason put us on the list,” said Henry.

The bouncer shrugged and popped his gum. “Don’t see you on it.”

“You didn’t even check,” Henry said.

The bouncer shrugged once more.
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We trailed back through Capitol Hill to the mansion. As we stood in the foyer, clammy with rain, Henry cornered Nico.

“I’ll tell Maria to make a room for you. Stay out of our way.”

Vikram and I stood on either side of Nico. “It’s okay, guys,” Nico said, squeezing our fingers. I hadn’t realized it until then, but we each held one of his hands. “I’ll be okay.”

Nico remained in the foyer as Henry beckoned the rest of us toward the staircase. I walked backward a couple paces. Nico returned my grimace. Even in that moment, I believe that Vikram and I thought we were doing the right thing—protecting Nico from Henry’s wrath.

“Henry’s letting Nico stay?” I whispered to Vikram as we climbed the first of three flights of stairs. “Big plot twist.”

“He’s not a monster. Besides, he’s probably scared that if he kicks Nico out that he’ll tattle on us to the school.”

Henry ushered us into a small tower room, then gestured for the juniors to sit in a semicircle. The seniors moved around the tower, lighting blue candles, lining up glasses and pouring drinks for us, draping blue stoles over our shoulders. Sloan straightened mine with motherly tenderness. Then the seniors sat across from us. We were an equator neatly broken on either side. I sat at the end, next to the gap. If I reached out, I could touch Kate’s hand.

Henry entered the circle and began to speak. More of the same ritualistic promises we made during bid night, each followed by a shot of tequila. I fidgeted, wondering where Nico was, when I would be able to check on him. On and on Henry spoke, until I was so drunk that my lips were numb, which was the funniest thing I’d ever experienced. I couldn’t stop touching them. Sloan, who didn’t seem quite as drunk as I felt, held something long and metal over the flame of one of the largest candles, rotating it with some concentration.

I nudged Kate. “What’s that?”

She seemed mesmerized by Sloan’s movements. “Initiation.”

Henry said, “Long has the Pascalianum held true to our namesake’s inquiring spirit. Only the most promising and curious of students are given the honor of a tap.”

The seniors were rapt. Gijs Maarten’s mouth twitched. Henry had a tendency toward the overceremonious.

“We have observed you closely over the last few months,” said Henry. “We have welcomed you into our fold and shared the secrets of our chapter. We have accepted your pledges of loyalty in the spirit of probity and fraternity. It is now time for you to prove your loyalty to the Pascalianum.” He glanced at Vikram.

“As is our tradition for initiates, we turn first to probability and next to free will. It is here you prove yourselves, pledges. Here where we separate the wheat from the chaff.”

Sloan presented Henry with a box. He opened it.

Henry held up a quarter. “Our chapter has used this same coin since 1933. Each of you gets one flip. If it lands on heads, you will bear our mark forever. If it lands on tails, it’s your choice whether to receive the brand.”

Gijs Maarten said, “Hah!” Then: “Oh. You are serious?”

Vikram whispered in my ear. “Apparently no one has ever opted out of the brand.”

“Firefly,” Henry said. “You’re first.”

“Me?” Vikram said. “I’m never first!”

“Come here, pledge.” Vikram obeyed. Henry flipped the coin. “Heads,” he said. “Your arm.”

Vikram rolled up his sleeve, presenting his forearm.

Henry grasped it. “This is going to sting a bit.”

There was the tiniest hiss and the smell of something singed, like burnt hair. Vikram yelped and Celeste gave an answering shriek. Vikram clutched his arm. Then he removed his hand and the brand in the crook of his arm was visible. It was a triangle the size of a half dollar. Stolid, unshakable Gijs gagged. I couldn’t blame him. I was frozen, aghast. The scent of charred meat filled my nose.

This was too far, wasn’t it?

Sloan drew Vikram to the side and smeared something from a tin on his arm, then covered it with a Band-Aid.

“We plucked you from the masses. We offered you social currency and power over others. Now you must prove yourself worthy of that gift,” Henry said into the viscid quiet. He rolled up his sleeve and presented his own brand. “Once you have this, you’ll be linked to generations of Blue Hats who made the choice to stand up. But first you must choose to stand up.”

Silence. Henry lowered his arm and called Mica forward. One by one, the pledges received their brands. Each hiss of hot iron against skin joined the thrumming, cresting buzz in my ears. Celeste screamed again when Henry pressed the hot iron onto her arm. I wondered if Henry would even call my name after what happened outside of the nightclub. Maybe I wouldn’t be allowed to pledge. Maybe he would kick me out of the PC.

But finally, Henry said my name. The buzz in my ears had reached a crescendo. I approached him. This, I knew, was the moment that Sara would say I’d lost my goddamn mind. My mother probably would’ve said the same. My whole body was clammy.

Instead of repeating the words he’d used with the other pledges, Henry addressed the group again.

“The others at school believe us to be foolishly exclusive,” he said, and then he winked and dropped his studied formality. “They call us nepo babies.” His shirt had come untucked. He was raffish, brutal. “They’re jealous, but we are the Pascalianum, and we demonstrate our values with our actions. Every year we choose an initiate based not on their connections or cultural fit, but on their potential.”

Was he referring to me? I’d been friends with Vikram and Nico for weeks before the PC tapped me. Or—was he implying that they’d tapped me because I was poor? Was I supposed to be flattered?

“Lenny Winter. Out of dozens of other students, we chose you,” said Henry. “And to reflect our choice, you will receive a special brand.”

He flipped the coin, then held his hand out, palm open. It landed on tails. My choice. The buzzing abruptly ceased.

In elementary school, I played a local cowboy in a production of Oklahoma! I had only three lines, but when it came time for me to deliver them, I was a statue on stage, as if a great hand descended upon me, pinning me in place, silencing my voice. Now, in front of the PC, in a room smelling of burnt hair and flesh, I felt the same hand on my head, forbidding movement.

Someone cleared their throat. I was surrounded by people I’d come to consider friends—brothers and sisters, even. The candlelight made their faces unpredictable. The shadows told strange lies: There was a growl on Thea’s face, then a smile. Ellery and KJ—the flame next to them jumped, glinting carnivorously off their teeth. My dress had ridden up my thighs until the hem sat just below my butt. KJ licked his lips. The smell of burning flesh intensified. Vikram was in the back, drinking tequila, dragging a surreptitious finger across his neck. Telling me no? My eyes skipped to Sloan, whose face was flat. It was Celeste who decided it. She was composed, contemptuous, as if she had not been whimpering just twenty minutes earlier. She whispered something to Mica.

“I’ll do it,” I said.

“Good girl,” said Henry.

I knew then that I’d made the wrong decision.

Henry had a different branding iron in his hand. Bile rose in my throat. The other pledges had simple triangles on their forearms, raw and oozing but otherwise unadorned. But the branding iron Henry held over the flame—the triangle was scored with two thick lines. I divided a pleading look between Thea, Vikram, Mica. Help. Someone. Anyone. No one spoke. I drew long breaths through my nose: in for four, hold, out for four. No one else was reacting. Everything was fine. This would be the worst of it, the sting of the hot metal, the strange humiliation of being branded as different, and then we’d all have a good night.

What was the alternative? Going home?

I held out my arm.

Henry said, “As the last sworn-in member, Epsilon receives the inverse brand,” but the words fell away like the foam on a retreating wave and the shock of the hot iron on my skin sent me to a white, roaring space for several seconds. When I emerged, I very much wished I hadn’t. The pain was a river without a bank.

The pledges stood. We drank a solemn toast to the Pascalianum. We filed out of the tower room, down the staircase and into the long wide hallway of the third floor, streetlight coming through the stained-glass windows, painting the floor with prisms of canary, ruby, ultramarine. Vikram shuffled underneath a beam and paused, his face bathed in the luminescent blue, the hollows of his cheeks emphasized to an alarming degree. With his eyes closed, he could have been dead.

He whispered, “Ad astra,” and then opened one eye. Someone snickered. The tension fluttered out of the hall.

Instead of going into the rec room with everyone else, I continued down the stairs. No one noticed. My throat was tight. I needed a minute of silence. I clattered down to the foyer. My arm throbbed brightly. I peeled away the Band-Aid. The brand was small, the size of a nickel. An inverse triangle bubbled on my skin, crossed with a thick X. My head swam. I choked back a sob, then patted the Band-Aid into place. The foyer felt sterile after the carnage in the tower room. The staircase continued downstairs, into the bowels of the house. The level below the foyer had white tile floors and industrial hallways. Muffled clinking filtered through a door near the landing. I poked my head into the room—a staff kitchen.

Nico looked up from a stainless-steel prep table.

“Chiquitica bombonita.”

My throat constricted further. It was as if the last hour never happened.

“You hungry?” he said. “The housekeeper just left, but she told me to help myself.” A loaf of bread sat on a cutting board, alongside a packet of salami.

I ran to him, relieved.

“I was so—” I stopped. I’d meant to say worried, but was I? I felt on the edge of hysteria. Nico steadied me with his free hand, butter knife in the other.

“You reek.”

I buried my nose in my armpit.

“I meant of liquor.” He cut his sandwich in half, then pressed his lips together. “This is, like, really weird. Weird vibes.”

This I could admit. “I know.”

“What’s that?” Nico gestured toward my rolled-up sleeve with the knife. “You hurt yourself?”

I picked at the edge of the Band-Aid. “It’s this thing. This ritual thing,” I ended, lamely.

“Right.” He forced a laugh. “Very Henry to strongarm everyone in the PC into getting some uglyass stick-and-poke.” When I didn’t respond, he frowned. “Wait,” he said. “Did you seriously get a tattoo?”

“Of course not.”

“What is it?” Nico’s voice wasn’t insistent. It was hushed twilight, some measured, periwinkle thing.

“It’s stupid,” I said. “A brand, or whatever.”

His mouth actually dropped open.

“I don’t want to talk about it,” I said.

Nico tried to hide his alarm. “Lenny. Were you—did they force you to do this?” He was rubbing his chin between his pointer finger and thumb. It made a slight rasping noise. Had Nico always had stubble? Had he always shaved? In a moment, I saw Nico as he would be in twenty years, overworked and kind. He’d be a good father.

“Oh my god, no,” I said. I wanted to cry. “They’d never do that. They’re okay if you get to know them.”

“Agree to disagree. But I more so meant this.” Nico jutted his chin at the opulence of the house. “This Old White Money type of shit.”

“You don’t need to be so harsh. Henry’s letting you stay here.”

“Okay—Lenny? They branded you. You don’t think that’s a little on the nose?”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” My voice echoed in the kitchen. I felt more sober than I was.

“You can’t be serious. None of these people care about you.”

“Isn’t Vikram your best friend?” I sounded angry but I didn’t care.

“Vikram, Henry, Sloan, whoever.” He clutched the sandwich so hard that his knuckles were bloodless. “The only time they care about people like us is if we’re easy to consume.”

“Us? Me and you? Right. Because we’re the same? You’re not on scholarship.”

“I’m not flying private to go lie on a beach in Antibes, Lenny. My parents aren’t triple legacies at Harvard or Vanderbilt. Come on. Don’t pretend to be stupid. You’re legitimately so smart, that’s the worst part about this whole thing.” Nico had put down the sandwich. He was clasping his hands, like he was pleading with me. “You are the only Black person in the PC. They’re literally consuming you. Branding you. It’s fucking creepy.”

But whether or not his parents were truly wealthy, Nico could be just as mindless as Henry or Thea about money. He’d paid $600 for a skiing season pass. The incongruity didn’t yet make sense to me, and wouldn’t for years, but it irritated me enough that I snapped at him.

“Wow,” I said. “Very cool that you don’t think they actually like me.” Nico tried to interject, but I kept talking. “Because that would be crazy, wouldn’t it?”

“That’s obviously not what I meant.” He rubbed the back of his neck behind his ear, which was what he always did when he was nervous or frustrated.

In any other moment, back at Blanchard, away from Seattle, outside of Henry’s home, I would’ve joked it off. If Sara had said the same thing, I would’ve agreed. Because I did agree with Nico. I’d been branded as different. It was alarming. But I also liked Nico. I couldn’t believe someone so sweet and sure of himself, someone who baked sourdough bread and read poetry in Spanish, was interested in me—which was probably the reason I replied the way I did.

“You know, I’m kind of embarrassed for you.” I’d adopted my Henry tone: Condescending. Sharp.

Nico looked confused. I’d have to work harder to hurt him.

“I get it,” I said. “You’re jealous you weren’t tapped.”

Nico grimaced and drummed his fingers against the edge of the cutting board, but he didn’t say anything.

“Vikram and I talk about it all the time,” I said, goading. Nico’s nose and mouth twitched. My stomach squirmed.

“Why are you being like this?” Nico said finally. “Why are you acting like them?”

“Like what?” I said. “Like I’m doing you a fucking favor by telling you the truth?”

“No,” said Nico. “Like a bitch.”

He bit off the last word, as if he was trying to stop it coming out of his mouth. At least, that’s what I imagined. I could have been wrong.

“That’s great.” I felt vindicated. I felt grief. It was like I was floating above my body, watching myself continue to shovel away at the rift between us. “And they’re the assholes.”

I made my way out of the kitchen and back up the staircase, albeit slowly. Nico didn’t follow me. After a few seconds, I heard his footsteps in the hallway, fainter and fainter, until finally, there was a light thud as he reached his room.

Nico was like a sea snail. You had to work hard to get through the shell to the tender center. But once you were there, you were so disoriented from the spiraling journey to the interior that you didn’t know which way was up. It felt like I’d lost something I’d never had to begin with.
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I followed the sound of trap music back to the rec room on the third floor. Henry asked if I wanted a drink. I said no but he pushed a cup into my hand. I took a sip. It was sweet and strong. While Henry mixed himself another drink, I drifted to a dim corner. Thea, Celeste, and Gijs danced in the middle of the room. Gijs air-lassoed Celeste, and she shimmied toward him. Vikram and Mica were in the corner on one of the couches, coiled around one another.

Sloan spilled rum and Coke down her front and called for Henry. He abandoned the handle of Svedka for her side. They had a brief, intense exchange, then Sloan rushed out.

Henry scanned the room. He seemed sure of himself, like he knew that the world was his to take. There was nothing else to do with my hands but continue to bring the cup to my lips and drink. KJ Fairchild sat down next to me. He had a bullish face that somehow was always scowling, even when he smiled.

“Lightweights,” he said. He was referring to the tangle of bodies, wobbling to the music, sloppy and exuberant. “None of them can hold their liquor. I’ve been drinking for ages.”

I sipped the punch, which was strong. My body was already warm and fuzzy again.

“It’s, like, a European thing. I was raised in Italy,” KJ said.

“Right. You grew up in Italy?”

“Basically,” KJ said. “We lived there for almost two years. For my dad’s work.”

“Cool.” I drank more.

“I’ve also lived in Toronto and Newcastle.”

I’d never heard of Newcastle, but KJ had said it like everyone knew where it was, so I pretended like I did. “Wow. Fun.” Damn Nico for being right.

“You and I could have some fun,” KJ said. He stroked a hand over my thigh. I put my cup on the floor and stood. The walls spun. I ducked the hand KJ reached toward me.

“Sorry,” I said, too loudly. A few heads turned. “Bathroom.”

I wandered down the deserted corridors of the house, trying to convince myself to find Nico and apologize. There were more Gauguin paintings up here, along with a pedestal displaying a tiny, intricately enameled statue of a cross-legged Chinese man. On the second floor, I came across a three-foot portrait of Henry as a toddler, dressed in a green seersucker suit, hair slicked back. It was nice to know he hadn’t always looked so aloof. Baby Henry bared his teeth, his blue eyes scrunched at the corners. He’d had that stupid lock of hair even back then. It fell jauntily over his forehead.

I leaned against the wall, let it cool my forehead. Light from a sconce fell over me. Beyond its circle, the shadows pulsed. It was like being in a funhouse. Or perhaps I was simply wasted. My inner ear made slow revolutions. I concentrated on not throwing up. Footsteps, soft as a ghost’s, came down the hall behind or ahead of me. If I attempted to check whether I was dreaming, I would vomit. I clutched the wall. Fog coalesced over my head, edging me further into the bewitching trance of alcohol, weed, and trazodone. I floated there for an hour, or a minute.

After a while, I came down to earth. But I was still curiously separated from my body, whirling in and out of a velveteen blackout. Through the fuzziness came a sound. A moan. Then the smell of a masculine perfume, of sweet fir trees and the smoke left behind by a burn barrel. It forced its way down my throat and I gagged. I stumbled back from the wall.

There was a cracked door. Light marched through the gap, slicing across the floor. From inside the room came another moan, this time faint. I could hardly hear it over a droning hum. I covered my ears against the swarm of hornets, but they only grew louder, the words sliding hot and evil into my ears. You like that? You like that? You like that? Fucking slut.

Though I didn’t move, I floated away again. Where I went, there was no noise, no light. Time must have passed. I don’t know how much.

When I opened my eyes again, I was still in the hall. My vision was blurry. The light from the cracked door was blinding. I followed the light back to its source inside the room. A lamp on a bedside table. The buzzing hornet noise was also coming from the bedside table. No—it was coming from the bed next to the table.

The bed was made. Two figures wrestled atop its quilt. Light flowed through and around them, catching and sharpening on the hair of one, sinking into the other, the way it does around a black hole.

That was Henry, above, and—Sloan? Her hair was unwrapped from its usual topknot, spread across the pillows. I hadn’t realized how curly it was. Henry’s hand was below her waist. His fingers slid in and out of her. A fistful of her hair was wrapped around his other hand. He pulled it. Her head jerked back, exposing her neck and face to the door, where I stood. She moaned. You like that? said Henry. Her eyes found me, tucked away in the shadows. She wasn’t sobbing. She wasn’t even crying. But it was so clear to me that she was devastated.

Henry hissed in her ear. I remained in the hallway, frozen and disoriented. Then Henry’s gaze met mine. The world tilted on its axis. For a moment, there were two Henrys, two Sloans, two Lennys.

Sloan looked away from me. She watched Henry watch me. But now Henry was gazing at something beyond Sloan, beyond the bed. I saw it half a second before she did.

“What the fuck,” said Sloan. “Is that thing recording?”

The three of us stared at the tripod, at the phone on the tripod.

“Henry,” she said. “Turn it off.”

“You can’t be serious,” said Henry. Then, “Oh, my god.” He rounded the side of the bed. I’d never seen a naked man in real life before. I could not look away from his penis.

“Chill,” he said to Sloan. “You always make everything into this huge deal.”

The room spun again. My mother was standing in front of me, red hair tangled like Sloan’s had been, crying and crying. What about you? I said to her. You disappeared from me. You don’t visit anymore—not even in my dreams. The musky, sweet smell was still in my nose. I caught sight of the Band-Aid covering my brand. Vertigo encroached. I leaned against the wall, then sank to the floor. Nausea bloomed around me. I welcomed its violence. Away I went, into a long darkness.
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I awoke with my cheek pressed up against something embroidered. All was silent. Or—perhaps not. I was in one of the guest rooms now. I heard slow breathing, and as my vision adjusted to the darkness, I saw a sleeping body on the other side of the bed, shrouded in blankets. Thea or one of the other girls. I slid carefully out of bed, tugging down my hemline, which had bunched around my thighs as I slept. My dress—Thea’s mother’s dress—was rumpled, stained with punch. Thea would be furious.

Vikram would know what to do. I needed to find him. But when I climbed the flight of stairs to the rec room, it was empty. Solo cups languished on the floors and tables like sinking ships. The speaker chimed the chorus of a song: Can I get a kiss? The carpet roiled, then met my knees. I rubbed my face, dizzy, still drunk. My scalp was tender, as if my hair had just been braided.

My fingers came away from my temple covered in blood.

I stumbled down to the room I’d shared with Celeste, but it was locked. I rattled the handle a couple of times, knocked and knocked, then called Celeste’s name.

“Lenny?” It was Nico, sleepy and confused, poking his head out of a room across the hall. The sneer from earlier was gone. His voice was hoarse. “What’s wrong?”

“We have to—” I tried again. “You were right. This place is bad. We need to find Vikram and leave.”

Nico approached me, slow and steady, put a hand on my arm. “Alright. Okay, cariño. You’re bleeding.”

It was stupid, I mean really, really stupid, that my eyes dampened. I blinked, furious, and when that did nothing, I wiped at my cheeks. My limbs were heavy, like I’d just come back down to Earth. Nico put his other arm around me. He didn’t say anything. It was the lightest embrace. My head on his chest. His heartbeat under my ear. I felt so human that I wondered if I was alive.

I cried until I hiccupped. When I was done, Nico led me to his room, gave me a T-shirt to wear, went into the bathroom while I changed, and then we lay together on the vast expanse of the mattress, underneath the feather duvet. Unfortunately, I was sobering up. Henry’s face loomed over me, then Sloan’s, with its snarling, wounded mouth. She’d watched me watch her. Why are you letting him do this to me? she’d seemed to say. Why is he doing this to me?

I wanted to drug the memory away, but I had nothing on me. I wished I’d listened to Nico and left Henry’s house after the tower room, or, better yet, that I’d left before I’d been branded. I should’ve listened to him months prior about the PC. I wished that I hadn’t been sent to Blanchard. I wished, desperately, that my mother was there to tell me how stupid I was for drinking so much. Wrung out and senseless, I watched as sleep rose to meet me again, a creeping tide, foamy surf come to dissolve me into nothing, and there was nothing for ballast except Nico’s hand, holding mine.
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I woke up four hours later, before the sun rose cold and low over the horizon. Nico still lay next to me. I rolled over and checked my phone. Three new text messages from Sara.

At 11:47 the evening prior: checking the weather. looking like itll be clear by tomorrow morning

At 11:53: so lets stick with the og plan? meet at the bus station tmrw at 3pm, ill swoop u and well head up to the ridge

At 1:36 that morning: bitch u better respond to me and confirm. do not make me come out there. Three knife emoji.

I typed a quick reply to Sara, assuring her that I would be at the bus station. But I’ll be there in like 3 hours, though. Can you meet me then?

Nico shifted under the duvet. He was awake. He cuddled closer. Because I was weak, I considered, momentarily, ditching Sara and melting into his embrace.

“Listen,” I said, “I need to take off.”

“Alright.” He considered. And then, “Are we going to talk about what happened last night?”

“What do you mean?”

“I found you in the hallway at three in the morning, crying and bleeding from the head.”

I couldn’t tell him the truth. As much as Nico hated the PC, he’d never forgive me for standing there as Henry—what, exactly, had Henry done? I’d seen him thrust his fingers into Sloan, that much I could recall. I shuddered. And he’d filmed the whole thing. That was its own violation.

“It’s fine. I drank too much. I blacked out.” I sat up. “I’m going to get dressed. I’m heading back to Port Angeles. I should’ve mentioned that.”

I was babbling. I tried to clarify.

“It’s the marathon? My friend and I have to do it tonight?”

It seemed ridiculous, after everything. But I had no choice.

Nico got out of bed. “I’m coming with you.”

“I can take the bus by myself.” I attempted a sardonic tone. “I’m an adult. I’m fine.” I cleared my throat and blinked hard. My nose had begun to fill.

“Yeah,” Nico said. “Nah. I’m coming with you.”

“Nico, please.” I massaged my temples, surreptitiously wiping at my eyes.

“No, Lenny, you please. You’re clearly not okay. You’re not riding a bus alone for three hours, bombonita.”

While he showered, I snuck to the kitchen for water. Henry and Sloan were already there. They both seemed startled to see me—it wasn’t quite seven—but Sloan recovered first.

“Would you like pancakes?” she said. “We made extra.”

Sloan’s eyes were puffy, as though, perhaps, she’d recently cried. Or maybe she was just hungover. She held her head high. Sometimes Henry touched her hand as he brushed past. It occurred to me (and the thought made me cringe) that the scene I’d witnessed could’ve been some kind of fetish. I knew there was a market for videos where the girl resisted, pretended that she didn’t want anything to do with the guy. Sloan and Henry had been dating for months, long enough to develop their own language and boundaries around sex. If that was what I’d seen, it would be stupid for me to say anything.

But I knew that wasn’t what I’d seen. More likely, Sloan didn’t remember. That sort of thing happened all the time. I’d read articles about it. Student gets blackout drunk at a college party, wakes up in a stranger’s bed, doesn’t remember anything. Sloan hadn’t said no, but the distress in her gaze had been clear.

And I kept returning to the video. Remembering made me feel lightheaded and panicky. Sloan had been furious when she realized Henry was filming them. And no wonder—it was common knowledge that a video like that could ruin someone’s life as much as an actual assault.

“Sleep well, Winter?” Henry snapped off a piece of bacon between orderly white teeth. Even after what I’d seen, he was beautiful. He was Lucifer, tumbling through the stars.

“Fine.”

“Rough night?”

Why was he taunting me? He knew—he must—how little recourse I had. Who would believe me, when Sloan herself either didn’t remember what had happened to her or didn’t care. Or perhaps involving me, seeing me squirm, was part of their game. I bent over the plate Sloan deposited in front of me, watching Henry out of the corner of my eye. He was smiling to himself like he’d told a private joke only he could understand. He looked perfect, a golden angel, a man not to be fucked with.
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The driver wrinkled his nose as we boarded the bus back to Port Angeles. I reeked of liquor and there was still eyeliner smudged across my lids. Nico’s shirt was crumpled. The bone-chilling morning fog began to burn off as we pulled onto the highway. It would descend again by nightfall. Everything was gray and flat and muted. My bones ached. It hurt to stand, to sit, to bend my arm. I cradled my head against the window. Sloan’s face, twisted with anguish, kept surfacing.

Nico touched my elbow. “Everything okay?”

“Just hungover,” I said. “Listen. You took Latin. What does ad astra per alia porci mean?”

“Um. ‘To the stars on the wings of a pig,’” Nico recited haltingly. “More or less. Why?”

“Just something I overheard KJ and Henry say yesterday. Actually,” I admitted, relieved to be unburdening myself of some small part of the previous evening, “they said something else kind of weird. Remember what you told me a few months ago about Skipper Corliss’s brother? How he said there’s a sacrifice? Henry and KJ were talking about it last night.”

“You said Skipper Corliss’s brother was crazy.”

“And I’ll handwrite you an apology letter when we’re back on campus, but this is important. Did Skipper Corliss tell you anything else about the sacrifice?”

“I don’t think so. Isn’t the porci thing creepy enough? Like a fatted calf or something.”

Nico’s phone rang, which was lucky. I don’t think I could have disguised my shock.

Because it had arrived, finally, the understanding. What I’d seen in Henry’s bedroom in the early morning hours hadn’t been a random, alcohol-fueled act of violence. It had been intentional. Maybe it’d even been the plan since the beginning of the term, when Henry had begun paying more attention to Sloan. Months before, when we’d talked it over in the library, Nico had insisted that the Pascalianum’s traditions were cultlike. Perhaps his impression of the PC, born partly of rumor and partly of intuition, had been correct. What had blue_bby02 said on the forum? Some of them can be malevolent. They can be ruthless. They believe that they own the world and all the people in it.

I hadn’t visited Secret Societiesss in weeks. After checking to make sure Nico was still preoccupied with his call, his sister, I pulled out my own phone. I had several notifications on the site, all responses to the comment I’d made asking for information about the PC’s suspension in the nineties. Strangepota_toe had responded to blue_bby02 asking for more details about the origins of the hazing rituals. blue_bby02’s response covered much of what I already knew from my conversation with Vikram in October: Blanchard going co-ed in the sixties. The Sargent Shriver maneuver and the singling out of the newly pledged girls. But blue_bby02 had information that Vikram didn’t have—or hadn’t shared.


my uncle was a 76 and the way he always told the story was that the pc was a public club and anyone could join. after the school went co-ed in the 60s there was all this pressure to integrate women & yeah they pushed back at first. then the school started admitting jews and blacks and it was the same thing, basically picking 1-2 black/hispanic/gay students to fill the quota and they would haze the SHIT out of them…… but then over time things changed. my uncle always said that it turned into this fun thing. they called it THE HUNT. the boys would search every year for the perfect girl/gay/etc to sacrifice during initiation. the sacrifice was very ritualistic/symbolic… dumb stuff like making a gay guy kneel at an altar and eat like 10 bananas with his hands tied behind his back, or having the girls promise their first born child to the pc.



Strangepota_toe responded with four vomiting emoji.

The bus careened around a corner. Nico and his sister discussed their father’s upcoming surprise birthday party. They cackled together, speaking in a rapid mixture of Spanish and English. I sat rigidly. Had all the PC seniors known what would happen to Sloan? Or had Henry, as the grandmeister, made a spur-of-the-moment decision to make a show of his power, to unequivocally assert his dominance, to remind everyone that he was in control—not just of the pledges, but of everyone in the club.

The encounter in Henry’s bedroom had been one of the many traditions we’d upheld during Sink Night.

Sloan had been the sacrifice.







PART III
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Stagger onward rejoicing;

And even then if, perhaps

Having actually got

To the last col, you collapse

With all Atlantis shining

Below you yet you cannot

Descend, you should still be proud

Even to have been allowed

Just to peep at Atlantis

In a poetic vision:

Give thanks and lie down in peace,

Having seen your salvation.

—W. H. AUDEN, “ATLANTIS”
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31

After

There’s a dream I have the first night I’m back on campus after spring break, after the marathon, after Initiation. In my dream, the boat is accelerating. Vikram and Sara are clutching one another. Sloan is sobbing hysterically. Nico is steering the boat. Henry slumps at his feet. We’re going too fast.

I don’t remember exactly what happens next. My bleating alarm clock forces me awake. Even in the shower, I cannot rinse away the iron smell of blood.
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32

Before

The Saturday of the Messier marathon, the day after Initiation, Nico and I met Sara at the bus station in downtown Port Angeles. I almost cried again when I saw her face, scowling and familiar above the pilled black fleece of her jacket. It was one of those rare early spring days where the sun shone strongly and the wind, which whipped our hair and clothes, carried with it a briny, icebound tang. Sara’s mouth pinched when she saw Nico, but she didn’t say anything until fifteen minutes later, when the three of us sat in a booth at the Corner Diner, a greasy spoon situated a few blocks from the station.

“Coffee?” the waitress asked. She was a squat woman, forty, annoyed.

Sara and I pushed our mugs to the edge of the table for her to fill.

“Tea for me,” Nico said. “Do you have anything herbal?” The waitress popped her gum testily. He cleared his throat. “Whatever you have is fine.”

After the waitress left, Sara said to Nico, “You have family out this way?”

“No. Just here with Lenny.”

“You couldn’t have left him at school?” Sara said to me. Her lips had nearly disappeared with disapproval.

“Sara,” I said, mortified. Nico became very interested in examining the windowsill. “We weren’t at school. We were in Seattle for a PC thing.”

“This scarecrow is in the PC, too? Is everyone at that school in the PC?”

Nico’s ears went red.

“No,” I said in an almost whisper. “What is wrong with you?”

“You want him to come tonight? That’s a three-way split. Instead of getting five grand each, we only get three.”

“I don’t want your money,” said Nico. “Promise. I’m just here for Lenny.”

No, I thought, as the waitress came back with a cup of hot water and a dusty Lipton tea bag. He’d said he was there with me. Which was the truth? I didn’t know what I was to him outside of Blanchard.

The waitress stood, pen poised over her notepad, loudly snapping her gum, until Sara scoffed and opened her menu again.

“Two eggs scrambled, side of sausage, side of pancakes. And can you tell them to cook my hashbrowns extra crispy? They always send them out soggy. Can’t stand that.”

Nico ordered a bowl of oatmeal. Though the thought of food turned my stomach, I ordered an egg and a side of toast. I didn’t want Sara asking questions.

“Alright,” said Sara. She leaned back against the sticky booth. Nico and I sat across from her and she surveyed us like she was a mafia boss and we her caporegimes. She raised her hands in a deprecating shrug. “As long as he doesn’t expect a cut of the prize money, then he can come.” And then, presumably in response to my glare, she said to Nico, “You can come.”
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For much of my last visit to Port Angeles, the town had been shrouded in the misty uncertainty of deep December, but still there had been the twinkling trees strung with warm white Christmas lights, crackly old holiday tunes crooning through the speakers at the Safeway. Now, though it was getting on to spring, the town felt somehow flatter and less hopeful. It was as if the brisk gusts billowing off the strait had stripped everything bare. The town was even dingier than I’d remembered, the poverty more plainly written on the faces of people loitering on the sidewalks. I averted my eyes from the two men sitting, disheveled and blank-eyed, outside the RiteAid into which we’d gone for snacks. In that moment, Port Angeles felt worlds away from Blanchard, from the elegant Seattle house where we’d slept the previous evening.

We purchased cheese crackers, beef jerky, a loaf of bread, a jar of peanut butter, Milk Duds (Nico’s favorite), a case of seltzer water, and, at Sara’s insistence, several energy drinks.

“What should we do until nightfall?” asked Nico. It was midmorning.

Sara shrugged. “Hang out on the boat.” I widened my eyes at her before she finished her sentence, but she finished it anyway. She was clearly in a prickly mood, unable to attune to my silent plea. Or perhaps she was choosing not to.

I tried to modulate my voice. “Not much to do on Goodnight Moon.”

Sara eyed me. I was protesting too hard. It had been the first rule of our alliance: Don’t let them see that you care.

“We don’t have to go to Goodnight Moon,” Sara said. “Let’s hang out on the sailboat. Although,” she added, “I don’t think Yip’s around today. Saw him in the parking lot this morning with his hair all slicked down. Probably another coffee date with Erika.” She’d meant the information to comfort me; she didn’t want me to worry about running into Yip before I was ready. I hated that she’d said it in front of Nico, whom I’d told practically nothing about my life in Port Angeles, apart from the story of my mother’s death. He didn’t know about Yip’s quest to relinquish custody. He didn’t even know that Yip lived on a boat. Somehow, though, bringing Nico to John Spaulding’s sailboat seemed worse than showing him Goodnight Moon.

“Fine, yeah,” I mumbled, kicking the heel of one sneaker against the toe of the other.

Sara drove down Front Street with the windows open. We passed the Scorpio Yachts hangar on Marine Drive—Henry’s father’s company. It was cold with the windows down and my hands were burrowed into my pockets. I flipped Scorpio the bird inside my flannel-lined jacket. The closer we got to the marina, the stronger the stench of low tide. It was a sulfurous scent, one of decay, stagnation. Nico, thankfully, said nothing about the smell.

Once we arrived, Nico went to use the restroom, and I, noting the set of Sara’s mouth, which indicated she still wanted to give me a piece of her mind, hurried to the women’s bathroom. Sara didn’t follow me. We both hated the women’s bathroom. It was somehow both sterile and dirty. Its single positive feature was the vaulted ceiling, crisscrossed by wooden beams and punctuated with large windows that dripped pale light through their dusty panes.

I pulled down my pants and sat on the toilet. There was a smear of brown blood in my underwear. It was usually bright red the first day of my cycle. I’d only had my period for a year. Sometimes I’d skip a month; other times it came early, unexpected. Now I knew why I’d cried in Nico’s arms in the hallway. The aching I’d been trying to ignore all morning roared full force through my lower body, and I leaned forward, resting my elbows on my knees and my head in my hands. I hadn’t been alone since the previous night. Every part of me felt rubbed raw. A clanging ricocheted around my skull, and suddenly, I was teetering over a dark pit. I scrubbed my hands over my face, then balled together a foot of toilet paper into a makeshift pad.

After I washed my hands, I checked my phone. Nothing from Sloan. One message from Vikram, uncharacteristically short: Are u okay? He’d sent it hours before, right around when we would’ve been eating breakfast at the diner.

I responded. Yeah, I’m fine.

Vikram texted back almost immediately. Where tf are you? And what did you do w Nicolas lol

I hesitated, and then responded, We’re in Port Angeles. Needed to do something here.

Dare I ask what this mysterious something is? asked Vikram.

I changed the subject. Is Sloan ok?

Vikram typed briefly but didn’t send anything. The chat bubble disappeared, reappeared, disappeared. A minute later, he texted, She’s fine. Why?

No reason, I lied. She just seemed kinda drunk last night.

So are you going to tell me what you’re doing in PA? Vikram asked again.

I put my phone in my pocket without responding.
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We sat on the top deck of Goodnight Moon and watched old episodes of Catfish. I tried to see the marina through Nico’s eyes. Nico had grown up in a beautiful old house in Berkeley. He knew how to ski. He wore Patagonia jackets and merino wool socks. When he returned from term breaks, he brought back new stickers for his Nalgene and stories about his rock-climbing trips.

Nico didn’t struggle academically—he’d attended a good middle school. Once, I’d been in the room when his mother video-called him from their kitchen. Behind her was a large, double-basin porcelain farmhouse sink, a wood stove, colorful woven tapestries on the walls. Her skin glowed in the way I’d already begun to associate with wealth. (In my twenties, I would learn about the “post-facial glow” and realize I’d been right.) But when I thought of Nico, I thought not of the material aspects of wealth, but of the time and freedom they afforded. I thought of clean dirt and the frigid, arboreous smell that fills a tent after a night in the forest. The bellwether as it meanders down a hill.

There came a groaning from the boat next to us as its bilge pump whirred to life. A slick of rancid water diffused around Goodnight Moon.

“We should leave by three,” I said, trying to direct Nico’s attention away from the pump. “We need to set up before sundown.”

I’d read it was important to be situated early when running a Messier marathon. There would be several objects to view as soon as it grew dark, and we couldn’t afford to make mistakes. It would take us nearly an hour to get to the viewpoint we’d selected on Hurricane Ridge.

The National Parks entrance to the Ridge was about five miles from town. At 3:07, we drove along the winding roads notched into the side of the mountain, lined with the dark green of the trees that flourish in the winter. The road was deserted. We emerged around a curve onto a clear stretch of road unobscured by trees. Before us lay the Olympics. The mountains were purple-white, veined with icy tendrils near their bases and crowned with masses of snow. Already, some of the range was shrouded in darkness, but several of the peaks still caught the light, a poppy-orange sunset that tripped over their sawtooth edges.

As we neared the park entrance, Sara swore. The gate was down, the booth shuttered and dark. There was a sign on the window of the little booth that read CLOSED—MUDSLIDE WARNING.

Sara smacked the edge of the steering wheel several times then rested her head on it, groaning.

“Dude. I fucking said about the rain. I said this was going to be a problem.”

“Alright,” I said. “Calm down.” Sara swore. “Just let me think for a minute.” My hands were trembling. I shoved them under my thighs. My voice came from a place I did not control. “How about this—let’s go back to the marina and get Yip’s kayak. We can paddle out to the End of the World.”

“Are you serious?” said Sara.

I could see Nico in the rearview mirror. I saw the moment when he understood what I was proposing, how much it terrified me.

“Yes,” I said. I called stillness to my face, the same expression I used when lying to Darla.

We had no choice. I had no choice. I needed to fend for myself. I couldn’t live in the Yukon with my father. The marathon money would see me through until I could get a real job.

Sara put the car in reverse. We drove down the mountain.

[image: ]
Yip still wasn’t home. The kayak was usually lashed to the fore railings, but we found it upended on the back deck and maneuvered it through the starboard gangway.

Nico and I lowered the kayak into the water while Sara collected our supplies into tote bags, except for Mr. Cyrus’s telescope, which lay in my backpack, wrapped in layers of T-shirts and scarves.

Nico sat in the aft-most seat. Sara clambered down into the small perch in front of him, and I took the front seat. We pushed off the dock and navigated out of the marina. The paddles cut through the water noiselessly, and, apart from the ripples we made, the water was a sheet of glass, reflecting the setting sun.

Sara leaned forward and whispered, “Be honest. What do you think our odds are?” Her voice was plaintive.

“Pretty high,” I said, trying to sound convincing. “Only twenty people entered the contest last year in Washington.”

“Careful,” Nico said. “The supplies are getting wet.”

It soon became clear that it was not Sara’s movement that caused the wetness. There was a leak in the boat. Too late, I understood why the kayak had not been in its usual place on the foredeck. Yip had likely pulled it down to examine the kayak, to determine whether it could be patched. Though the leak was slow, it would be impossible to make it to the beach at the End of the World, which was over an hour away.

“Let’s go back to the marina.” Sara made to grab the paddle from Nico.

He held the paddle out of her reach. “We won’t make it. At the rate the kayak is filling, we have maybe fifteen minutes before it capsizes.”

Sara moaned.

“There,” Nico said, pointing his paddle toward the dark mass to the left of us. “What’s that? Lenny?”

But I couldn’t answer. From the moment I understood the kayak would capsize, I’d been unable to move. I couldn’t get enough air in my lungs. A strange noise echoed across the water, a guttural gulp.

“Hey,” Sara snapped. But her grip on my shoulder was reassuring. “You gotta breathe, okay? In through the nose. Deeper. Okay, now let it out.”

After a minute or two, I stopped wheezing. Sara slid the paddle out of my hands.

“That,” Sara said to Nico, jerking her chin toward the landmass, “is Ediz Hook. The Spit.”

It was hard work, with three people in the kayak and the added weight of the water we took on every minute. I tried not to think about my mother. I tried not to think about her comatose body sagging against the side of the kayak, or of the torturous paddle back to the marina, all the while knowing that something was wrong. I tried very, very hard not to think about how frightening it had been to be alone, in the middle of the ocean.

Instead, I considered what we’d do when we reached Ediz Hook. Its beach was a narrow thing that clung to both sides of the Spit, separated only by a two-lane road leading to the Coast Guard station at the very end. We could walk to the marina and retrieve Sara’s car, but that would take at least an hour, plus another hour to drive to a decent vantage point. Remaining on the Spit was out of the question. Even if it’d been in the middle of nowhere, we wouldn’t be able to see the stars; the station created too much light pollution. But the Spit also faced Port Angeles and all her inhabitants. Even now, with the sun barely setting, lights twinkled halfway up to Hurricane Ridge.

By the time we were in hollering distance of the Hook, we’d taken on so much water that the bag of snacks floated in front of me. My butt was wet. I could only pray that the stolen telescope would survive the moisture. No one had spoken in several minutes. Panting filled the air, the exertion of the task removing any pretense of nonchalance. There was the dark portal of the water, the breath going in and out of my nose, the sluice of the paddles dragging in and out of the strait, and the numbing, chanting repetition of it all, the same way it’d been eight months before, when I’d ripped my palms open trying to cheat my mother’s death at the End of the World.

The paddles struck silt and rock. The headlights of a lone car passed over us as we dragged the kayak ashore, depositing it between the remnants of driftwood bonfires and worm-eaten logs. The car halted twenty feet beyond the beach and idled, headlights still on. As the kayak hit the ground, I dropped to the sand on my hands and knees, then vomited. An awkward hand patted my shoulder then moved to my hair, holding it away from my mouth as I retched. Nico. There was spit and snot smeared across my face. I wiped it with the back of my hand, then sat back on my heels.

It wasn’t Nico behind me, but Sara. Her hand dropped from my back. “Thank you,” I said.

“Yeah,” said Sara. “Whatever.”

Nico handed me a can of seltzer. “I’m sorry,” he said. “The water jug floated away.” I rinsed my mouth out with Pamplemousse LaCroix.

“You sick?” Sara asked.

“Just worried,” I said. “About the marathon.”

She seemed satisfied. Nico did not. I wanted to tell him everything. I hurt with the want of it. Instead, I opened my backpack and unwrapped the telescope to make sure it wasn’t waterlogged.

“There’s a little, um…” Nico gestured. “Your pants.” Vomit had splattered on them.

Before I had time to be embarrassed, Sara shoved herself between me and Nico. “I brought an extra pair of sweatpants. You can change into them.” My eyes grew wet. Damn my hormones. “No, stop. Don’t do that,” Sara said, disgusted. “Or I won’t let you wear them.”

Nico turned. I kicked off my shoes. I’d just managed to shimmy out of the wet denim when a voice from beyond the driftwood said, “Lenny?”

There was a huffing noise, then Vikram and Sloan emerged over a log, wearing fleeces and boots.

“There you are,” Vikram said. His voice was too loud. Something hid in its depths—guilt?

“Yes,” Sloan breathed. “We’ve been looking for you everywhere.” Tenderness and unease vied within me.

“What?” I said blankly. I held Sara’s sweatpants in one hand, my soaked jeans in another. “What’re you doing here?”

“We thought we’d come join you,” Vikram said brightly. “Goodness, you look like wet rats.”

This was true. We were half-soaked and shivering. The beach was strewn with our waterlogged supplies. I was naked from the waist down, but, ridiculously, I still wore my backpack.

Another figure vaulted over the log. Henry. He rested his hand on Sloan’s arm. The fingers dug lightly into her flesh. I resisted the urge to hide my bare legs by shrinking behind Sara.

“Can you assholes give Lenny some privacy to get dressed?” Sara asked finally.

Vikram and Sloan turned immediately; Henry was slower. He winked at me before he did, smug, languid. All I could see was him looking between Sloan and the video being recorded on his phone. I wanted to vomit again.

“Wait,” said Nico, as I pulled on Sara’s sweatpants. “I don’t understand. How did you know we were here?” He faced the harbor side of the Spit. I had to strain to hear his words.

“Find My Friends,” Vikram yelled over the wind. The app the seniors had insisted we download to keep track of us.

“We wanted to see if you were okay,” Henry said. This was so absurd that I whipped around and squinted at him. “You probably don’t remember, Lenny, but you drank a lot last night.” He said this solicitously. “You were so fucked up that we wanted to make sure—well, that everything was okay. Especially since you left so suddenly. We were worried about… you.”

Oh, I thought. You asshole. You’re worried that I’m going to tell someone what happened to Sloan last night.

“Guys,” I said. “I’m wearing pants. You can turn around.”

Sloan huddled next to Henry, ignoring me. Panic foamed in my throat. My skin tingled with its heat. Perhaps Sloan had recovered her memory. Was she angry? Did she know what I’d seen?

“Henry’s parents have a house here,” Vikram said. “It’s not that serious.”

“Right,” Sara said. “I forgot that Henry’s daddy owns a fancy yacht company. You’re so textbook dark triad. It’s not even funny.”

“And you’re fucking poor,” Henry snapped. I flinched. The words were cartoonish, but his tone was unmistakably cruel.

Sara lunged. Henry danced back. Vikram stepped between them.

“He didn’t mean it.”

“You’re Vikram?” Sara said, her tone friendly. Vikram reached out his hand in greeting, not understanding that he was in danger. “You mind not being Henry’s little bitch for two seconds?”

Vikram’s mouth dropped.

“I am not Henry’s bitch.”

“The stories Lenny’s told me say otherwise.” She straightened her cuffs. “The sun set four minutes ago,” she said to me. “We need to get a move on. Don’t forget that.” She pointed at the telescope. Henry eyed it.

“To do what?” Henry asked.

“None of your business,” Sara said.

“It is if you don’t want me to report Lenny to the police for stealing from school grounds.” He jerked his thumb toward the telescope.

“She didn’t steal anything. She won it in a science contest,” Sara said, parroting the lie I’d fed her the previous fall. But even as her voice trailed off, understanding rose on her face.

“A science contest? Lenny?” Henry paused for dramatic effect. “She’s basically remedial.”

It never occurred to me to wonder why he was being so vicious, why he was saying aloud what everyone at Blanchard, students and teachers alike, had likely thought for months. We both knew what he was punishing me for.

“Sara, right?” Henry said. “You get to decide whether your friend goes to jail. I’ve heard the cops out here are super nice.”

The threat was stunning in its malice.

“It’s a Messier marathon,” I said, voice still hoarse from the vomiting. I cleared my throat. “Astronomy. We were heading out on the water to start the marathon, but our kayak had a leak.”

Sara threw up her hands and stalked away, to the water’s edge, where she began to hurl rocks into the ocean. Sloan wandered down to join her.

“What are you going to do now?” Henry sounded curious.

“I don’t know,” I snapped. “The Ridge is closed. We can only view the phenomena from the water.” I wrapped my arms around myself.

“Try again another day.”

“There isn’t another day.” My throat caught around the words. The bleakness of my reality was fast overtaking me. I ordered myself to be calm in front of Henry. “It can only be tonight. We won’t have a shot at viewing all the objects again until the fall, and the contest deadline is in a couple weeks.”

“There’s a prize?”

“Yes,” I said, reluctant.

“How much?” This was Vikram.

“Ten thousand dollars,” I said.

Vikram whistled. “Damn, Lennifer.” That stupid nickname. Suddenly, I realized what I’d known since Nico had said it months ago. My friendship with these people was a façade. I’d thought Vikram was different; perhaps he was, but not where it really mattered. Our relationship had never gone beyond the superficial. The night in Queen Anne, when he’d played cards with me to keep my nightmares at bay—that was when I’d begun to trust Vikram. I’d been stupid to think that he was any different from KJ. From Henry.

“Might be worth it,” Vikram said to Henry.

Henry seemed amused. “Short on cash this week?” he said to Vikram. Nastiness lurked in his voice. “Fine. Let’s use one of my dad’s boats.”

“A yacht?” Sara was yelling from the water. “That’s the dumbest thing I’ve ever heard.”

“No, you harpy,” said Henry. “Not a yacht. There’s a little speedboat docked about a quarter of a mile up the road. The welders come out here sometimes to work on the boats that lay anchor in the harbor. The keys should be in one of the drybags.”

“That’s not a bad plan,” I admitted. “We might even be able to see most of the phenomena if we hurry.” I only needed to make it through the next few hours, and then I wouldn’t ever have to think about the PC again.

“Fine,” Sara said to no one in particular. She kicked the kayak. “But I just want you to know that I’m not splitting my cut. I’m taking my five grand and the rest of you can split the other half.”

Nobody replied.

“Well? Are we going to do this or not? Where’s daddy’s boat, Henry?” asked Sara.

Henry, Vikram, and Sara hurried down the road, toward where the boat was docked. I flapped my hand at Nico, urging him to follow them.

Stones purled under my feet as I approached Sloan, who remained crouched on the beach, arms wrapped around her shins. She trembled; it was a chilly evening.

“Are you coming?” I asked.

“Why are you doing this?” The twilight made her into a fragile wraith.

I dragged a knuckle across my eyebrow. My head had begun to ache. “I need the money.”

“No. Henry, I mean. Letting him tell you what to do.” Sloan rested a cheek on her knee, studied my face. “You know I didn’t steal your pills, right?”

“Come on, Sloan. I don’t want to talk about this again.”

“I know who did, though. I could tell you.” Quid pro quo. Of course. That was the only language Blanchard students understood. Sloan’s dueling desires to break the rules and remain self-righteous were reaching ridiculous heights.

“Yeah? Who did it, then?”

Sloan tossed her head. “No need to be rude. It’s him.” She pointed down the road. “Your boy toy.”

“Nico?” I said. “No way.”

“You sure? You know he’s Mexican, right.”

“Bolivian,” I said automatically.

“I mean, I get it. He’s super hot. But come on, Lenny.” She dropped her chin. “That’s pretty much a cartel country. He for sure has connections.” There was a fine thread of hostility in her voice.

I’d seen a picture of Sloan’s mother on Instagram, with her blond hair and her smooth, immovable cheeks and forehead, her savagely arched eyebrows. A nexus of violence: the plastic surgery that had tamed her face into submission, but also the cruelty that she inflicted on the world, on her daughter—Sloan had joked about it with Thea, how her mother insisted Sloan get a nose job for her eighteenth birthday. It was unsettling to see that same depravity on Sloan’s face.

“He’s my friend,” I said flatly. “Why would he steal from me?”

“Girl. Read between the lines. Everyone knows he’s not rich. He probably needed the money. I bet he sold them. I heard he’s Vikram’s plug. Where do you think Vikram gets all his weed from?”

I thought of how Nico held me the night prior, while I cried. Everything had quieted when he’d rubbed my back.

But what if it had been a manipulation? There was no question that Nico was upset I’d been tapped for the PC. Did he feel he should’ve gotten the tap instead? He’d sometimes seemed uncomfortable around me after I’d joined the club. I’d chalked it up to awkwardness, but what if he’d been pretending to be friends with me the whole year, just for the pills? I told him outright I’d been prescribed Xanax. I’d stupidly thrown my refills in the same drawer that’d been burgled during the Día de los Muertos party. I hadn’t checked the drawer since. Were the pill bottles still there, or had they been stolen, too?

And the night Murchie found me in the woods. The blinking lights Vikram and I had seen—were they signals, as I’d thought? Vikram had said that Nico was studying, but he could’ve been anywhere, maybe even in the woods, picking up a drug shipment from his supplier. I deflated. Any illusion of friendship at Blanchard had been shattered. They all must have spent the year amusing themselves with their manipulation of me. I’d been a fool.

Sloan was waiting for me to respond. A deal was a deal. Her face was a pearl in the darkness. She glowed like a Madonna. I wanted to retreat and lick my wounds.

“The thing is—I was so wasted,” I said. “Last night, at Henry’s house.”

“It happens.”

“I was wandering around upstairs and—” I stopped.

“Yes?”

I chose my next words carefully. “I saw something. I don’t want to say it was assault, but… I don’t know. Something was off.”

“What are you saying?”

Wind gusted icily around us. Sloan clutched at her knees so hard that her fingers trembled.

“It was Henry,” I said slowly.

Despite the cold, Sloan dropped her arms. “Henry? You think he was assaulted?”

“No! No. He’s the one who did it. And he filmed it. I’m so sorry, Sloan.” The words rushed out of me at high speed. I couldn’t stop talking. “I should have stepped in, done something, but I was too afraid. It looked awful.”

Tears were running down my face. She didn’t remember. I hesitated. Coward. Then I opened my mouth again before I lost my nerve. “It was you,” I whispered. “Sloan—I’m sorry.”

Sloan wrapped her arms around herself once more. For a long minute we sat, shoulder to shoulder, before the inverted mirror of the Port Angeles harbor. I wondered if Yip was back yet from his meeting with Erika Maines. I’d texted him to say I was staying the night in Seattle, at Vikram’s house, that I’d be back on the boat first thing in the morning.

“We should go,” Sloan said. “The others will be wondering where we are.”

“I should have stopped it. You told him to stop filming. I should’ve backed you up. I’m sorry.”

Sloan wiped her eyes. Not a ravenous bully after all but a terrified little girl. My heart splintered, an oyster dashed open against the rocks by a hungry seabird; briny, horrifically tender, bleeding into the ocean.

“For what?” she said. “You did nothing wrong. Henry and me, we’re the ones who—” Her lip trembled. “I’m sorry that you got caught in the middle of this.” She sobbed, so quietly I couldn’t hear anything over the wind.

I wished then that I’d had the courage to hold her hand. I still wish I had, even knowing what was to come.
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The stars were fast rising. As they did, our chances of winning the marathon slipped away. The boat Henry had promised was, in actuality, a runabout: a fifteen-foot-long speedboat with limited seating. On its starboard side, in red script, was the name Coo Coo Cachoo.

Henry, Vikram, Sara, and Nico stood on the dock next to the runabout.

“How do we want to do this?” Sara was asking.

“We can all fit,” Henry said.

Sara eyed the runabout and then our group. “How many is that boat supposed to hold?”

“It’ll hold what it needs to hold,” Henry said.

We filed onto the boat, the hull sinking deeper into the water with each addition. For once, Vikram was quiet.

I sat between Sara and Nico at the stern of the skiff. Vikram tried to make conversation with Nico, who seemed uneasy. Henry tied off and hopped into the boat, then we putted away from the Spit. With one hand on the wheel, Henry pulled a flask out of his pocket. He took a swig and then thrust the flask first toward Sloan, who declined, and then toward Vikram, who hesitated. Vikram drank, then offered the flask to Nico. He pushed it away.

Because we were on the harbor side of the Spit, it was almost fifteen minutes before we rounded the tip of Ediz Hook. Henry had drained his flask and was now beckoning to Sloan, pulling a fifth of vodka out of her bag. The flask was the kind of prop that appeared at Quarterlies, monogrammed and discreet. But the appearance of the fifth was depressing. The abundance of liquor bottles at meetings and kickbacks somehow sent a different message, one of convivial debauchery. The slim glass bottle invoked single-minded wreckage.

“Maybe you should save that for later,” Sloan said.

“And slow down, please,” said Nico.

We were accelerating unevenly. The bow nosed higher out of the water. Henry ignored Nico. He drank from the bottle and passed it to Sloan. She held it but did not drink. Henry snatched the bottle again, fingers closing around its neck. My chest tightened. Something was sitting on my rib cage, compressing it. Sloan watched me. I felt uneasy, as though I’d walked into a room midway through a conversation and hadn’t yet gotten up to speed. Beside me, Sara checked her watch, then tipped her head back toward the sky, as if that would make us go faster.

Twenty minutes later, and for the first time since my mother died, I laid eyes on the End of the World. It was the same, of course. Barring a meteor strike, why wouldn’t it be? The beach was an undulating silvery strip. The bluffs rose behind it, staticky purple, cardboard cutouts propped against the night air.

There was no dock. We motored in as far as we could without running aground, dropped anchor, rolled up our pants, and waded to the beach. The water was freezing. My toes were numb by the time I reached dry land. Sloan and Vikram crouched on the beach, attempting to start a fire, with Henry directing them. Sara and Nico moved several yards past them to unpack, laying out the blanket and notebooks, some of which were soggy from the kayak.

Sara and I huddled on a blanket for warmth. Sloan, Henry, and Vikram were a dozen feet to our left, passing Henry’s fifth back and forth. Nico sat behind them, withdrawn and irritable, the way he always was around Henry and the PC. I clamped down on the urge to ask if he was okay. The beach was like a powder keg. One remark from Henry or Nico could create chaos. I couldn’t risk the marathon.

Once I finished screwing the body of the telescope onto its legs, I pointed the viewfinder west. Sara touched my knee.

“Lenny,” she said. “I do want you to come with me. To Olympia.” She sounded resigned. Like a child waiting to be teased.

“Okay,” I said. “Then let’s do this.”

At first, everything was a blur. Slowly, the telescope came into focus. There was Cetus. I scanned the galaxy, searching, as my mother had taught me, for the undefined edges of the first object. I’d been worried it would be too dark to see M77, a spiral galaxy located in Cetus. But then it appeared, the blurry spiral arms of the Squid Galaxy. I held my breath and gestured to Sara for the camera, which I screwed into the telescope. As soon as I took the picture, I collapsed on the blanket. I felt giddy—finally, things were going according to plan.

“Focus.” Sara poked me. “Now we need to find M74.” She tapped the top finder chart with her pencil, then cross-checked M74’s coordinates with the chicken-scratch in her notebook. The Phantom Galaxy had been one of Sara’s practice objects. “It’ll be easier to view it under low magnification.” She fiddled with the telescope, then readjusted its lens toward the oily darkness near Eta Piscium.

We found the next several objects easily: a spiral galaxy in Pisces, the Triangulum Galaxy, Andromeda’s three galaxies, Cassiopeia’s open clusters. The Earth turned. The stars moved above us. One constellation set and another rose to take its place. After we’d located and photographed the Crab Nebula supernova remnant in Taurus, Sara and I traded places at the telescope. For the next several hours, we alternated between the camera and energy drinks. We kept time for one another—no more than seven minutes per object, and even that was pushing it if we wanted a shot at viewing everything. Sloan slept next to Henry. Vikram lay near to them. Only Nico remained awake, arms clasped around his knees. Sara and I worked our way down the list.

At four in the morning, the beach stained with the eerie darkness of looming dawn. We had only ninety minutes before the sky began to lighten. I located the Great Pegasus Cluster, then Sara located the asterism and the globular cluster in Aquarius. There were still several objects left to find, one of them being M30, the Jellyfish Cluster in Capricornus. Sara handed me the telescope.

M30 would be the most difficult object to find, but doing so would give us a huge advantage, especially if we were able to locate the remaining handful. I focused the telescope on the hook-like constellation of Capricornus. Having undergone core collapse, M30 had one of the highest densities of any region in the Milky Way. It also had a large concentration of blue stragglers, which were particularly luminous stars. They were the result of stars traveling too close to one another and then colliding, stealing hydrogen from the larger body and forming a newer, more radiant entity.

I scanned Capricornus, moving south and west from the tip of the constellation, but reached its end without finding the faint gray blur of M30.

“Seven minutes,” said Sara.

I refocused the telescope and scanned for 41 Capriconi, a star just southeast of M30.

“You’re at eleven minutes,” Sara said quietly.

I began again at Capricornus’s northeast corner and worked my way south and west. Then I sat back, rubbing my eyes. I knew I wouldn’t be able to locate M30, not then. Nico stirred. He’d fallen asleep around three. Sara began searching for the Lagoon Nebula. Nico was awake again, blinking groggily at the sky. Sara located the nebula, snapped a picture, checked off the box in our notebook, then handed me the telescope.

I scanned for M72, the last globular cluster in Aquarius. I sighed when I found it: a nebula fifty thousand light-years away. It was almost too faint to see, but I knew it contained hundreds of thousands of stars.

“That’s it,” I said. My hands were damp.

“That’s it?” Sara asked.

Vikram and Henry shifted behind us. Sara hovered over my shoulder as I made the final check mark on the viewing chart in our notebook.

Nico sat up. “You mean you got it?”

“Spot me?” I said to Sara.

She held the telescope—strangely, my hands were unsteady, and I had trouble getting a clear picture. Once we’d taken several, I detached the telescope’s camera. Henry, Nico, Sara, and Vikram all crowded around me. It was quiet except for Sloan’s snores. I flipped through the photos. We hadn’t managed to locate all 110 objects, but of the 98 that we had, we’d gotten clear pictures. Dots of fire in the universe, too far away for us to know if they were still alive—but there, captured in our shots, all the same. I was surprised to realize I didn’t feel much of anything.

“Why’s everyone so quiet?” said Sara. “We got it, bitches!”

She nudged my shoulder and I clutched her hand before she could withdraw it. I let myself believe. I would not have to go live with my father in the Yukon. I would cook dinner every night for us both, and Sara and I would fall asleep on the couch with the TV on. I wondered if she’d come with me to Port Angeles every year to visit my mother’s grave. I could feel my nerves stretching to the brink. I’d be leaving Port Angeles behind. I’d likely never see Yip again. My chest ached. I thought of the afternoon before my mother and I had left on the kayak for the End of the World. She’d been worried we wouldn’t have enough food. She made eight peanut butter sandwiches, just in case. She used the whole jar of peanut butter. I wanted to wade into the ocean and dunk my face in the water and scream.

Henry slapped his chest and said, “Yes!” over and over.

Sloan startled awake. Sara echoed Henry, sarcastically at first and then earnestly, and gradually, the rest of us joined in, until we were standing in a circle, pounding our chests, screaming into the heavy wind that had whipped suddenly around the bluff. I wailed along with the others on the dark beach, running my voice ragged. I faced the wind, and it dried the wetness on my cheeks into salt.
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Sloan materialized another fifth of vodka from her bag. As she and Henry took celebratory drinks from the bottle, I walked down the beach to pee. I squatted behind a rock and threw my head back toward the sky. It was four thirty. I picked out Orion’s Belt and the Big Dipper, then the rest of Ursa Minor.

There was a tiny spark I’d never noticed before, just below the North Star, which made up the end of the Little Dipper’s handle.

My mother’s voice filled my head.

Though I still had her voicemails on my phone, I didn’t listen to them. I’d tried the week after her death and hadn’t been able to get through the first one, a pocket dial she’d made three weeks prior. She had been giving someone directions and was out of breath, as if she’d been dashing from one errand to another. It was too much to listen to her perform the mundanity of life, to think about her standing outside the RiteAid, telling a tourist how to get to the post office. At some point during my time at Blanchard, I’d forgotten what her voice sounded like. Her intonations, the ever-swelling humor in her words—those I remembered. But her actual voice had been gone until that moment, when I saw the bright new star on the beach at the End of the World.

As I pulled up Sara’s sweatpants, Sloan appeared. She tripped on sand, then caught herself on my shoulder.

“Whoopsie,” she said. Her exhale was heavy with vodka. “Out here by yourself?” Sloan giggled. “Figures. Figures figures figures. That word is so crazy. Like—fi-gyores.”

She blew a raspberry then wrestled down her jeans and squatted. She closed her eyes as she peed.

“You know, I don’t understand why you want to be alone all the time. If it were me?” She pointed at herself, lost balance, grabbed the rock. “I mean, I would’ve thought you wouldn’t like to be alone. Because of your mom.”

I grimaced. Sloan pulled up her jeans but left them unbuttoned. She sat in the sand. She laid her arms on her knees and buried her head in them. After a minute, she rested her chin on her balled-up fists.

“I was lying, by the way.” She pursed her lips, like she was blowing me a kiss. “About Nico. He didn’t steal your drugs.”

“Cool.” This again. “Why would you lie?”

Sloan shrugged. “For fun. Obviously.” She didn’t sound very convinced. She leaned back on her elbows. “Everyone else gets to strategize and scheme but me.” She pointed her finger at herself then pouted.

“I—what does that mean? Who is scheming?”

“My god.” Sloan flopped back into the sand. Then she sat up. Fine ochre grains poured from her hair and shoulders. “You’re so dense. I legit don’t get it.”

“Not in the mood, Sloan. Tell me what you mean or leave me alone.”

Sloan let loose a shriek, feral, blood curdling. I stumbled a half-step back from her.

“I used to be so jealous of you,” she said. “Everyone thought you were so nice. ‘The most naïve person ever.’ That’s what Vikram used to say. When he was trying to convince us to recruit you to the PC.”

“That’s—Vikram asked you to recruit me?”

Sloan rolled her eyes. Keep up, Winter. “He suggested it to Henry, yes. But the whole thing was Henry’s plan.”

“I don’t understand.”

Sloan was struggling to rebutton her jeans. “They’ve been friends for ages. Ever since middle school. Vikram was, like, Henry’s bitch back then.” Her face was lax with inebriation. “As your lovely friend said earlier.”

“Yes,” I said. “I knew that. About them being friends, I mean.”

Something felt off, something I ought to have realized long ago. Déjà vu glittered at the edge of my awareness. Vikram had always been as interested in gossip about Henry as the rest of us. He’d questioned me endlessly the night after the party in Thea’s room—he’d wanted to know the color of her sheets, who’d been at the party. Wouldn’t he have known all of that if he’d suggested that Henry tap me? He wouldn’t have needed to play dumb when the juniors speculated about Henry’s hookups, his parents’ wealth. Had he been playing dumb?

“Who stole my drugs, then? If it wasn’t Nico.”

Sloan clapped her palms together, hands in prayer, and then pointed them at me. “You are truly so stupid. It was Vikram.”

“He only smokes weed. Why would he steal drugs?”

“To sell?” Sloan spoke slowly, as if she were talking to a child. “He sells drugs, right? He supplies most of the PC. Henry especially. He gives Henry a ton of free stuff because Henry’s always paying for him when we go places.”

This made no sense. Vikram had been the first and most reliable friend I’d made at Blanchard. Every time Nico had withdrawn or been cold, Vikram had remained. Besides, his parents were worth millions. Weren’t they? Sloan watched me, waiting impatiently for me to catch up, to understand. Vikram’s parents canceling their vacation to the Azores. The pizza money he’d borrowed from KJ. His insistence that he was rich—did truly wealthy people try so hard to convince people of their status? And the ill-fated IPO of Mr. Flanagan’s company, the same company that Henry’s father had invested in.

“That story you told me about Nico,” I said. “You were really talking about Vikram.”

Sloan mimed finger guns at me. “Henry and Vikram have been running scams together since, like, middle school.”

Vikram’s middle school yearbook. A trio of boys. Burgeoning male friendship, cocky and vibrant, sunflower bright. Best Clique. I sat down hard on the sand. Trudging footsteps drew nearer, and Nico rounded the boulder. Sloan’s back was to him. Nico and I made eye contact. He furrowed his brow. I shook my head. He backed away, into the shadow of the boulder.

“Alright,” I said. My hands were shaking, but I couldn’t let Sloan see. “Henry and Vikram made a plan to steal drugs from me?”

“No,” Sloan said. “Stealing your drugs was never part of Henry’s plan. That was all Vikram. His parents are broke. He’s always looking for new ways to make money. How else would he afford to pay into the slush fund? He said he’d been having trouble sourcing Adderall and Xans, though. Weed’s never been an issue. I think he buys from some townie who grows it next to his meth lab or whatever. The kid does a drop every few weeks out in the woods.”

The evening of the first PC party, when I’d offered the seniors Sara’s weed—Vikram hadn’t been there. He’s late, Henry and Sloan had said. They’d been waiting for someone to deliver their weed. Vikram.

“Why didn’t he just tell me? I probably would’ve given him the Xanax.”

Sloan burped. “He saw an opportunity and he took it. Henry was annoyed at first, but then he said we could use it to our advantage. We all talked after the Día de los Muertos dance. Henry told Vikram to blame it on Nico. Isolate you a bit. Vikram really didn’t like that. I think he has a soft spot for Nico.” Sloan made a tired, sardonic noise. “But Henry got his way, in the end. He always does.”

Vikram had avoided me for days after the dance. He’d been reticent and annoyed when I’d seen him at breakfast—I’d thought he was upset with me. It didn’t make sense, Vikram playing Henry’s game.

“Why?” I asked. “Why would Vikram do this?”

“Because he’s a manipulative little bitch.” Sloan’s tongue tripped over the words, slurring the sentence—bishhh, she’d called him. “Vikram can be sweet and charming, make you feel like you’re his favorite person in the whole world. And maybe you are, in that moment. But he’ll always put himself first.”

“So, what—you and Henry and Vikram made this plan to isolate me. Was the whole PC involved? Or just you three.”

“KJ knew. The rest of the seniors knew some parts. Not—” She paused. Bleakness closed its shutters over her face. “Not everything.”

KJ’s kickback. I’d arrived early—or so I’d thought—and Vikram and the seniors were already there, perhaps talking about me.

“Why would you do all of this?” Panic and rage had sunk low in my stomach, but I needed to understand everything before I allowed myself to feel.

“Because you wouldn’t have joined the PC otherwise. I told them that you and Nico were getting close. I know how girls are.” She said it with such derision. “You get a boyfriend, and then that’s all you care about.”

I studiously avoided looking at the boulder, at the spot I knew Nico was crouched, listening.

“You treated me like shit,” I said. “Why would you care if I was in the PC?”

Sloan had been attempting to rebutton her jeans, but now she made a crooning noise. She crawled closer, stroked my cheek, my shoulder. Disgust coiled in my gut. “Because you were our little diversity pledge. We have one every year.” Her laugh was empty. “You check all the boxes, babe: Poor. Black. Our little orphan girl. The perfect pick for our perfect plan.” She rested a tender finger against the tip of my nose. “According to Henry.”

I was a fire; I was going to combust.

“It all comes back to Henry, doesn’t it? Henry and Vikram were friends—why did they act like they barely knew each other?”

“It wouldn’t have worked, obviously.” Sloan had given up trying to button her jeans. She collapsed her head onto her knees again. “I’m so freaking dizzy.”

“What wouldn’t have worked?”

Sloan clapped her hands again. “Hello. The plan. From last night. To get currency on you.”

“I don’t know why you’re raising your voice at me. You keep saying that like I should know what it means.”

Sloan pushed her curtain of hair back from her face. “You really don’t remember?” The hostility in her gaze was brilliant. “You and Henry hooked up last night, Lenny. After the club.”

“What are you talking about?”

Sloan leaned to the side and vomited. After she finished retching, she sat up. I shivered. It was like running up to the edge of a cliff. Frenzied blood pounding in the ears, and then an absence of everything. There was something evil growing in the silence between us.

“Sloan,” I said grimly. “What do you mean?”

She went limp against the rock.

“After you all were branded, remember. I went to find a drink. I came back twenty minutes later.” Sloan spoke slowly, trying not to slur her words. “You were in Henry’s parents’ bed. Henry was, you know….”

“No,” I said. “I don’t know.”

“Ohmigod,” she said. “You really want me to say it?” She made an annoyed noise, enunciated carefully. “Fingering you. He filmed it.”

“No,” I said gently, ashamed. “That’s not what happened. I was in the room, yes, but not to—to hook up with Henry. I told you. Earlier? When we were on the Spit? Henry was holding you down. He was pulling your hair so hard. I didn’t think… Well, I didn’t know,” I said desperately. “You were just lying there. It was like you were trapped. And the expression on his face was so—”

I could not continue.
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Henry is above me, mouth cruel, cheeks rose-petal pink. Déjà vu, the memory of holding a toddler—the child of one of my mother’s friends?—on the beach in Miami. He’d accidentally swallowed saltwater. He’d thrown up, then lay crying, miserable on a picnic blanket, flushed from the heat and the stomachache. Where had his mother been? I’d held him until he stopped crying.

There is a canopy over the bed, just beyond Henry’s face. No one has canopy beds anymore. They’re dust traps, and this isn’t the first season of The Tudors. I can’t make out the pattern on the fabric. It’s burgundy, menacing. Rivulets of darkness radiate from the bed. I think I am going to be sick. Henry is pressing his fingers inside me, further, further. It’s like rubbing a hand against a wet balloon: a skidding, rending noise, but it’s within me so it’s not a noise. It’s more like a throb. It hurts. I moan. I’m in and out of consciousness. Henry licks my neck. He says: “Hey, kitten. You like that?”

Something shifts beyond the canopy, in the gloom. At the door there’s a flicker of shining hair. “What the fuck,” says Sloan. “Is that thing recording?” Her voice is shaking, and the haze around me disguises whether it’s anger or fear. “I—we talked about this. You don’t need currency on a pledge.”

Henry shifts.

“Wait.” Now Sloan sounds panicked. “Are you naked? This wasn’t the plan.”

There are many words after that: We chose her together as a group remember we have a sacrifice every year remember I don’t fucking care if you think it’s too far you’re being such a bitch right now it’s tradition remember.

“Henry,” says Sloan. “Turn it off.”

I peer over Henry’s shoulder, into my own horrified face. Isn’t that me? Standing at the door? Brushing my pale red hair from my face. Panic in my blue eyes. But no—mine are hazel. The girl on the bed looks paralyzed, out of her depth and absent from her body. I’m not sure who cries, me or her.

I am Sloan, watching me and Henry. I am Henry, violating me. I am compromised at the well of my most vulnerable self.

I am the girl on the bed.

For a long moment, she and I are one.
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“Lenny.” Sloan slumped against the rock, arms crossed.

The beam of my headlamp passed across Sloan’s face. My reflection was visible in her glasses. My cheeks were wet. What was that look in my eyes? Where had the anger come from? No—it wasn’t hostile. It wasn’t angry. It was the same look I’d seen in a squirrel’s eyes after it’d been hit by a car, shunted to the side of the road. The trapped, wretched stare of a wounded animal. The fatted calf. The pig brought to slaughter. Ad astra per alia porci. On the backs of the pigs they killed, they built a ladder to the heavens. It was never Sloan.

I had been the sacrifice all along.

Sloan howled. She slapped herself, then seized my wrist. She smelled of vomit and soft flowers. My skin burned. There was a black hole in my mind where all the good words should have been. It fought for space with the thought that the little star above, the one I’d decided was my mother, was watching me now, heartbroken and disgusted. I didn’t cry, though I wanted to. Sloan sobbed.

There was a whisper of sand. Nico. He’d been crouched behind the boulder for the last ten minutes. He’d heard everything. I nearly yelped. His hair was wild, his hands half-clenched like the claws of a monster. He was enraged, malevolent. He stalked across the beach, back toward the others.
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I caught up with him halfway to the blanket. “You can’t say anything.”

Nico scoffed.

“This isn’t about you,” I said.

“No, it’s about you. Did you consent to that? To being filmed?”

“I… I don’t know.

“I fucking saw you last night. You were practically slurring your words. This is assault. It’s rape.”

His words were too heavy. They terrified me. “Please, Nico. Let me think.”

“Are you even okay?” Nico paced a couple steps away from me, then back. “What a fucking stupid question. Of course you’re not okay.” He shook off my hand. “Don’t touch me, Lenny.”

“I’m fine.” But a humming was rising in me that threatened that I wasn’t.

A blank, distracted glaze came over Nico’s eyes.

“Yeah, no. I’m going to kill him.” He said it as if he were realizing something for the first time.

“Stop it,” I said harshly. “I’m serious.”

Nico recoiled. His gaze refocused. He put up his hands. “Fine,” he snapped. He stormed toward the blanket.

Sara was carefully wrapping the telescope in a scarf, packing it back into my bag. Henry and Vikram were play-fighting a few meters beyond her, ducking each other’s punches.

“We’re leaving,” Nico yelled to them.

“Yes, Daddy,” said Vikram.

“What bee crawled up your asshole?” Henry said.

Sloan had followed me and Nico. She watched us uncertainly. I’d never considered Sloan to be a victim of a world that people like Henry shaped and controlled. If anything, I’d seen her as an equally responsible perpetrator. I didn’t know what to think about her now, but I didn’t have the time to figure it out.

“Vikram. Stop dicking around,” said Nico.

“Is he always like this?” Henry asked Vikram. “You weren’t kidding.”

Vikram danced around Nico in his playful Vikram way. Even in that moment, I understood that Vikram was a shallow creature who wanted to feel like the most desirable and intelligent in any room. He was motivated not by the urge to harm people but by the need to feel important among the bigger, stronger, more athletic, more conventionally attractive boys. I’d been lost and fearful when I’d arrived at Blanchard. Perhaps that had allowed him to be the person he thought he was. And yet, the cost had been his betrayal of me. He’d known all along I was the sacrifice. What Henry would do to me. The humiliation flayed my nerves, but the ache in my heart was worse.

Still, I do not believe that Vikram meant to taunt Nico, even as he said, “Yes, he’s very serious. Father Nicolas.”

Nico must have disagreed, because he swung at Vikram and punched him in the face. Sara let out a choked sound somewhere between a gasp and a groan. Sloan shuddered. Vikram stumbled, landing on his knees. He cupped his hand around his nose, his eye. His fingers came away from his nostrils. They were coated in blood.

“Stop fucking calling me Nicolas,” Nico shouted. Henry laughed.

For the first time that year, Vikram was at a loss for words.

“You—you hit me,” he said finally. He held his arms wide, trying to drum up sympathy from Sara, Sloan, me.

“You deserved it,” I said, surprising even myself. The humming was vibrating through my limbs and my chest. “Did you steal my drugs?”

“Moi? You’re accusing me of theft?”

“Sloan told me.”

Vikram dropped his hand from his chest and bared his teeth at Sloan. “You annoying little thing. Why’d you do that?” He sighed. “Alright. Fine. You caught me fair and square. I’m sorry. It wasn’t very nice, was it?”

I didn’t know whether to laugh or scream. “I trusted you.”

“I know.” Vikram groaned. “And that’s what made it so easy. I’m sorry. But like—that night in the woods, when Murchie caught you? Dear lord, you were so oblivious. My plug was meeting me for a drop.”

The flashing lights. Sloan had been right. I had been right. They were a signal—to Vikram. It had seemed like a charming mystery when I’d arrived at Blanchard. I swallowed bile. Henry huffed.

“I don’t know why you think that’s so funny,” I snapped. I wanted to claw his eyes out and then force them down his throat.

“Alright, little lady,” Vikram said in a Southern accent, attempting his best spin-doctor act. “Don’t get too worked up now.”

“Yeah,” Henry said to Nico. “Control your bitch.”

“She’s not my—what is wrong with you?” Nico spit out the words.

“My bad,” Henry said, and he giggled as he took another sip of vodka. “You’re missing out.”

Sara had been watching the boys’ interaction with confusion.

“Okay,” she said. “Is someone going to tell me what’s going on?”

“It’s not fucking funny!” Nico screamed. “You film yourself raping her, and you think it’s funny?”

The fury in Nico’s voice was devastating. Sloan made a strange noise, like the grinding of ungreased gears. Her eyes were wild. Vikram recoiled. I burned with shame. The sensation of powerlessness fell over me like mist. Henry alternated chuckles with swigs of liquor.

“First of all,” said Henry, “just because Lenny’s feeling all weird about it today doesn’t mean she wasn’t into it last night. Also, we didn’t even have sex.” He spat. “So don’t go crying rape.” He rolled his eyes at Nico’s blank stare, held up two fingers, and made a thrusting motion. “She got finger blasted. So fucking what.”

“You’re a psychopath,” Nico said. “Fingers, dick, whatever. It doesn’t matter. It’s rape.”

“Okay—Nicola—Nico, calm down,” Vikram said.

“Shut the fuck up, Vikram,” Nico shouted.

Then he whirled on Sloan.

“You’ve always been a piece of work, but this is some truly sadistic shit. Like, plantation-owner’s-wife level of shit. You feel good about yourself, huh? You might not have held the knife, but you held her throat steady. No, don’t look at Henry,” he yelled at Sloan. “Look at me.”

In the silence after Nico’s words, my throat came unstuck. “Was it because of your birthday?” I asked.

Sloan’s eyes were huge and dark and unblinking.

“What do you mean?” she said.

But I knew that she understood. Quid pro quo. The language of Blanchard. You steal a test key for me; I’ll share my drugs with you. But also: If you fuck me over, I’ll fuck you right back—harder.

“No, no,” Henry said, amused. “Sloan was involved from the beginning. It was her idea to read your diary. Isn’t that right, Sloan?” He clicked his tongue. Naughty girl. We talked about this. He wrapped an arm around Sloan. “My little mastermind. We’d never have known about Lenny’s shit with her real father if you hadn’t.”

I’d thought it couldn’t feel worse, but I was wrong. A thick and dirty darkness descended around me.

“You read my journal?” I whispered. There was no part of myself left that was mine, that was me.

“Yes, kitten.” Henry’s face had a rosy alcoholic flush. “She did.”

Nico was panting. “Like I said. Sadistic.” He wiped his mouth. “And you,” he said to Vikram. “You might actually be worse.” He pointed at me. “You sold her out. How sick can you be?”

Vikram approached Nico slowly, as if he were a wild horse in need of breaking. “No! Okay, on the surface, yes, I could understand how you’d think that, but no—I invited you to Sink Night, Nico, remember?” He faced me, pleading. “I knew Nico wouldn’t let anything bad happen to you.”

“You’re saying that you tried to stop Henry from—?” I couldn’t bring myself to say the words.

“I didn’t know what he planned to do,” Vikram said. “I just thought it would be a bit of hazing. Forcing you to drink until you puked or making you put your hand in a jar full of spiders. Or, I don’t know, daring you to streak down the block.” He held up his pinkie finger. “Apart from the special brand, I didn’t know what was going to happen to you last night. I swear it. Henry was the one who made the plan. That’s always how it goes. The grandmeister has complete control.”

“I tried to stop it,” Sloan whispered. “It got out of hand. It was just supposed to be a prank. I told Henry it was way too far. I told him. After I realized he was filming, and he wasn’t backing off. Don’t you remember? I told him to turn the camera off. I told him to stop.”

I ignored Sloan. I ignored Vikram’s outstretched pinkie finger.

“You should’ve told me the truth from the beginning,” I said to Vikram. “You pretended to be my friend and then you used me. You used Nico. For what? Henry’s approval?” Furious tears trickled down my face. “And you knew that they were going to give me a different brand?”

“You’re all being so dramatic,” said Henry. “What’s with the hysterics? That’s how it is every year. We always have a special brand for our sacrifice.”

“You’re sick,” I choked.

The symbolism of the brand was not lost on me. While the normal PC brand was a triangle, mine had an X in its center; the underbelly of the society, the negation of my belonging. It was a constant reminder: No matter how hard I tried, I could never change the body I was in.

“Come on, Lenny,” Henry said, mocking. “You’re going to be in the PC for life. Now you actually have a chance at getting into a good school. And what did I get? I spent months planning this shit. For this?” He fumbled in his pocket for his phone. He tapped at the screen, turned it toward us. Breathy gasps emanated from its tiny speaker, then, You like that? Two bodies moved on the bed, one dark, one light. “Boooooring.”

I flew across the sand, raging, barreling into his body, fingers curling toward him. I clawed for his phone, but I’d settle for his skin or his eyes.

Vikram dragged me away from Henry, who held his phone aloft and panted, “Girl, you crazy.” I understood that he was mimicking a Black person.

Sara ran to me. I shook in her arms, so hard my teeth chattered. Nico stood beside us. He reached a hand toward my shoulder, then paused uncertainly. I could almost feel the warmth of his touch.

“You’re quite a ragtag little bunch, aren’t you,” Henry said to the three of us. He plucked the fifth from its resting place in the sand. “A veritable United Nations of the Third World.” He wore a small, nasty grin.

Vikram groaned. “Brother, you are actively making this situation worse. Just say you’ll delete the video, okay? You’ve had your fun.”

“I genuinely don’t understand the issue,” Henry said through a mouthful of vodka. “No, like—shut up, Vikram—” He threw the empty liquor bottle down the beach, where it shattered against a rock. “You seemed like you were enjoying yourself. Lots of—” He wiggled the phone and moaned, punctuated by a hiccupping noise that I knew I would always associate with that night.

“Besides,” Henry said. “I’m the goddamn grandmeister.” He stabbed a finger at his chest. “If I want to film myself hooking up with a dozen pledges, I’m going to film myself hooking up with a dozen pledges.”

Sara’s hand covered her mouth. She’d been right about the PC from the beginning. I wondered if she felt vindicated. I wondered if she also felt paralyzed by Henry’s lack of humanity, or if she wanted to hurt him, too. Sloan’s face was wet. Henry’s arm had dropped from her shoulder, but she still lingered next to him.

“So, to answer your question, Vikram,” Henry was saying, “No. I will not delete the fucking video.”

I lunged for Henry once more. Vikram resisted for a moment, then released me. I angled my shoulder for Henry’s hips, and we fell to the sand as a tangled creature, multi-legged, heaving—that made twice in twenty-four hours. Again, I raked my nails down his face, pulling hair, twisting his nose, biting his hand when he gripped my arm, barking with the brutal satisfaction of it. Henry’s phone had flown across the sand when I tackled him, but I no longer cared about the video. I wanted to peel his skin from his body with my teeth. I wanted to taste his blood. I wanted the joy of smashing his nose so far into his brain that his face became strawberry jelly. I wanted him to fucking die.

This was a battle. The only noises were grunts and wheezes. Henry punched the side of my head, and I fell back, ear to the sand. Before I could recover, Henry straddled me and punched my ear twice more. I saw white. The others were yelling, trying to pull him off me.

“You crazy psycho bitch,” Henry said.

Then he stood.

My ears rang. Henry was in front of me. The others clustered next to him in a V shape—the same formation we’d used in the woods during pledge night. The night that had led us here. I had loved each of them—Sara, Vikram, Nico, Sloan—in my own way. They’d held me and pushed me and pulled me and forced me, kicking and screaming, toward a new life. It hadn’t been my choice, any of it, not since I had arrived at Blanchard.

Henry’s waist was in my eyeline. I made my hand into a claw and plunged it toward his crotch, grasping at the soft flesh, twisting viciously as I pulled.

Henry screamed. He kneed me in the chin. I crumpled. Before I could put up my hands to protect myself, he landed a kick on my cheek. Another. Pain exploded behind the bone. Henry drew his foot back again, then stopped. I dug sand out of my eyes.

Henry’s mouth had gone slack. His eyelids fluttered. He fell much more slowly than I would have thought possible, like a leaf floating toward the surface of the water. Once he hit the ground, he did not move again.

Standing behind him was Sara. In her hand was the telescope.
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It’s hard to remember the following hour. It’s difficult to say who made the decision. There was a roaring in my ears, so cherry red it was nearly black. Henry’s body lay at my feet, the surf undulating around his head and neck. In this state, I could barely understand the yells from the others.

The next thing I knew, we were on the speedboat.

We motored toward Ediz Hook. Henry’s body lay between me and Sara, his caved-in skull resting on my backpack. His eyes stared at the sky, at me. We’d cleaned him up as best we could on the beach. Sloan had pulled his phone from his pocket, unlocked it. Deleted the video, emptied the trash folder. Done, she’d said. The wound at the back of Henry’s head had begun to clot, and the ferrous scent of blood and tissue purled around me.

The predawn sky churned emerald gray. It was just after six. Barely ninety minutes had passed since we’d finished the marathon. The wind picked up. The boat accelerated unevenly. Sloan yelled at Vikram to speed up, but he backed away from the wheel. I took his place. The boat stuttered through the ocean, jarring the breath from our lungs. I pushed the throttle forward. The boat hit another wave. We raced across the strait, toward the Spit. Henry’s lower half flopped out of Sara’s arms, and she stooped to grab his legs. Nico shouted to Sloan and Sara that they should be ready to heave Henry overboard in five, four, three, two… Sloan was screaming Sick fucking bastard you know that, sick motherfucking bastard on repeat, like a mantra, and we hit another wave just as Henry flew, like a dove, out over the Strait of Juan de Fuca.

To find the power of an impact you must multiply the mass by the impact velocity squared and then divide it all by two. Henry’s death is equal to a stolen telescope, multiplied by the speed with which Sara’s hands, while holding the chunk of metal, moved through the air toward their target.

Henry was gone. Sloan was sobbing hysterically. Sara was yelling and Nico covered his face with his hands and Vikram was so calm and sweet in the early morning glow. I tried to steer, but I lost control of the boat.

We hit the rocks.
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After

First, the void. The atramentous space between stars. I completed my journey across the sky and hit the ocean. I floated there, without air, facedown in the water. For a while, I did not move. I did not worry about Vikram, Sloan, Nico, or Sara. This was before the panic. I was in a buoyant fog. Fifteen again, and the stove on Goodnight Moon was broken. Mom set up her makeshift kitchen every evening on the finger pier, chatted with the fishermen and dock workers as they headed home. I shucked oysters and snapped green beans for her, listened to the loons screeching at one another. Then I saw Yip bring out a card table for the food. We ate on the dock underneath a living sunset, made ludicrous toasts. Sucked the marrow out of chicken bones. After we cleaned up, we lay on the top deck with the bimini collapsed and observed little specks of light, bubbles of gas or the chaotic rainbow smears of nebulae thousands of light-years away.

Even as I understood I was running out of air, I also understood that I wouldn’t ever fully remember the way that year had unfolded. Nothing could capture the annoying hiccup of Vikram’s laugh, or the warmness of freshly sanded wood in a lazy quiet workshop, or the choking feeling of joy I felt when the bus from Port Angeles to Blanchard swung around one of the S-curves that populate the highway to the coast. The way the autumn sun died on Nico’s hair, setting it on fire. Or the way it felt when he kissed me that first time. Sitting on Garnet Beach with the boys, smoking a joint and watching the gulls migrate to Canada. Standing in the dark innards of the forest, drunkenly pledging my life and loyalty to a secret society with a seriousness that, in hindsight, seems absurd.

Even after all this time—over a decade after leaving Blanchard—it doesn’t seem real, any of it.

The day she died, my mother grabbed me for a hug right after lunch, saying, “I love you…?” Always with that ellipsis, the pause, and then the faint question at the end, as if she was realizing it all over again. It’s been years since her death, and still, I cannot decide what the question is. If I’d known she’d be dead by the next morning, would I have tried to remember more? Would it matter if I had?

Listen to me. Listen closely.

I want to tell the truth, but I don’t know if I can.
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Next, the panic. I hyperventilated, cried so hard in that ocean. I thought, perhaps, that I would die. I floated on my back. Henry’s body, its mangled head, floated on my right. To my left was my mother. We were silent for a little while.

Mom pointed at the sky. “Ever seen Venus so bright? It’s like a floodlight up there.”

“Yes,” I said. Then, “The sun will be up soon.”

“I know.” Her hair was infrared. Cruoric seaweed floating around me. Even as I reached for her, she faded. Was my face wet from tears or from the ocean?

Nico and Sara began to call to me from the shore. I was so cold I could barely feel my hands and feet. If I didn’t start swimming toward them, I would drown.

I searched for her again, but she was gone. Henry bobbed next to me. I cradled the torn flesh of his head in my hands. I faced the shore.

“Please don’t leave me again,” I called to my mother. “Not yet.” My teeth began to chatter.

“Kitten,” she said. “I didn’t go anywhere.”
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Three weeks after the boat crash and the day after Thibeaut came to Blanchard to question me, I sat in the far corner of Narnia, under a budding seaside alder, waiting for Vikram and Nico to arrive. Sloan lay in the grass a few feet away, pretending to read her calculus BC textbook. The sun was out, and the air smelled like green things. At ten minutes to one, Nico entered the clearing and sat. It was the second week of spring term. I’d given up trying to talk to him. I bit at my cuticles. Finally, Vikram arrived, fifteen minutes late.

“Let’s get this over with,” he said.

I video-called Sara. Everyone waved limply. Sara’s face was stern. I hadn’t seen her cry since the boat crash.

“How do we want to do this?” said Sloan.

Nico clicked his tongue.

Sloan ignored him. “We all know what each of us has told her. Who wants to take a stab—sorry,” she said, holding up a hand. “Take a whack—oh my god.” She covered her face and began to shake. Vikram patted her knee. “No, I’m okay,” she said. “Nervous laughter.”

Nico ripped out a handful of grass by its roots. “It’s literally insane that our futures depend on the two of you,” he said in a frigid tone. We all knew that he meant Sloan and Vikram.

“Nico,” Vikram said tiredly. His words were plain. “I didn’t know about Henry’s plan for the sacrifice. Truly.”

“And what’s Sloan’s excuse?” Sara demanded.

“I did try,” Sloan said. “I begged him. I didn’t think he would go through with it.”

“You two are pathologically fucking stupid,” said Sara. “Or great liars. I don’t know which. Moving on.”

“Hm,” said Sloan. “Maybe we should just tell the detective the truth. It was self-defense, right, Sara? They probably wouldn’t press charges.”

“You conniving little skank,” Sara began.

“Well, wait,” Vikram cut in. “Sloan has a point. Why are we lying to protect you?”

“Because you’ve already lied,” I said. “If you change your story now, it’s going to look bad. Either way, it’s going to look bad.” I was bluffing, but I tried to keep my voice even and my face clear. “If you go to Thibeaut, I’ll tell her what—what Henry did. I’ll tell her that you didn’t stop him. That you stole my drugs and sold them, that you did it because you owed Henry money.”

“Yes,” said Nico, very slowly, like he was deciding something. “You’re right, Lenny.” It was the first time he’d addressed me in weeks. “That kind of sounds like a motive to kill Henry, don’t you think?”

There was a puff of alder catkin in Nico’s hair. I wanted to pluck it out.

“And there’s still the problem of the video,” Nico said.

“She deleted it.” Vikram pointed at Sloan.

“But nothing’s ever really gone forever, is it?” said Nico. “It’s in the cloud somewhere. If Thibeaut starts digging into what happened in Seattle the night of Initiation, odds are that she’s eventually going to find that video. And that video gives us all motive to kill Henry. They’d argue that Sloan was jealous, and that the rest of us were trying to protect Lenny.”

Vikram huffed. “Alright, I get it. It was just a question. I’ll do whatever you think is best, Nicol—Nico.”

I didn’t think that Vikram believed himself to be the kind of boy who would stand by as one of his friends was violated. Nor did I think that Sloan believed her behavior to be questionable. They’d probably justified it to themselves the same way that anyone justifies anything: It wasn’t their fault. They didn’t know Henry’s whole plan. They knew Henry’s plan but didn’t realize he had been serious. Or maybe I deserved it? Maybe I was just a slut. Maybe Henry and I had been messing around in the makeshift tent outside the woodshop. I could see Sloan, in particular, believing that.

In the world outside Blanchard, most people would struggle to come to terms with the fact that someone they cared for had done something awful. But at Blanchard, and within the circles of the kinds of people that went to Blanchard, there seemed to be a different belief. It was one of merit. At Blanchard, things happened to people because they earned it, not because of legacy, or socioeconomic privilege or lack thereof, or because they had an Ivy League–trained academic coach who tutored them in every subject. If something happened to you, good or bad, it was because you deserved it.

“We’re in agreement, then.” Sara’s voice trembled very slightly, then righted itself. I knew that she would never let me hug her, but I wanted to, so tightly. I wanted to say, Thank you for protecting me from Henry when no one else would. She’d brush me off. She’d roll her eyes and say, You would do the same for me.
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A week later, Vikram and I walked together out to Garnet Beach. We’d been avoiding one another since returning to campus, and I supposed we both wanted to rip off the Band-Aid, see what festered below. I needed to understand who Vikram was, beneath the posturing and jokes. Perhaps then I could let go of my disgust.

Our conversation was strained but polite. Neither of us mentioned Henry. Vikram smoked a spliff. He offered it to me a few times, but I declined. We sat on a log by the water in lax silence.

“What will happen to us?” Vikram’s voice was plaintive. He had to clear his throat a couple times to get the words out.

“I think it’ll be fine.”

Detective Thibeaut wasn’t done with her investigation. And still there was the matter of the video, which would, perhaps, loom over us our entire lives. I had no business speaking so confidently of our chances to Vikram, yet I could not help myself. Confidence in the narrative I wished to be true was the biggest lesson I’d learned at Blanchard that year.

“I meant with us. How do we live with all this?”

Because it was true—the night of the boat crash had created some indelible alchemical link between the five of us who’d survived. Whether we liked it or not, our stories were wedded. We’d never be alone again.

When I didn’t reply, Vikram said, “You don’t have to believe me, but I’m so damn s—” He choked on the apology, tears filling his voice. He looked uncertain. When I didn’t reply, he said, “Am I a bad person?” He held himself carefully apart from me. A month ago, he’d have leaned against my shoulder, helped himself to the support of my body. Now, there was a fledgling vulnerability in his eyes.

A seagull drifted above the water, nearly invisible against the hazy gray sky. Next to us, out of the fetid ground, wild daffodils forced their frilly heads toward the weak sun. I crushed one of their velvet-soft petals against my palm.

I had no answer for him. The allure of the PC and, to some extent, of Blanchard, was the order they created from chaos. Hierarchy could feel comforting, even when it was oppressing you. Henry’s death had exposed that hierarchy as a fluke. What use was being on top if you were alive one moment, then dead the next?

Vikram’s every act had been in service of gaining status: selling drugs to popular students, manipulating me, playing a character for clout. I didn’t feel pity for Vikram. All the same—to live such a life was one thing, but to believe that you must live such a life must be very lonely.
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Detective Thibeaut and I spoke once more, the second week of May.

“Wanted to update you on the investigation,” Thibeaut said. “Seems you were right. Henry Quinn’s head injury came from impact with the rocks on Ediz Hook. There were fragments of the same type of rock embedded in his skull. Coroner ruled it an accident. Case is closed.”

“Thank you for telling me.”

Thibeaut was quiet. I thought she’d hung up. “I’m probably not supposed to say this. I could lose my job. But my boss walks into my office last week and says, ‘Hey, Kathy. You know the governor of Washington is a Blanchard alum, right?’ And I say, ‘Yes, I did, in fact, know that.’ And he proceeds to tell me that his boss told him that the case is closed. Not hard to figure out what’s going on here.”

It seemed in my best interests to remain silent.

“Yeah,” Thibeaut said drily. “That’s what I thought. You know, I’d be very careful if I were you. You’re on a dangerous path.”

“Sorry?” I said.

“You’ve been at that school, what, less than a year? And you’re already becoming one of them.”

She hung up.
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On a sunny morning at the end of May, my life once again became my own. I arrived late to my session with Darla. Campus smelled like hay and ferns. June’s gentleness hid around every corner. I clattered into Darla’s office, breathing heavily, already apologizing. Darla was behind her desk. A mixed woman with a pretty, pouty face perched on a chair opposite her. She wore a conservatively cut polyester skirt suit, her locs neatly coiled at the base of her neck.

“Lenny,” said Darla. “Sit.”

I took the chair next to the mixed woman. There was a badge clipped to her lapel: her picture, and the Washington state seal, along with “Circuit Court, Clallam—.” There were more words, but the angle of her shoulders made them impossible to read. My throat burned. This woman worked for the court system in Port Angeles. Yip’s plan had come to fruition.

“Erika has a few questions,” Darla said. “We’ll have you back in class within the hour.”

“Alena,” the woman said. She’d flipped open a manila file folder and was organizing documents, pulling out a legal pad, uncapping a pen. She seemed entirely oblivious to my panic. “My name is Erika Maines. I’m a social worker. Part of my job is helping the court determine where children live after their parents’ divorce, or when their sole parent or guardian is no longer able to care for them.”

Erika Maines. Her name blared through my nervous system. She was the woman with whom Yip had several mysterious meetings. Dates, Sara had called them, and Yip himself had been reluctant to correct this assumption. This was much worse. Not a girlfriend after all, but a social worker. Had Yip sought her out? Asked her to contact my biological father? I’d been dreading this day for almost ten months, imagining how it would feel to fully accept that Yip didn’t want me. I hadn’t realized I’d be so calm.

“Let’s start with your background,” Erika said. “Where did you grow up? Who raised you?”

As I answered Erika’s questions, I realized that it wasn’t calm I felt, but surrender. There was a squealing and snarling part of me that still protested. I’d fought so hard. Had schemed and planned and stolen to avoid meeting my fate, but it had found me in the end.

“What’s your daily routine like when you’re with your stepfather?”

“When I was younger, we spent a lot of time together. We went on bike rides every Sunday. He helped me with my homework. He was really good at math. He—” Was I supposed to answer honestly, or should I present an idealized picture of our relationship? I supposed it didn’t matter anymore. “When my mom died,” I said, “everything kind of changed. He wasn’t around a lot. I kind of did my own thing.”

Erika hmm-ed and made a note.

“Who took care of you when he wasn’t around?”

“There wasn’t anyone else. I took care of myself.”

“Your biological father—how often do you see him?”

“I don’t even remember the last time.”

On went the humiliation. Erika asked me about my mother. Her death. My time at Blanchard. If I felt my biological father loved me. If I felt Yip loved me. Every few minutes, Darla murmured sympathetically.

Erika checked her watch. “Almost done. How would you describe your relationship with your stepfather?”

“Normal, I guess.”

Erika tried to mask her irritation. “Can you elaborate?”

“I don’t know. Calm? He lets me do my thing. Like, when I was in elementary school I went through a phase where I only wanted to eat space food. My mom kept trying to get me to eat food that wasn’t freeze dried. But Yip thought it was great.” I let myself soften briefly, remembering. “He built me a rocket ship out of plywood and cardboard, and he convinced my mom to let me eat my meals inside.”

He’d painted the rocket ship, too. He’d gone to Home Depot and picked out my favorite colors and painted the whole thing one evening while I slept. He even made me a little helmet.

“He didn’t have to love me,” I said slowly. “But he chose to. And that meant something.”

“We do try to take into account the child’s wishes when we make these determinations,” Erika said. “Although, of course, we also consider whether the adult parties are willing and able to provide care. Do you have a preference about who you live with?”

It hadn’t occurred to me that anyone would ask. Would she think I was insane if I said Yip, knowing that he didn’t want me? Perhaps Erika would think that my input couldn’t be trusted.

“My stepfather, I guess.”

“You guess?” Darla said.

“It’s alright,” Erika said. There was a tinge of kindness in her voice. “These cases can be confusing. Lots of complex emotions. Your stepfather is confident he can provide adequate care for you, but you’re sixteen. You’re old enough to have a say in where you live. If you don’t feel living with your stepfather is the right decision for you, I can reflect that to the court.”

Darla’s office was silent. One of the windows was cracked open. A warbler cooed in the trees. The screeching within me had fallen silent. Hope sprang free from its trap in my chest. I tried to shove it back inside.

“But Yip is trying to send me away,” I said. “To the Yukon.”

“I certainly hope not,” said Erika. “These last few months working with me would have been a waste of time.”

“You don’t understand. He’s been so withdrawn since my mother died. Everything’s different. I can’t explain how, but—he doesn’t want me.”

“We’ve talked about this, hon,” said Darla. “You can’t internalize your stepfather’s grief.”

She knew nothing.

“He got a letter from my biological father. I—he hid it from me.”

“Yes,” said Erika. “They’ve been corresponding. Discussing logistics.”

“But Sloan said—” Darla’s eyebrows climbed toward the ceiling. “Never mind,” I muttered. To discuss Sloan was to tread dangerously close to the boat crash, to everything that had happened with Henry.

“My stepfather,” I said. “I want to live with him.”

“Noted.” Erika shook my hand. “We should have a decision for you within a few weeks.”
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After supper, I went to Lummi. The air in the evenings had grown clearer and thinner and brighter, like watercolors splashing across a fresh piece of paper. The sun was pulling the curtain of night over its face, bit by bit. I’d been crawling through grief for so long I didn’t know how to be anything other than numb. The longing for normalcy had become a story I told myself, about who I could have been. By reciting that story ad nauseam, I’d lost the chance to become who I was. I would not make that mistake again.

Sloan was at her desk, working on an English paper. I sat on her bed. There didn’t seem any point in strategizing.

“Why’d you lie to me?” I said. “About my stepfather giving up custody.”

She studied me for a minute, then said, “Honestly? I was jealous.”

“Of me?” This was absurd. Sloan had everything.

Sloan sighed at the ceiling. “You can be so dense. Henry had a thing for you.”

“I thought that was just part of the manipulation.”

“Maybe it was, in the beginning. Or maybe you’re right. Maybe it never stopped being a manipulation. But he was obsessive over you. Even when we were alone together, all he wanted to do was talk about the plan. You can’t know what that feels like, when the person you—”

“Jesus, Sloan. Are you serious?”

“I’m being honest. The same as you. And I’ve apologized so many times. Like—what more do you want?”

“It’s a bit hard to quantify an apology for this sort of thing, don’t you think?”

“You don’t need to be rude about it.”

“Don’t I? Sloan.” Oh, I thought. There’s the rage. “You went through my journal. You told Henry that my mom’s nickname for me was kitten.” Of all the violations, that one had felt the most insidious.

“It was never supposed to end the way it did. I tried to get him to dial it back. I really did. But honestly, there was a moment where I kind of thought you were into it.”

“You can’t possibly believe that. Especially not after you realized he was filming.”

We stared at one another. Sloan looked away first.

“And for what?” I said. “So he could blackmail me? What did I have that he could ever want?” Even as I asked the question, I knew. He wanted my wholeness. He wanted my innocence.

“You don’t understand. I couldn’t stop him.”

You could have, I thought. You just chose not to.

Several long seconds passed.

“He didn’t deserve to die.” Her voice was hushed.

“Yes, he did,” I snapped. “Of all people, he fucking deserved it.”

The room grew dark. Neither of us moved to switch on the light.

“Maybe you’re right,” Sloan said. “Maybe it’s better that he’s gone.” She sniffed. “This way, his parents don’t know about any of it. After everything that happened, it’s better that they keep this beautiful image of him in their heads.”

Though I didn’t agree, though I would always hate Henry, I understood what she meant. In this way, his parents would not have to lose him twice.
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I picked up Sara’s call on the threshold of the dining hall. Any excuse to avoid the whispered speculation inside.

Sara was breathless. “We did it. The marathon. We won. Well, second place.”

I stopped. A senior bumped into me. “Watch where you’re going, asshole,” he said.

“Sorry. Not you, Sara. But wait—we didn’t submit anything.” Into Sara’s conspicuous silence, I asked, “Did we?”

“Nico did. We didn’t want to say anything till we were sure.”

The camera hadn’t, in fact, sunk during the boat crash. It had washed up on the beach. After the sheriff’s office examined the camera, they’d released it, inexplicably, to Nico, after they’d interviewed him. It was waterlogged and wouldn’t turn on. Some of the files were corrupted but there’d been enough salvageable ones to submit a compelling entry.

“Why would Nico do that?” I asked. Our relationship had graduated to brief hellos when we crossed paths outside grub.

“Who cares? We won five thousand dollars, bay-bee!”

Sara was doing math, talking about splitting up the winnings between us, kidnapping me from Blanchard, heading to Olympia—with a little for Nico as a thank-you.

“Maybe we can wait,” I said.

“You must be joking. This is our moment.”

I leaned against the wall of the dining hall. “I don’t think I can come with you. Not right now, anyway.”

When Sara finally spoke, she didn’t sound angry. “I get it. John Spaulding told me. About the custody thing. I’m happy for you.”

“It’s still not settled. I haven’t heard anything from Yip yet.” I wrapped my free arm around myself. “I’ll come visit you,” I said. “If you want.”

“No shit. No saying you’re going to and then you don’t.”

“You want me to?”

“Sure.” Her voice was belligerently sarcastic. It was always belligerently sarcastic when she felt positive emotion. “We’re friends, aren’t we?”

“Oh, are we?”

“For now,” Sara said darkly.

I clicked my tongue.

“Fine.” The sarcasm deepened. “Fine.” Her voice lengthened mockingly but then crested into tentative warmth. It would be years before Sara could express herself without irony. “Thank you, Port Angeles, for doing one thing correctly.”

As the years passed, Sara and I rarely spoke of what happened that night at the End of the World. It remained between us, though, the protected bedrock of our relationship. It wasn’t a threat. It was a tether. Just as we were both simultaneously trapped and liberated by Port Angeles, the same was true of our friendship.
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A couple weeks before commencement, I went to the woodshop to find it empty, benches deserted, stools tucked underneath. The scraps of wood and bottles of glue normally littering the woodshop’s workbenches were gone. The floor was swept clean of its usual film of wood shavings.

“Lenny?” Murchie had poked her head out of her office. “Looking for someone?”

“No, I—class? Is there no class today?”

“First day of reading period.” She beckoned me into her office.

It was. The brain fog from the concussion had mostly lifted, but I still had moments where it felt as though I was fumbling through the darkness, blindfolded, no language or gestures to make sense of the emotions doing a terrifying series of backflips inside me.

“Excited for summer?” Murchie said.

“Sure.” Soon, I’d be back in Port Angeles. Back on the boat with Yip. I still hadn’t heard any news about the custody decision, but I was cautiously optimistic.

“It’s been a tough year for you. With everything. Then Henry.”

Couldn’t these adults leave well enough alone? It’d been bad enough that Dr. Hesse had called me, Sloan, Nico, and Vikram into her office for a talk that’d been half apologetic, half accusing—we shouldn’t have left campus, she’d said. But she felt for us, for the trauma we’d experienced, watching Henry’s accidental death.

“I hope you don’t blame yourself,” Murchie said. How little she knew. “The PC chews up people like us and spits them out.”

I shifted warily in my seat. “What’s the PC?”

“Come on. I graduated from Blanchard almost twenty years ago, before the PC went underground. But the alumni network is strong. People stay in touch.” She was unfazed by my silence. “Ad astra per aspera. Happy now?”

“You could have read that anywhere,” I said. “And no.”

“Why would I lie?”

A shard of memory from earlier in the year forced its way to the front of my brain. “That’s why you kept asking me if I was getting along with Henry, isn’t it?”

“I wasn’t certain you were in until the boat crash. Recruitment is obviously a bit different, now that it operates ‘secretly.’” She made air quotes. “I keep telling Hesse to shut it down. But as long as no one is arrested or hurt, she’s happy to ignore it and collect the endowment.”

“But…” Something dark and ugly percolated within me. “They get blackout drunk every week. They do drugs. She just lets that happen? You let that happen?”

“Hesse thinks that it would be more dangerous if the PC went truly underground. She wouldn’t have eyes on anything.”

“You’re the eyes?” I shoved up my sleeve. “They’re branding people. Burning them with hot irons. You’re okay with that?” I held my arm up, the triangle with its X shining a fleshy mauve.

Murchie caught her breath. She pushed up her own sleeve. A triangle sat in the crook of her elbow, crossed by a small X. The sacrifice. “Ad astra per alia porci.”

“That’s—this is worse.” My voice shook. “This is fucking worse. You know what they do to the sacrifice. Jesus, even the fact that we’re called ‘the sacrifice’ is a huge red flag. How can you live with it?”

She steepled her fingers. “A little extra hazing and a different brand, all for entrance into one of the more exclusive societies in the country. If I weren’t a cynic, I’d say it’s worth the gallon of saltwater I had to chug.”

“That’s what they made you do? Drink saltwater?”

Murchie nodded. “When I was a senior, we had the sacrifice swallow a live goldfish. We thought we were edgy.” She laughed.

So. Henry truly had gone off the rails. And whether they knew it or not, Murchie, Dr. Hesse—Blanchard as an institution—had cosigned his actions. That the PC still existed was proof of that. But even through my fury, I recognized that I was virtually powerless. There was no way to expose what Henry had done without exposing what’d happened to me, which would inevitably surface the video, along with renewed suspicions about Henry’s death.

A memory played across my mind, one of me singing aloud, half naked, as Thea and Sloan painted makeup on my face in one of the senior girls’ dorm rooms. This was what the PC had done: given me everything, then taken it away. I was a nobody. A rabid animal backed into a corner. Henry’s lifeless eyes met mine. His brain was spattered across the sand, the black Pacific Ocean lapping it away. I was the hunted and the hunter. I would never be one of them.

And yet, I was. If I wanted the truth of Henry’s murder to stay hidden, he—and the PC—would get away with everything.

“Does the board of trustees know about the PC?” I was calmer now. I’d gone through a cleansing fire and come out the other side, changed, burned, stronger. Or, perhaps, just more pragmatic.

“Of course. Most of them were members.”

There were no avenues for recourse. Except, perhaps, Secret Societiesss. The only reason I’d begun to suspect that the PC wasn’t what they claimed to be was blue_bby02’s posts. Were they similarly wounded by the PC? I wondered how much we had in common—how far we could go to expose the PC on the site.

“What did they have you do?” Murchie said.

“Hmm? Oh,” I said. “Yeah. They locked me in a closet for an hour.” Murchie raised an eyebrow. “I’m afraid of the dark.”

“Zero points for creativity.”
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I lay behind the woodshop, inside the finished canoe. I traced the hand-hewn shiplap joints, feeling the places where Henry notched too deeply. He shaped the boat, but in the end, I finished it.

Finals had come and gone. As classes ended, we shed most of our clothing in the pre-summer heat. A recklessness had taken over the night of the marathon, one that had lived within me since Initiation. We rose late, swam in the lake, and stayed up until all hours of the night packing our belongings.

It was high noon. The stars were hidden by the sun, and then the sun was hidden by Nico’s face as he leaned over the lip of the canoe.

“You okay in there?”

“Sorry. Just thinking.”

“No need to apologize.” He ran a finger along the canoe’s lip. “What are you going to do with her?”

“The canoe? Haven’t decided.”

“You could take it home with you.”

“I don’t think so.”

“You could burn it.” His hand came to rest next to mine, not quite touching. Something in my low belly stretched, warm and languid.

“Maybe.” Then, “No, I think I’ll leave it here, on campus. It belongs in this place.”

It was the most we’d spoken since before the crash. The return to a semblance of normalcy was jarring. So was my attraction to Nico. I didn’t have words for the grief, the what if. Nico and I hadn’t ever spoken about sex, about first times. But it could have happened with him, in the way that I wanted. Nico had been avoiding me. Still, I could tell he felt badly for me, as though I were some wounded thing. An animal with its leg caught in a trap. Even now, Nico watched me, as if he was waiting for me to begin weeping. To never stop.

But it wasn’t sadness I felt. Henry’s actions had left me craving some kind of bulletproof protection. And what recourse did I have but anger? So, I raged. The fury covered my shame. It made me decent. I wanted to wear his entrails as a necklace. I wanted to climb inside his skin, have it as my cloak. Parade in it around campus and the world as if I fucking owned it all.

Of course, I revealed none of this. I went to class. I kept my head bowed. I became so practiced at hiding my emotions that even in the years after I left Blanchard, I would often find myself smiling at a coworker’s or a date’s off-color joke, only to understand later that I wanted to slap him. Those moments of realization were quickly chased by contrition. What is wrong with me, I’d ask my mother. Tell me why I’m like this.

In those moments, I felt her absence most.

“Listen, Nico.” I sat up. “I wanted to say something before I left campus. I’m sorry I involved you in the PC stuff, and then… yeah.” I waved my hand, trying to encompass what had happened on the beach.

“God,” said Nico. “Lenny, no. No.” He covered his eyes. “I’m the one who should be apologizing. I—I didn’t handle any of this well.” He was quiet. Then he cleared his throat. “I’m so sorry that I let all this shit happen to you.”

“Wait,” I said. “Are you crying?”

“No,” he said. Then, “It’s fine. It happens sometimes.” He gently removed my hand from his knee. “I don’t need to be comforted.”

“It wasn’t your job to stop Sloan and Henry.”

“Maybe. But I wasn’t there for you when you needed me.” I understood, then: Nico carried his own shame. It sank in his eyes like a stone through water. “I’ll never forgive myself for that.”

And then, like rain being reabsorbed into the desert, his tears were gone. One of his hands floated to his neck like a homing pigeon. He changed the subject. There was nothing else to say. “Listen, do you want to go on a hike? My parents are here to help me move. They’re going to chapel this evening, but I think I’m going to skip it. We can borrow their car?”

We found ourselves in the Volvo, driving east. The spring rains were long finished but the heat of late summer had yet to dry out the peninsula. All around us was a riot of verdant ridges, some of which were still capped with snow. At the center was the lake, impossibly blue, dark twilight fading out to cerulean, violet, and turquoise near the shore. The hike was a sweaty mess of comfortable silence. We ascended through clouds of horsetails and ferns. The forest came alive around us. The whole of Olympic National Park lay before us, green, green, and blue, as far as I could see. I sat there, on what felt like the top of the world. I faced Nico. We kissed. I wanted to press into him, to lose myself. Then Nico pointed to the sky. A hawk was diving toward the Sol Duc River. The moment was over. I wondered how anyone could bear to exist in a world so astir.
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The seniors graduated with much celebration. I did not attend the ceremony. I sat on Garnet Beach and watched one last afternoon go by over the mountains of Vancouver. It was hard to fathom leaving Blanchard that evening for Port Angeles. Everything would be different when I returned in the fall.

The ghost of my past self was on the beach next to me, joking with Vikram and Nico. How many times had we sat here, well into the evening. Until the snapping turtles emerged from the pond that fed into the water, until the frogs sang to us, until the moon came out and the world receded. I fell into the stars, where I traced a line from one end of the night sky to the other, wondering if the constellations would look the same in Berkeley. Nico had already gone home.

I made my way back to campus. The school had set up a white tent behind the dining hall, next to the ecology garden, for a celebratory reception. I saw its glowing lights from afar, heard the clinking of glasses and the toasts. Yip would arrive soon to retrieve me. I waited for him in front of the dining hall. Fireworks crackled across the sky. There was a collective gasp from the white tent as crimson and purple spattered overhead. Ash rained down with each skittering explosion. To my mind, humans love fireworks because they’re the closest most of us can get to soaring through the stars.

“That you?” Yip wove his way through the rotten-smelling firework smoke. Ash clung to his eyebrows and beard, aging him ten years.

We embraced. I’d rehearsed this conversation for a week. I would let him bring up the subject of custody. I would be annoyed that he hadn’t filled me in sooner. That annoyance would protect against any possibility that my biological father had won custody after all.

“Why didn’t you tell me?” I asked abruptly. I sounded too earnest, like a child who needed reassurance.

Yip kicked the ground. He didn’t ask what I meant. “I wanted to. Went back and forth about it. But my lawyer said it was better this way. Didn’t want you to get your hopes up.”

I waited, silent.

“Also,” he kicked the ground again, “I know you were struggling, kid. But I was struggling, too. There were a lot of days this year when I wanted to pretend like none of it was happening.” A pause. “It made your mother’s death feel too real.”

I was so stupid. “I’m sorry.”

“I should’ve told you.” He tugged his earlobe. “I never wanted to make you feel like you didn’t have a place with me.” My stepfather squirmed. Maybe that was where I’d gotten it from. We weren’t good at talking about our emotions. That had always been my mother’s forte.

“I know,” I murmured. What would my mother have said? “It’s okay. Everything turned out okay.”

“I guess it did.”

Fireworks exploded overhead. Love and grief fought for space inside me.

“I’m starving.” I shrugged my shoulder toward the dining hall’s entrance. “Should we eat?”

Yip took a couple steps toward the dining hall, then halted. “I really am sorry. I thought I was doing the right thing by not telling you. I should have told you.”

I knew it was the closest he would get to saying out loud that he loved me.

“You should have,” I agreed.
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During dinner, Yip explained how he’d gotten custody.

“After your mother died, I sent your biological father a letter. I didn’t have his phone or email. He wrote me back a couple months later. Sent me a note and this whole packet of papers. It was a legal document, written by a lawyer, formally renouncing responsibility for you.” Yip folded his napkin into increasingly smaller squares. “That’s why I didn’t tell you. Didn’t want to hurt you.”

“Then you had no choice,” I said.

“Sounds terrible when you say it like that.”

He had to know.

“It was me,” I said. “It’s my fault she died.”

He opened a toothpick and chewed on it. He was trying to figure out what to say. I knew him so well. How had I convinced myself otherwise?

“Why do you think that?”

“We fought,” I said. “I pushed her. Strokes are caused by stress.”

“Kid,” he said. “That’s not how that works.”

“But we were on the water. If we hadn’t been out there, we could have gotten her to the hospital sooner.”

“Maybe,” he said. “But it was the middle of the night. If she hadn’t been out there with you, she would have died in her sleep.”

“I was mad at her,” I said. “Even if that didn’t kill her, I was angry at her when she died, and she knew that.”

“No,” said Yip. “It wouldn’t have mattered to your mom that you were mad at her. She loved you. That’s what mattered. Trust me.” He covered my hand with his own. I almost jerked mine away, but then I allowed myself to stay, to melt into a space where I was ten or four and blissfully unaware of how painful life could be.

“Listen,” Yip said. “Do you want to come home? Because if you do, home is there for you.”

The Lenny of a year ago would have immediately said yes. I loved her still, that naïve little girl, the one who hadn’t yet learned that the world was a horrific place, and that people sometimes did bad things just because they could. The Lenny of six months ago would have asked, bitingly, Do you even want me to come home?

But at that moment, I was neither of those Lennys. I had become someone else, someone I am continuing to become even today. I thought about everything that had happened since Yip brought me to Blanchard the September prior. I thought about telling him. Would he judge me for what happened with Henry? Would he think I had brought it upon myself by joining the PC? But then I remembered what Nico said—I did not need to apologize for what Henry did to me. One day, I would tell Yip everything. I would let myself be seen.
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I began writing it all down the first night of summer vacation. It was rough going. There was no way for me to know this at the time, but it would take me over a decade to get it all out. But that June evening, curled in my bunk like a shrimp, notebook propped against my legs, I thought if I wrote out what happened the night of the boat crash, it would be like removing it from my brain to examine before guilt completely rewrote the memories. The shame, as I’ve said, is the real story. If I could understand why I hated myself for the decisions I’d made, perhaps I could also understand the dimensions of my grief. You live the questions, and then you live the answers.

So—here it is. The part I couldn’t stomach in the moment. Here is what I could not bear to remember.

Here is the story I’ve been trying to tell you.
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We stood in a loose knot around Henry’s body. You’d think there would be more screaming. More tears. But mostly, there was shock.

“What do we do,” Sara whispered finally.

Vikram giggled, then clapped a hand over his mouth, nostrils flaring in alarm. Nico took steady breaths, like a metronome. I knew that if someone disturbed those breaths, he would crumble.

It was Sloan who broke away from the pack. She jogged up the beach, then returned a few seconds later, a football-sized rock in hand. The negotiations began.

“We’ll have to make it look like an accident,” said Sloan.

She explained. We would drag Henry inland several yards, toward the rocks. We’d bash the wound on Henry’s head with the rock, then we would leave his body on the beach—make it look as though he’d tripped, inebriated, and fallen against the rocks.

“This is fucking crazy,” Sara said. The whites of her eyes were visible all the way around her irises. “We’re not doing this.”

“Let me remind you,” Sloan said, over-enunciating each word, “that you are the one who killed Henry. We’re covering for you.”

Sara’s mouth trembled. Then she snapped, “No. We’re all covering for ourselves. You most of all. None of this would have happened if it wasn’t for the video.”

“He’s wet,” said Vikram, as if Sara hadn’t spoken. “We’re going to have to report the ‘accident,’ and the police will come and see he’s wet and start asking questions.”

“What about the boat?” said Nico, his words halting. “We could crash the boat back at Ediz Hook. Throw his body against the rocks. Make it look like an accident.”

Vikram eyed Nico, appraising. I could not speak. I was muzzled by the grief of knowing a reality in which Nico—who refused to kill spiders, who knew dozens of knock-knock jokes—could make such a statement.

In the end, the only person who could stomach bashing Henry’s head with the rock was Sloan. Vikram, Sara, Nico, and I stood in a tight ring above her. We’d made a wordless pact not to move. To brace her.

Sloan raised the rock. She paused. She took several shaky breaths, screaming through the last one. She lowered the rock, almost to Henry’s head, and then raised it again. Her hands fell to her lap.

“I can’t,” she whispered.

I dropped to my knees. I didn’t even hesitate. The night had flayed apart any illusion of control. I was an animal. I operated on pure instinct. I would never forgive Sloan’s betrayal. But her survival was also my own. Fuck the PC, I thought. This is the real brotherhood. The true sisterhood.

I wrapped my hands around Sloan’s. Snot and tears puddled in her philtrum. Her lips peeled back from her teeth.

“On three,” I said.

Together, our hands glided through the air. We struck Henry’s head once, twice. Flecks of his blood and brain sprayed my cheeks, my forehead.

“Fucking hell,” Sara said, wiping her own face.

There was the sick and salty smell of blood, sticky on the wind-humped beach beneath our feet. Only Vikram had the presence of mind to go back after we’d moved Henry. He shuffled sand over the spot where the blood puddled like molasses. I packed Cyrus’s telescope into my backpack and filled it with rocks. We’d drop it in the strait once we motored out far enough.

We floated Henry’s body out from the beach at the End of the World to the spot in the shallows where Coo Coo Cachoo was anchored. Nico’s mouth was clenched with nausea, but he had a capable grip on Henry’s ankles. Sara had his shoulders. She spit surreptitiously on the back of Henry’s head before we lugged him up onto the runabout.

Through her tears, Sloan explained that we had to start the boat and hold Henry by his ankles. The propeller would catch his head and cover any discrepancies between the wound Sara had made with the telescope and the one we’d made with the rock. We’d throw him off the boat in the moment before impact. A tragic accident.

“Agreed?” Sloan asked.

One by one, Sara, Nico, Vikram, Sloan, and I nodded.

“Agreed.”

It had happened the moment Sara bludgeoned Henry with the telescope—the binding. We now belonged to one another, for good. And it occurred to me, as Vikram turned the key and the runabout’s engine sputtered to life, as the agate ocean slithered around us, as we washed Henry’s blood from one another’s faces, that this was the only thing I’d ever wanted from the PC.

To belong.







[image: ]
39

Before

The first morning after my mother, Yip, and I arrived in Port Angeles, before Blanchard, before all of this, I woke early. It was June and the sun had already begun to rise. The sounds of the marina came through my open porthole. Voices called to one another. The words were indistinguishable, but their meaning carried—men in rubber boots checking their engines, swabbing the decks. Preparing for a day at sea. Everything smelled like diesel and algae and bird shit and pine sap.

After thirty minutes or so, there was murmuring as my mother and Yip arose. Light creaking: My mother was in the galley. Water ran from the faucet. A pot clinked onto the stove; we hadn’t unpacked the kettle yet. Yip’s footsteps emerged from their cabin. I heard a smacking noise—kiss kiss kiss kiss. My mother giggled then opened the fridge.

“You think she’s going to want bacon?”

“Maybe,” said Yip. “Let’s make some, just in case.”

I lay in bed a few minutes longer. The scent of hot fat and pancakes flitted into my berth. I wriggled my toes and peered out of the porthole. If I craned my neck, I could just see the sky. It was bluer than the center of a fire. I wondered what I would do that day. My choices spooled out in front of me. On they stretched.
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After

A year or two after I graduated from Blanchard, I read a book by Amos Oz. It was about a man who, every morning upon waking, reaches for his journal and describes his dreams. It seemed beautiful to me. I decided I would do the same thing.

For years now I have woken and—even before rubbing the sandy night from my eyes—I’ve dutifully squeezed every bit of subconsciousness I remember onto a page. I have dozens of black books with pages of dreams from November, from June, from college and different hemispheres and hair colors, from falling in and out of love, and memories from Before she died and After, and sometimes it seems like they’re trying desperately to tell me something important, and other times it’s like radio chitchat about the weather: that is to say, meaningless and brittle, something to fill the empty space between songs.

Everything began with my mother dying. If she hadn’t, I’m not sure I would’ve ended up at Blanchard. And if I hadn’t gone to Blanchard, I wouldn’t have met Vikram or Henry. I wouldn’t have met Nico, either. I would not have been on Coo Coo Cachoo at approximately six thirty in the morning on March 30, driving the boat into Ediz Hook. I’d have no reason to tell this story.

That’s why I’m writing it. Because my mother’s death happened to her and to me, but it also happened to my friends. There is no “her life” or “my life” or “their lives.” There is only our life. It’s one endless, entangled thread. And I don’t want to forget it—her. Even if it means remembering the terrible parts. It now seems funny that I thought I would ever be an astronomer. I love the stars, yes, but I don’t understand science or numbers, the immutable truth of them. The transience of existence is what I understand, and shaping it into language is the only way I know how to survive it. Consider this my message in a bottle.

I’d like to say that I never spoke to Vikram or Sloan again, that I made the PC pay for what they did to me. But the problem was—is—that I still struggle to name what happened that night in Seattle. I was as surprised by the assault as anyone. I’ve spent the intervening years trying to understand what occurred in that bedroom. Why it was the crux of the story. Why it happened to me. Because one boy made a terrible choice? Or perhaps it was bigger than that. Perhaps it was an institution seeing his bad behavior—the bad behavior of everyone like him—and declining to stop it.

It is, in some ways, a tired tale for the twenty-first century. My story doesn’t iterate on the mechanisms by which race and class and gender intersect with violence. It says nothing new about sexual assault. Title IX has been in the news for decades. The #MeToo movement feels played out. And—though we’re loath to admit it—we’ve grown weary of these continuous accountings. Of their sameness. It’s easier to feel numb than continuously outraged at the pervasiveness of it all.

But perhaps that is the story: that my fate felt inescapable, like an orbital path. Like gravity.

Was it worth killing Henry over?

I don’t know.

But then I think about how he fed me alcohol until I blacked out. I think about how I froze when his fingers slid inside me, how I silently screamed No when I realized he was filming us.

I think often about the video. I wonder if it will ever resurface.

We all wonder that. The five of us met once, a few years ago, for one night and one day. We rented a cabin on the Bogachiel River, a couple hours southeast of Blanchard. We allowed ourselves to reminisce about our time at Blanchard. To be sick with anxiety about the possibility of being found out. We got drunk. We swam in the river. We tried, best as we were able, to absolve one another of our guilt.

As close as I am to Nico—and as close as I was to Vikram—my favorite moment from the trip was after the boys went to sleep: Sara, Sloan, and I sit on the bank of the river, around a small fire. For the first time that trip, we name what Henry did to me. Sloan cries. She asks if I’ll hate her forever. I’m surprised to hear myself say I won’t. It doesn’t feel like a lie. She did something awful because she wanted Henry’s approval. How many times had I betrayed myself for the same prize?

The dying coals are glowing and sputtering between us, and I’m telling Sloan that I forgive her. Sara and I are holding her hands. We’re an unbroken ring. We are women who lost their mothers, or whose mothers lost us. We are women who never had mothers to begin with, so we had to do it ourselves, the mothering. We did it to survive. We grew fangs and claws before we even knew what that meant. We are wolves in the pretty wool of sheep. We protect ourselves—we protect each other. We would tear the world apart if it meant saving our own.

Is that not what mothers do?
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Apart from the trip, I don’t see Sloan or Vikram. Sloan’s in Los Angeles. She works in marketing. We follow each other on social media but we do not like each other’s posts. Vikram works at a start-up in the Bay Area. Sometimes we exchange memes.

Sara went to nursing school in Olympia then moved back to Port Angeles. She married a respiratory therapist. They have two young children. The life she never wanted found her. It’s difficult to reconcile the snarling girl with the woman she is now. We speak less frequently—it’s hard, with the babies—but every time I’m back in Port Angeles we lay in the hammock in her backyard. If it’s clear, we look at the stars.

Nico and I broke up the summer after we graduated from high school. We’ve remained close, except for a year post-college when he lived in Bend and dated a snowboarder from Santa Cruz. She didn’t like me. This was understandable. She saw the thread between me and Nico and did not trust it. She couldn’t have known that that door closed after Henry’s death. I think Nico and I knew too much about each other, about the painful time when we were learning to become the people we would be for the rest of our lives. It was never meant to last.

One heavy night in Ballard, not long before he moved to Bend, Nico and I went down the street for curry. He’d come to town for my graduation from the University of Washington. We were talking about jobs, college, death—and about my mother, for the first time in years. His back was so straight and sure. I had to take two steps for every stride he made.

I was weaving in and out of the busted concrete, step on a crack, break your mother’s back, and he said, “I’d like to think I’m not afraid to die, right? But if I was truly unafraid of dying and someone came to kill me, right this very moment, then I would say, ‘So kill me.’ Right? I wouldn’t flinch. But when it comes down to it, I don’t know if that’s what I would do. I guess that means I am afraid of dying.”

“I’m not afraid to die,” I told him. “But I am afraid.”

And he said, “Afraid of what?”

And I thought and thought. But I had no answer. By then, it had been six years since my mother died, and I still felt alone and adrift, with no hope of ever finding the light. I wondered then if we just invent occurrences to go with the big emotions. If the big emotions aren’t there already, in all of us, lying in wait for some heartbreak, some triumph to pull them out of the darkness.

Then Nico asked what my dream career was. I said I’d like to shut myself away in a woodshop day after day. I didn’t tell him that, as much as I loved the stars, it was time for me to come down to Earth. To live with both feet on the ground. I’d thought about going to graduate school for writing, but then I’d wondered if, after years of recording what had happened at Blanchard, I even had another story in me. So, I applied to a woodworking school in upstate New York, in a small town on the Canadian border. There would be nobody there to tell me I wasn’t living the life expected of a young, unattached woman.

Maybe that’s what I’m afraid of. Living. Sometimes the pain is almost unbearable. I feel as though I’m breaking open all the time. But after years of thinking about it, I’ve concluded that you can’t be afraid of something you’ve already witnessed. I watched my mother die and then death never scared me again. But it does confuse me.

I suppose that’s the final reason I’m telling this story. I’m sitting on the top deck of Goodnight Moon. I’m listening to Nico and Sara and Sara’s kids put the finishing touches on the surprise party we’re throwing for Yip’s fifty-fifth birthday. I’m saying this to myself and to anyone who has lost a mother: It is okay to survive a grief that wants to drown you in its undertow.

And what can I say to those who have not yet lost their mothers? You will lose her. You should be so lucky to lose her. Because it means you had her to lose in the first place. It means that you, yourself, are alive. Death is the night between two days, and the pain of that darkness has touched every part of my life. And yet—when dawn came, I looked upon the world and saw joy in every corner. Life means something because one day it ends.

It will be twelve years this summer. Her face is frozen in time, but my relationship with her changes as I age. And each year on her birthday, I think, Today, you would have been forty-three. Or forty-four. Forty-five. Forty-six. Forty-seven. I wish you were forty-seven, here with me. I don’t understand how so much time has passed. Blown away like smoke. I know there are still pieces of her hidden, waiting to be noticed. There are those voicemails she left me, floating around in the cloud, but I’m still not ready to listen to them. I know I’d cry for days, drown in my tears, confess everything to the crackle and warmth of a voice that doesn’t exist anymore: It will never seem right without you here, but the strangeness has become a friend.

And even still, the breathless ache of swinging headlong around a corner on a certain kind of sunlit afternoon, here, in my apartment, where she’s never set foot, and thinking, mindlessly, that she’ll be there, as if no time had passed. Slow down, kitten, where’s the fire!—and the emptiness of remembering: It’s not possible, it’s not possible. She is gone. Because that is what happens. People live and then they die. They take their presences with them and leave behind wordless holes and somehow you figure out how to live around the hole without falling in. How to be okay again and then better-than-okay again. Plant seeds in the hole and watch flowers grow. Wonder how it’s possible for something to form out of heartbreak and nothingness. Normalization.

Sometimes, though, in wild, forgettable moments, it occurs to me how odd it all is. Stars tumbling across a soft indigo sky, the darkness humming around me in a firm hug; me, closing and opening my eyes, and the first star I see is her. I am still here. She is the wind laughing, playing with my hair, whispering: Believe it.
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