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			for the girls in front of (and behind) me.
 and for my dad. hi, dad!

		

	
		
			[image: Map titled “Head of the Charles Race Course” showing a hand-drawn overhead view of the Charles River between Boston (lower left) and Cambridge (upper right), with the race route marked from “START” at the bottom to “FINISH” near the top. The river bends through labeled sections such as “HALFWAY! 90°” and “LAST BRIDGE!!!!” Annotated notes in order include “take the ~inside~ turn,” “POWERhouse stretch,” “find that rhythm,” “full rudder!!” and “time to spring!!!” just before FINISH and “die…” after. Bridges are drawn across the river, and icons mark “Bridge,” “First aid stations,” “Merch,” and “Awards Podium,” explained in a legend at the bottom. Small sketches include a Boston train, the word “BOSTON” with a heart, “CAMBRIDGE” with a campus building and “WICKED” pennant, and scattered doodles of flames, clovers, and arrows indicating racing strategy.]
		

	
		
			[image: Diagram titled “THE VARSITY 8+” showing a top-down cartoon of a rowing shell with oars labeled by seat positions and personality types and small illustrations. “PORT” is labeled upper right and “STARBOARD” labeled lower left. At the stern is “COXSWAIN – the brains” with no oars. On the port side, from top to bottom is “STROKE SEAT – the PERFECTIONist,” “6 SEAT – the brawn,” “4 SEAT – the normal one (most likely to have a boyfriend)” and “2 SEAT – the chatterbox,” with “ENGINE ROOM” written beside the two middle seats. On the starboard side is “7 SEAT – the copycat,” “5 SEAT – the beauty,” “3 SEAT – b*tch seat,” and “BOW SEAT – the dreamer,” with “ENGINE ROOM” written beside 7 and 5 Seat. At the bottom, an arrow points to the “Bow ball.”]
		

	
		
			Like all my best and worst decisions, it started with a boy.

			Not just any boy, let the record show. A perfect boy. A tallish, darkish, and medium-ugly boy, the kind who spends more time laughing at other people’s jokes than cracking his own. Who holds open doors, and pulls out chairs, and knows the name of the dog at every house party he’s invited to—and this boy gets invited to a lot of parties. He’s the type middle school me would’ve worn two push-up bras at the same time for, just to impress. Or held my pee through a Lord of the Rings marathon, director’s cut. Or even, in a real act of desperation, double-texted on a Friday night.

			And now…I’m doing this.

			I hear footsteps behind me as I reach the riverbank, but I don’t waste my time looking backward. Instead, I tug off my jeans—over my Sperrys—and the next thing I know, I’m flat on the ground. Both feet stuck. I kick my shoes off into my pant legs, and when I catch my breath, I can hear someone giggling like mad. A moment later, I realize that the someone giggling is me.

			His voice comes from over my shoulder:

			“Hey! You sure about—”

			“Yes,” I interrupt, my voice buzzing. “Let’s go!”

			I don’t wait for a response. I can’t. The gravel bank is sharp and patchy under the fleshiest parts of my feet, and after I strip off my T-shirt, I hustle to the water as fast as I can. Toes curled. The river is ice when it hits my ankles, my knees, and then my waist, my skin pimpling like an uncooked Thanksgiving turkey. I can’t tell what’s colder—the water, the night air—and the chill is almost enough to sober me up, a rebuff to the blueberry Smirnoff thrumming in my bloodstream.

			I submerge myself.

			And I resurface to catcalls a moment later.

			“OwOWWW—!”

			When I was younger, my grandparents were members at a private lake called Valley Pond, and in the summers, they’d take my older brother and me for swimming lessons. When the two of us weren’t pruning in the shallow end, we were catching tadpoles and spitting out cherry pits, competing to see who could spit theirs farther. My brother joined our school’s swim team when he turned eleven, and because I wanted to do everything he did—and better—I followed.

			That said, I ended up quitting in the sixth grade because the older girls told me I’d have to shave my arms if I wanted to be faster.

			With a war cry, I dive back under the surface. My legs squeezing together. Mermaid-style. There’s an echo in my skull that I blame on the Smirnoff—or, if I’m being honest, maybe it’s the Natty Lights we shotgunned before sneaking out of our hotel. When I pop up, I’m careful to keep my toes on the riverbed. The world is spinning even more than it was before, and it takes a second to orient myself. Maybe two.

			I couldn’t tell you the last time I swam for fun.

			I also couldn’t tell you the last time I had this much fun.

			Until…I realize no one is following me.

			For the first time, I doggy-paddle around to face the shore. It takes twice as much effort as it should, my limbs numbed by the alcohol.

			The last time we went to Valley Pond, my brother was home sick. Which meant I was the only one to go in the water, and my grandmother followed me from shore. I went into the deep end without asking for permission, and when I accidentally swam beyond the buoys, I saw the fear in her face. She knew I was in danger before I did. Thankfully, there was a lifeguard on duty to yank me out, and I was too embarrassed to admit how scared I was. My grandmother and I never went back to the lake after that.

			But there’s no lifeguard here and now.

			“What, you chicken?” I shout.

			Oddly, there are now three shadows watching me from shore, only one of which belongs to the perfect boy. I lift a hand to wave. I was expecting him to jump in with me, if only because this was his idea. But the perfect boy doesn’t move a muscle. None of them do. I open my mouth to shout again, but this time the water rushes in over my tongue. My molars. The river is thick and metallic tasting, and the shock causes me to freeze up.

			I yelp.

			I cough.

			I gag.

			My toes lose the bottom.

			Finally, it hits me why I’d think of my grandmother at a time like this. Because it’s not just a memory—it’s a warning. One that comes too late.

			I swam too far.

			And now…I’m drowning.

		

	
		
			46 Days to Head of the Charles
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				BRC Makes Waves, Opportunity, and Lasting Impact on Local Community

				Ten years after Boston Rowing Club (BRC) appointed Clay Albright as its new head coach, the highly celebrated girls’ varsity crew team is enjoying one of its most successful years to date. Founded in 1994 with the goal of inspiring young women through the camaraderie of sport, BRC is nationally recognized for excellence both on and off the water. This year alone, Albright’s girls won gold at the Portland Red Rose Regatta, the inaugural Ackerman Cup, and this year’s Youth Nationals, officially making BRC the highest-ranked youth program in the Northeast.

				When asked about the secret to BRC’s success, Albright merely chuckled, a twinkle in his eye. “We love that dirty water…”

				—THE FIRST BOSTONIAN

				 

			

		

	
		
			MARGARET
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			In the fuzzy five a.m. blackness, things come into focus inch by inch. I see shapes before I see their colors: a boxy skyline, the half-circle archways of Anderson Bridge, and the familiar bend of a familiar river I haven’t touched for months. The Charles.

			Thonkthonk…Thonkthonk…

			The twist-and-drop of my oars echoes loudly under the bridge, a reliable melody. I apply pressure with my left hand at the turn, and my boat glides out the other side like an afterthought. Weld, the sepia-colored boathouse for the Harvard women, greets me on port side. I might be the only one awake this early, but there is a light on upstairs, an orange-yellow reminder I won’t be alone much longer.

			But I don’t want to be seen.

			Not yet, that is.

			It’s a race against myself down the Charles. The shell that I’m using is five times my height from bow to stern, and there is just enough light from Storrow Drive to see my hands in front of me. As I move forward on each stroke—hands away, body over, knees bent—they vanish into the morning air. Then, as I push off in the opposite direction—legs down, body back, hands in—they return. New blisters are already forming on the ridges of my palms, and I can feel the skin pulsing, hot and raw.

			That might be the only thing I didn’t miss this summer.

			Hands away…Body over…Knees bent…

			Legs down…Body back…Hands in…

			By the time I take the widest turn at Magazine Beach, the line between the black water and the black sky has unraveled. Next comes the BU Bridge, the underside graffitied in tribute to various athletes, friends, and first loves, and I peek at the concrete walls without turning my head. When you’ve been on this water for as long as I have, it feels easy to recognize the outlines and the shadows and the space between.

			In fact…it feels like being home.

			LOVE YA 5-EVER!

			EAT. MY. WAKE.

			TUFTS ’04.

			GOooOO WARRIORS!!

			Ten…Nine…Eight…

			I stop only once I’m safely into the river basin, and I count down from ten until my heart rate returns to normal. Something that’s become an old habit. The water here is as choppy as it gets, and tepid, and I dip my fingers into the Charles, holding hands with my reflection until a wave sends my puddles spiraling out of reach. Another soaks me from the elbow down, the river lapping at me like a puppy greeting its owner after a long day alone.

			Or in my case…a very long two months.

			But everything is worth it for that view.

			Boston is a wash of periwinkle shadows and peach-colored brick, dotted here and there and in between with trees that are eagerly turning for the fall. There is the towering Prudential Center, a razor blade in the sky; New and Old Hancock, with the Old reflected off the glass siding of the New; and the ever-faithful Citgo sign, its neon triangle blinking like a lighthouse on the coast. Seeing it all from here makes me smile. This is my favorite place in the world.

			That’s why I had to leave.

			And…more importantly…why I had to come back.

		

	
		
			JO
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			BeepbeepbeepBEEEEEEP—

			I hit snooze without opening my eyes. It’s six-thirty a.m.—ish. And it feels like I woke up in the middle of a sprint. But in the time it takes me to roll onto my belly, another feeling hooks into my chest. My brain wakes me up as my body pulls me down.

			Into bed.

			Into sleep.

			Soon—I’m dreaming again.

			I don’t have a ton of memories from when my parents were still together, but the ones I do have are all from early in the morning. George—my dad—was always first out the door. After that, I’d crawl into bed with my mom, or she would crawl into mine. On the weekends, I’d help her make pancakes, and when I wasn’t looking, she’d sneak cookie cutters into the pan—magically turning the batter into different shapes. Shooting stars. Dog bones. Zoo animals. Fall leaves.

			Mornings were always my favorite.

			Until they weren’t.

			“…Teenager?”

			George’s voice is loud. Too loud. As always. He opens my door without knocking—also as always—but I feel it more than see it.

			“I’m up,” I lie. Groggy. I open my eyes in time to see George disappear, him ducking to avoid bonking his head on the doorframe. My mom once called him a human Great Dane, and I still haven’t been able to shake the image.

			He’s too big.

			Too loud.

			Just—too much.

			BeepBEEEEEEP—

			Groaning, I snatch my phone from where it’s charging next to the bed and swipe my alarm off, using the light from the screen to burn my eyes awake. Most of my friends back home in Upstate New York always planned on going to different high schools starting freshman year, but I never considered that I’d be the one to end up in an entirely different state. A few of them texted me last week asking about the move to Boston, but no one really messages unless it’s an emergency—or a new Taylor Swift conspiracy theory.

			
				
					MOMMA: Good luck on day one!

				

			

			
				
					MOMMA: I love you more than the dog loves its tail!

				

			

			
				
					MOMMA: (!!!)

				

			

			I smile despite myself.

			When I was little, my mom would read to me at bedtime, and my favorite story was a children’s book called Mama, Do You Love Me? It led to us creating our own kind of secret language—I love you more than the whale loves its spout, I love you more than toast loves butter, I love you more than milk loves cookies. When I finally learned how to read by myself, I tried to hide it from her for as long as possible so she wouldn’t stop.

			But my mom knew everything—and still does.

			
				
					JO: Thanks. Need all the luck I can get.

				

			

			Which, I do.

			Because it sounds like George is making breakfast.

			And he’s singing.

			“We all live in a yellow submarine…”

			I yank myself the rest of the way out of bed and check the door is firmly shut. George and I haven’t lived together since I was in kindergarten, before my parents’ divorce, and the last time I even came to visit was one weekend in fifth grade when he said we could paint the guest bedroom however I wanted. Each wall is still a different violently bright color—one pink, one blue, one navy blue, and one with zigzagging stripes of all three—and it feels like I’m being smothered under a bonkers-looking circus tent. Which could be cool, I guess.

			If I was still ten.

			There isn’t enough space in the closet for all the clothes I brought from my mom’s, so I’ve piled my things in a single lump on a chair in the corner. From the pile, I extract my new uniform—a plaid skirt of black-and-maroon twill, a black polo, knee-high socks, and black sneakers. Technically, my old school did have a dress code, but no one cared what you wore as long as your tank top straps were three fingers wide. However, according to the orientation handbook, Walden Academy requires skirts and polos and knee-highs until November. Then it’s on to oxford button-downs and V-neck sweaters and itchy tights until April—when it all switches back.

			No nail polish.

			No hoodies.

			No funky socks.

			Actually—the only degree of personality allowed is our shoelaces. And I’ve replaced mine with a pair of lime-green curlicues. Just because.

			Walden Academy is a private, prestigious, almost infamously posh K–12 school—and the reason I was forced to move to Boston this summer. Their seniors are known for going to only the best Ivy League colleges—if they don’t zip off to Silicon Valley with the next billion-dollar start up—and their alumni list includes a respectful boasting of presidential candidates, senators, and Oscar Award–winning film directors, and at least one grandmaster chess player. Regardless, as a public school teacher, my mom was always against the idea of sending me somewhere like Walden. Not that we had the option, given the not-so-insignificant detail that a year’s tuition is more than that of most colleges. That is, until last spring—when George got a part-time job teaching Earth Science to the Walden middle schoolers, and he called saying I’d be able to attend for free because of his new position. My mom and I were coming back from grocery shopping at Wegmans when she told me the news, and my entire life turned upside down in the time it took me to unload a tub of our favorite cookie dough into the fridge. Part of me can understand their thinking—a very small, very prickly part—but it wasn’t until I saw George in person that I realized how happy he was about the new arrangement.

			I knew then I couldn’t say anything about Boston.

			No matter how badly I wanted to.

			In the past few years, I’d mainly seen George on the weekends when he’d drive upstate and scoop me up at our designated divorced-kid drop-off point—a Dunkin’ on the side of I-90 West. The idea of having to go from that to living with him for the school year—and going to Walden, and living so far away from my mom—is a literal nightmare.

			Once I finish lacing my sneakers, I shuffle into the bathroom that connects my new room with George’s. I brush my teeth. Floss. Spit. Downstairs in the kitchen, I’m surprised to find George still fiddling with his Keurig, his back to me. I’m less surprised to see that he’s wearing only his boxers and a ridiculous pair of fluffy slippers.

			Because of course he is.

			“…a yellow submarine!”

			George moved into this house right after he and my mom separated, but there’s little evidence that someone lives here now. The place is empty. None of the furniture matches, and I suspect that George found most of it on the curb. Meanwhile, my mom lives for redecorating—we both have cards to the local library, and she loves borrowing art from their free painting catalog to hang in our dining room. In stark and colorless contrast, the only things George has on his walls are framed newspaper clippings to document his coaching career.

			That—and his rowing medals.

			George turns when he hears me approaching, and I climb extra carefully onto one of the pleather kitchen stools, an island between us. He doesn’t say anything, but he pushes his sun-bleached-blond hair out of his face, studying me with dark blue, almost black eyes. They’re a stark contrast to my own muddy hazel color, but my entire life people have said that we have the same ones. I blink at him. And he blinks at me. We blink at each other.

			It’s incredibly awkward.

			“What…are you wearing?” I manage.

			George follows my gaze to his slippers.

			“What’s wrong, Teenager? Too embarrassing for you?”

			I roll my eyes at the nickname.

			“If you have to ask…”

			“Aw, c’mon! It’s my job to embarrass you.” George grins, but he’s the only one. “Coffee?”

			I check the time on my phone, but George doesn’t wait for an answer before passing me a Styrofoam to-go cup filled to the brim with hot, hot black coffee. He’s so excited that it spills on my hand, and I wince.

			“Erm…I don’t like coffee. Sorry.”

			George considers this and turns back to the Keurig. A moment later, he offers me another cup, also overfilled, but this time with something that looks and smells like watery chai. Which I do like—watery or otherwise.

			“Thanks,” I manage, faking a smile wide enough to show my braces.

			“Are you—”

			My phone dings, interrupting George.

			
				
					MOMMA: [image: Three-leaf clover emoji.]

				

			

			“That your mom?”

			“Yeah.”

			“How is she?”

			“Good.”

			“Good…good…I’m glad.”

			And with that, we fall into another awkward silence.

			George slides over to the stove and moves a pot off the front burner. Then he ladles a scoop of the grodiest-looking oatmeal I’ve ever seen into a paper bowl and scooches it to me—and when he hands me a plastic spoon, I realize I’ve yet to see a real utensil anywhere in his house. Almost everything here is disposable. George is still looking at me—staring at me, actually—and to appease his curiosity I take a quick spoonful.

			A spoonful I spit out even faster.

			“Too hot?” He pouts.

			“Did you…put something in it?”

			“Protein powder,” George admits, bobbing his head up and down. He mistakes my horror for interest. “We gotta fuel you up for your first day! You excited?”

			I shrug with one shoulder.

			“I guess.”

			“You guess?”

			“Yeah…I guess.”

			I try to make it clear with my tone that I don’t want to have this discussion—ever—and especially not this early in the morning. But George misses the signs.

			Typical.

			“Everything okay, Teenager? You’ve barely said a word since unpacking.”

			“I just…I don’t know why I’d be excited to be here,” I admit, creasing my skirt with my fingers. “Boston is temporary. We all know it.”

			At that, George flexes both long hands on the countertop. Silent. I squirm on my stool when I realize how harsh the words sound out loud.

			I didn’t mean them to.

			Or—did I?

			“Sorry,” I mumble. Already on my second apology of the day. “I didn’t mean it like that. I’m just tired…I guess.”

			“Hey. You don’t need to say sorry for how you feel.” George hesitates. “I know change is hard. I know this is hard. But I think things may surprise you if you give them a chance. Walden is a great school, and Boston is an amazing city. There’s so much to see, so many places to go…plus, we have some of the best rowing in the world.” He waggles his eyebrows at that last one. “Trust me, Teenager. It’s all about balance.”

			This time, I don’t bother responding. Because I know he has my best interests at heart—or thinks he does—but George’s words remind me that he has never paid attention to the things I actually want.

			If he did, he would know I couldn’t care less about this city.

			Or rowing.

			To most people, George isn’t just George, he’s Coach Bryant. Coach B. Big George. The George. And—perhaps unsurprisingly, since he’s six foot seven—George “The Giant” Bryant. He grew up training on the nearby Charles River, and when he was still in high school, George and the US Youth National Team raced in Amsterdam, Beijing, and even Soviet-occupied Bulgaria on a diplomatic mission. The way George tells it—something he’s known to do at birthdays, bar mitzvahs, gas stations, and anywhere else with a captive audience—their team was arrested during a night of youthful debauchery, but he got them released by sweet-talking the Bulgarian authorities.

			And—first over the finish line the next day.

			Although he had a full ride to Princeton, George dropped out of school to train with the US Olympic team. Four gold medals later, he met my mom while she was finishing her master’s, and they moved in together when she started teaching. However, my mom said it was always obvious that George missed Boston—and rowing. So, after I was born and my parents divorced, apparently no one was surprised when George took a job as the head coach for the all-boys Kenmore Boat Club. Effectively quitting his life on land for a life on water. Not to mention a whole city.

			And—he quit on us.

			“Don’t forget, Mrs. Rocha’s daughter is picking you up after school,” George reminds me, breaking my trance. “Did you put her number in your phone?”

			I nod—and force down another sticky, grainy, gross glob of oatmeal.

			“Are you…nervous? For practice?”

			“No,” I say around my spoon. “I mean…it’s rowing. How hard could it be?”

			Something like amusement passes over his face, but it’s too fast for me to tell what it is.

			George has always wanted me to row—even if I’ve never liked sports. Last fall, we had to run the beep test in PE, and I might have done okay if I hadn’t accidentally tripped over two people in front of me. But once my move to Boston was official, George wasted no time signing me up for the novice squad at Boston Rowing Club—aka BRC. And, in true George form, he didn’t ask for permission.

			But I should have expected it.

			BRC is the sister program affiliated with Kenmore. It’s an exclusive all-girls club on the Charles River, and a pipeline to the best colleges. It also recruits girls from a variety of schools in the Boston area—public, private, pompous, or otherwise, Walden among them—and, unlike George’s boys, BRC is the highest-ranked club in the nation.

			I might not know a lot about rowing, but even I know that much.

			On my last sleepless night at my mom’s—after we finished the cookie dough, but before she fell asleep on our couch—I made the mistake of looking up the BRC girls on my phone. The internet is flooded with local and national interviews featuring their stuffy-sounding head coach, and their social media is full of duck-faced selfies and hype videos set to aggressive pop mashups. The varsity girls themselves are all weirdly tall and gorgeous and terrifying, and in the photos where they aren’t flexing, they’re partying at different black-tie fundraisers around the city. Matching white smiles. Perfectly pressed or French-braided hair. I found myself scrolling all the way to last spring, when someone from the club posted a curated photo dump of their seniors on college decision day.

			Lydia Hanover.

			Duke.

			Carrie Williams.

			Georgetown.

			Skye Johnson.

			Yale.

			Unlike the way she reacted to my Walden enrollment, my mom was just as offended as I was when George told us about BRC. But she said I should at least try it for a week or two—three max—to keep him happy. A good faith gesture to make my Boston move easier on all of us, or something cheesy like that. So although I’m not looking forward to rowing, I did promise her I’d give the team a shot. For now. And, after I begged him, George promised to give me space, meaning he’s not allowed to come to BRC while I’m there and embarrass me in person. Even if we’re not close, he has to know I have zero interest—or ability—in following in his too-big, too-proud Olympic footsteps. If I keep my head down and do the bare minimum, it’s only a matter of time before the BRC coach sees that as well.

			Until then—I’m not the Bryant known for quitting.

			Suddenly, George slaps a wide hand to his even wider forehead. “Jeez! We gotta go! Can’t have you late for school!”

			It’s not worth the energy to point out we’re already twenty minutes behind, so I just nod. And as soon as George leaves the kitchen, I chuck the rest of my oatmeal into the trash can—where it hits the bottom with a thunk that sounds almost as heavy and empty and lifeless as I feel.

			Almost.

			But not quite.

			

			—

			After we arrive at Walden, George and I part ways in the faculty parking lot, him going for a high five and me ignoring it. I know our schedules wouldn’t exactly overlap since he teaches the younger students during the day and will be busy coaching at Kenmore after school, but I’m still relieved when I manage to make it through the rest of my morning without seeing him. Then again, maybe it shouldn’t be a total surprise.

			Because everything at Walden is bigger than I expected.

			The campus.

			The buildings.

			The classrooms.

			The Audis.

			The Longchamp bags.

			The egos.

			I’ve already gotten lost—twice—walking the school grounds. First going from the admissions office to the auditorium for morning assembly, and then from the auditorium to the science building for my first class. The school is stretched across 160 acres, half of which are belted by an offshoot of the Charles River and the other with gargantuan elm trees that are already changing color from the top down. Even though we’re less than ten miles from downtown Boston, Walden feels like its own small town. Most of the buildings are stand-alones with pitched roofs and colonial pillars at the entrances, but some of the newer ones—including the library, the hockey rink, and a state-of-the-art observatory—are almost entirely made of glass and concrete. According to George, more than two-thirds of the upperclassmen are boarders living in a ring of brick-and-ivy dorms around the quad, and this summer he watched most of them go from school to camp and back again without seeing their families. While looking for the math building, I stumbled into a wooden barn designated for Walden’s equestrian club, and when I asked a boy in precalc about it, he told me that the dressage girls have to pay a second tuition just to keep their horses on campus.

			I didn’t ask any more questions after that.

			Instead of a normal lunch period, Walden serves food in the dining hall from eleven a.m. to one-thirty p.m., and students are free to eat whenever they like. Meaning as soon as I rally the courage—and can’t ignore the gurgle in my belly—I head to the Castle—the Walden dining hall and, yes, a literal castle on the highest point of campus. It was allegedly purchased from a corrupt railway tycoon, and in addition to being a communal space, the Castle is home to several faculty members and their kids. On the outside is a terrace overlooking the river, and inside are several ornate spiraling staircases and hand-carved wooden panels that allegedly hide secret passages. In the serving line, I find the day’s options include a pureed black-bean soup; seasoned beef or tofu tacos; sides of cilantro-steamed brown rice and refried beans; and a nacho bar with cheese sauce, jalapeños, salsa, and sour cream.

			Oh—and dessert.

			Cinnamon-sugar churros with chocolate sauce.

			The second half of my day passes as uneventfully as the first, the most exciting thing being when a boy from my creative writing seminar is banished to the headmaster’s office because his mustache goes against uniform policy. Now I only have one class left, and I hustle across the quad to swap textbooks at my locker. There’s a stone bell tower on the horizon that plays music at every passing period, and as I duck inside, I catch the briefest moments of someone clonking through a Katy Perry cover.

			Then—my locker jams.

			“Stupid thing,” I mutter. Either to my locker or myself, I don’t know. I squeeze up on the latch, and when it doesn’t budge, I punch the door with the side of my fist. I punch it again. Nothing.

			“Have you tried saying please?”

			A figure appears at my elbow before I can respond, and without turning I catch the smell of woodsy Tom Ford cologne mixed with something sweet—like sugar cookies from the grocery store. The good kind. With sprinkles.

			“Please.” I roll my eyes. “What’s that gonna do?”

			A hand reaches around me, close enough that I jump, and I turn to follow it to the arm and the boy attached. He’s on the shorter side but still an inch or two taller than me, and his floppy dark hair is longer than mine. It takes me a second to notice he has on a black Daft Punk T-shirt instead of the polo he should be wearing, and another to realize the school-mandated khakis don’t look as bad on him as on most of the guys here.

			But only barely.

			“It might make me forgive you for blocking my locker,” Tom Ford says, one eyebrow raised. “What’s your combo?”

			I glance at the locker below mine, heat roaring into my face when I realize he’s not swooping to my rescue. He just needs me to get out of his way.

			Which I do.

			Quickly.

			“Hello? Combo?”

			“Th-thirty-nine, four, ten,” I stammer.

			Tom Ford sighs and spins the dial, and he miraculously opens my locker on the first try. But as soon as he does, my overstuffed gym duffel flops between us with a mortifying tha-thump, almost crushing his big toe in the process. Because George vowed not to bother me at BRC, resulting in my carpool with his friend’s daughter, I had to bring my workout clothes and extra sneakers to school, and the duffel somehow seems bigger than when I packed it this morning. Embarrassingly so.

			Tom Ford whistles.

			“Dead body?” he asks.

			“Two,” I manage. I bend for the duffel, and my backpack slides over my shoulders, thwacking my head for good measure. The blush creeps up my neck, and I stare at Tom Ford’s shoes instead of his face. He doesn’t ask if I’m okay—or say anything—and I shove my things back into their place, swap my algebra binder for my Ecce Romani book, and close my locker with my shoulder.

			Or I try to.

			“Um. Sorry. Could you…”

			Tom Ford exhales forcefully before I can finish. He places his own backpack on the ground and a pair of bulky headphones on top before joining me, and together we throw our combined weight at my locker door. Which does finally close.

			But he jams his finger in the process.

			“Oh my god! I’m so sorry,” I gasp, reaching for his hand and then quickly shoving my fists into my skirt pockets to stop myself. “Are you okay?”

			“Don’t mention it,” Tom Ford says through gritted teeth.

			“Thank you for—”

			“Don’t mention it,” he says again.

			“Are you—”

			“You have chocolate sauce all over your face,” Tom Ford interrupts.

			My hand flies to my mouth, and I’m mortified to feel a sticky and not at all small blotch across my chin. I consider saying something more—maybe apologizing again—but with Tom Ford scowling at me, I simply hurry off to my next class. Rubbing my tongue over my braces as I go.

			“See ya later, neighbor,” Tom Ford calls, bitter.

			And maybe it’s the tone of his voice, or maybe my own stubbornness, but I whip around and salute him with a peace sign.

			Just like the totally chill, super normal, new girl I always wanted to be.

			

			—

			Unlike the rest of my schedule, my Latin class is with the juniors and seniors. I managed to test into a higher level—since Latin is something I’ve always been good at. Because it’s the one language where you don’t have to talk to anyone. Which is lucky for me, because the academics at Walden are just as overwhelming as the campus—with regular, honors, and AP courses, plus an eighty-hour community service requirement.

			After the embarrassment with my locker, I’m the last person to arrive at my Latin classroom, and I spot a petite woman with an ink-black pixie cut waiting at the door, throwing out high fives and booty bumps as students file in.

			I decide that I like her immediately. Even though I’m careful to stay outside booty-bumping range.

			“Good afternoon,” I say. “I’m Jo Bryant. I’m…new?”

			“Yes! Hello, Jo! I’m Ms. Lupinacci.” She dramatically swoops her silk scarf from one shoulder to the other. “Go grab yourself a seat, and strap in tight. The ride is about to begin!”

			I nod and dart inside.

			Ms. Lupinacci’s classroom is arranged with wooden desks for two, and almost all of them have at least one person already sitting down. A handful of guys in the back corner have shoved three tables together to fit their posse, and literally all of them ignore my gaze as I search for an empty seat. Above the whiteboard is a colorful sign that reads When in Rome, No Phone, but everyone else is on their phone, so once I sit, I peek at mine. It’s the first time I’ve checked it all day, and I’m a little surprised to see that there aren’t any new texts from my mom.

			But I do have a dozen new emails.

			And—no surprise—they’re all from George.
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			Sometime between my parents’ divorce and getting his first iPhone, George seemed to decide that his primary parental duty would be sending me emails. Self-help articles. Podcasts. BuzzFeed quizzes. Travel guides. Movie quotes. Even memes about gerrymandering from The New York Times. George also likes to make his own PowerPoints every now and then—cheeky sound effects always included. I never know what I’m getting with a George email, but each one is addressed to The Teenager at the top—and signed Love, Your Dad at the bottom.

			Which feels like a reminder when it’s in Comic Sans.

			“Welcome back, folks.” Ms. Lupinacci plants herself in the middle of the room, both hands on her hips. She’s little but fierce as hell, and the upperclassmen fall silent. “When I call your name, please say hello and tell us one thing you did this summer. We have some new faces and I want everyone getting friendly.”

			I resist the urge to fiddle with my skirt. Because based on the sly looks going around, I’m the only new face—and I’m not the only one who knows she’s doing this for my benefit.

			“Ivy Abbott?”

			“Here.” A girl in pigtails waves to the room. “I worked on the Cape this summer. Lifeguarding.”

			“Lovely…lovely…Aiden Berg?”

			Someone burps.

			“Okay. Thank you, Aiden…Jo Bryant?”

			I raise my arm, and Ms. Lupinacci softens ever so slightly when I don’t say or do anything else.

			“Hello again, Jo. And what did you do this summer?”

			“Oh. I…”

			I’m suddenly miles away—boxing up what I hadn’t realized was an exceptionally boxable life. Squeezing my mom goodbye and driving down Route 20 with George and his broken air conditioner and NPR on full blast. Arguing at a gas station. Splitting a box of Hot Tamales and pretending we weren’t arguing at a gas station. Then, the memories flash forward, and I’m in George’s house. In the guest bedroom.

			And—finally—realizing how little control over my life I have.

			How alone I am.

			“I…moved to Boston?”

			My answer sounds more like a question, but it gets a gentle coo of approval from the class. I know there are international students among the Walden boarders, and they’d laugh at me if they knew how miserable I am being just five hours away from home—well, four and half, if it’s my mom driving—but still. Ms. Lupinacci smiles before continuing down her attendance sheet, and I slide an inch lower under my table. As I do, I get a sudden, unmistakable whiff of Tom Ford and sugar cookies, and I sniff the collar of my polo as discreetly as I can.

			“Hunter Jeong?”

			“Here.”

			The voice is curt, low, and familiar, and I follow Ms. Lupinacci’s gaze to its source. When I see Tom Ford hovering in her doorway, I sink even lower.

			Ms. Lupinacci gently clears her throat.

			“And how was your summer, Mr. Jeong?”

			“My boy got a tattoo of the Green Monstah,” the guy named Aiden shouts from the back of the room, taunting. He drawls out a fake Boston accent. “Fah chah-ity!”

			“Did not.”

			“Pruve it, killah!”

			The room giggles. Ivy Abbott swoons in Aiden’s direction. And Ms. Lupinacci scrambles to restore some semblance of order. Like me, Hunter seems to be on the outs with the de facto social hierarchy of Walden. Unlike me, he doesn’t seem to mind. As I watch, Hunter surveys the class and the two remaining seats—one next to me, and one next to Ivy. A second later, he sits down and rests his headphones on the table—with me. When he notices me gaping, Hunter takes out a pair of glasses with dark purple frames and points them at the whiteboard by way of explanation.

			“Hey…neighbor,” he says, still frowning.

			“Hey.”

			“Why are you in Ms. Lup’s class? I thought you were a freshman.”

			“Oh. I am,” I say, aware that Aiden and his friends are watching us. “But I just moved here, and I tested into this level. So…um…yeah. Here I am. Here here, I mean.”

			Hunter waits for me to finish babbling, and something in his steady silence tells me he’s used to having this effect on people.

			It actually makes me like him more.

			“Cool. I’m a junior, and I suck at Latin. But Ms. Lupinacci loves me.” He puts on his glasses, magnifying his rich and objectively beautiful brown eyes. “I’m Hunter.”

			“Jo.”

			Now that we’re closer, there’s another smell mixed in with Hunter’s cologne, and I breathe through my nose as quietly as I can. But I can’t place it.

			“Are you smelling me?”

			“No!”

			Hunter scoffs and stretches his arms, lifting his Daft Punk T-shirt to reveal an inch of skin I’m definitely not looking at.

			“Where’s your polo?” I manage.

			“Eh. Couldn’t find it.” He shrugs. “This was the closest thing I had.”

			I’m about to ask Hunter how he’s avoided being called to the headmaster’s for violating the dress code when Ms. Lupinacci finishes attendance, and she begins unloading the class syllabi from the bottom drawer of her desk.

			“This fall, our main objective is translating Virgil’s Aeneid,” she announces. “It’s a classic Latin epic that tells the story of a soldier who fled the fall of Troy. But before we get started on that, I’m going to ask you to look to your left and right…”

			Oh no.

			“…and say hello to your tablemate for the rest of the semester!”

			I try not to react, but next to me Hunter exhales—forcefully—making no effort to hide his disappointment. Before either of us can recover, Ms. Lupinacci stops in the aisle next to Hunter. She hands him a stack of syllabi, and he stands to distribute them. But before he walks away, Hunter leans in close to me.

			“By the way…love the laces,” he whispers.

			Mocking me.

			And when he salutes me with a peace sign, I slide an extra degree lower in my chair.

			

			—

			Once Ms. Lupinacci’s class is done, I hustle to the pickup line with my backpack on one shoulder and gym duffel on the other—the extra weight a painful reminder that although classes are finished, my day is nowhere near over. On the sidewalk, I check my phone for any updates from Mrs. Rocha’s daughter, but the only notifications I have are from another batch of George emails. All of which I delete.

			And delete.

			And delete.

			skreeEEEch…!

			I hear it before I see it—and when I look up, a Jeep Wrangler mounts the curb. Windows down. Music blasting. The driver’s curly red hair is too red to be real, her arms are stacked high with friendship bracelets, and she is wearing baggy overalls and ballet flats—which I can see from here, because she has her left foot stomped next to the steering wheel.

			The Jeep squeals to a halt in front of me.

			Followed by the stink of old French fries.

			“Hiya! You Jo?”

			I nod. And even if the driver is oblivious to the judgment from everyone else on the sidewalk, I’m cringing more than enough for both of us.

			The redhead lifts her cat-eye sunglasses, revealing a pair of clear-framed glasses underneath and light brown eyes under those. As she moves, I spot a tattoo near the inside of her elbow. But from this angle I can’t tell what it is.

			“Wicked. I’m Val.” She smirks at me. “Get in if you want to live.”

			I throw my bags into the back seat and scramble in at shotgun. The floor of Val’s Jeep is covered with a layer of fast-food wrappers—Shake Shack, UBurger, McDonald’s, Wahlburgers—which explains the smell, and I pull my knees to my chest to avoid stepping on anything. A metal water bottle clangs into the back as the Jeep pulls forward.

			“Thanks for the ride, Val.”

			“You’re welcome, Jo,” she says, mimicking my stiffness. “I need the karma. And the gas money. And my mom says your dad says you need friends.” She pauses and gives me an obvious up-down.

			“What?”

			“Isn’t he like six foot seven or something?”

			“My dad? Yeah, why?”

			“Eh. I thought you’d be taller.”

			At that, I scowl. Although George “The Giant” Bryant is known for his gravity-defying height, I’ve always been on the shorter side—like my mom. Something that is bound to work against me in a sport meant for tall people.

			When I don’t respond, Val floors it.

			The Jeep careens out of the parking lot, and I think I recognize Ivy Abbott diving out of our way at the crosswalk. Val drops a hand from the wheel when we get to the main road, but it’s only when we merge onto the highway that I realize she’s driving stick. She takes a paper carton of French fries from her cupholder and chomps down, and when she sees me staring, she blanches and offers a crusty handful.

			I quickly shake my head.

			“Where do you go to school?” I ask, shouting to be heard over the wind.

			“Clarence and Grinnell,” Val shouts back, curls pinwheeling around her shoulders. “It’s an all-girls prep school ’bout thirty minutes south of here.”

			“Wait. So you drive, like, an hour to crewing practice every day?”

			“There and back, babes.” Val licks the salt off her fingers. “Also, it’s rowing. ‘Crewing’ isn’t a word.”

			“And that’s…worth it?”

			“You ever been in a boat with your dad?” she asks instead, making no effort to answer my question—or hide her curiosity. I can’t tell if she ignores me because she doesn’t hear, or because she doesn’t want to answer. “Or is today your first time?”

			“Um…we tried once,” I admit. “For Father’s Day.”

			“And? Did you like it?”

			I hesitate.

			When I think back to that lukewarm afternoon, I remember George picking me up from my mom’s with a two-person boat strapped to his car—which he called a double—and we drove to the nearest body of water he could find. Onondaga Lake was once an industrial dumping ground, and I grew up hearing stories that local fishermen are only allowed to eat one fish a year because of toxic mercury levels. But after twenty minutes sitting on the water, barely three feet apart from each other, with George going on about my technique and my form and my focus and my everything else I was doing wrong—I snapped.

			Don’t grip the handle so tightly!

			Don’t lean back so far!

			Don’t rush the slide!

			Don’t. Remind. Me.

			“Let’s just say…I’m glad Father’s Day is only once a year,” I mutter.

			This time—Val doesn’t push me.

			And she hits the gas.

			

			—

			One near-death experience on I-95 later, and Boston sneaks up on either side of us.

			I’ve never liked being in the city—any city, for the record—but so far Boston is the worst. The sidewalks are warped from one too many snowstorms, and the crisscrossing lattice of One Ways and Wrong Ways is enough to make me carsick. As we get closer to downtown, we find more people out running and roller-skating and scootering in pairs. We also pass one jogger with several tiny wiener dogs—each of them is wearing an even tinier Red Sox jersey and yapping like crazy. The rest of the city greets us with the sound of blaring car horns and the unmistakable smell of trash day.

			But we’re not interested in what’s on land.

			It’s barely three p.m., and yet the Charles River is packed. There are families in rental kayaks, college kids in motorboats, and sweaty tourists sardined into duck boats—shallow, trucklike tour busses capable of driving on land or water. Not to mention actual ducks. Val catches me staring at the mayhem and laughs, and she turns into the next parking lot without signaling.

			At first, second, and third glance, BRC is enormous.

			The boathouse is a giant rectangle with a sliding door on one end and a dozen hexagon-shaped solar panels on the roof. Above the entrance are several flags, each embroidered with four identical blue waves and the year of a winning title in gold—and it’s unnerving to see them hang oh-so-perfectly still in the dead air. Val tries to park her Jeep in a narrow spot at the front but ends up having to retreat. She stashes her sunglasses and climbs out without bothering to raise our windows. Meanwhile, I snatch my things from the back and follow, my bags bumper car–ing into my shins.

			I didn’t realize how much taller Val is. But now that we’re side by side, she has at least three inches on me.

			“I have two rules for our li’l carpool situation,” Val announces. She carefully cracks each of her fingers, one at a time, as we approach the boathouse. “The first, you are always on time. The second, no dating during the season. We don’t need your horny tween romance distracting anyone. Got it?”

			My step falters at that last one, but I hide my surprise. I also don’t see the point in reminding her I’m fifteen.

			“Got it.”

			“Promise?”

			“Promise.”

			“Great. Also, bring extra snacks.”

			I make a face as Val steers me through the sliding doors and into the BRC lobby. The walls are covered from floor to ceiling with trophies, medals, and various black-and-white photographs of different athletes over the decades. Some smiling, some frowning—and all of them winning. We walk smack into a wall of air-conditioning, and the abrupt change makes my eyes water.

			But the lobby is nowhere near as cold as the look we get from two girls filling up their water bottles at the bottom of the stairs.

			“Watch this,” Val whispers to me. She steps forward. “Hiya, ladies!”

			“Hi.”

			“Hey.”

			“Jo, meet India Manning and Aliyah Pope. India’s mom is an orthopedic surgeon at Mass General, and Aliyah’s parents are MIT professors. Plus, BRC board members. They’re both on varsity with me.”

			“Hey.”

			“Hi.”

			The girl on the left is wearing an MIT sweatshirt, and she smiles politely at Val. The one on the right doesn’t bother. India and Aliyah are both wearing private-school uniforms, but based on the different patterns of their skirts, they must also go to different places. That said, the two of them are wearing identical neon headbands—India’s is holding her sleek black hair off her face like a tiara, while Aliyah’s short Afro makes her headband pop even brighter—and together both girls stand to perfect attention. Like models. Or soldiers.

			“Wait. Jo…Bryant. Right?” India holds my gaze without blinking. “Your dad is my idol.”

			“Oh…really?”

			She nods, still unblinking.

			“Why?” I ask. I can’t help it.

			I think I hear Val sigh next to me.

			“Valentiiiiiiina!”

			Before India can respond, a blur of a blond girl whooshes by me and tackles Val to the floor. She’s wearing polka-dot shorts and a loose crop top—and when she rolls over, I can see her shirt has sequined rainbows on the boobs. If I had to guess, the blond must be older than me but younger than Val, and everything about her sparkles. Not just the rainbows. She has a megawatt grin that I’m surprised doesn’t thaw India and Aliyah on the spot, and when her powder-blue eyes lock on me, even my shoulders relax.

			Just a smidge.

			“Jo, this is Ruth Goldberg,” Val explains, tickling her attacker. “Folks call her Goldie. Her mom is on city council.”

			“Vote Boston! Go Gold!” Goldie adds, beaming up at me. She hauls Val upright and plants a wet kiss on her cheek.

			Behind me, India makes a disapproving tsking sound.

			“Nice to meet you, Jo.” Goldie titters. “Wait! Are you Coach Bryant’s—”

			The sound of an engine cuts her off.

			VRRrrm…VRRrrm…!

			The five of us—me, Val, Goldie, India, and Aliyah—turn to the parking lot, and we watch as a vintage cobalt-blue Mustang glides into the same spot where Val failed to park the Jeep. Based on the faces of the older girls, the Mustang obviously means something to them.

			If it’s a good or bad something, I can’t tell.

			“That bitch,” Goldie whispers, delighted.

			Seconds later, the driver climbs out, aviators low. Underneath a tawny leather jacket, she’s the only one already wearing her workout clothes—a short spandex one-piece with the BRC waves stitched down the side—but instead of sneakers, she’s wearing leather boots that go to her knees. On anyone else, the combination would look bizarre. She looks like she’s going into battle. The girl has warm olive-toned skin and dark brown hair stuck somewhere between curly and wavy, and she pulls it into a braid as she approaches us. As soon as she’s on the sidewalk, Val and Goldie ignore the others—ignore me, even—and burst through the doors in a human tornado.

			“Margaret-freakin’-Douglas…!”

			I watch as the trio group-hugs. When the lobby doors slide shut, it’s impossible to hear what they’re saying. But it looks like they’re laughing.

			“That bitch,” India echoes, pissed.

			Startled, I glance at India and Aliyah in time to catch the venom in India’s expression. Aliyah taps her lightly on the arm, and the two of them dart upstairs without a second look at me, India’s ponytail flouncing over her shoulder. Finding myself alone, I hesitate, my bags getting heavier by the second. But I am curious—so I drop my belongings onto the floor and head outside after Val.

			Her friends are laughing so hard that they don’t hear me approaching.

			“—you’re alive, Douglas!”

			“Seriously!” Val boops her friend on the nose. “Where the hell were you all summer?”

			“Please don’t tell me you ran off with that British guy,” Goldie moans. “Or I owe Eleanor five bucks—”

			“You’d love that, wouldn’t you?” The girl in aviators, Douglas, pokes Goldie in the side. “And you can tell Eleanor that I said to stop spreading rumors.”

			Val and Goldie share a look, smiles fading.

			“Well…Eleanor isn’t the only one,” Val confesses.

			“What do you mean?”

			Val and Goldie do a quick rock-paper-scissors, and Val loses. She sighs before continuing: “Eleanor said that Aliyah said you and some Kenmore boy were backpacking across Europe all summer.”

			“There was also a rumor you were training with a rival club on the West Coast—”

			“Or in rehab—”

			“—Sacramento. Or Los Coyotes. Or—”

			“—but an expensive rehab! Like, in Switzerland—”

			“—or kidnapped on an official visit at Ohio State—”

			“—not that we’d love you less if it was a cheap rehab. Like Miami, where Emma’s brother went—”

			“Miami?” the mystery girl interrupts, a coy smile quirking her mouth. “You know I don’t do humidity.”

			“Come on, Douglas. What did you think would happen when you disappeared without talking to anyone?” Val makes a face. She has her back to me and steps away from the others, creating space between them. “Everyone else started talking for you.”

			Something pained flashes across Douglas’s face.

			Then—she notices me.

			“Who’s this?”

			It’s like a wall comes down. Douglas is scowling in my direction, and although I don’t think Val’s friend is trying to be rude, I wouldn’t know she’s capable of smiling if I hadn’t seen her doing it—let alone laughing. Like Val, Douglas is all lean muscle. Absurdly tall. And one of her quads is probably bigger than both of mine combined. But there’s something way more intimidating about how she carries herself, something in her posture and the way the other girls stand close that makes it obvious she’s the leader. I can’t see her eyes through her sunglasses, and I’m left gaping at my own reflection.

			“Get over here, little one.” Val waves to me. “She won’t bite.”

			“Not you, at least,” Goldie teases.

			I hesitate, and Val physically drags me forward.

			“Douglas,” she says, “meet our newest, cutest, and most kickass novice. Jo, meet the one”—next to her, Goldie mimes a drumroll—“the only”—Goldie hits an invisible cymbal—“Margaret Douglas!”

			Behind her hands, Goldie does her best air horn impression:

			“Pew-pew-pew!”

			“Margaret is one of our varsity captains,” Val explains. She shoots me a look, as if the title is supposed to mean something. I must not give her the reaction she’s looking for, because Val adds: “Every spring our team elects three rising seniors to be captain. Nominees need at least fifty percent of all votes, and Margaret was the first in BRC history to get a full one hundred. But the captains are more than our best athletes; they’re responsible for looking after everyone at BRC. They put the team first. Always.”

			“Um…cool?”

			“Nice to meet you, Jo,” Margaret says, holding out a hand. I force myself to shake it, although I don’t think I’ve ever shaken hands with someone who isn’t one of George’s old buddies. “You got a good handshake,” Margaret says, breaking my train of thought. “College recruiters will love that.”

			“Oh,” I laugh. “I don’t want to row in college.”

			Or ever.

			The words are out of my mouth before I can think of a reason not to say them, and they set off a chain reaction. Val physically recoils, embarrassed on my behalf. Goldie looks amused, maybe even a little smug. Margaret is the only one I can’t totally read—but she does drop my hand.

			Before I can process exactly what I did wrong, a timer sounds on Goldie’s watch.

			BeepBEEEEP!

			“Come on,” Margaret says, pushing her aviators into her hair. I resist the urge to shudder at the intensity in her unusual bright amber eyes, and she leads the others toward the boathouse without looking twice at me. “We can’t be late…”

		

	
		
			MARGARET
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			Our locker room is exactly how I remembered it…and it’s chaos.

			Perfect…total…primal chaos.

			“Y’all see my heart rate monitor?”

			“—screw him! We hate him! He’s canceled!”

			“Are these my sweatpants?”

			“Smell ’em!”

			“…EW!”

			“Never mind, they’re Amelia’s!”

			“—HEY!”

			“Anyone have a hair tie?”

			“Anyone have a tampon?”

			“—canceled!”

			People barter scrunchies for protein bars as bright blue lockers slam open and shut and open again for someone’s forgotten something. Girls swap their Steve Madden loafers for Birkenstocks and Nikes, Lilly Pulitzer skirts for drywick shorts and leggings, and all Alex and Ani, Pandora, and Tiffany bracelets are stashed away and replaced by prewrap bracelets and top-of-the-line heart rate monitors.

			Plus…the place reeks.

			I exhale, slowly, steeling myself before I let the door swing shut behind me. I knew in the parking lot that I was the last to arrive. Still, it was nearly impossible to get out of my car. Even though my body was thrumming with adrenaline, excitement, and the simple need to go-go-go, I didn’t quite trust myself. I would and could never admit it to Val, or Goldie, but being away this summer was harder than I’d ever imagined. In fact, it was only seeing their faces that got me into motion.

			Besides, I’m never late.

			Ten…Nine…Eight…

			When the locker room notices me, a wave of recognition passes down each aisle. Followed immediately by a wave of dizzy whispers.

			Until Eleanor Kirby, the youngest and tallest girl on varsity, starts applauding.

			“Don’t be a jerk, Eleanor,” I say, grinning.

			“Me? Never!” Eleanor reaches over the benches to tug on my braid, her normally pale face flushed pink with excitement, and her own auburn hair pulled into a messy bun. Eleanor’s dad is a co-owner of the Boston Celtics, but she chose rowing over basketball years ago. Last season, she was the only freshman on varsity, and it looks like she grew taller while I was gone. “Thank god you’re back, Douglas. Things were starting to get real boring.”

			“Thanks…I think. Did you and Liam go anywhere fun this summer?”

			“Oh yeah.” Eleanor blows a bubble with her signature cinnamon-flavored chewing gum. She’s one of the only girls on the team with a semblance of a life outside of rowing, and her longtime on-again, off-again situationship is one of her favorite things to talk about. “We did Nantucket for a few days with his cousins. It was…dreamy!”

			Behind her, Val gags.

			While I search for an empty locker, Val and Goldie continue to hover in my shadow, Goldie eventually coming to sit cross-legged on the nearest bench. Although I don’t blame them, I also continue to ignore their curious gazes, instead choosing to focus on my gear. I must have double-checked my bag a hundred times already, but I check it again. Extra socks. Sunscreen. Extra water bottle. My training journal. Sweatpants. Athletic tape.

			“So…is anyone gonna explain what happened to you, or do we have to keep guessing?” Eleanor presses. “Just know that if you were in Rio, I owe Brooke five bucks.”

			Even though she’s teasing, Eleanor’s question hits like a gut punch. And even though I’ve practiced this situation a hundred times in my head, it hits a hundred times harder than I thought it would. Val clocks my silence and crosses her arms. She’s always had an incredible bullshit detector, and I know she has it turned up high.

			“Douglas?”

			I slam my locker shut.

			“I’m sorry I disappeared without saying anything,” I say, and I mean it. I raise my voice to make sure that anyone listening can hear what I say next. “I had to take care of some family stuff. But don’t worry, Eleanor; I won’t spoil your fun.” I keep my tone playful. “Besides, we all know whatever reason you come up with will be way more interesting than the truth.”

			Goldie giggles at that. Val, however, examines my face, and this time I can almost hear her bullshit detector beep-beep-beeping.

			Once the others have changed clothes, and I’ve ditched my boots for sneakers, I lead the charge out of the locker room.

			Our boathouse has always seemed magically bigger on the inside: On one wall is a giant mural of the BRC logo, four waves of blue, and next to it is a set of double doors leading to the coaches’ office. On the other side is the weight room, affectionately called the Fishbowl because of its floor-to-ceiling glass walls. The lobby is located down the stairs to my right, and centered in the room ahead are close to a hundred rowing machines in symmetrical lanes: ergometers. Each erg is about eight feet long, smaller than an actual boat and larger than a treadmill, with a sliding seat, a rubber handle, and a monitor to track workouts. Some girls are already taking strokes, and the roaring tha-thrum, tha-thrum from each machine is like a heartbeat that I feel in my own chest. I linger to fill up my water bottle at one of the automatic fountains as Val and Goldie walk directly to the front row of ergs. Once I’m done, I head for my usual spot beside them.

			But this time…I notice the whispers following me.

			“—heard it was a DUI.”

			“—too tan for Paris—”

			“—do you have an extra hair elastic?”

			“Margie!”

			A lean figure cuts me off.

			India looks the same as always, gorgeous, and poised, and she’s wearing head-to-toe Lululemon armor. In all the years we’ve known each other, India and I have always been the same size, and there is a sharpness to her I don’t remember. In her chin, her collarbone, and now her gaze. But the first thing to strike me is that India’s hair is six inches shorter than the last time I saw her, oddly making her look younger. As Val and Goldie take their seats, India bends, slowly, to reknot the laces on her bubble-gum-pink Hokas. She’s blocking my path, and she’s not trying to be discreet. Not that she’s ever been. Goldie shoots me a nervous look, but I shake my head in what I hope is a reassuring gesture.

			I remind myself I’ve practiced for this moment. But suddenly everything I’d planned to tell India about this summer seems foolish. Rehearsed, at best.

			The apology dies on my lips as India’s new sidekick appears between us.

			“Douglas! Welcome back!”

			“Thanks, Aliyah. Good to see you.”

			Aliyah smiles at me, sincere. She glances at India before continuing, “The thing is, you’ve been gone for so long, you might have forgotten”—she lowers her voice—“these seats are reserved for the varsity eight.”

			“No…I remember,” I say, narrowing my eyes. “What’s the problem?”

			“Tsk. Facts are facts, Margie.” India stands up straight. “Fact: The front line of ergs is for our top athletes.” She pauses, twisting her fingers through a silver chain around her throat. “Fact: Since you couldn’t be bothered to show your face for two months, you’re not one of those. Not anymore.”

			“India—”

			“Fact: You will get us all in trouble if you don’t sit down in the next thirty seconds.” She checks her smartwatch. “My bad…twenty-nine seconds. Twenty-eight…”

			“Are we seriously going to do this, India?”

			“Do what, Margie? Row?” She pouts. “Do you not remember how? Or did you also forget that while you were off doing whatever, or whoever, you were doing all summer?”

			“You know that’s not what I meant,” I snap, more harshly than I intended to. I gesture to the space between us. “I meant this. Besides, it shouldn’t matter where I was. I’m here now.”

			India feigns a wide-eyed look of concern, mimicking my gesture with both hands. She peeks at Aliyah. “Do you see anything?” she asks.

			Aliyah shakes her head.

			“Me neither. So weird.” India taps her watch. “Ten seconds, Margie.”

			I open my mouth to continue arguing, but before I can, another voice calls out.

			A voice like cannon fire.

			His voice.

			“Hi, girls!”

			Coach Clay enters the room with his arms wide in an invisible hug. In one hand he has a Diet Coke; in the other, a whiteboard. His bald head is perpetually sunburned from the amount of time he spends outside, and today, like every day, Coach Clay is wearing his favorite dark orange Oakleys and a tracksuit with the BRC waves embroidered on his chest. There’s something about his square frame that always makes him seem larger than life, and it’s moments like these when I forget I’m taller than him. Once he’s close enough, I also realize that Coach Clay looks unusually exhausted. His smile lines are starting to look like real wrinkles, but that doesn’t stop him from beaming at us, the top of his grin vanishing under his perfectly fluffed mustache.

			I smile back at Coach Clay, momentarily forgetting all about India, and the whispers, and even this summer, and my heart soars into my ribs as sixty girls respond as one:

			“Hi, Coach!”

			India and Aliyah scurry off as Coach Clay stations himself at the windows, sipping his Diet Coke while the novices shuffle in. There are approximately forty girls on the BRC varsity squad, twenty on novice, and while Coach Clay trains exclusively with varsity, he’ll delegate the novices’ training to a revolving door of assistant coaches. The younger girls are easy to spot because they don’t know where to sit, and I catch sight of Jo Bryant lurking at the back. Although we’ve never met before I know who she is instantly. Jo has the same pale blond hair as her celebrity father, and she wears it in a tight bob around her chin. Furthermore, despite standing with her shoulders permanently hunched, she appears to have the same lanky frame.

			Still, I thought the daughter of George “The Giant” Bryant would be…taller.

			“Goldie, great to see you…” Coach Clay surveys our team, bobbing his head as he goes. “India, please thank your mom for the brownies…Ah! Val! How’s the arm, champ?”

			Val flexes her tattooed biceps above her head, and everyone laughs. Val got her notorious tattoo our sophomore year: It’s an outline of the Boston skyline, complete with a tiny red triangle to mark the Citgo sign in her elbow. She tried her best to entice Goldie and me to get matching ones, but the two of us bailed at the last minute. Although Goldie got a septum ring that her mom later made her take out. Val had to miss practice the day she got her tattoo done and Coach Clay has teased her about it ever since. We all have.

			Finally, Coach Clay sets down his whiteboard, and a knot loosens in my throat. Because now that I’m surrounded by my teammates, and now that we’re all in the same place, I realize what I said to India is true. It shouldn’t matter where I was this summer, or even where the girls think I was.

			I’m here.

			And there’s nowhere else I’d rather be.

			“Welcome, everyone,” Coach Clay begins. “It’s wonderful to see so many returning faces. For the novices that I haven’t met yet, I’m Coach Clay. I’m here to teach you how to row. Nothing more, nothing less.”

			A few of the varsity girls laugh at that.

			Me included.

			“Rowing is a sport unlike any other,” Coach Clay continues. “It utilizes every single one of your muscles, and it requires complete and utter control. Of your body. Your oar. Your boat. But it is as much a mental challenge as it is physical. There will be long days, and long nights, and even longer practices ahead of you. But if it were easy, anyone could do it…” He pauses for more laughs. “And since you’re with us, you are no longer just anyone. You are part of our BRC legacy…and I’m honored to say it’s a legacy of the best.”

			Some of the novices titter nervously at that last part, and Coach Clay waits for them to quiet down before continuing.

			“For the past decade, BRC has had the best athletes. The best boats. The best erg scores in the nation.” He glances out the window, toward the Charles. “But despite our many accolades, last fall our seniors lost the Head of the Charles Regatta to the girls from Dexter Country Day. It was…well…”

			He trails off without meaning to, and I realize I’m holding my breath.

			Last year, Val and I were watching the races and eating apple crisp on Anderson Bridge with the other BRC juniors when disaster struck our teammates on the water. Our seniors in the varsity eight had launched earlier with high hopes, but when they veered off course at the halfway mark, they lost precious seconds to Dexter. Our rivals.

			I know I’m not alone in remembering that disaster as if it happened to me.

			Because what happens to one of us happens to all of us.

			Coach Clay shakes himself and presses on.

			“I know you ladies are strong enough for the truth, so I won’t sugarcoat it. Every day, someone is out there. Practicing. Pushing. And they are coming for us. Our mission this fall is to reclaim our Head of the Charles title. It’s a three-day regatta and the largest in the world. Not to mention, it’s happening right here. On our river.” He points out the window for emphasis, to the Charles. “Which means we need to make the most of these next two months. Right?”

			“Right,” the room echoes.

			“My job as your coach is to build the strongest boats.” Coach Clay tucks his hands into his pockets. “In previous years, we’ve only allowed seniors to race at Head of the Charles. But this season, we’re opening it up to the entire team to make things more competitive. Which means to get a seat in the varsity eight, you will need to be at your best. You will need to work harder than before. And always remember: The girls sitting next to you are your teammates…and your competition.”

			People shift in their seats, exchanging awkward looks with friends and frenemies. Directly ahead of me, Goldie breaks the tension by tickling Val under her arm.

			“Excellent. I’m glad we’re on the same page.” Coach Clay sips his Diet Coke. “Which is why in two weeks…we’ll be seat racing.”

			A groan of agony ripples across the room.

			“Seat racing?” Eleanor wails. “Already?”

			“Yes, Eleanor. I appreciate the enthusiasm.” Coach Clay chuckles. “We’ll use the results to select seat assignments for the varsity eight, and those girls will compete at our first race of the season, the Lowell Regatta, one month from now. Got it?”

			“Got it!”

			Coach Clay scans the erg room, making careful eye contact one person at a time. People are still grumbling, especially the current seniors, but my heart kicks up speed with something else entirely. Exhilaration. Restlessness. Or some mix of the two. Eventually, Coach Clay’s attention settles on me, and something flickers behind his granite-colored gaze. A shadow. It looks like Coach Clay is surprised to see me, which in turn surprises me. I lift a hand to wave, and he jolts back to attention. But when he turns away without acknowledging me, my arm falls heavy into my lap.

			That…I wasn’t expecting.

			“Thank you, girls.” Coach Clay clears his throat. “And now…I’d like our captains to say a word.”

			Priyanka Kapoor pops up first. She’s the shortest in the room, but it’s part of what makes her the perfect coxswain. Before she came to BRC, Pri was in her school’s select chorus, and she’s even performed at Carnegie Hall. Twice. But Pri traded one microphone for another, and now, as our top coxswain, it’s her responsibility to steer the varsity eight over the finish line as quickly as possible. The ends of Pri’s hair are dyed a bright indigo, the color identical to the gummy headphones she’s always wearing around her neck and that connect to the recorder in her back pocket. Like most coxswains, Pri makes recordings of herself during races to send to college recruiters. But she’s also known for uploading her race videos to YouTube, and her most popular one has almost half a million views.

			“Remember, ladies. Number one rule: be on time,” Pri barks. “But I want to add, keep those grades up! Prioritize your nutrition! And—”

			“No parties,” India interrupts, unwinding her legs to stand. “No boys. No girls.”

			Some people giggle at that last part.

			When India came out our sophomore year, the entire team was floored. Not because she’s gay, but because no one, including me, thought that she could love anything that wasn’t rowing. India later confided in me that the only reason she didn’t come out sooner was because her mom asked her not to, which, at the time, broke my heart on her behalf.

			Then again…that was back when we didn’t keep secrets from one another.

			As the room quiets down, I rise to stand with the other captains. Taking only some small pleasure in the begrudging glare India throws me.

			“I also want to say—”

			Coach Clay clears his throat.

			“Douglas…” He shifts his weight from side to side, his unease multiplying my own.

			“Yes, Coach?”

			“I’m sorry…but I need to ask you to sit.”

			The words don’t register at first, and I merely blink at him. Dumbfounded. I’m suddenly more than aware that every single person in the room, varsity and novice, is watching us.

			Watching me.

			“Why?” I hear myself ask from afar.

			“You’re…” Coach Clay hesitates. The apology is evident behind his eyes, but only because I know where to look for it. “I’m sorry…but you’re not captain. Not anymore.”

		

	
		
			JO
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			Margaret drops hard onto her seat as the team explodes into chatter.

			“Told you so—”

			“Look at her face—”

			“—his face—”

			“Eleanor said that Pri said—”

			“—rehab!”

			Coach Clay has lost control of his audience, and his mustache twitches. The first thing I thought of when he introduced himself is that the BRC head coach is oddly but distinctly built like a Range Rover—square shoulders, broad arms—and he’s significantly shorter than George. But as he was talking, I realized that there is something similar in the way he speaks—an air of authority, or power, that keeps all eyes on him. However, I also can’t help but notice that Coach Clay, also unlike George, has a beer gut underneath his tracksuit. Not that it makes him any less intimidating.

			Suddenly, Coach Clay claps his hands.

			Only once—but that’s all it takes.

			Every head snaps to attention, and with Val and Goldie facing the front, I can’t see their reactions. Directly behind them, Margaret remains ramrod straight. If she’s rattled, she’s hiding it well.

			“I know we’re all excited to be back together, and I promise to get you on the water as soon as possible,” Coach Clay continues calmly, as if he didn’t just lob a live grenade into the room. “But first…we have one final order of business.”

			My attention is still on Margaret, which means I don’t immediately register what happens next.

			“Aliyah Pope?”

			This time, the varsity girls turn cautiously, one by one by one, to follow Coach Clay’s gaze. In fact, there’s only one person who doesn’t move a muscle.

			“Yes, Coach?” Aliyah’s voice wavers.

			“Is there something you want to tell your team?”

			Aliyah doesn’t respond, and Coach Clay sighs.

			“Last weekend, I was notified that MIT police had to escort Miss Pope off campus after she took a series of…inappropriate…photos with the Alchemist statue,” he explains. “Photos that were then posted online and brought to the attention of the BRC board of governors. Isn’t that true, Miss Pope?”

			“Coach, I didn’t mean to—”

			“Is it true, Aliyah?”

			Aliyah peeks at India before responding, and India nods almost imperceptibly.

			“It’s true.”

			“Thank you for your honesty.” Coach Clay tips his head to the exit. “You may go now.”

			Aliyah balks. When she stands, it looks like her legs might buckle, but she takes a step to gain her balance and heads for the locker room. Unlike the outburst following Margaret’s public humiliation, this time the other girls stay quiet. Painfully so. It’s only when Aliyah is completely out of sight that the whispers return—and they’re no longer about Margaret.

			“I’m sorry, girls. I hate to start our season on a sour note.” Coach Clay exhales. “But as you know, going on the water is a privilege. One you must earn. Like your captains were saying, we have a code of conduct at BRC, and we can’t risk our hard-earned legacy for one person’s selfishness. If you have any further questions, about this or anything else, know my door is always open. Okay?”

			A handful of people mumble in response.

			“Who-are-we?”

			I jump when the captain with blue hair—Pri—breaks the silence. She’s not as polished or preppy-looking as some of the others, and that might be why everyone listens to her so instinctively. She has bite and bark. Pri pumps a fist in the air above her head, and the other girls chant back to her.

			“B-R-C.”

			“I said…WHO-ARE-WE?”

			“B-R-C!”

			Their voices make the room feel deceptively small.

			Coach Clay picks up his whiteboard. On it are a dozen Popsicle sticks, each one marked with an athlete’s name, grouped in long columns under different boat assignments including Artemis, the Davis, and the Sisk. I nervously search for my place without finding it. Then, when I do, I bristle when I see my name stacked with the novices under a single word. Land.

			“Let’s get after it, girls,” Coach Clay barks.

			There is a swift burst of activity. The older girls grab their water bottles, sneakers, sunglasses, and visors—everyone excited and chattering as they file out of the erg room. Not knowing where I’m supposed to go, I follow the novices toward the weight room. I catch sight of Val as she rushes by, but she’s too busy talking to someone else to notice me.

			I catch only the end of their hushed conversation:

			“Ten bucks she peed on it—”

			“Ew, Eleanor!”

			“Fine! Five is my highest offer—”

			“Is that really what you want to bet on?”

			“What do you mean?”

			“I mean…” Val pauses, adjusting her glasses. “Who’s gonna take Aliyah’s seat…?”

			Val and her friend disappear downstairs, and it seems like everyone else is similarly distracted by Aliyah Pope’s speedy exit and whatever she was caught doing with the Alchemist statue. While most people are looking toward the locker room where Aliyah fled, I glance in the opposite direction.

			But Margaret is already gone.

			

			—

			Immediately after Coach Clay’s speech, one of his assistant coaches gathers the novices in the weight room. The younger man introduces himself, but I forget his name immediately—and am too nervous to ask him to repeat it—and it’s not until someone else passes around a stack of papers that I realize we’re not being forced into a boat.

			Not today.

			The first page of the packet is an intake form, and in addition to the usual questions—name, grade, emergency contact—it also asks us to describe our goals for the season. Two sentences or less. I automatically put my mom down for my emergency contact—because even though she might be hours away, I still trust her in an emergency way more than I do George. Then I peek at the paper of the girl next to me, another freshman named Donna. She writes in big, swoopy letters:

			Make new friends.

			Yeah—sure.

			I stare at the wall for a minute and eventually decide to leave the section blank. Once the forms are collected, we move on to a bingo board, and everyone spends the next thirty minutes filling in the names of different novices based on the prompts in each box:

			Plays a classical instrument.

			Donna Lin.

			Has traveled to 5+ countries.

			Elizabeth Rojas.

			Knows multiple languages.

			Petra Adams.

			Is an only child.

			Me.

			My pencil hovers over that last one, an uncomfortable weight settling under my ribs.

			“Bingo!” Donna squeals.

			In between icebreakers, I catch a few of the other novices gossiping about the girl that Coach Clay kicked off the team, everyone hypothesizing on what exactly was in the photos that ended up online. I seem to be the only one thinking about the look on Margaret’s face when Coach Clay told her she’s no longer a captain, which I have to believe came as a surprise to her. Even if I don’t exactly know why or how.

			Or what she could have done to lose her captaincy.

			Once we’ve finished, the novices tour the rest of the boathouse, starting with the boat bay on the ground level. According to our guide, BRC has more than twenty boats of different shapes and colors—eights, fours, doubles, singles—each named for the number of rowers sitting inside—and they are stored on tiered racks. Like a carbon fiber forest. Depending on the time of year and the length of a given race, the type of boat may change, but the most important is the biggest—the varsity eight—which has the name Artemis emblazoned on the hull in sparkling gold print. In one corner, a dozen oars hang lengthwise from ceiling to floor, all painted with BRC’s waves along the flat end, or the blade.

			Once the tour is over, we run.

			There’s a footpath along the river that goes all the way from the BRC boathouse to the Museum of Science, turning from concrete to gravel and back again. The nameless assistant coach leads our pack, and although I begin with Donna, I find myself at the front as most people slow down at the halfway point. When we loop back on the other side, I realize the river is even grosser than I expected. Thanks to the recent rainy weather, the water is high and garbage literally zooms downstream—dead leaves, dead branches, Solo cups, condoms—and an empty Tostitos bag bobs at the shore like a flag of defeat. Just to really drive the point home. Because I’m looking down, I’m not paying attention to where in the city we are. But when I look up, I spot an unexpectedly familiar flagpole.

			And now it’s too late to turn around.

			Of all the boathouses in Boston, the one where George coaches is the most pretentious-looking. According to his stories, Kenmore Boat Club is also the oldest, and it sticks out from the brick city buildings with its distinct watercolor-gray siding. Unlike the colleges, or adult teams, or other youth programs nearby, the only people who row out of Kenmore are George’s boys—a handful from Walden—and who, at the moment, are standing on the dock and hosing down their boats. They’re all wearing the same purple spandex shorts, plus some combination of Patagonia fleece or vest, and the closer we get, the more they look like preppy Brooks Brothers clones. Each of their boats is over sixty feet from end to end, painted the same obnoxious purple, and I spot George as he helps lift a boat out of the water. But when George sees me, seeing them, he eagerly waves both hands—forgetting his strength and dropping his end of the boat.

			The boys shriek.

			“Teenager! HEY!”

			George bounds toward us like a bouncy ball, the dock wobbling dangerously with his stride. I hesitate, debating whether I should stop. But before I can decide, one of the boys closest to George lobs a wet sponge at his teammates—who respond by slamming him to the dock.

			And farting on him.

			“Gross,” Petra mutters somewhere behind me.

			With George distracted, I pick up speed until I’m well out of sight of Kenmore. It’s only when we’re around the next turn that I risk slowing down, and I merge back into the group beside Donna.

			“Who was that?” she asks, panting forcefully.

			“Coach Bryant,” I say, my voice flat.

			Donna doesn’t say anything else—but she’s breathing so hard, I’m not surprised. However, five minutes later, she grabs me by the elbow as we cross the bridge closest to BRC, and I look in the direction her trembling finger is pointing.

			About a quarter mile downstream, in the opposite direction away from Kenmore, is a bright blue BRC boat. The boat. The varsity eight. Artemis. It’s surprisingly thin, even from here, and with their oars extended parallel to one another, the eight girls rowing look almost like a giant water spider the way they glide over the surface. Every motion is intentional. Poised. Powerful, sure—and yet not particularly fast. Coach Clay follows the varsity eight in a flat bottom motorboat—a coaching launch—and he barks orders without needing a megaphone. As they pass under the bridge where we’re standing, the sound of each stroke rolls up and around us. We can feel it more than see it—but still, it’s loud. And when the varsity girls appear on the other side, I catch a glimpse of Val sitting squarely in the middle of the boat.

			She notices me, too—and she takes one hand off her oar to blow a kiss.

			Despite myself, I linger with Donna to watch the boat vanish around the next turn. Even though the varsity girls are repeating the same motion from one stroke to the next—in, and out, and in again—there’s still an unspoken sense that something new might happen if we take our eyes off them. Like there’s an invisible string connecting one girl to the next, at risk of being cut. It’s nothing like the videos I’ve seen of George rowing, where the most obvious thing is the brute force behind every motion. Because this—whatever this is—is different. It’s graceful.

			It’s almost…beautiful.

			“They look amazing,” Donna manages. Half sigh, half weary exhale.

			I don’t respond.

			But I don’t disagree.

			And it only dawns on me once the boat is out of sight that Margaret is still nowhere to be seen.

			

			—

			George warned me about packing a change of clothes for after practice, but it’s only when I’m one leg into my fleece pajama bottoms that I realize how unprepared I look compared to the older girls in their Nike sweats—how stupid. Most of the novices leave after our run, but I spend the next fifteen minutes waiting for Val outside BRC—and if the Jeep hadn’t been parked exactly where she left it, I’d believe she drove home without me. Donna offers to wait with me, but after her mom arrives, I politely shoo them away. In the distance, the city streetlights flicker to life, and I make myself comfortable sitting with my chin on my knees, scrolling on my phone without paying close attention.

			I also can’t decide if the buzz I’m hearing is the lights or mosquitoes.

			That’s a lie—mosquitoes.

			“Hi, Jo.”

			India stands above me, watching me. And I have the distinct impression that nothing escapes her gaze—or her. She’s also changed out of her workout gear, and she’s wearing a plum-colored sweatsuit, the front unzipped to flaunt her abs. It looks more like she stepped off a glossy magazine cover than out of a boat.

			“You have a good practice?”

			I shrug with one shoulder.

			“It’ll be more exciting after you get in a boat,” India promises me, misinterpreting my response. She twirls her car keys on a Vineyard Vines lanyard. “Is your dad coming to pick you up?”

			“He’s still at work,” I say. “Val’s my carpool buddy.”

			India’s eyes go from me to Val’s Jeep and back again.

			“Is…um…your friend okay?” I ask.

			“Who?”

			India stares at me without blinking.

			“Um…Aliyah?”

			“Ah. Right. She’ll be fine.” India tsks, chewing on her lower lip. “It sucks how it happened, but it was the right call.”

			That, I don’t have anything to say to—but India takes my silence in stride.

			“Y’know…some us are going shopping this weekend,” she says. It’s hard to tell in the dim light, but I think she glances at my pajama bottoms. “There’s a place on Newbury I’ve been wanting to check out. You…and Val…should totally come with.”

			“Oh…” I hug my knees to my chest. “I don’t know if Val—”

			“I’ll text her,” India says, as if that settles the matter. Maybe it does. “It’ll be something to look forward to. Get you through the rest of the week.”

			“Okay. Th-thanks,” I stammer. “Sounds fun.”

			“Totally,” India says, waving goodbye, but still unsmiling as she saunters off toward her car. “Tell your dad I say hello.”

			Ah.

			Right.

			I wave back but drop my hand as soon as India disappears, my expression souring. And as soon as her BMW pulls out of the lot, I pick up my phone.

			
				
					MOMMA: Hi!!!! How was it?

				

			

			
				
					JO: Can I call you later?

				

			

			
				
					MOMMA: That bad, huh?

				

			

			Defeated, I shove my phone deep inside my duffel and head into the lobby to search for Val. But instead of going upstairs to the locker room, this time I push through the next set of doors into the boat bay—on the off chance she might have doubled back to put away oars. I pick up the pace when I hear a voice, and I head deeper into the belly of the boathouse. Toward the strange but unmistakable smell of gasoline.

			It’s too late when I realize it’s not Val I’m hearing.

			It’s Margaret.

			“…mad at me?”

			Panicked, I duck behind the hanging oars. When I peek through them, I can see who Margaret’s talking to before I see her. Coach Clay is on his knees, his back to me, and he’s filling a plastic jerrican with fuel for his launch. His movements are nearly meditative, and as I stare at the back of his bald head, I can see that the sunburn on his ears is peeling.

			“I could never be mad at you, Douglas. I’m sorry about earlier.”

			I shift and catch a glimpse of Margaret leaning into the wall beside Coach Clay, She’s still in her workout clothes, her braid undone at the edges.

			“Then…why did you make me sit down? In front of everyone?”

			“Because, like I said the last time we spoke…you can’t be captain anymore. Not after what happened at Nationals.”

			Margaret mutters something that I don’t hear.

			I hesitate, then inch closer.

			“She was your responsibility, Douglas. You were her captain. Because of you…Well. It’s a tragedy what happened to that girl—”

			My eyebrows shoot up my forehead.

			“What happened wasn’t my fault. You know it wasn’t!”

			“Please, Douglas. Consider things from my position.” Coach Clay raises his voice to match hers. “Everyone knows you earn your boat. You earn your seat. What kind of a message would it send if I put you in the varsity eight on your first day back? It wouldn’t be fair. Right?”

			“Right, but…”

			“Hey. What do I always say? Be patient and have faith. With Aliyah gone, it’s only a matter of time until you’re stroking the Artemis again.”

			“But if I’m not in the varsity eight for Head of the Charles—”

			“You will be. I promise. Seat racing will be our chance to put you in, fair and square. You and I both know you can win, and then no one can deny that you belong. And in the meantime, there’s only one thing you need to ask yourself…”

			“Which is?”

			Coach Clay must hear the pain in Margaret’s voice, because he stands and rests a hand on her shoulder.

			“What are you willing to do to win?”

			Margaret is silent for a long, long pause. So long, in fact, that I wonder if I somehow missed her response. But when she speaks, her voice is acidic:

			“Anything.”

			Ba-ba-ba-BANG!!!

			I’ve moved too far forward, and in the process I knock a dozen oars to the ground. Coach Clay and Margaret whip to attention, him kicking over the jerrican in his haste, and the smell of gasoline floods the air. I bend to tidy the mess of oars as quickly as I can, but they’re too long and too awkward for me to manage on my own. When I stand up, I catch Margaret seething in my direction.

			Busted.

			“I—uh—sorry,” I stammer.

			Margaret and Coach Clay continue to glare at me silently, but it’s obvious that no one knows who should move first. I take my cue and backpedal down the aisle without breaking eye contact. When neither one tries to stop me, I spin and power walk away as quickly as I dare. Coach Clay whispers something to Margaret, and as soon as I step into the lobby, I break into a nervous jog toward Val’s Jeep.

			Because even if I don’t understand what she and Coach Clay were talking about—I know I wasn’t supposed to have heard any of it. And I know I don’t want to be involved.

			I just want to get out of here.

			Now.

		

	
		
			MARGARET
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			“Hey, Jo. Wait up!”

			Jo is fast, surprisingly so, and she’s already halfway across the parking lot by the time I catch her. Val, however, is nowhere to be seen, so Jo has nowhere go. Judging by the fear in her eyes when she stuck her head out from behind the oars, she heard everything that Coach Clay and I were saying.

			What’s less obvious is what the hell she’s going to do next.

			Nationals…

			She was your responsibility…

			That girl…

			The argument rewinds in my head at warp speed as Jo finally stops and turns around. She doesn’t look as alarmed as she did a minute ago, but her face is still pale in the light from passing traffic. Not that her jitters make mine any better.

			“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to—”

			“I don’t know what you heard, but it’s not what you think,” I cut her off with a brisk, and I hope professional-sounding, tone. “Coach Clay and I were simply discussing—”

			“I didn’t hear anything. Seriously,” Jo interrupts.

			The force in her words surprises me, and we stare at each other without speaking.

			I can’t be sure in the dark, but I think she blushes.

			“Whatever’s going on…it’s between you guys.” Jo ducks her head, unable to meet my gaze. “I don’t care about any of this stuff.”

			“This…stuff ?” I repeat, balling my hands into fists.

			Jo nods and smiles. A nervous, fake smile.

			And…it’s that smile that breaks me.

			Unlike the other BRC girls, the ones who come from money and spend their days in private school and their summers on Nantucket, who have designer dogs named something like Brady or Fenway or Tucker, the girls with celebrity mothers and fathers, girls like Val and Goldie, I’m only able to afford rowing at BRC because of a single life-changing scholarship. Coach Clay always wanted to grow the sport outside the stereotypical bubble of the East Coast elite, and he specifically came to my high school and recruited me to the BRC team as a freshman. Neither of my parents went to college, and now, thanks to him, rowing is my best and only shot at a future. I’m not as smart as India, or as tech savvy as Pri. I don’t have the safety net Eleanor does with her father’s empire. Even Aliyah has parents who teach at MIT and can help her application along, regardless of whatever trouble she gets into next. I have nothing in my life besides rowing. I love the sport, and my team, and I don’t have the luxury of not caring, not the way Jo gets to claim. I don’t have a choice.

			She doesn’t know what it’s like…how hard we work.

			What we’ve given up to be here.

			What I’ve done.

			“Yeah…” Jo hesitates, still not sensing my boiling anger. “Like I said…I’m not going to row in college.”

			“Obviously. But this stuff is important, Jo,” I say, throwing the word back at her and taking only the smallest satisfaction in the way her face crumples. “Regardless of whether or not you do it.”

			“I—”

			“What, you think we all show up six days a week, three hours a day, because we have nothing else to do with our lives? Don’t you know that a million girls would kill to be training with someone like Coach Clay?”

			“I do. I mean—that’s not what I meant.” She backpedals. “I meant, I know it’s good for college, but—”

			“That’s what everyone says. Do you even know why?”

			Jo hesitates, then shakes her head.

			“Because for most schools there’s money behind it. A lot of money,” I explain. “Colleges need to meet Title Nine requirements, which means balancing the money they spend on men’s sports with women’s. And rowing is the perfect fit because teams are large…and expensive.”

			“So?”

			“So, we show up early, and we stay late. First ones in, last ones out,” I say, gesturing to the boathouse behind me. “Maybe we do it for college. Maybe it’s because it’s the most fun you’ll ever have in life. Either way, I know girls who’ve had to skip prom for race day. Some, graduation. Sure, a lot of people do it for the scholarships, the accolades, the brand deals. But every girl at BRC does this stuff because they want to belong. They want to earn their seat.” I narrow my eyes. “That’s why BRC is the best.”

			“I’m not going to take anyone’s seat,” Jo says, her voice wavering. “I’m only here to make my parents happy.”

			“And if that’s the only reason, you should quit now,” I hiss.

			“I’m not a quitter!” Jo snaps back.

			The word activates something in her, and I frown at her sudden intensity. Before I can respond, I catch sight of Val and Goldie skipping toward us from the boathouse. Goldie is carrying a foam roller under her arm, and once she is close enough, she spanks it across my butt. Val, on the other hand, is carrying a steaming instant ramen cup, and she pinches a pair of plastic chopsticks in Jo’s direction like a mama bird.

			“Hiya, little one,” Val says, sliding to a stop. She’s hyperfocused on slurping down a noodle and doesn’t seem to notice the tension crackling between Jo and me. “Sorry I’m late. We couldn’t get the microwave to work for the loooongest time.”

			“No worries…”

			“Also, hope you don’t mind, but we gotta drop someone else off on the way home. That cool?”

			I open my mouth to answer, but Jo beats me to it.

			“Sure. Who is it?”

			At Jo’s question, Val glares in the direction of the dock.

			“My ex.”

			For the second time today, the ground shifts under me.

			At that moment, a boy in Kenmore colors appears at the edge of the parking lot. He has dirty blond hair and wears a Carhartt jacket open over a Boston Strong T-shirt, a pair of gray sweatpants low on his hips, and a chunky silver Rolex on his wrist. It’s too dark now for any of us to see his face in detail, but I don’t need the light to know exactly who he is. Or that his watch is always five minutes fast. Or who he’s smiling at. When Val waves him closer, he easily quickens his pace, crossing the lot with an effortless, happy, loping stride. When he stops beside her, I realize I’ve stopped breathing. And I do everything in my power to keep my eyes on Val, keeping myself anchored in place by staring at her curls.

			Ten…Nine…Eight…

			“Jo, meet Sebastian,” Val says. “He’s…the worst.”

			“Call me Seb.” Seb beams and gives Jo a bro-hug, much to her obvious surprise. “You’re George Bryant’s kid, yeah?”

			Jo mumbles something.

			“Sick, I knew it! Your dad built my leg!”

			“Sorry…your what?”

			Seb grins at Jo’s obvious confusion and uses both hands to lift the bottom of his sweatpants, revealing a prosthetic leg on his right side. It’s a lightweight, streamlined model designed for stability, with a custom socket at the knee.

			“Cool,” Jo says.

			“Don’t ask him about it.” Val rolls her eyes. I can’t help but notice the degree of affection, and protection, in her voice. Even if she’s trying awfully hard to hide it. “He’ll say it was a dolphin attack. Or a freak incident with a paper cutter. Or—”

			“Aliens,” Goldie interrupts.

			She and Seb high-five.

			“Does it…hurt when you row?” Jo asks.

			“Nope. The thing smells rank, though.”

			Val rolls her eyes at that. “Seb is the best para-rower on the East Coast. And he started training for the US team this summer.”

			“Really?” I gape.

			It’s the first thing I’ve said since Seb’s arrival, and when everyone turns to me, I half wonder if they forgot that I’m standing here. Jo hastily shuffles sideways to put Seb, and space, between us.

			“Congrats, Seb,” I say, ignoring Jo. “That’s amazing.”

			“Thanks. How was your summer, Douglas? I haven’t seen you in ages.”

			“Yeah. Another lifetime ago.”

			“Lifetime and a half, probably.”

			“No one’s seen her in ages,” Goldie chimes in. She drops to the ground with her foam roller and flips onto one booty cheek. She either doesn’t know or doesn’t care how goofy she looks.

			“Yeah, well, I’m sure you’ve heard rumors.” I cross my arms. “Rehab…Paris…it’s been busy.”

			“Cool. Me too,” Seb says, unsmiling. His light-green eyes look distant.

			“Also busy?”

			“Crazy busy.”

			“Good.”

			“Yeah…good.”

			I look at Seb before I remember I’m trying desperately to avoid looking at him, and I’m aware that Jo is following our conversation like a tennis match. In contrast, Val is focused on her noodles, and Goldie on stretches, and if neither of my closest friends seems to notice the friction between Seb and me, I don’t know why the new girl would be able to sense it.

			That said…Jo frowns when I catch her eye, and suddenly I’m the one blushing.

			“Sorry, guys. I need to go,” I say, already walking away. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”

			“Drive safe!”

			“Bye-bye, Douglas!”

			I cast one last look at the BRC flags before I duck into my Mustang. When I start the engine, Jo holds up both hands to block the glare from my headlights. I watch as Seb takes her bag, and then Val’s and throws them into the back of Val’s Jeep. My mind is racing as I accelerate out of the lot and onto the highway, with the city and its reflection on the Charles blurring together like starlight in my periphery.

			I knew that returning to BRC after this summer would be difficult.

			I knew that the girls would take it personally when I couldn’t tell them where I was.

			But I had no idea that Coach Clay would revoke my captaincy.

			I had no idea that he’d keep me from the varsity eight.

			And I had no idea that that Val and Seb were still…talking.

			Oddly enough, one of the only things I know with any certainty after today is that if Coach Clay didn’t want me at BRC, he’d have no problem kicking me off the team. In fact, part of me wonders if that’s why he got rid of Aliyah the way he did: both to distract people and to protect me.

			It wouldn’t be the first time.

			Besides…with Aliyah gone, there’s suddenly an open spot in the varsity eight. And like I told Jo, it’s a spot a million girls would kill for.

			I would know.

			I’m one of them.

		

	
		
			40 Days to Head of the Charles
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				A Rising Tide Lifts All Boats: How Head of the Charles Boosts Greater Boston Economy

				This fall, all eyes turn to the water for the annual Head of the Charles Regatta (HOCR). Founded in 1965, HOCR is held on the penultimate weekend of October, and this year the three-day event is expected to shatter records. Last year, the city hosted 11,500 athletes from a whopping 32 countries, and they were cheered on by upward of 400,000 spectators lining the banks of the Charles. On average, HOCR brings in $88 million to the local tourism industry, which is comparable to the $120 million brought in by the Boston Marathon.

				Despite the revenue HOCR generates for Boston, there has always been a high price tag associated with the sport of rowing. Those racing can expect to pay entry fees ranging from $160 to $2,600 depending on their event, which comes on top of standard equipment expenses: Oars alone can vary from $300 to $700 per set, a one-person single shell anywhere from $10,000 to $20,000, and the largest rowing boat, an eight, is priced around $25,000–$50,000.

				The cost only goes up from there.

				—THE FENS FINANCIAL

				 

			

		

	
		
			JO

			
				[image: ]
			

			George is making alphabet SpaghettiOs when I come downstairs on Sunday morning. Which—tragically—can mean only one thing.

			He wants to talk.

			“Lunch is ready in a minute, Teenager!”

			“Oh. Okay…thanks.”

			I linger at the outskirts of his kitchen, and George steals a bite of fake-meat meatball when he thinks I’m not watching. But I am.

			Because BRC practices Saturdays at eight a.m.—in addition to every day after school—today was the first and only time all week I didn’t need to set an alarm. George was gone when I woke up. And, based on his pit stains, I’m guessing he left to sneak in a workout of his own.

			Now that I think about it, he did mention that one of his favorite things to do on Sundays is run the Harvard Stadium steps—but I didn’t realize he meant every Sunday.

			We were quick to fall into a routine this week—George driving me to Walden before school, and Val driving me home after practice. Most nights, George has had dinner ready when I walk in the door, and I’ve learned that he likes to eat in silence in front of the TV. Between that and his two jobs, there are only thirty minutes left in the day for us to talk to one another, at either the beginning or end of his rom-com of choice. Even yesterday when I got back from BRC, he was already gone for his afternoon at Kenmore, and when he came back, he went straight into grading papers for his Walden students.

			We’re ships passing in the night.

			My first week at BRC was nothing like I expected. Or feared. For better—and worse. Val keeps doing her best to take me under her tattooed wing, and Goldie’s wasted no time telling some of the worst dad jokes I’ve ever heard. Although we haven’t gone on the water, the novice workouts have steadily been getting harder. Yesterday after lifting weights, we went on another run around the river, and Donna spent the whole time blasting unseasonably early Christmas music on speakerphone—because she says it keeps her focused. Meanwhile, I’ve been doing my best to avoid Margaret and Coach Clay, and any lingering awkwardness from when they caught me spying. Coach Clay is easy because the varsity and novice squads don’t interact during workouts. Margaret has been harder to dodge, especially since Val keeps trying to get her to hang out after practice.

			Lucky for me, Margaret always says no.

			When my mom called on Friday, she and I were both surprised when I said that I’d be okay sticking with BRC a little longer—to appease George. Obviously. And even if I didn’t tell her everything, especially not what I said to Margaret about me not being a quitter, I think my mom could sense that something changed.

			It’s only when I remember my conversation with Margaret that I wonder exactly what I’m trying to prove. And to whom.

			Either way. Like living in Boston, BRC is only temporary.

			“You want to catch a movie later?” George asks abruptly. “I can check showtimes.”

			“Actually…Val should be picking me up soon,” I say. “I’m not sure what time we’ll be back. We’re going to Newbury Street, remember?”

			“Right! Right. I knew that.” George bobs his head with so much enthusiasm that hair falls into his eyes. He ladles a generous lump of SpaghettiOs into a paper bowl, puts the bowl onto a paper plate, and sprinkles a handful of Cool Ranch Doritos around the rim before handing it to me. My mom would be horrified.

			George might be an Olympian—but he’s also a single dad. And it’s impossible to tell he’s an athlete based on what he eats.

			This time, George takes a seat at the island, and I stand across from him. After wearing my Walden uniform for the last several days, I had a hard time deciding what normal clothes to dig out from the pile on my floor, and after twenty minutes of scrambling I ended up back in the first outfit I tried on—a yellow sundress, white Converse, and my denim jacket. The front has a smattering of enamel pins from my favorite fandoms—The Vampire Diaries, X-Men, plus a cartoonish Ruth Bader Ginsburg that my mom got me for my birthday—and even if the jacket is two sizes too big, I love how bulky it is. I thought about removing some of the pins, at the risk of drawing attention from Val and the others, but I eventually decided against it. Pretending to be more confident than I actually am.

			Across from me, George takes out his phone and scrolls.

			“Spoons?” I prompt.

			“Try above the sink.”

			I head for the cabinet he’s pointing to, rising on my tippy-toes to reach the back. Once I’ve dug out a box of utensils, I perch on the stool next to George, pass him a plastic spoon, and begin eating without looking at him.

			It’s starting to feel like I’m the adult here.

			“So…” George pauses for dramatic emphasis. “How’s your…French going?”

			“Latin,” I correct him. “And fine. I finished the homework last night.”

			“Wow! Already?”

			“Yep.”

			“Okay. Cool. And school is still…okay? Making friends?”

			“Yep.”

			“Meet any cute…”

			George must see the stricken look on my face, because he pivots midsentence.

			“I’m glad you’re spending time with the BRC girls outside the boathouse,” he says. “That Val is a good egg.”

			“Yeah, she’s…fun,” I admit, tracing my spoon around my bowl. “Actually…do you know anything about a senior named Margaret Douglas?”

			I’m not sure who’s more surprised by the question—me or George.

			“Of course,” George says, laughing his too-loud laugh. “Margaret was one of BRC’s best athletes!”

			“What do you mean…was?”

			George picks up a single Dorito between his thumb and pointer finger, shoveling his next scoop of SpaghettiOs straight onto his tongue like he’s eating chips and salsa.

			“Last season, Margaret and another BRC girl raced at Nationals and set a course record.” He chews and swallows, considering me and my question a moment longer than he did before. “Why do you ask, Teenager?”

			“No reason. She’s friends with Val, and she disappeared for the summer…or something. Everyone’s trying to figure out what happened to her.”

			George runs a hand through his hair, which flattens against his head from sweat.

			“Any theories?”

			“Plenty,” I admit, shrugging with one shoulder. “Val thinks she was rowing in secret at another club. But a lot of people seem to think she was in rehab or something.”

			“What do you think?”

			At that, I hesitate. Because I think—I remember the way Margaret and Coach Clay were arguing on her first day back. And how Margaret chased me down. And the way she was so insistent that I didn’t hear what I know I did. And the distinct not-a-vibe vibe between her and Val’s ex-boyfriend—a vibe I had no business noticing. Especially since Val didn’t.

			I think—it’s none of my business.

			None of it.

			And yet.

			“I…don’t know,” I confess. “But I did overhear her talking with Coach Clay. Whatever happened, I think Margaret did something…bad.”

			George smacks his lips at that.

			“Clay and I go way back.”

			“You do?”

			George nods. He pushes his bowl aside, careful to lick all the Dorito dust off his fingers. “Clay is smart, and fair, and his boats always win. Whatever’s going on, whatever happened, I’m sure he’s looking out for the best interests of the team…and your friend Margaret.”

			“Val’s friend,” I correct him.

			Beep-beep!

			We jump at the sound of a car horn, and I glance out the bay windows to see Val’s Jeep sitting cockeyed in the driveway. Val is busy chowing down on a breakfast burrito, left foot on the horn, and Goldie has leaped out of the passenger’s side to straighten up George’s mailbox.

			Looks like they hit it on landing.

			Beep-beeEEEEP!

			“Better get going.” George smiles and hands me a disposable travel cup. Based on the smell, he’s already forgotten that I don’t drink coffee. “Text me when you’re on the way home?”

			“I will,” I say, already walking to the door.

			George follows, and for a moment—or two—I’m afraid he’s going to insist on introducing himself to Val and Goldie. Instead, he snatches his wallet off the counter and thumbs out a twenty-dollar bill.

			“Oh…um…thanks?” I falter.

			“Have fun, be safe.” George smiles, handing me the cash.

			I nod and leave, tightening my denim jacket as I go.

			And I’d love to know what kind of trouble he thinks I’ll find with twenty dollars.

			

			—

			Val sticks to back roads instead of taking the highway to practice like we normally do, and before we get too far into downtown, she opts for parking at an aboveground subway station. From there, she and Goldie lead me inside and down the largest, steepest escalator I’ve seen in real life—and at the bottom, they show me how to work one of the fare machines to buy a ticket. However, Val nudges me aside when I try to use George’s twenty-dollar bill to pay, and I’m still mumbling my thank-yous when Goldie herds me through the turnstile and to the platform beyond.

			When Val’s card doesn’t work a moment later—she jumps it.

			“So, like…what exactly did India say when she invited you?” Goldie asks me. It’s not the first—or second—time she’s had some version of the same question.

			“Calm your tits, Goldie.” Val sighs, rubbing her glasses clean with the front of her striped rugby shirt. “India texted me, and she said it was an open invite. Relax.”

			Goldie giggles nervously, looking anything but relaxed. Clearly, there’s some kind of politics being played among the varsity girls. India doesn’t seem like the type to go out of her way for anyone. Especially a novice. And although it doesn’t explain why Val and Goldie insisted on tagging along, I suspect that India’s sudden interest in me has much more to do with her interest in George.

			The subway train—or the T, as Val calls it—screeches in on a gust of warm air and the distinct smell of burning hair. We board as a group, but Goldie remains standing as Val and I claim one of the green-and-white bench seats. Goldie latches on to the overhead bars as we pull out of the station and begins doing pull-ups—just to prove she can. After ten, she jumps down lightly, and when a necklace swings out from her cardigan, I catch a glimpse of a tiny sun charm before she tucks it away.

			“Show-off,” Val mutters.

			It’s less than fifteen minutes to our destination, and we get off at the Hynes Convention Center. I step out onto the sidewalk and directly into a crush of bodies—tourists, school groups, other shoppers, and frazzled nannies with oversize strollers—and Val narrowly yanks me back by the scruff of my jacket. The wall closest to us is papered with posters for upcoming shows at the House of Blues, and high above, the sun dazzles off the side of a glass building.

			“I see them!”

			Goldie doesn’t wait for us before she dives into the crosswalk, hurtling for an Urban Outfitters on the opposite corner. I’m about to follow when the light changes—and Val throws out both arms to stop me from being hit by a painter’s van.

			“Mom hands,” she teases.

			Inside the store, we find Goldie with India and two varsity girls that Val told me about in advance—Olivia and Amelia Taylor. I was curious to see if Aliyah would be here, but no one has mentioned her since Monday’s practice, and it seems like India has wasted no time searching for a replacement. Or two. Olivia is the older sister, Amelia the younger, and their dad is a New Zealand diplomat working in the city. Allegedly, the sisters love it when people call them the Kiwis and hate it when they’re asked if they are twins. But both Taylor girls have the same prominent cheekbones, and freckles, and they’re wearing almost the same exact outfit—down to the ankle socks and Mary Janes.

			I wonder if it was planned.

			“Hey, Jo,” India says when she sees me. She’s carrying a hanger with a silk blouse that has little bows patterned on it. “Let me buy this real quick, and we can start walking.”

			At that she stalks off to pay, not-so-gently bumping Goldie with her elbow. India mutters something, and although I don’t catch what it is, I see Goldie grimace.

			“Jeez.” Val follows my gaze. “What’d you do to upset India this time?”

			“Honestly, I can’t keep track…Breathe?” Goldie shrugs, back to smiling. “Think I should ask her?”

			“Only if you’ve got a death wish.”

			The three of us move to wait outside, the Taylor sisters following. Once India is finished, she rejoins us with a shopping bag on her elbow and promptly leads the group down the sidewalk—although at times, the crowds are so bad that Goldie and I hop off the curb and scamper around parked cars to keep up.

			Newbury Street is lined with brownstones. And while the top floors might be reserved for apartments, the ground level has been entirely converted to storefronts, almost like an outdoor mall. Most names I recognize—Reformation. UNIQLO. Madewell. Abercrombie & Fitch. Zara. But even I’m shocked to see the crowd spewing out and around the corner from Brandy Melville, everyone in line dressed in the same short, short denim skirts and baby doll tops. A few of the smaller boutiques have put out headless mannequins to attract customers, and I nearly crash into one wearing a sparkling cocktail dress. After a few blocks, we reach a vintage-looking grocery store with a maroon awning called DeLuca’s, and Goldie and I stop to smell the literal roses and fat peonies that sit in baskets on the curb. From there, we ping-pong from one store to the other—Lush, Aritzia, even Nike—and after almost two hours, Val and Goldie start bickering about whether we should stop for ice cream at J.P. Licks or Emack & Bolios. In addition to restaurants, there are also a dozen spas advertising their services—and they are all called something like Lauren’s or Rachel’s or Jennifer’s Nails. As we wait for the crowd ahead to thin out, Amelia stops to stare with me at a sandwich board celebrating new and improved mani-pedi packages.

			Although I don’t know how something can be new and improved.

			“God. I wish I could get my nails done.” Amelia sighs.

			“Why can’t you?” I ask, thinking of Walden’s ban on nail polish.

			Amelia and Olivia share a look, and a giggle, and Amelia responds by showing me her hands. I don’t know how I didn’t notice it before, but there are open blisters—red and sticky and furious—along her palms. Waiting to pop. It looks horrendous, and it must feel worse—like she slid her hand down the side of a cheese grater.

			“What happened?” I gasp.

			“Rowing,” Amelia says, surprised by my surprise.

			I hesitate long enough that Val stops what she’s doing and sidles between us. When she realizes what I’m gawking at, she smirks.

			“You can get blisters from gripping the oar too hard,” she explains. Her mischievous expression puts me on guard for whatever she says next. “One of the many reasons why dating a rower sucks.”

			“What do you mean?”

			“Because it’s hard to…hold hands.”

			The Taylor sisters shriek with laughter, and I flush scarlet even though I don’t understand what’s so funny. Meanwhile, behind me, India makes a reproachful tsking sound with her tongue against her teeth.

			Olivia is the one who suggests we stop for hot chocolate, which puts an end to the ice cream debate. Though in the afternoon’s mild, balmy sunshine, both options are more for aesthetics than necessity. She leads us to a small single-story building wedged between two office buildings. It looks like something copied and pasted out of a storybook. The walls inside are painted with cheerful yellow and green stripes, and massive trays of pastry and chocolate truffles glint under the soft light. At the counter, we are allowed to choose the chocolate for our drinks, and I take white chocolate, Val dark, and Goldie a mix of the two.

			Because I’m focused on not spilling as we continue walking, I don’t notice the shift in our surroundings until it’s complete. Suddenly, the street, the buildings, even the air feels different—and the names of the shops around us are no longer the ones that I’m used to.

			Valentino.

			Cartier.

			Armani.

			Chanel.

			Tiffany.

			“Here we are,” India announces, easy breezy.

			She slips inside a designer shoe store guarded by a doorman, and the rest of us follow. I try to catch either Val’s or Goldie’s gaze, but neither of them seems to be surprised. Moments later India speaks with a stylist dressed in all black, and we are ushered into a private dressing room with cream-colored carpets and pouf chairs. I sit as close to Val as I can, and soon we’re watching the Taylor sisters try on matching faux-crocodile-skin high heels. They’re both tall to begin with, and in heels they’re huge. But Amelia and Olivia don’t seem to mind—in fact, they love it. Both sisters so much more confident than I could or would ever be as they prance around the dressing room.

			Goldie comes to sit on my other side.

			“You’re quiet today,” she says.

			“Just thinking.”

			“About?”

			I hesitate, watching the sisters squeal and begin another lap. I didn’t want to admit it at first, but something about seeing Amelia’s blisters reminded me of my conversation with Margaret on the first day of practice.

			“I can’t believe Amelia is rowing when her hands look like that,” I whisper. “It looks so painful. Why doesn’t she just do another sport?”

			Goldie smiles.

			“For starters, Olivia and Amelia both need a student visa to stay in the States after high school. And being on a college team is a guaranteed shot. But everybody has their own reason…and they’re not all related to college.” She gestures to herself and Val. “We certainly do.”

			“Like what?”

			Val is listening in on our conversation, and she reaches behind me to tickle Goldie.

			“I had a lot of health problems as a baby,” Goldie admits, talking as plainly as if we were discussing the weather. “My parents never let me play contact sports, and it took forever for them to stop treating me like a doll. Of course, the first thing people think about with rowing is that it’s good for getting into college. I mean…it is. But so is Model UN, right?” She rolls her eyes. “For me, the water is the one place I can be…strong. Like…really strong. It’s one of the only places in my life where I’ve been able to feel that.”

			“I had no idea…”

			“Why would you?” Val smiles, but this time she’s not teasing me. “You didn’t ask.”

			India strides over at that moment and offers me a scarlet-colored shoe box. I obediently snap to attention and take off the lid, and inside I find a pair of electric-pink heels. They look ridiculous—and pointy. But not wanting to be the only one to sit out, I put them on. And because I’m focused on not falling on my face, I collide with someone coming into the dressing room from the other way—and do just that.

			It’s only when we’re on the ground that I realize who the someone is.

			And of course—it’s the one person I wanted to avoid.

		

	
		
			MARGARET
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			Sunday has always been my least favorite day of the week.

			Despite…or because of…the fact that it’s the one day we don’t have practice.

			When I started on varsity, Coach Clay taught us to treat every Sunday like a recovery day, and I do. Most of the time. However, recently I’ve found that I can’t sit still for longer than a few minutes. So when I woke up before my alarm, I went for a run around the neighborhood when the sky was still a flushed coral color.

			When I got back, I found a message from Goldie inviting me to Newbury Street.

			I’ve never been a good texter, and not just in the way that people say to feel better about their screen time. If I’m trying to have a real conversation, I’d rather send a voice memo, and if a text is too long for me to read in one go, I usually forget about it. That was going to be my excuse if anyone reached out asking why I wasn’t at BRC this summer, but it turns out my reputation for bad texting preceded me, and even fewer people tried than I was expecting. Goldie inviting me on today’s shopping trip is the first time one of the girls has texted me since I returned, and I leapt at the chance before she could take it back.

			Before I could be forgotten again.

			For Val, Goldie, and me, spending the day on Newbury has been one of our favorite things to do since we were novices. Although, if Val’s in charge, it usually means starting with brunch and a mimosa flight. There’ve been several times when Goldie and Val unknowingly peer pressured me into buying something outside my budget, and I learned to keep my receipts and return items after the fact. It’s not that I’m embarrassed, but I’ve never wanted to make either of them uncomfortable, or risk changing the way they look at me when we’re at practice. The best part about BRC is that it doesn’t matter where we come from—once we’re at the boathouse, we all put on the same uniform, and do the same workouts, with the same goal in mind. In fact, the only person who knows about my financial situation in any detail is Coach Clay.

			It’s just been…easier that way.

			I knew today wasn’t going to be the same as when we were novices. But now that I’m here, I realize that I don’t know what I was expecting.

			It certainly wasn’t…Jo Bryant.

			“I’m so, so sorry,” Jo splutters from the ground below me. “Are you okay?”

			I huff in response and rise to my feet, yanking Jo with me. She’s almost my height, and it takes me a beat to notice it’s because she’s wearing an un-Jo-like pair of heels. She scampers away as quickly as she can and throws herself onto a love seat beside Val.

			“Margie!” India calls from across the room. She’s trying on a pair of camel-colored suede booties. “What a nice, ooey-gooey…surprise.”

			Goldie shoots me a nervous glance, and it dawns on me that she’s the only one who knew I was coming. Although I don’t know why. I hesitate before sitting next to Jo, and she immediately slides to put extra room between us. I’m wearing jeans, my knee-high boots, and an old BRC sweatshirt with a small hole in one of the sleeves, and I pinch the spot with my thumb and pinkie until it disappears.

			“Um…how was your morning off ?” Jo asks politely, and I resist the impulse to roll my eyes. She might think she’s been smooth, avoiding me all week, but the truth is that it’s only because I’ve let her.

			And because I don’t want her thinking too much about what she heard Coach Clay saying.

			“It was good. I went for a run.”

			Jo makes a face.

			“I…am not the best at taking breaks,” I concede.

			India and I lock eyes over Jo’s head, although I can’t tell if she means to. At the boathouse, India has been steadfast in defending her new seat in the varsity eight. The stroke seat. My seat. I caught her whispering about me to Pri between body circuits in the Fishbowl, and her childishness almost allowed me to forget about my standoff with Jo. I was more than a little surprised that Jo kept coming to practice, and whatever her reasoning, I’m grateful that she’s kept quiet about what she overheard.

			Because if the rest of the team knew about Nationals…India would be the least of my problems.

			After they’ve made their purchases, I follow Goldie and the others to the next shop on India’s itinerary, and while India, Goldie, and the Kiwis peel off to ogle the jewelry counter, Val, Jo, and I peruse a long rack of satin evening dresses. I slide the brass hangers from left to right without paying close attention, and I stop what I’m doing only when Val sticks her head through the rack from the opposite side.

			“Boo.”

			I laugh and push her away.

			“How did you find us?” Val asks me.

			“Goldie texted me.”

			“I should have known.” Val sighs, her eyes going to the front of the store. “I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but Goldie’s been so weird lately…I think she’s hiding something.”

			“Like what?”

			“I dunno. Maybe something’s going on with her mom’s campaign? Or maybe she’s started talking to that loser from school again.” Val rolls her eyes, but there’s no malice in the gesture. “You know, the one that broke her heart? The hockey guy? With the teeth?”

			“Why do you say that?”

			“Because Goldie’s been even more hyper than normal. It’s obnoxious.” Val looks over her shoulder to find Jo watching us. “Remember what I said, little one. No dating during the season.”

			My stomach clenches at that.

			“Speaking of…are you and Seb friends again?”

			I’m trying to keep my voice neutral, and Val doesn’t seem particularly surprised by the question. Meanwhile, out of Val’s line of sight, Jo’s head snaps toward us at a speed that puts me on high alert.

			“I dunno.” Val sighs. “The breakup was a mutual thing. We’ve both been so busy, especially Seb.” She adjusts her glasses. “Besides, it’s my senior year. I don’t want to go to college in Boston, and he’ll be here for at least another year.”

			“But do you still—”

			“Margie.”

			With impeccable timing, as always, India chooses now to reappear and shove a dress into my arms. It happens so fast that I don’t get a good look at what she’s chosen. All I can tell is that the fabric is a milky shade of gray, like cheap tea at a hotel breakfast.

			“You have to get this dress,” India whines. “It’s totally your color.”

			“Oh. I don’t need—”

			“You haaaave to.” She draws out the word this time. “Try it on at least.”

			India glances at my sweatshirt, and I instinctively rub at the hole in my sleeve. It suddenly seems bigger than it did before.

			“Why not?” Val shrugs. “Go for it, Douglas.”

			India bats her lifted and tinted eyelashes at me, and I sulk off to find the changing rooms. The women’s are separated from the main floor by a black velvet curtain, and my eyes adjust gradually to the dim lighting. When I drop the dress over my head, I’m startled to feel how effortlessly light the material is. Almost like…water. When I step in front of the trifold mirrors I hardly recognize myself, even though little has changed. If anything at all.

			India was right.

			Perfect.

			Until…I check the tag.

			“Douglas?”

			I spin and drop the tag before someone catches me staring. Val sticks her head around the curtain, her cheeks nearly as red as her hair from laughing at something Goldie must have said.

			“Everything okay in here?”

			“My zipper is suck,” I admit. “Do you mind?”

			Val nods and turns me, gently, to face the mirrors. We can still hear the others from where we are, and the two of us fall into a comfortable silence, all focus on the task at hand. Suddenly, it dawns on me that this is the first time Val and I have been alone in months, and when we catch each other’s gaze, I suspect she’s realized the same thing.

			Her hands go still.

			“Douglas…What the hell happened to you this summer?” Val whispers. She’s still holding my zipper and makes no move to let it or me go.

			My heart is beating hard enough that I can see my sternum twitch with each pulse. When I don’t answer, she tries again:

			“Why did Coach Clay take away your captaincy?”

			“I don’t want to talk about it. Not here.”

			“Yeah? Does that mean there’s somewhere you would talk to me?” Val’s eyebrows float up above her glasses. “Face it, Douglas. I’ve known you for years. I know when you’re upset. I know when you’re PMS-ing. And I know if you were going to tell me the truth…you would have done it already.”

			At that, I stupidly open and close my mouth.

			Val and I met when we were novices, but we didn’t become friends until I got my period for the first time and she taught me how to use a tampon. She even sat outside the stall to keep me company, singing along to a ukulele cover of “Over the Rainbow” on her phone until I was done. Later, when we were preparing for our first dance with the Kenmore boys and Goldie confessed that she didn’t know what grinding was, Val was all too happy to teach us. She’s always had the unique ability to absorb the awkwardness out of a situation and redirect it for good.

			And as much as I adore her…for that same reason, I know I can never tell her the truth about this summer.

			“I’m sorry,” I say. Apologizing for all the things I can’t say.

			Val stares at me, and again I can hear her bullshit detector beep-beep-beeping. But judging by her sigh, she doesn’t find whatever it is she’s looking for.

			Thank god.

			Val finishes the zipper with one final expert tug, and she steps back to allow me a better look in the mirrors. But what she says next stops me cold:

			“You know we’re friends, yeah?”

			“Of course.” I frown. “Why would you ask that?”

			Val exhales.

			“I tried looking for you, Douglas,” she murmurs, her voice now barely a whisper. “When you didn’t show up at summer training, I wanted to do a drive-by. But I realized I’ve never actually been to your house. And when I asked Goldie, she said the same thing. Seb too. But I kept asking around, and I realized no one knows where you live. Or where your parents work. Coach Clay couldn’t even tell me. Don’t you think that’s weird?” She holds my gaze in the reflection. “That was when I realized…I don’t know who the hell you are when we aren’t at the boathouse.”

			It’s as if she’s slapped me.

			“Val…” I murmur, but I stop myself. Partly because I don’t know where to start, but mostly because I’m worried I’m going to tell her the truth. “I’ll explain everything, Val, eventually. I promise. Just not today.”

			“Okay.”

			“I mean it!”

			“Oh-kay,” Val says again. She grabs a dress off the rack at random and heads for the others, but the hurt in her voice betrays the casualness of the gesture.

			“Val—”

			Da-DING!

			My phone chimes loudly from my discarded jeans, and I pause to check my messages. But the longer I stare at the name on my phone, the harder time I have believing that what I feel is anger. Because with everything that happened at Nationals…I forgot I changed it in my contacts.

			But I am careful to obey.

			
				
					DO NOT RESPOND: We need to talk

				

			

		

	
		
			JO
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			It starts raining on the walk back.

			The first cloud looks like a mistake, materializing dead center in a sky that’s a stubborn shade of summer blue. When the wind shifts, Val and the others vote to kill time huffing candles in Anthropologie. But I’ve officially maxed out on the try-ons and twirlings, and I ask to meet them at the subway in an hour. India gives me an awkward hug before I go, which startles me—to say nothing of Margaret’s expression—and they both scrutinize my every movement as I slink out of the AC.

			I manage to get halfway down Newbury before it starts to pour.

			I duck into the first open door I see, surprised to find myself in a kitschy comic book shop. The walls are decorated from ceiling to floor with a quilt of graphic tees, and at the back—behind the aisles of Funkos and trading cards and novelty mugs—is a massive collection of on-sale vinyl. I browse the boxes for a few minutes, and I escape to the upper floors with the actual comics when more people push in to avoid the rain. There is a paisley-patterned reading chair at one window, and I drop into it with my Converse tucked under me. Outside, I watch as someone goes sprinting by with a pizza box over their head, and I know it will be some time before I’m going anywhere.

			Without thinking about what I’m doing, I take out my phone and check my messages. Not at all surprised to see I have several new emails from George:

			
				FWD: MADE MY DAY

				FWD: WALLACE & GROMIT Anniversary Screening

				RE: Teenager!!!!

			

			Begrudgingly, I sigh and tap on the most recent subject line—shocked to see there’s no PowerPoint attached.

			Although I’m not sure if what’s inside is any better.

			
				TO THE TEENAGER!

				FYI—home late 2nite. Velveeta Mac-n-cheese?

				LOVE, YOUR DAD!

			

			This time, I groan out loud.

			Because I’m looking at my phone, I don’t immediately see the head of floppy dark hair when it pokes around the aisle. And when I do—Hunter Jeong is in front of me. Instead of our Walden uniform, today he’s wearing jeans, leather Chelsea boots, and an oversize Red Sox jersey, and he’s carrying several vinyl albums still in their plastic. Thankfully, the two of us haven’t had any more awkward run-ins at our lockers, and even though we have class together, Hunter skips so often that I haven’t seen him at all since Thursday. Ivy Abbott told me there are a handful of juniors who like to smoke in the woods behind the dormitories, and Hunter’s allegedly one of the more brazen ringleaders.

			Which was a surprise, at first—but it might explain why he smells the way he does.

			“Hey, neighbor,” Hunter says. He shifts his vinyls under one arm as he takes in my waterlogged appearance.

			I look over my shoulder before I can stop myself. As if there could possibly be anyone else he’s talking to.

			“Hey,” I stammer, turtling into my jacket.

			“What are you doing here? Are you going to the game tonight?”

			“What game?”

			He smirks, and although I don’t know what I said wrong, I can tell the new kid in me is showing. Again.

			“The Red Sox game?”

			“Oh. No,” I say. “Are you?”

			Hunter jabs a thumb at his jersey, and I blush even harder. Duh.

			“Sorry, you…didn’t seem like a sports guy?”

			“I’m not,” he says. “But Boston teams are like family. Love them or hate them, you support them. Besides, it’s the end of the season. If we don’t get rained out, I mean.”

			“Ah…okay. What are you buying?”

			Hunter shifts to show me—Martin Garrix, Calvin Harris, deadmau5, Avicii, the Chainsmokers.

			“You know these?” he asks. Another test.

			“Sure,” I say, sounding braver than I feel. “Buying yourself a DJ starter pack?”

			He laughs for real at that, caught off guard.

			“You got me,” Hunter admits. “Avicii is my favorite. I’ve been messing around on decks, doing a few basement shows.”

			“But you still like vinyl?”

			“Oh no, I love it. It’s the best way to listen to music.” He tosses his hair out of his face. “It still feels alive, if you know what I mean.”

			I don’t—but I want to, so I nod.

			Hunter stares at me in a way that makes me almost certain I’m not fooling him. But he doesn’t push it. I drop my gaze to the carpet, and it’s then I notice his jeans are covered with an extraordinary amount of dog hair.

			“Jesus. Do I smell like wet dog or something? Is that why you’re always staring at me?”

			“I do not—”

			“Yeah, you kinda do.” Hunter peels off a glob of fur. “My parents own an animal shelter by Walden. Puppy Pal, if you’ve seen the signs? Sometimes my sister and I help out during the week, and I had to open the office today. There was a cuddling emergency with a basset hound.”

			“Sounds…serious?”

			“I’m always serious, Jo. Especially about cuddling.” Hunter stands up straight, his cheeks almost as flushed as mine. Which doesn’t make any sense.

			Unless he’s flirting with me.

			“I knew I saw you out with your friends earlier,” Hunter continues. “The guys and I were eating when you walked by. Where’d you ditch them?”

			“Oh, they’re not…” I catch myself. “We’re on the same team, actually. I just started rowing with them.”

			“That’s intense.” Hunter’s eyes go wide. “Walden doesn’t even have a team.”

			“My dad signed me up for a private club,” I explain. I don’t know what makes me keep talking, but it might be that Hunter is listening to me so, so intently. “He used to race professionally, and he’s always wanted me to try. Now that I’m staying with him, I don’t have a choice. But it’s…cool. Sometimes. I guess.”

			Hunter whistles.

			“You must have strong arms.”

			“I guess.”

			“Do you like crewing?”

			“Rowing,” I correct him. “We’re just doing stuff on the machine right now. And you do the same motion over. And over.” I untuck my legs. “It’s kind of boring, actually.”

			“I’ve kayaked a couple times,” Hunter says, nodding in solidarity. “Well, your friends seemed cool.”

			“I don’t know if I’d call them that,” I admit. “My actual friends are back home, where my mom lives.”

			“Which is…where, again?”

			“New York.”

			Hunter makes a face. “Holy shit. Are you…a Yankees fan?”

			I shrug and Hunter gasps, dramatically looking both ways for any witnesses. “Hey. You keep that shrug to yourself round these parts, okay?”

			“Thanks for the tip.”

			“More like thanks for saving your life.”

			He strikes a pose, and I laugh, and I realize I haven’t genuinely laughed in days. The sound feels strange, but good, and I know my braces are on display. But when Hunter smiles at me, I couldn’t care less.

			“How can I ever repay you?” I deadpan.

			“There’s something, actually.” Hunter plops onto the arm of my chair, and I hastily scooch over to make room, his leg pressing into my shoulder. “Have you finished the homework for this week? I wasn’t in class yesterday, because I had to swing by the shelter. And now I can’t figure anything out.”

			I hesitate but nod.

			“Sweet. Would you text me a photo?”

			“Of…my work?”

			Hunter nods.

			“Ms. Lupinacci won’t mind,” he insists. “I doubt she even has time to grade it.”

			I cross and uncross my legs, embarrassed all over again by Hunter’s sudden attention. After assigning partners, Ms. Lupinacci gave everyone in our class a different section of The Aeneid to translate and present. It’s not a particularly hard assignment, but if Hunter continues skipping for work—or the woods, if Ivy Abbott is telling the truth—I doubt he’ll be able to keep up. But Walden has an incredibly strict policy on academic integrity, and my mom would kill me if she found out I let someone copy my work.

			But Hunter is one of the few people I’ve met who doesn’t just see me as George Bryant’s daughter. Someone who could be a real friend.

			If I do this.

			“All right. Sure.”

			Hunter hands me his phone. It takes me only a second to realize that the apps are organized by color—red to orange under Morning, blue to green under Day, and purple to black under Night—but as a result it takes me twice as long to find his contacts. I add myself and hand it back.

			“Have you had time to do normal touristy things?” Hunter asks me suddenly. “Fenway? The North End?”

			“The north end of what?”

			He barks out a laugh.

			“Stick with me, neighbor. Maybe I’ll get you to fall in love with Boston.”

			“You won’t…but thanks for trying.”

			Hunter snorts and shakes his head. When he stands to leave, I find myself immediately missing his warmth.

			“Have fun at the game,” I say.

			“Thanks. And thanks for the homework help.” He salutes, no peace sign this time. “Now, you be careful with those crewers. Don’t forget, we need you in one piece. Okay?”

			I nod, trying and failing to hide my smile as Hunter leaves the way he came.

			Because maybe—although it’s a big maybe—Boston isn’t all bad.

		

	
		
			MARGARET
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			Val’s always said that the name Seabiscuit is too obvious for a Mustang. But it was Goldie’s idea…and it stuck.

			Unlike India’s BMW, or Val’s Jeep, or any of the cars that belong to our teammates, Seabiscuit is roughly the same age I am. As a result, I’ve never had a functioning aux, and I’m dependent on an eclectic collection of garage sale CDs for my music. But he’s a come-from-behind car: a little V-6 engine that can and will. With the windows down on my drive home from Newbury, Vampire Weekend blasting, I begin to feel more like myself, and I reach for another CD from the glove compartment.

			But when I see the nickname scribbled on the front in bold Magic Marker, I bristle.

			Margarita Mix!

			Funny how the universe likes to punch you in the throat sometimes.

			Scowling, I shove the CD into its case and onto the floor. Something cracks, but I don’t stop to check what it is.

			My gran’s house is at the farthest corner of our block: a blue shoebox with a red door and a bloom of irises, her namesake, on either side of the walkway. It’s also the only house built sideways to the street, which always confuses trick-or-treaters. There is a plastic lemon wreath above the entrance, and I let myself in easily.

			I also pretend not to notice that she forgot to lock up.

			“Yoo-hoo! Margaret!”

			The hallway reeks of vinegar, and I follow the smell into the living room.

			Gran is on her hands and knees, cleaning every inch of her piano with love and a dishcloth. Even when she stands, she barely comes to my shoulders. The only thing that we have in common is the color of our eyes, although hers have started to look fairer in recent years. Gran is wearing Birkenstocks and fuzzy socks, and based on the glimpse of a cartoonish avocado pattern, she’s currently wearing her favorite pair.

			“Hi, Gran.”

			“Hi, chickadee!”

			Gran squeezes my arm and turns back to the piano. She dabs her homemade cleaning solution onto a rag and wipes the keys, each one making the softest ping as she goes. She’s been teaching music for as long as I’ve lived with her, and I can’t remember a time before. Every evening, we would return home for after-school brownies and a piano lesson. However, between my impatience and her stubbornness, things usually ended with one of us storming out of the room. Since I started rowing at BRC, and stopped piano, the house has been objectively quieter.

			Perhaps in more ways than one.

			Ping…

			“Do you have a lesson tonight?” I ask, checking the clock on the wall. Although I ducked out of dinner with Goldie and the others, it’s later than I expected.

			“Don’t worry, chickadee.” She shoots me a look. “I can always make time if you want to play. Practice makes perfect.”

			“No thanks,” I say, still smiling. I take a seat next to her on a paisley stool, and with my knees at my chin, I feel like a kid again.

			“Did you have time to look at that brochure from the library?”

			I shake my head.

			“Margaret—”

			“I’m sorry, Gran. I’ve been busy. With school, and rowing, and…everything.”

			“I know,” Gran says. She stops what she’s doing to pat my hand, the gesture as light as her voice. “I know. But there’s never going to be a perfect time, is there? The next testing day is at the beginning of October, and you’ll need to study eventually!”

			Thankfully, the cuckoo clock across the room answers for me.

			Coo-coo! 

			“I’ll read it right now,” I promise. “Where is it?”

			“Try the kitchen drawer. And grab my glasses too, would you?”

			I nod and walk out of the room, the sound from Gran’s piano following my footsteps. I find the SAT workshop pamphlet and her glasses exactly where she said they’d be, and I soften when I realize that she’s already circled the dates that work with my rowing schedule.

			Like most girls at BRC, I started receiving emails from college recruiters my junior year. Washington University. Princeton. Stanford. Cal, Berkeley. UVA. Before I started rowing for Coach Clay, going to college was a long shot because of the cost. I didn’t have someone I could ask about how to make a college list, or what the difference is between a reach, target, or safety. I had to navigate everything on my own. But with rowing, suddenly it didn’t matter who my family was or whether they could donate a building along with my college admissions essay. The college teams wanted me. And every race I won meant school might be less of a burden to my gran. As a result, I chose to prioritize my athletics over my academics, and my grades snowballed over the last two years. But I didn’t think my tumbling GPA, or my SAT results, would matter if I had rowing to help me.

			Until Nationals…and all the emails stopped.

			Da-Ding!

			Da-Ding!

			Da-Ding!

			I flinch at the flurry of notifications on my phone, and I brace myself before I check it, already knowing, and dreading, what I will find. The only reason I didn’t block the number earlier is that I’m worried the sender will notice if their messages aren’t delivering.

			But I’m quickly losing what little patience I have.

			
				
					DO NOT RESPOND: Douglas
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					DO NOT RESPOND: DOUGLAS

				

			

			
				
					DO NOT RESPOND: MARGARET

				

			

			
				
					DO NOT RESPOND: MARGARET DOUGLAS

				

			

			
				
					DO NOT RESPOND: ?????

				

			

			When I notice that the sender is still typing, I grimace and slam the kitchen drawer shut, firing off a response before I can overthink it.

			
				
					MARGARET: Stop. Texting. Me.

				

			

			
				
					MARGARET: Please.

				

			

			Immediately…my phone rings.

			Should have seen that coming.

			I leave my phone in the kitchen and return to the living room to find Gran in the same place I left her. Beaming at me. I step forward with the library brochure in my hand, but what she says next stops me in my tracks:

			“Margaret! Are those my glasses?”

			“Yeah.” I waver. “You asked me to grab them, remember?”

			“Did I?”

			I’m careful to keep my smile in place, but suddenly it feels like I’ve been doused with a bucket of ice water. Instead of responding, I search my gran’s face. But there’s nothing in her eyes to suggest that she knows something is amiss.

			There used to be a time when I could talk to my gran about anything. Rowing. Boys. The “friends” from middle school who were always “accidentally” hanging out without me. Just like Coach Clay, she always seemed to have the answers. I don’t know when it started happening, but over the last few months her memory loss has become undeniable, and she’s gotten lost driving home from the grocery store on more than one occasion. If you ask her, however, she’s more likely to blame her difficulty navigating on her phone’s GPS. And although she wasn’t the reason I took time off from BRC this summer, it did give me the chance to look after her.

			But no one knows about that part of my life…not even Coach Clay.

			“Margaret?”

			“Sorry, zoned out,” I say, offering her the glasses. “I’m going to take this to my room and read it there, okay?”

			She nods and offers me her cheek to kiss, which I do, and I head for the hallway. But I waver before I leave, the SAT brochure in my fist, and I wonder if Gran can sense that something is wrong. For a moment, I hope she can, just to know that I’m not alone in this.

			But Gran simply smiles.

			“Don’t forget, chickadee.” She winks at me. “Practice makes perfect.”

		

	
		
			37 Days to Head of the Charles
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			Val and I arrive to practice on Wednesday to find the boathouse transformed. On the second floor, all the rowing machines have been stored vertically and rolled away to make space for rows and rows of prim white folding chairs. A projector sits at the ready in Coach Clay’s usual position, and two bouquets of blue balloons have been tied to the stairs. It’s cute—if not deceptively quaint.

			Except Val curses under her breath at the sight.

			“What’s going on?” I ask.

			“College night,” she mutters, taking out her phone to text someone. Goldie, I’m guessing. “I always forget about it. Coach Clay gives a talk to the parents every year about recruiting, and any undecided seniors are required to stay late. Hope that’s okay?”

			“Sure,” I say.

			Not that I have much choice in the matter—but I appreciate the ask.

			Val and I separate at the locker room. My school bag is becoming nearly impossible to carry, and once I ditch my textbooks, I change into my athletic clothes and join the novices in the weight room. Donna and Petra are whispering about something behind their hands, and I’m surprised that we’ve been left without one of the assistant coaches to babysit us.

			It’s only when Coach Clay walks in a moment later that I realize we’re in danger.

			“Hi, girls!”

			“Hi, Coach.”

			The response isn’t as clean as the one he’s used to getting from varsity, but Coach Clay doesn’t seem to mind. He sits on one of the inclined weight benches—now, a throne—and stretches a green exercise band with his thumbs.

			“How do we feel about going on the water today?” he asks. His mustache tics with a smile.

			Next to me, Donna audibly gulps.

			Fifteen minutes later, I’m following the other novices outside to the BRC docks. Unlike a normal rowing boat where athletes sit single file, the “barge” Coach Clay has prepared is a flat-bottomed boat with two lines of seats and a large divider to create a sturdy, catamaran-like shape. Each seat has a pair of shoes secured to the bottom, and once I sit, I focus on tying myself in as tightly as possible, doing whatever I can to ignore Coach Clay’s shrewd gaze. The barge rocks in place as the rest of the novice squad climbs aboard, but it’s nothing compared with the acrobatics in my gut.

			“Okay, girls,” Coach Clay says. “What do we see? What do we feel?”

			A dozen blank faces stare at him in response.

			Mine included.

			“First. We have our starboard rowers”—he points to my side—“and port”—he points to the other. “The stern of the boat”—he taps his foot on the end of the barge—“and bow”—he points again. “Easy. Right?”

			Some of the girls slide up and down on their seats, the gentle swooshing of their wheels their only response.

			“Coach Clay.” I hesitate. “Will we flip?”

			He smirks.

			Instead of answering, Coach Clay shoves us off the dock with a surprising amount of strength. Once we’re drifting on the river, Coach Clay crouched in the stern of the barge, he calls us through drills four people at a time. We begin to row with only our arms, then arms and body, and finally we add our legs. But the Charles River is giving us a run for our money, and we are passed by several geese swimming in the opposite direction. At Coach Clay’s next command, I move forward, but the girls next to and in front of me shoot back in the opposite direction, and our oars crash together.

			“Row!”

			Again, we slam into the front of the barge.

			And return.

			And slam.

			And return.

			“Row!”

			Petra is sitting closest to me, and on her last stroke, she hits the river at an angle, splashing me with a mouthful of brown river water.

			The Charles has ripped the oar directly out of her hands.

			“Hang on, Petra. That right there is called catching a crab,” Coach Clay explains, kneeling beside her to help. “If you turn your oar too much, or overfeather the blade, it can get sucked under. And if you’re not careful, that can cause you to flip.”

			Petra and I stare over the side of the barge, both dubious—and only slightly comforted there are no actual crabs involved.

			“Every stroke is broken into two parts,” Coach Clay begins again. “The drive, and the recovery. The drive is when your oar is in the water, and you apply all the power you have. The recovery is the time between drives, when your oar is out of the water, and you focus on your control. But we need both, power and control, to row. Ready?”

			It’s not really a question.

			“Row!”

			With Coach Clay’s instructions in mind, everyone moves slower on the next stroke. And as we match our rhythm, the barge starts to move. Not fast—but it moves. The shadows thicken along the riverbank as practice extends into the rapidly chilled evening, and I pull harder the farther we get from BRC.

			And then—harder.

			But I stop when something pinches my hand.

			I let go of my oar to check my fingers, and I’m horrified to see an angry pink tear down my palm. I gasp, sucking my lips over my braces. Because the oar is ripping off my skin.

			Literally.

			And it hurts.

			“Hands-on,” Coach Clay shouts. “Come on, Jo!”

			I frown and put my hands back where they were, careful not to put any more pressure on my palm than necessary. But after a minute, it happens again—an electric shock under the same finger. And the one next to it. The plastic grip turns hot, and I shimmy my hands to lessen the friction. But there’s no point.

			And something tells me this is only going to get worse.

			

			—

			“Holy. Mother. Fuck.”

			I cringe, Val gawking at my hands once we’re back inside the erg room. By the time practice with Coach Clay ended, the skin under my knuckles had been shredded to ribbons. My blisters have blisters—and the pain is bad enough that I can’t imagine how I’m going to shampoo my hair. Let alone row again. It takes all my concentration to open and close my fingers without bursting into tears, an abnormal heat radiating from my skin like the surface of the sun.

			“What the hell happened to you?”

			“Charles,” I mutter by way of explanation.

			Val purses her lips. She rifles through her gym bag and hands me a roll of peach-colored athletic tape. “Here, use this next time. It’s better than Band-Aids.”

			Next time.

			Goldie materializes in the aisle of folding chairs, and I squeeze in my knees so she can wiggle into the last open one. The varsity girls—and their parents—have been steadily filing into the room. A few awkward dads stand at the back, and seeing them makes me grateful that George is still honoring his promise to stay away from BRC as long as I’m here.

			“I’m starving,” Val mutters, wrapping both arms around her stomach. “I asked Seb if he could drop something off, but he’s already headed home. Either of you got anything good?”

			Goldie nods. Her pockets are bulging with snacks, and she hands both Val and me a cheese stick in exchange for one of the handouts in my lap.

			I can’t say the flyer is original.

			But I guess it is what I would expect:

			Row, Row, Row Your Boat…into College

			“Have you seen my visor, Valentina?”

			“Dude. Did you lose it already—”

			Ding!

			While Val and Goldie argue over me, I bend for my gym duffel and check my phone. I’ve been waiting for my mom to call me back, and I’m surprised to see my newest message isn’t from her.

			Instead—it’s Hunter Jeong.

			
				
					HUNTER: Trouble at Puppy Pal…

				

			

			Confused, and being extra careful of my hands, I open the attachment to find an extreme close-up of Hunter cuddling a basset hound. They’re both wearing matching puppy-dog eyes, and my heart bungee jumps into my stomach. It’s the first time Hunter has texted me about something that isn’t our Latin homework—well, my Latin homework. And although I’m not not reading into it, I shoot off a reply.

			
				
					JO: cute!

				

			

			He responds less than a second later.

			
				
					HUNTER: thanks, I know I am

				

			

			“Who you texting, little one?” Val asks, craning her neck to read my phone.

			“No one!”

			“Ha! You’re a better liar than I thought. What’s no one’s name?”

			“Um…Hunter,” I admit, sitting up. I know the blush in my cheeks will betray me whether I respond or not.

			“Age? Occupation? Astrological sign?” Goldie asks.

			“He’s a junior at my school.” I hesitate before showing them the photo. “He likes to DJ. And he works at his parents’ animal shelter.”

			Val and Goldie gasp.

			“Date him—”

			“Marry him—”

			“Now!” they finish together.

			“What are you going to say to him?” Val demands. “What about an emoji?”

			“Or a topical yet personally relevant meme?” Goldie offers.

			Before I can respond, another voice calls out, louder than the rest of the room combined:

			“Hi, girls!”

			Coach Clay finally takes his place next to the projector. He’s sipping a Diet Coke, mustache twitching when he swallows.

			“Hi, Coach,” the girls respond.

			“Hi, Coach,” I echo, a second too late.

			Val and Goldie giggle.

			“Thank you, girls, and parents, for being here.” Coach Clay pauses when several moms wave at him. He chuffs and waves back. “My name is Coach Clay. I started rowing in high school and was recruited to the Youth National Team. After college, I was invited to the Olympic Development Program, but I threw out my back during a practice race—one, two, three, four, pop!” He mimes rowing an invisible oar, the room spellbound. “I was forced to stop rowing. However, I couldn’t stay away from the sport, and I started coaching soon after. When I found BRC, Boston became my home. BRC, my family. And I hope by the time we’re done here, you and your daughters will feel the same.”

			He pauses, and several seniors nod.

			“Tonight, we’re going to talk about the college recruiting process…” Coach Clay pauses for dramatic emphasis. “The good, the bad, and the NCAA.”

			He pauses again, this time for laughs, which he gets plenty of. Especially from the moms.

			He clicks to the first slide:

			ERGS DON’T FLOAT

			“When we look at college sports, there are three different tiers to consider,” he explains. “Division I. Division II. Division III. DI schools have the largest student bodies, which means they have a larger budget and can offer scholarships. Think Duke. Clemson. Syracuse.”

			Every time he mentions a school, a parent hoots in excitement.

			“According to NCAA policy, DI colleges are allowed to contact athletes on June fifteenth after their sophomore year. Therefore, many formal introductions for our girls happen at Nationals.”

			A hand goes up from the moms.

			“The Ivies do not offer athletic scholarships.”

			The hand goes down.

			Whenever I’ve tried imagining myself in college, I end up picturing the local university where my mom and I used to go to watch the student musicals—Hairspray being our favorite. Unlike the upperclassmen around me, I don’t have my heart set on a school. Or major. Or city. Or—anything, I guess. But that hasn’t stopped any of the adults I know from asking me what I want to do, or who I want to be. Walden allegedly provides an admissions advisor for sophomores and above, but most first-years I’ve met already have their own college counselor on the side. I do know I’ve always liked math, and Latin, and I don’t know what I would do with either. And even if Donna and the other novices say I’m a natural rower, I still think I’m more likely to end up on stage belting show tunes than doing a sport in college.

			And—I can’t sing.

			“Regardless of where you are applying, all universities will look at your 2k and 5k erg scores. The two-thousand-meter test is a high-intensity sprint. The five thousand measures endurance. Each test is unique, but it’s crucial to have both on your résumé, similar to taking the SAT and ACT.” Coach Clay points at the slide behind him. “Can anyone explain what this means?”

			Hands go up.

			“Eleanor.”

			The girl sitting in front of me pops to her feet.

			“Because a number on the erg doesn’t mean you’ll be good on the water. Any CrossFitter can pull a 2k. To row on the water, you need technique too.”

			“Precisely.”

			Eleanor curtsies, blows a bubble with her gum, and sits.

			Coach Clay takes another sip from his Diet Coke and changes slides. He continues with his presentation as Goldie suddenly leans across me.

			“Pssst, Valentina. Where’s Douglas at?”

			“I dunno. I think she left after practice.”

			Ahead of us, Eleanor swivels to join their conversation.

			“Wait. Do you guys know where she’s going to school? Brooke said that Amelia said—”

			Someone makes a disapproving tsking sound, shushing everyone downwind. We turn to look, and I spot India at the end of the row. She is sitting next to a woman with golden-yellow, perfectly blown-out hair, and even though they look nothing alike, it’s obvious from their matching ramrod-straight postures that the woman is India’s mom.

			India raises a single finger to her glossed lips.

			“Sorry, Princess,” Goldie mutters, sticking out her tongue.

			I resist a smile and turn back to the front. We missed the last thing Coach Clay said, but based on the buzz, it was important. “What happened?” I ask Val.

			“Erm…”

			“—four-time gold medalist and current coach at Kenmore Boat Club. But tonight, he’s here to talk to us about his journey from rowing in high school to the Youth National Team to the Olympic podium.” Coach Clay pauses, finding me in the crowd. “George?”

			A chair squeaks.

			George “The Giant” Bryant stands up at the back of the room—promptly banging his legs on the chair in front of him. And I wince. George is wearing a new blue-and-white BRC windbreaker, and I suspect that’s why I didn’t see him earlier. But there’s also something about the way he carries himself I don’t recognize—almost like a new level of confidence—maybe.

			Until he stubs his foot on the chair in front of him. And the parent sitting in it goes flying.

			“Look at his pants,” Goldie says, giggling behind her pamphlet.

			As George shuffles forward, I home in on his blue jeans. Instead of a normal belt, he’s wearing one of the buckled straps that people use to secure their boats.

			It’s ridiculous—and he is too.

			Once George is at the front of the erg room, it’s obvious he is a solid foot taller than Coach Clay, and when they hug, he looks even bigger.

			“Heya, Coach!”

			“Hey there, yourself, Coach!”

			The parents laugh.

			Coach Clay steps back to face the room, and he ushers George around the projector. “George here and I have known each other for decades. When I first met him, he was still called ‘Little’ George…” Coach Clay slips both hands into the pockets of his tracksuit. “But, lucky for us, someone had a growth spurt.”

			George laughs and claps a hand onto his friend’s shoulder. I can’t help but sympathize when Coach Clay staggers under the weight.

			“Did you know your dad was coming?” Val hisses.

			I frown and chomp into my cheese stick without responding.

			“Ah…”

			“Thanks, Clay. It’s great to be here.” George beams. “I want to add one more key date to everyone’s radar. Signing day is November tenth of your senior year, right after early decisions are due. Meaning…this upcoming Head of the Charles is your last chance to make a good first impression. It can be the difference between going to the school of your dreams and…not going at all.”

			The crowd is hushed. All focus on him. But when he scans the room, George and I finally make eye contact, and his dark eyes turn bright.

			Too bright.

			“Heya! Teenager!” George shouts gleefully, waving both hands eagerly in my direction. Too loud. Too excited. Too—him. The gesture reminds me of a wacky waving inflatable outside a car dealership, and everyone turns to me.

			I throw on a fake smile as quickly as I can. But I know Val clocks it.

			“Teenager?” Eleanor quips.

			Val flicks her on the forehead.

			I force a smile.

			“Heya…George.”
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				Ellie Garcia
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			No one on our team knows when the list was first created, and by now, there are close to twenty names carved deep into the door of the last bathroom stall, with the words In Memoriam stacked above. But the list isn’t for people who’ve died, although the running joke is they’re as good as dead to us.

			It’s to keep track of the people who quit.

			The door to the locker room swings open and shut, and I pull in my legs so no one will see me hiding. After practice, I decided to wait until everyone was seated for Coach Clay’s presentation, and once the coast was clear, I snuck out and down to the lobby before anyone could see me. Or stop me.

			But maybe I should be less surprised that I’m not the only one sneaking around.

			“What are you doing here?”

			Seb is sitting on the ground of the BRC parking lot, his back to Seabiscuit’s driver’s-side door, and he stands as I get closer. Instead of his Kenmore uniform, tonight he’s wearing an orange-and-black plaid flannel, a puffer vest, and a stark white baseball cap with the logo for USRowing embroidered above the bill. As soon as I see him, I focus on the sound my boots make against the pavement, doing my best not to show how rattled I am. Though I don’t know why I bother.

			Because if there’s one person who’s ever been able to see me…it’s him.

			“How long—”

			“Thirty minutes,” Seb admits, forcing a smile. When we’re standing, my eyes are level with his lips, and I force myself to look away. He looks nervous to see me.

			Which is a surprise…seeing as I’m not the one lying in wait.

			“Are you looking for Val?” I ask, the question barbed.

			Seb shakes his head, suddenly bashful. “I texted her and said a friend was driving me home,” he admits. “Speaking of, can you drive me home?”

			I hesitate, glancing from him to the boathouse. The parking lot is even more crowded than it normally is, all the upperclassmen’s parents packed inside to listen to Coach Clay.

			“You waited thirty minutes to ask for a ride? You could have walked home by now.”

			“Home and back again. Probably. So?”

			I sigh and unlock the doors.

			Seb jumps in at shotgun, ducking his head with the grace of someone who has done it close to a million times. I, on the other hand, move slower. While I fix my seat belt, he’s already rummaging through my CD sleeve, and when he finds the Margarita Mix! broken into two pieces, I don’t explain.

			“Looks like I’ll have to make you another—”

			“What do you want, Seb?”

			He chooses a CD at random, accidentally grabbing one of Gran’s favorites: Vivaldi.

			“I’m surprised you’re not staying for Clay’s college night—”

			“Maybe I have other things to do,” I interrupt, jingling my keys without putting them in the ignition. “Maybe I don’t want to row in college. People change, you know.”

			“Did you?”

			“No.” I risk a glance at him but quickly look away. “Not that much.”

			Seb snorts.

			Like Goldie, like Val, Seb and I started rowing at the same time, even though he’s a year younger than I am. He’s always been on the boys’ team at Kenmore, while I’ve been here at BRC. Seb was elected team captain when he was only a sophomore, and I got used to seeing his earnest smile whenever our boats passed on the Charles. We met officially at a gala hosted by our clubs, and by the end of that same night, Val was telling everyone that she and Seb were an item. Everyone, that is, except for Seb. We laughed about it at the time, but it wasn’t until Val officially asked Seb out that I got to know him better. We met because of our sport, but we only became friends because of her.

			Because he was off-limits…and I had nothing to prove to him. Nothing to lose.

			Or so I thought.

			I’m dying to start driving, but something about the silence in the car feels too fragile. So we sit, unmoving. I know the river is visible through the window beyond Seb’s head, and although I’m tempted to look, I can’t.

			“Val told me about your captaincy. I couldn’t believe it when I found out.”

			“Me neither,” I mutter. I shove my keys into place and music starts to play.

			“I’m sorry, Douglas. But even without the title, the girls still see you as a leader. I know they do. I do.”

			“It’s not the same. I knew coming back was going to suck, but I didn’t think it’d be like…this.”

			This time, I shut up.

			I have to.

			Seb sighs. He knows how stubborn I am, and he knows better than to keep trying to make me answer. “I was worried about you,” he says. He finds an empty water bottle on the floor and anxiously rolls it along his thigh, just above his prosthesis.

			“Here I was thinking you were crazy busy.” I make air quotations around the words. “Is the Paralympic team not what you expected?”

			“No. I mean, it’s a great opportunity. But I don’t know if I’ll stick with it. I’ve…” He makes a face. “I’ve actually been thinking about…quitting.”

			“What?”

			I turn in my seat to stare at him, aghast. I’d sooner believe that Seb’s story about losing his leg to a freak dolphin attack is true before believing he’d decide to walk away from the sport.

			Our sport.

			But he nods.

			“Maybe I should be worried about you,” I murmur. “Isn’t this exactly what you’ve been preparing for your entire life?”

			“You mean, what my parents have been preparing me for.” He sighs. “Me, the one-legged poster child of rowing. There was a literal poster, by the way. But you were gone, so you didn’t see it. I think Val has a copy.”

			“That’s not—”

			“Douglas, stop. As shocking as it might seem, I don’t want to talk about rowing right now.” Seb angles himself to face me. “I want to talk about you. Don’t you get it? Everyone was worried when you disappeared. Val thought you died!”

			“I’m not apologizing for—”

			“I’m not asking you to! I want to know what happened.”

			“You know what happened, Seb. You’re one of the only people who do.”

			“Yeah, but…I mean…after Nationals.”

			There it is.

			The divide between the person I was before everything happened last spring and whoever the hell I’m supposed to be now. Student. Athlete. Captain. Ex-captain.

			Nationals…

			She was your responsibility…

			That girl…

			“That’s not why you wanted to talk,” I murmur. Seb stares at me, his silence confirming my suspicion. “You want to find out who else knows about that night. You’re afraid I told Val. Or Goldie. Or…I don’t even know who you’d think I’d tell,” I continue, my voice rising. “But don’t worry, Seb. I haven’t told a soul you were there too.”

			“Are you serious?”

			I study Seb in the lights from the BRC lobby. There is a hard line from his eyebrows through his nose, and I don’t think I’ve ever seen him this angry.

			Not since Nationals.

			“I don’t care who you tell, Douglas. We should’ve told everyone. Immediately.”

			“But if we had—”

			“What?”

			“Then…Val would know!”

			I didn’t realize how loud our voices had become, not until the lull following my outburst. Seb drops the water bottle onto the floor.

			“And then what?”

			“What…do you mean?”

			“And. Then. What.” Seb enunciates every word. “What would have been so bad about Val finding out?”

			At that, I angrily turn the music off.

			And he turns it back on.

			Off.

			On.

			Off.

			Seb smirks.

			On.

			I smile, despite myself.

			Off.

			This time, the silence is different. Dangerous. The only sound at all coming from the loyal second hand on Seb’s Rolex. We are still looking at each other, both of us breathing heavily, and steam is starting to accumulate on the inside of the windows. It hits me that Seb has the most gorgeous eyes I’ve ever seen. He puts his hand on my bare knee, and I shiver, the movement bringing back a memory—or half of one. Then his eyes drop to my mouth in a way that sends my stomach cartwheeling.

			I don’t know which of us leans in first.

			All I know is…suddenly…there’s less than an inch between us.

			“Seb…” I force my eyes shut. “Get out of my car.”

			When I open them, Seb is blinking at me, dumbfounded. I reach across him to open the door, ignoring the heat as my arm grazes his chest.

			“Wait. Douglas. I’m sorry—”

			“Out. Please.”

			Seb obliges without looking at me. When he finally turns, he stares at me for as long as he can, and I can see the apology in his light green eyes. Or maybe I’m seeing what I want to see. Maybe that’s what I’ve been doing this whole time.

			“The Kenmore guys are hosting a party Saturday night,” he stammers. “You should come. You all should.”

			“And you should stop texting me,” I throw back at him, my cheeks still scorching.

			Seb frowns and slams the door, effectively locking me in. Alone again.

			And for a moment longer than I’d like to admit, I forget to breathe.

			Ten…Nine…Eight…

		

	
		
			JO
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			I storm out of the boathouse as soon as Coach Clay is done soapboxing.

			To no one’s surprise, least of all mine, George is slowed down by a gaggle of admirers—athletes, parents, stepsiblings—and I’m the first one to the parking lot. However, it hits me that I don’t know if I should head for Val’s Jeep or George’s CR-V, and I stop short under the BRC flags. Even though I can barely see the water in the dark, I can still hear the Charles River. Constantly in motion. George appears a moment later, his shadow reaching me seconds before the rest of him, and even with his long legs he jogs to catch up.

			“Teenager—”

			“Do you realize how mortifying that was?”

			“Yes.” He hesitates when he sees my expression. “I mean…no. Maybe?”

			“Now everyone is going to call me Teenager!”

			George sighs. He takes his keys out of his pocket, nervously jingling them in one hand and then the other. I have the sudden desire to knock them aside but resist.

			“Why didn’t you tell me you were coming?” I demand. “You said you wouldn’t come to BRC if I was here! You promised! Space, remember?”

			“Clay invited me last minute. And I didn’t think tonight would be an issue,” George mumbles. I suddenly wish he would raise his voice at me—because when he speaks so softly, it’s harder to raise mine.

			“I know you want me to like rowing, but I—”

			“I need to have good relationships with other coaches and programs.” He interrupts me this time, his voice still low. “It’s important for my work, and…it’s important to me. My teaching job at Walden is a job, but this sport, coaching the Kenmore boys…it’s my life.” He glances at the lobby. “Now that you’re here in Boston, I’d like to figure out how to balance all that without stepping on your experience.”

			Even in the dark, I can tell George’s cheeks are flushed tomato red. It reminds me of me.

			And I hate it.

			He continues:

			“I thought, maybe—”

			“Please. Stop. Trying. To think for me.” I flail. “Ever since I’ve gotten to Boston, you keep trying to control me. You signed me up for BRC without asking. You set up my carpool with Val, who, for the record, is a horrible driver. You also keep trying to make me drink coffee, and I don’t like coffee! Just…let me do things. My way,” I say.

			“I know. I do. But your rowing career is far too important to—”

			“Wait. My rowing…what?” My voice cracks. “What career? What are you talking about?”

			“Sorry. Sorry. I hear you,” he says, but the words are nearly mechanical. He shifts his weight between his feet. “I didn’t mean to embarrass you in front of your team—”

			“I thought it was your job to embarrass me,” I say, throwing his words back at him. “It’s like you enjoy it!”

			“I don’t—”

			“Yes, you do. You say it all the time.” I know how furious I sound but finally don’t care to hide it. “You’re not listening to me. You never do.”

			“Teenager—”

			“I hate it when you call me that,” I mutter. I clench my hands into fists, forgetting for a moment that the skin is still raw. “And I hate rowing.”

			A heavy silence lands between us.

			And George’s face is unreadable.

			“Okay, Jo…okay. Trust me, you’ve made it clear you don’t want to row, and you don’t want to be here in Boston. With me. But I had hoped this fall would change your mind…I hoped you’d want to stay.”

			“You’re the one who never should have left!”

			Another silence.

			Longer than the last.

			Even though it’s impacted every single corner of my life—every father-daughter dance I had to skip, all the family trees and art projects that I had to make two of, just in case both my parents wanted a copy—I’ve never talked to my parents about their divorce. Not my mom, and certainly not George. One time, my middle school guidance counselor asked me if I would start a “divorced kids club” with her because I seemed so well “adjusted” and she thought I could help other kids with what they were going through. But I’m not used to it.

			There’s just nothing else I know.

			Except for the fact that it’s all George’s fault.

			“Jo—”

			“How about this?” I interrupt. I’ve kept silent for so long, and now I can’t seem to stop myself. “I’ll stick with rowing. I’ll do it for the whole season if I have to. I’ll race, and I’ll win. But if I do…next semester I get to go home.”

			At that, George takes the tiniest of steps backward.

			“Okay,” he says.

			“…Really?”

			“Sure. Okay.” He nods, and his immediate agreement drains the energy out of me as if he’s taken a sledgehammer to an aboveground kiddie pool. “Wait for me in the car,” he says, his voice thick as he hits the unlock button on his keys. “I have to run back inside, say goodbye to Coach Clay. Hang tight.”

			I hesitate, but he’s already gone.

			“Jo?”

			I whirl around at the sound of Margaret’s voice, and it’s only now that I see her watching me from her parked car, half in, half out of the driver’s-side door. I was too distracted by my fight with George to notice that she was still in the parking lot—and I laugh bitterly when I realize that this time, she’s the one spying on me.

			“Are you…okay?” Margaret asks.

			“Never better,” I mutter, and I throw myself into George’s car.

			Margaret wavers, fighting with herself over something, but eventually she climbs back into her car and leaves.

			And as soon as her headlights are gone—and I’m alone—I burst into tears. I don’t know why.

			I won the argument with George. And if I keep rowing, there’s a chance I might get to go home.

			So why doesn’t it feel like it?

		

	
		
			34 Days to Head of the Charles

			
				[image: ]
			

		

	
		
			
				 

				Row, Row, Row Your Boat…into College

				AN INTRODUCTION TO RECRUITING

				Preparing for college starts early. Between sophomore spring and junior fall, talk with your coach about whether your erg scores, physical traits, and potential will attract recruiters. Compare your grades to admissions standards, note where programs compete, visit campuses, complete recruiting forms, and email coaches with résumés and updated erg scores. Videos are optional for rowers. Audio recordings are recommended for coxswains. Summer before senior year is about focus and action. Narrow your list, weigh rowing and academics, communicate clearly with coaches, take official visits if invited, select top schools early, and apply early to maximize coach influence. Keep commitments, submit applications on time, and thank everyone who helped you with handwritten notes whenever possible. All rowers should research schools and programs; prepare a portfolio of transcripts, scores, extracurriculars, and rowing achievements; and rally support from parents, coaches, and teachers. Reflect on your strengths—your “superpowers”—and communicate confidently why you belong. Ask coaches where you stand and how to improve. Remember: You will do great because you are great.

				Show coaches why you row, and why you belong.

				—CLAY ALBRIGHT
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			“Ladies! Ladies! Lay-deez!”

			The always impeccable Brooke Mackey pops up onto one of the benches in our locker room. Brooke’s mom runs an activewear company that rivals Lululemon and Under Armor combined, and Brooke’s style is always athleisure to the umpteenth degree. She waves a stack of papers at the room, and in the other hand she carries her go-to Starbucks order, an extra-hot PSL, regardless of the season.

			I find a seat between Val and Goldie while she talks.

			“If you want gear in time for the Lowell Regatta, I need checks tuh-day. No later! Okay?”

			Goldie raises a hand.

			“There will be unis! Vests! Visors! But duffel bags are for seniors only,” Brooke continues, jumping down.

			Goldie, still a junior, drops her arm. “Woof,” she mutters.

			The water looked calm this morning on my drive into the city, but the boathouse, and our locker room, hums like a live wire. Most people have started warming up in the erg room, and there is a distinct buzz that rivals the sound of the machines: the sense that something big is about to happen. And the most experienced varsity girls are all too familiar with what that something is.

			Seat racing.

			Additionally, word has gotten out about the Kenmore party tonight, and now everyone on varsity is planning on going, or discussing what to wear, what to bring, what to drink, and who to text back. As much as I dread seeing Seb again, it would look suspicious for me not to be there with the rest of the team, and when I find out Val is bringing Jo, I rationalize that I can help keep an eye on her. It’s been three days since I caught the end of Jo’s fight with her dad, and I can’t help but notice she’s been killing herself at every practice since. When the novices jog, she sprints. When they tumble off the ergs after their first 2k, she stays upright. She’s also started coming to the boathouse with her hands taped like a boxer’s, waging war against her blisters and fighting another round in a ring that’s invisible to the rest of us. At first, I considered telling Val about what I overheard between Jo and her dad. But seeing as Jo is still keeping secrets for me, I ended up deciding against it.

			For now.

			With a sigh, I focus on my paper, my name, birthdate, and exact size already printed in gel pen. Brooke has always been a bit type A, but in a way that gets things done…and color coded.

			Unlike sports in which athletes wear jerseys with their individual numbers, we all wear identical unisuits during our races: unis. For certain regattas, the varsity eight will make personalized tank tops, and it’s an unspoken ritual that whoever wins their race gets to take the shirts from the losing team. Everything has its price, and a uni alone starts at a hundred dollars. But no one else looks twice at the cost.

			“Do you think Brooke can get me an extra visor?” Goldie asks. “I lost mine.”

			“I think you mean mine,” Val mutters.

			“Dude, I said sorry—”

			Brooke stops at the door when India enters the locker room. Instead of her school uniform, today India arrives in a matching workout set, Ray-Bans tucked in her polka-dot sports bra. As is typical on our Saturday practices, she also has a green smoothie, and she puts it down to take a paper from Brooke. I can barely hear her voice over Val and Goldie squabbling, and when Brooke continues her rounds, India catches me staring.

			“Are you guys ready?” I say, surprising Val and Goldie into silence.

			I lead the way to the erg room, and India glares as we go. But not even a moment later, I notice two things, and both stop me in my tracks.

			First, someone is blasting Taylor Swift.

			Second…the seat is missing from my erg.

			“My money’s on India.”

			I jump when Eleanor sandwiches herself between Val and me, casting an appraising look at my useless machine. Whoever went through the trouble to remove, and hide, my seat must have been determined to send a message. “Any takers?”

			“Not now, Eleanor,” I mutter.

			Eleanor blows a bubble with her gum and disappears.

			“Want me to say something?” Val asks. “India can’t get away with this crap.”

			“It’s fine, Val. I’ll show her exactly where I should be sitting. Actions speak louder than words, right?”

			“I dunno, I can be pretty loud—”

			“Douglas! You ready?”

			Val and I snap to attention as Pri approaches us. Her hair is pulled into low pigtails, one indigo tuft behind each ear.

			“For you, Pri…always.”

			“Great. You and Goldie are starting with me,” Pri says, chewing on her corded headphones. “We’re racing in fours. Grab your gear, and let’s meet downstairs.” She tosses me a smirk and turns to go, but when she stops midstride, I pivot to follow her gaze.

			Because inside the Fishbowl, Eleanor is hugging someone in a familiar MIT sweatshirt.

			Aliyah Pope.

			To my knowledge, no one has spoken to Aliyah since her suspension two weeks ago, and the sight of our teammates rushing to greet her makes my stomach queasy. Her welcome is significantly warmer than mine was…and she wasn’t gone for nearly as long.

			“How is Aliyah back?” I demand.

			Pri and Val shrug.

			“Coach Clay kicked her off the team. I didn’t think he’d change his mind about something like that.”

			“You didn’t?” Val balks. “No offense, Douglas. But seeing as you’re the one who disappeared and came back with her tail between her legs—”

			“That’s different.”

			“How so?”

			“I…didn’t pee on the Alchemist statue.”

			We fall silent as Coach Clay steps into the Fishbowl, clinking his Diet Coke with Aliyah’s water bottle. He says something and the girls nearest him giggle, but my gut constricts into a painful knot. Coach Clay must feel me watching, because he looks through the glass wall. And as Aliyah prattles on, he rolls his eyes enough for me to see.

			The friendly gesture makes me smile, relieved.

			I don’t know how Aliyah managed to sweet-talk her way back onto the team. But I have to suspect her parents had no qualms about using their spot on the BRC board of governors in her best interests. Regardless, like Coach Clay said, today’s seat racing is my best shot to show I belong in the varsity eight, whether Aliyah’s on the team or not.

			All Coach Clay has to do is put me on the water.

			And now I get to prove…to everyone…that I deserve to stay.

			

			—

			Seat racing is as painful as it is simple.

			All boats start side by side, and everyone rows as hard and as fast as they can for one thousand meters. Then, after swapping athletes from one boat to the next, they race again. If the new lineup wins or loses by a different margin, it can prove which athlete moved the boat faster. However, if the other rowers don’t want someone in their boat, they can sabotage the results by not pulling as hard. All of which makes seat racing twice as brutal mentally.

			At least.

			Instead of the Artemis, Coach Clay splits us into smaller boats with four rowers and one coxswain in each. In ours, the Luft, is Pri coxing, Eleanor at stroke seat, Aliyah, me, and Goldie in bow. In the boat next to us, the Sisk, is a younger coxswain named Jenny, India at stroke, Val, and the Taylor sisters behind her. The Kiwis moved to the East Coast only a year ago from Auckland, and although they haven’t been rowing as long as the rest of us, their uncanny ability to mirror one another has made them invaluable as a unit.

			“All right, ladies, we’re coming up…”

			Pri’s voice crackles in the speakers by my feet. Unlike the varsity eight, where the coxswain sits in the stern, here she lies in the bow of our boat, looking downriver and away from us.

			But it’s Pri, so she still sees everything.

			“Douglas, watch your timing.”

			I adjust.

			Coach Clay has several varsity girls riding in his launch, and they’ll be switching with us as the morning goes on. I was surprised to see him pull Jo out of the novice group before leaving the dock, but based on the life jacket she’s currently burrowed into, she’s just here to watch.

			I wonder why.

			“For our first piece, we’ll race from end to end of the powerhouse straightaway,” Coach Clay shouts, waving his stopwatch in the air. “On my call. Sit-ready.”

			“At the catch, ladies,” Pri calls, her voice a whip of static.

			We roll forward into the catch position with our legs fully compressed. I square my blade perpendicular to the water, and the Charles locks on. Behind me, Goldie clicks her oar twice in her oarlock, rotating her handle forward and back like a fist pump. Our old signal.

			Click-click!

			Coach Clay raises a hand above his head.

			“Attention…ROW!”

			Coach Clay drops his arm, and Eleanor explodes off her foot stretches, the rest of us following. Pri calls our starting five strokes, and we increase the length of our drive with each command. The response is immediate and perfect. Like music.

			“Three-quarter!”

			Stroke.

			“Half!”

			Stroke.

			“Three-quarter!”

			Stroke.

			“Lengthen!”

			Stroke.

			“Full!”

			The first thousand-meter piece comes and goes in under four minutes. Too fast to hurt. Coach Clay waves his arms when we’re done, and we pause at hands-away. Our boat runs out underneath us, quiet and gliding, but we’re panting like monsters and the balance doesn’t last. Our riggers dip to one side, and Eleanor and Aliyah smash their hands on the gunwale. Coach Clay circles around to record our times, and Val shoots me a thumbs-up from the other boat.

			“Ow.”

			I grab my water bottle and turn around. Goldie is flat in her seat, chest heaving.

			“You okay?” I ask.

			“I’m dying.”

			Her feet are the closest thing to me, and I squeeze them in what I hope is a supportive way.

			“Keep your head above your heart,” I remind her.

			Goldie moans but obediently sits up.

			“Nice job, girls,” Coach Clay cheers. “Now, for our first change…let’s have Douglas and Olivia. Quickly, please!”

			We bring the boats together, aligning our seats with the positions of the girls in the other boat, and Olivia and I scramble over each other as gracefully as we can manage. Val holds my oar until I’m settled.

			“Good luck, Olivia,” I murmur.

			She smiles but doesn’t respond.

			“Ready, Douglas?” Jenny asks.

			In response, I mimic Goldie’s fist pump, rolling my oar forward and back.

			Click-click!

			“Attention…ROW!”

			This time, our boat fires off the starting line. India sets our ratio from stroke seat, light and easy and faster than hell, and I can’t help but notice she’s only improved since last spring. For a moment, I’m grateful we’re in the same boat. Fighting the same battle. But when we hit the halfway mark, even she starts rushing. Missing water, and speed.

			And there’s no way to tell if she’s doing it on purpose.

			Hands away…Body over…Knees bent…

			Legs down…Body back…Hands in…

			I glance at our competition. Eleanor. Aliyah. Olivia. Goldie. It’s the same boat I was in a minute ago, except now I’m fighting tooth and nail against them. Friends turned to foes. Meanwhile, in our boat, Jenny is directly in line with Eleanor, meaning we are almost a full length behind. But if we lose this, I’m out.

			So we’re not going to lose.

			“This is our sprint! Let’s take a power-ten! That’s…ONE—”

			—arms—

			“—TWO—”

			—body—

			“—THREE—”

			—legs—

			“—FOUR—”

			—arms—

			“—FIVE—”

			—body—

			“—SIX—”

			—legs—

			“—SEVEN—”

			—push—

			“—EIGHT—”

			—even—

			“—NINE—”

			—harder—

			“—TEN!”

			I don’t know when it happens, but we pull beside and ahead of the others. We cross the finish line the obvious winners, and Val turns to cheer.

			“That was amazing, Douglas!” she squeals, shimmying in her seat. We all know Olivia and I were the ones being seat raced against one another, and this proves I’m stronger. I glance at Coach Clay’s launch, and even Jo smiles, caught up in the thrill.

			“Next up, Eleanor and Douglas. Quickly, please!”

			At first, I assume I’ve heard incorrectly. It’s only when Val stops bouncing that I realize I didn’t. But we never race the same athlete back-to-back, because it gives an unfair disadvantage to the person who just rowed.

			Which in this case…is me.

			“Are you serious?” I splutter.

			India turns to frown at me, but I ignore her.

			“Is there a problem, Douglas?”

			“No…I…” I hesitate, struck by Coach Clay’s question and my rudeness.

			“I would never ask you to do something you couldn’t do. And you want a seat in the varsity eight, right?” Coach Clay asks, as patient as ever. “Isn’t that why you’re here?”

			“Yes,” I say, gripping my oar until my knuckles go white.

			“Good. Now is the time to earn it.”

			I nod, still confused but encouraged by his confidence. Eleanor and I change places without looking at one another. After the next race, which I win by only an inch at best, Coach Clay takes me back out of Pri’s boat and switches me with India. But now I stay quiet, determined to exceed his expectations. When we go again, I can’t keep the same pace. I’m not as strong as I was before, and eventually, I lose.

			Again.

			And again.

			And again…

		

	
		
			JO
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			Seat racing is a sadistic game of musical chairs.

			I watch each challenge from the launch beside Coach Clay, life jacket zipped to my chin. It’s a sunny morning but the air is bitterly cold—and even if the life jacket is preposterous, I’m grateful for the extra layer. The practice drags longer than its usual two hours, and I’m amazed that Margaret lasts as long as she does. Because each time he switches Margaret from one seat to the next, Coach Clay signals to her—and the others—that she isn’t a perfect fit.

			When her boat falls behind once and for all, I don’t know how anyone could be surprised.

			She’s exhausted.

			They all are.

			At the start of their cooldown, the girls gasp for water and Gatorade and air, and their strokes become sloppy, sloppier, then sloppiest. When they finally drop out by pairs to recover—only two people rowing at a time—I get a better look at the boat closest to us. India is at stroke seat, and she looks pissed. Behind her, Goldie attempts to hock a loogie, but the phlegm sticks to her chin like a yo-yo and she’s too tired to wipe it off. Behind her, Margaret keeps her head ducked, using her hat to avoid making eye contact with anyone. Last but not least is Val, and she looks racoon-eyed from having sweated off most of her makeup ages ago.

			“What do you think, Bryant?”

			I jerk to face him, Coach Clay’s eyes on me. I didn’t notice before, but they are a curious slate color. Discerning and grayish, and not unlike the Charles in certain lighting.

			“They’re…strong,” I offer. Not sure what he’s looking for.

			I wasn’t expecting to enjoy seat racing—and I didn’t.

			But it was impossible to look away.

			“Some more so than others.” Coach Clay shakes his head, careful to keep his hands at ten and two on the steering wheel. “I wanted you to see it firsthand. I’ve been impressed with the effort you’re showing on novice.”

			“You—you have?” I stammer, my cheeks growing hot.

			Coach Clay nods.

			“Of course. I’ve seen your power, and that you’re a go-getter. You even remind me a bit of myself. I mean, it’s early, but I already could see you becoming my next protégée!”

			“Did…George ask you to say that?”

			He chuckles at that.

			“As far as I’m concerned, as soon as you step into the boathouse, you leave the rest of the world out there. Your old man included.” He waves a hand toward the riverbank. “You are the only one who decides what happens here. Who you are.”

			His words land somewhere near my gut, and I look away, watching as Margaret’s boat switches pairs and the distance between their puddles steadily increases.

			“What happens next?” I ask.

			“We’ll use the results from today’s seat racing to make a new lineup for the varsity eight. Those girls will race the Artemis at the Lowell Regatta.”

			“And…then what?”

			Coach Clay’s attention snaps to something beyond my shoulder:

			“Way-enough, Pri! Way-enough!”

			It’s the universal rowing command for Please stop immediately, one of many commands I’ve learned in the past few days, and Margaret’s boat comes to an abrupt halt. Pri’s blue hair is barely visible from the coxswain’s seat at the back—or front—of the boat. But she sticks her arm in the air so Coach Clay knows she’s listening:

			“Yes, Coach?”

			“I know you girls are tired, but I want to squeeze in one more drill before we get home. Now’s not the time to get complacent with our technique. Right?”

			Margaret and the others are too tired to disagree.

			“Copy you, Coach. What would you like us to do?”

			“Let’s try the ‘No’ drill,” Coach Clay says. “It was one of my favorites back in the day, and some of you might have done it with me before. It’ll be quick, I promise. Sit-ready.”

			Pri flashes a thumbs-up and wiggles back into her seat. The varsity boat begins to move, Margaret and the others taking long, continuous strokes.

			A minute passes in silence.

			Then—

			“No,” Coach Clay says.

			Margaret grimaces, and although she is unable to look behind her at her teammates, I can see everyone make a similar expression.

			They take another stroke.

			“No,” Coach Clay says again.

			The girls frown, but the pattern continues. Slowly, I realize what is confusing them. Because for any other drill, Coach Clay would say exactly what they are doing wrong—and how to fix it. But now, he’s shifting the responsibility onto each athlete.

			And he’s also not saying who’s to blame.

			“No.”

			Margaret pushes a degree harder on the drive.

			“No.”

			Margaret tries to adjust by lengthening her recovery.

			“Nope.”

			Margaret lifts her handle, and her next puddle kicks up white water.

			“No.”

			I peek at Coach Clay. For a moment, I think I catch him frowning, but when he sees me watching, he smiles the doubt away. I don’t understand why he bothers to hide his puzzlement, but more than that, I don’t understand how he can’t see what I see.

			That this is torture.

			“Goldie!”

			Because Margaret is sitting directly behind Goldie, she’s the first person to notice something is wrong.

			Very, very wrong.

			Goldie slumps forward over her oar handle, her head lolling dangerously off one shoulder. She looks like a marionette whose strings have been cut—lifeless, a child’s toy—and it’s such a bizarre sight that at first no one does anything. There’s no time. Then Goldie slumps farther, her head plunging toward the water, and she drops her handle. India jerks backward to catch Goldie before her face hits the rigger, and Margaret dives for the wayward oar. But without Goldie to keep her blade steady—paired with the sudden commotion in their boat—the oar shaft gets sucked deep, deep under the surface, tipping the boat at a dangerous angle.

			“Grab her oar!” Margaret shouts.

			But India ignores her, eyes on Goldie.

			“NO! India, the oar!”

			Val yelps and instinctively tries to brace herself, dropping her oar in the process.

			“GIRLS! OARS!” Coach Clay bellows.

			But it’s too late.

			It happens slowly—then all at once.

			And their boat capsizes.

		

	
		
			MARGARET
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			The cold water stings, like a memory.

			One I’ve desperately been trying to forget.

			Thanks to my heel ties, my feet slide out and free from the bottom of the boat. Although the surface can’t be far, I still have to navigate sideways, under the shell, and around my rigger, going deeper before I can rise. My eyes are squeezed shut, and I feel myself fully suspended, like a kite, as the whooshing of bubbles passes my ears. Time stops.

			Suddenly, I’m in another river.

			Another time.

			A gravel beach.

			A thrashing body.

			Nationals…

			She was your responsibility…

			That girl…

			“Douglas!”

			I catapult to the surface, Val’s voice the first thing to greet me. She’s also managed to detangle herself, and she clings to the upside-down boat with her arms slung over the top. Pri treads water close by, her brightly colored BRC windbreaker ballooning under both armpits.

			The look of panic in Val’s eyes makes me turn around fast.

			Which is when I notice…Goldie hasn’t reappeared.

			NotagainNotagainNotagain—!

			I swan dive under the boat, searching for Goldie with my arms outstretched. It’s impossible to see more than a few inches ahead, which is why it takes me by surprise when another set of arms wraps around my waist and hauls me into the light.

			India.

			“Goldie’s fine,” she barks. India jerks her head to the other end of the boat, opposite Val, where Goldie is clinging to India’s rigger with a weak smile. The river water must have shocked her back to consciousness.

			“Are you okay?”

			“Are you?” Goldie asks. I nod, and she rests her forehead on the boat, as winded as I am. “I think I fainted. Pushed too hard…or something. I’m so, so sorry, guys.”

			“Apology accepted,” India mutters. She spews out a mouthful of putrid water.

			Coach Clay brings his launch closer to us, and under his careful instruction, Jo throws each of us our own life jacket. For obvious reasons his attention is on Goldie, and Coach Clay insists on her riding home in the launch. Once it’s clear that no one is injured, we return the life jackets and use our combined body weight to flip the boat right-side up. Coach Clay also puts Jo in the seat ahead of me to help row the Artemis back to BRC, and it doesn’t occur to me until we’re within sight of the docks that my hat is gone.

			“Are you sure you’re okay?” Jo whispers.

			“Fine,” I say, but her caution gives me pause. “Why do you ask?”

			“Because…when you went in the water…” She peeks over her shoulder, and something in her tone makes me shudder. “…you screamed.”

			

			—

			I set the shower to two degrees past blistering, hot enough that my skin flushes a vicious pink. Then I make it hotter.

			The girls and I were dripping like a pack of wet dogs when we finally got back to the boathouse. Coach Clay confirmed that Goldie passed out from dehydration, and in the locker room, I forced my extra clothes onto her after I learned she forgot to bring any for herself. I drove home in my damp uni, shivering with the heat on, and I managed to leave a butt print on Seabiscuit’s driver’s seat. Gran was napping in front of the TV when I walked in, but it was for the best: both so she didn’t have to worry about me and so she doesn’t find out I’m using all the hot water.

			After my shower, I burrito myself into the same sun-bleached Little Mermaid towel I’ve used since elementary school, and I wipe the condensation off the mirror with my fingertips. My face looks even more tired and puffy than when I woke up this morning, exhaustion tanking both sides of my mouth into a frown.

			For the hundredth time since returning to BRC, I wonder what people see when they look at me.

			Or…what they think they see.

			I also realize that I need to pluck my eyebrows.

			I forgo drying my hair and wear it half up, half down with a tortoise-patterned claw clip. I had high hopes and specific instructions from Gran to use the afternoon for SAT prep, but I accidentally doze off, the bricklike study guide she bought me still in my lap when I jolt awake some time later. I let the rest of my hair down to finish air-drying, and after checking on Gran, I make both of us an early dinner with the microwavable chicken breasts in her freezer. We eat together in the kitchen, and when Gran falls asleep watching a true-crime documentary, I change out of my sweats into real clothes.

			I settle on a pair of high-waisted black jeans and a black turtleneck, followed by quick swipes of mascara before I leave the house.

			After the chaos of this morning, I thought about staying in tonight, and I certainly don’t expect Val and Goldie to do otherwise. However, I force myself to take the T to Harvard Square, where I rent an electric bike from one of the charging stations, and I fly the rest of the way to Kenmore.

			A party is the last place on earth I want to be.

			But…I want to be alone even less.

			The front door of the Kenmore boathouse is disproportionately small compared with the rest of the building, and although the wood is painted a darker shade of the boys’ iconic purple, it’s impossible to tell at night. Normally, I would need a key card to swipe in, but someone has the entrance propped open with a set of twenty-pound dumbbells. Inside, the hallway leads into a two-story atrium, both floors lined by glass cabinets of trophies and lacquered placards. I stop in the main room, and when I look down, I see the logo for the club painted on the hardwood floors: crossed purple and yellow oars behind a shield with the year of Kenmore’s founding.

			The boathouse is built on a gentle slope overlooking the Charles, with a massive set of bay windows and seating on the balcony. The building itself is part of Boston’s history, and many people, not just rowers, come here for weddings, engagements, class reunions, and other social events that find their way into the society pages of The Boston Globe. On the wall behind me is a display of team headshots, all the boys from over the years dressed in blazers with yellow trim. In perfect juxtaposition, the wall perpendicular is a haphazard collage of photos from the nude calendar that their seniors release each year, inspired by the original Warwick Rowers, a university campaign created to tackle homophobia in sports.

			I’m not the first or last to arrive, and although everyone is contained to this floor of the boathouse, there’s no question that you can hear everything from outside. But as long as things never get out of hand, none of the adults affiliated with Kenmore have ever seemed to mind.

			If only because they did the same thing…back in their day.

			Another kind of legacy.

			“Loooooook who it is,” Val sings, sidling up next to me. “Wasn’t sure if you’d be here.”

			“Back at you, babe,” I say, raising my voice over the music. The boys usually take turns DJing, and whoever is in charge right now seems to have a thing for Rihanna.

			Val laughs.

			“Drinks?”

			I follow her into the next room, where the boys have turned three plastic folding tables into a bar. One of the seniors, Adam Grant, is an aspiring chef with a catering job in the Seaport, and for the past three years he’s been responsible for supplying the Kenmore parties with alcohol: red wine, white whine, orange wine, top-shelf tequila, plus the two or three times he squirreled away crates of forgotten Veuve Clicquot and the team decided to keep the bottles on bags of ice from 7-Eleven. Sometimes, he even manages to bring food, and I’ve seen oysters, tinned caviar, and trays of sliced fruit.

			Tonight, it’s half-barrel kegs of Sam Adams Octoberfest and lukewarm canapés.

			Pri stands beside the beer, comically dwarfed by the size of the kegs. She’s supervising the boys at the spout, and when she sees Val and me, she waves us to the front of the line.

			“You guys look great!” she chirps. “I’m glad you came!”

			“Thanks, Pri. You too,” I say. She’s wearing a J. Crew sweater with pearl buttons, and I’m severely underdressed in comparison.

			“I’m coming to you later with Jell-O shots.” Pri waggles a finger at us. “Eleanor should be here any minute with them. We deserve it after today. I still have water in my ears.”

			“Whatever you say.” Val smiles. And although I’m not as good at reading her as she is other people, I have a suspicion she’s faking it. “Cheers.”

			Pri gives us two plastic cups, and Val loops her arm through mine. She steers me toward a crowd in front of the windows, careful to give a wide berth to the room that the music is coming from.

			“I already lost track of the little one,” Val admits. “She’s always on her phone. I hope she’s okay…”

			“I’m sure Jo’s fine,” I say, clinking my cup to hers. “She’s not the one who flipped.”

			Val hesitates, but before she can say anything, a boy in a tie-dye bucket hat approaches us. There was no specific dress code for tonight, but usually the Kenmore parties have a theme: For superhero night, Leroy Garza stole one of the BRC flags and wore it around his neck, with nothing underneath. For junkyard day, the novices purchased the front end of a car from a scrap yard, and it stayed on the boathouse lawn for weeks. Someone once showed up as a garbage bag with the bag and pieces of trash taped on their body for Anything But Clothes night, and last Halloween, Howie Brown dressed as a shower with a rod and curtain at his shoulders.

			“Ladies,” bucket hat says, bowing to us, and he offers us each a Zyn.

			Val and I shake our heads, and he continues to the next person.

			At the windows, we discover the crowd is grouped around another table, everyone cheering on two Kenmore boys and two BRC girls as the foursome plays a round of Boat Race. It’s a game of cards, for betting, and drinking, and it takes its name for obvious reasons. You begin by lining up four aces at one edge of a table, each representing a boat. Players bet on a specific ace to win, and the dealer measures out the race course with face down cards in a perpendicular line. Then, after drinks have been refilled, the dealer flips over the remaining cards one by one, and the suit of the flipped card determines which ace, or boat, moves forward.

			The first to cross the finish line wins.

			Losers drink…a lot.

			Ryan Sullivan, one of the Kenmore coxswains, calls the game:

			“Aaaaaand it’s clubs!” Ryan screams, speaking faster and faster with each reveal. He parrots a mid-Atlantic accent, like an old-timey radio announcer. “Clubs pull ahead. Clubs pull ahead. It’s neck and neck! All riiiiighty, now! But can they keep it? Can they? Hearts!”

			At that exact moment, I look up.

			Catching Seb’s green eyes through the fray.

			“Hearts!”

			He doesn’t look away.

			“CLUBS!”

			I don’t either.

			“Heartsisintheleadthisisitwegotopenwater!”

			Ryan flips the last card.

			Everyone around us roars, and Val drops my arm in excitement. But Seb and I are still looking at one another, and although it’s reckless, my stubbornness wins out. I don’t want to be the first to break, and he knows it, catching me in my own ego. When Ryan jumps between us, I blink and Seb looks sideways, and I use the time to refocus on my boots. As I pick up my foot, the bottom of my shoe makes a distinct kissing sound on the parquet floor, and knowing what I know from Seb, the Kenmore novices will be tasked with filling buckets of warm soapy water and mopping the place spotless before Monday. With any luck, it will be like tonight never even happened.

			Aliyah bumps into me at that exact moment.

			“Oopsy! Sorry, Douglas!”

			“All good.”

			“Hey! Congratulations, Aliyah!” Val says unexpectedly. “Eleanor told me that India told her the good news.”

			“Awww, thanks, Val. That’s real sweet of you.”

			My head swings from left to right, and although I’m afraid of the answer, I’m more afraid of not asking:

			“What news?”

			“I got accepted into Stanford,” Aliyah says, smiling proudly. “We heard this afternoon.”

			Convinced I must have misheard, I lean in closer.

			“Where?”

			“Stanford,” she shouts back. “Coach Clay got the call and everything. I’m signing with their team after HOCR!”

			“W-wait,” I stutter, Aliyah’s we suddenly hitting heavier than it did before. “You’re not going to MIT?”

			She shakes her head, still smiling.

			“Are you excited?” Val asks.

			“Honestly? It’s a relief, more than anything else.” Aliyah tucks her hair behind her ears. She’s wearing tiny hoops with diamonds on the rims. “Now I feel like I can enjoy my senior year, y’know?”

			I don’t, and I go quiet.

			Stanford has been on my list of schools since freshman year, but their coach is one of the many who stopped replying to my emails this summer. At first, I assumed she was busy. Then I hoped. Because even if there’s no way for the college coaches to know what happened at Nationals, there’s no other explanation for the sudden silence.

			I mean…I did everything else I was supposed to.

			But they want Aliyah…

			And not…me?

			“I need another drink,” I say swiftly, even though my cup is still full. I excuse myself as gracefully as I can from Val and Aliyah, and I focus on my footfalls.

			The music.

			The beer.

			The sticky floor.

			Seb standing directly in front of me.

			Seb.

			Seb.

			Seb.

			“You good?” he asks, scanning my face. His own is shadowed by a frown.

			“Find me outside?”

			I slip into the crowd without waiting to hear his response.

		

	
		
			JO

			
				[image: ]
			

			
				
					JO: can i call you tomorrow?

				

			

			
				
					MOMMA: hey! someone’s up late!

				

			

			
				
					MOMMA: but yes

				

			

			
				
					MOMMA: I’m free after 2pm

				

			

			
				
					MOMMA: where are you??

				

			

			
				
					JO: rowing party

				

			

			
				
					MOMMA: OH! fun!!!

				

			

			
				
					MOMMA: don’t do anything I would do [image: Winking face emoji.]

				

			

			

			—

			I drop onto a bench between two flower boxes, the party inside and behind me, and the Charles River in front of and below me. Val gave me a cup of something sour smelling as soon as we arrived, but even holding it makes me terrified, and I emptied it into the plants before realizing they’re plastic. It’s not lost on me that I’m the only novice at this party—but after the pandemonium of seat racing, it does the opposite of making me feel special. It makes me feel like what I was this morning—a substitute. With the BRC girls and Kenmore boys swapping inside jokes and war stories, I’m suddenly even more of an outsider than I am at Walden.

			At least when I’m sitting here, I know the reason why.

			
				
					MOMMA: I love you more than peanuts love butter!

				

			

			Usually, my mom calls me from the car to and from work, but this week we’ve been playing phone tag. I haven’t been able to tell her about the deal I made with George—and that he agreed I could move home if I row for the whole semester. Odds are slim he’s spoken to her, if only because I’ve been their go-between for as long as I can remember—everything from congratulations to apologies. She’ll be upset at first, given how badly they wanted me to enjoy Walden. But once I’m able to explain, I know she’ll take my side. She always does.

			I’m about to put my phone away when another notification pings in the top corner.

			
				
					HUNTER: heyy

				

			

			I sit up straight. It’s just after ten p.m., and even if it weren’t, there’s no reason for Hunter to be texting me this late.

			And—there are two Ys.

			I quickly type a response, but delete it. Type, delete.

			I try an emoji.

			Then delete. Delete. Delete.

			
				
					JO: hi!

				

			

			
				
					HUNTER: what are you doing

				

			

			
				
					JO: I’m with the rowers

				

			

			
				
					JO: why?

				

			

			
				
					HUNTER: can you send me another photo of your hw?

				

			

			
				
					JO: right now??

				

			

			I deflate ever so slightly and cross my legs. I’m wearing my second-favorite dress, and I flatten the clementine-patterned skirt over my knees.

			
				
					HUNTER: no, not now lol

				

			

			
				
					HUNTER: but tomorrow maybe?

				

			

			“Who you texting?”

			I’m still gaping at my messages when India appears, and I instinctively hide my phone under my skirt.

			“N-no one,” I stammer.

			India gives me a shrewd look. Most of the girls are wearing some combination of jeans and a black top, and she’s the only one in white—a silk tank that scoops dangerously low.

			“Well, whoever he is, you should invite him next time.”

			“Really?”

			She tuts. “Tsk. Why not?”

			I consider it as India leans into the railing across from me. She stares at me over the edge of her plastic cup, sipping on whatever is inside.

			“Relax, it’s water.”

			I blush in the dark, not realizing my unease is so obvious. I still don’t know why India, of all the girls at BRC, is being nice to me—or trying to be. Her relationships with the others seem stilted at best, hostile at worst, and it would be easy enough to believe she wants to get closer to George. But India must be smart enough to have realized that she has a better shot of doing that on her own than by using me.

			“What about you? Are you…talking to anyone?” I ask. I gesture to the party on the other side of the windows.

			“No one here,” India says. To my surprise she ducks her head, and if it were anyone else, I’d think she does it out of shyness. “But yeah. There is…a girl. Nobody else knows, though.”

			“Why not?”

			“Because dating is impossible for rowers, and not a lot of relationships last long. I’m sure Val’s told you that much.” India chews on the inside of her lip. “Most guys aren’t interested in being with someone who’s stronger than them. And most girls don’t want to be the second most important thing in your life. Bottom line, no one understands the sacrifices we make.” She nods to my phone. “Something to keep in mind.”

			“Thanks…I think.” I hesitate, but I don’t tell India that what she says makes me think more about George and my mom than about Val. “For what it’s worth…There are things more important than rowing. Lots of things,” I add, sounding surer than I feel. “And those things shouldn’t be secrets. Otherwise…you might lose those things.”

			Now it’s India’s turn to consider my words.

			We both flinch when the music changes to a Charli XCX song—and it’s the third time this exact song has played in the past hour. On the other side of the windows, the boys’ erg room has been turned into a dance floor, a disco ball hung in the rafters. India and I turn to watch as the boys gather in a circle—jumping and dancing and crashing into each other. I don’t know who they’re trying to impress, but I doubt it’s the girls.

			“God. The DJ sucks.”

			“My friend is a DJ, actually,” I say, realizing. I point to my phone.

			“Definitely invite him, then.” India sighs and downs the rest of her water. “Want to dance and show up all these losers?”

			This time, I smile.

			A small smile, but a real one.

			“Yes, please.”

		

	
		
			MARGARET
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			I’m three beers in and sitting on the dock when Seb finally appears. Earlier, I kicked off my boots without unzipping them, and he carefully moves them to the side before joining me. I have my jeans rolled up as high as I could manage, tight enough that I might lose circulation, but I don’t mind. Instead, I swing my feet forward and backward like a kid on a swing on a playground, giddily, the river up to my knees.

			The Charles is warmer than I expected…far warmer than it was this morning.

			“You’re not driving home from here, are you?” Seb asks by way of greeting.

			“I biked,” I scoff.

			“Well, you’re not doing that either.”

			I stick out my tongue at him.

			Seb sticks out his tongue back at me.

			We both laugh.

			To see us from the party, you’d have to look straight out and down from the balcony. We’re under the boathouse and in the shadows of the boat bay, hidden in plain sight.

			Maybe…we always have been.

			“I heard about today,” Seb tells me. He rolls up the bottom of his pants, removes his prosthesis, and sets it on the dock beside us. One of his favorite party tricks is using the lip of the metal attachment to open beer bottles, splitting caps off his knee with ease. Now he slides his left leg in next to mine, his muscles flinching when they touch the water.

			“I bet everyone has,” I grumble.

			“And you’re sure you’re…okay?”

			“I’m sure I’m not okay,” I whisper. “It…made me remember…”

			I go quiet, and Seb puts his hand on mine. Slowly, testing my strength, I roll my hand, opening into his, and the face of his Rolex glints when it catches the light. The first time we got drunk together, Seb and I were with Val and Goldie. The four of us stole one of the coaching launches from Kenmore for a joyride, and we floated down the Charles while stargazing.

			I suspect Seb can read my mind, because suddenly he points with his free hand:

			“Orion’s Belt,” he declares. “That’s the only one I still know.”

			“Seb…why did you text me?”

			He blanches and releases my hand, alarmed by the question. Which is funny, because I don’t know how we’d talk about anything else. It seems obvious to me that we were always going to end up here, having this conversation. Like this is the only way the night could go.

			My tongue feels heavy.

			“I missed you, Dougie,” he says at last. The nickname nearly breaks my heart. “I missed talking to you every day, and I wanted to make sure you are okay. I want to be friends again. If we can.”

			“Well, as you can see, I’m doing great.”

			“Are you?” Seb narrows his eyes. “Val says you’re avoiding her.”

			“Wonder why—”

			“And you aren’t in the varsity eight—”

			“Seb.”

			“What about college apps?” He puts his hand on mine again, and once more I’m surprised by the sheer warmth of him. “Talk to me, Dougie. I want to know what’s going on. I want to help.”

			I sigh, shaking my head. “What would you do, if you didn’t row?”

			“I don’t know,” he admits. “Rowing has given me so much. But I think the biggest thing is an appreciation for…me. I’ve had my prosthesis for years, and it’s arguably made of the best materials on the planet…titanium, steel…and yet it breaks all the time. But my body doesn’t. And I have this stupid sport to thank for that.” Seb traces his thumb over mine. “That said…every detail of my life has been scheduled up until now. My diet. My sleep. My training. What if…I want to do something else for once? Break some rules? I could sleep in…travel…”

			“Where would you go?”

			“Everywhere!”

			I laugh at that, and Seb nudges me, and I realize that we’ve managed to close the distance between us without moving, my right leg pressed into his left. I study him in the strobing lights from above: his chin, his nose, his eyes. It’s the closest we’ve been since what happened in my car earlier this week.

			What almost happened.

			What’s about to happen…again.

			Maybe it’s Aliyah’s news about Stanford, or my bad luck, or the beer. Because suddenly but slowly, I detangle my hand from his and place it on his shoulder, sliding it up the back of his neck, and when I reach his hair, Seb exhales in a way that sends a rush down my arm. It’s addicting, knowing I have this power over him, over something, anything, in my life right now. To Seb’s credit, he’s still waiting to see what I’ll do next, his lips parting when I tip my head to the side.

			With the two of us sitting this close, he smells like beer…sweat…summer.

			Nationals…

			She was your responsibility…

			That girl…

			“Seb?”

			“Mmm?”

			“Are you gonna kiss me…or what?”

			It’s all the invitation he needs.

		

	
		
			JO
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			I need—to pee.

			Someone is vomiting in the first bathroom I try, and a dude in a bucket hat points me downstairs. So far, the party has been contained to the main rooms of the boathouse, and it takes me only a second to realize why. The boat bay has been directly below us this whole time—cavernous, hushed—and even in their tipsy state, both teams treat the equipment as sacred. I try the next door I find, and my eyes adapt to the starlight pooling in through the windows opposite. I’m at the same level as the river.

			I’m also in one of the coaches’ offices.

			George’s office.

			Ignoring my bladder, I step inside and kick the door shut with my heel. Like the upstairs entry, the wall behind George’s desk is covered with photos. But these are hung haphazardly—and he’s in all of them. George is easy to spot because he’s the tallest in every lineup, with teammates from middle school, high school, and college. I step around the desk for a closer look—shocked to see George so much younger and happier than I’m used to. And with more hair. I spot one where he’s only a year or two older than I am now, and he and his friends are throwing their coxswain into the water after winning some race. In another, George stands to attention with the Princeton men, oars to the sky like medieval jousters.

			The sound of footsteps reminds me what I’m supposed to be doing, and I turn to go. Then I see the framed photo on the corner of George’s desk, the only one he can see while sitting down.

			A picture of us.

			We must be in the backyard of my parents’ first house—the one they bought before having me. The grass is tall and yellowish, but George and I don’t seem to notice, since he’s rolling me onto my back, one massive hand on my belly as I squeal. I’m too little to sit up by myself. It dawns on me that I’ve never seen a photo of the three of us together—me, my mom, and George—and my throat constricts when I realize she must have taken this one. If I had been drinking, the realization would sober me up. Knowing that there was some reality—some afternoon—when we were all together. Laughing.

			I snap a quick photo with my phone and close the door softly behind me.

			And because I’m trying not to make noise—I can hear someone else trying awfully hard to do the same.

			The doors to the dock have been pried apart, and through the gap I spy two figures, each in the other’s arms. A head pops up as one of them notices me, and when her braid swings off one shoulder, I gasp.

			“Margaret?”

			I quickly glance from her—to Val’s ex.

			“Shit,” Seb mutters, scrambling to rise. It’s harder than it should be because he’s been drinking, his prosthesis forgotten on the dock. He wobbles and Margaret grabs his elbow.

			“Jesus Christ, Jo,” Margaret snaps. “Can you stop stalking me?”

			“What are you doing?” I demand, too stunned to be frightened by the anger in her voice. Even though we all know the answer to my question.

			Betraying Val.

			Even worse—something tells me this wasn’t the first time.

			Margaret beats Seb to standing, and she rushes me, grabbing both my hands with more strength than I knew she had. More strength than even she realizes she’s using. It doesn’t occur to me to draw back, even though my blisters are screaming at me where our fingers smash together.

			“Does Val know?” I ask.

			“It’s not a big deal,” Margaret whispers. I don’t know which of us she’s trying to convince. “You heard her when we were shopping. They broke up months ago. She said it was mutual.”

			“Do you really believe that?”

			“Do you?”

			I suspect there’s a part of Margaret that’s sincerely asking for my opinion.

			“What about everything Val said about being captain?” I demand. “I thought it was your job to put the team first. Always.”

			“Yeah. And I’m not captain anymore,” Margaret says, ice in her voice. “Are you going to tell Val?”

			“I—”

			“Please, Jo. You can’t. Please,” she continues. I almost don’t recognize her, her hair coming out of her braid, lips swollen. “Please. I’ll do anything.”

			Seb comes up behind her at that moment, but he’s careful to keep a good distance from both of us. Like Margaret, he looks trapped.

			“There’s nothing I need,” I say, backing up toward the stairs. “Not from you. Besides, if you won’t tell her…”

			Margaret squeezes my hands, sending a lightning bolt of pain across the skin.

			“You’re hurting me,” I say under my breath. She immediately lets go.

			“How bad is it?”

			“What?”

			“Your blisters,” she murmurs, unyielding, and I stick out my hands. Seb sucks in a breath behind her.

			“That bad?”

			“I’ve seen worse. But you should cut off the dead skin with nail clippers. And make sure to tape up next time, or it could get infected.”

			“…Thanks.”

			Margaret sighs, going quiet, and her silence drains the tension from the air. I wonder if she is doing it on purpose, and when she looks to the water, I follow her gaze.

			When she finally speaks again, she’s not kind.

			But she is honest.

			“I heard what you said to your dad. The deal you made.” She sighs again. “I know how badly you want to leave Boston, and that’s the reason why you’re rowing. But if there wasn’t a small part of you that didn’t want to be here…you wouldn’t have pulled so hard in the first place.”

			“What does that have to do with—”

			“Let me help you,” she interrupts. “The Lowell Regatta is less than a month away. I’ll help you train and prove to your dad you aren’t a quitter…. I’ll help you win. Then you can go home, right? But only if you don’t tell anyone what you saw.”

			“Val can’t find out,” Seb adds. “It wouldn’t be good for anyone…but especially her. Not this close to Head of the Charles.”

			I gape at him, and then at Margaret. But suddenly it’s the photo from George’s office that bursts in front of my mind’s eye.

			Is it true that I want to prove I’m not a quitter?

			Or do I want to prove myself ?

			Are they mutually exclusive?

			And could it be worth it—if Margaret can help me do both?

			Seb and Margaret are hanging on my silence. And in Margaret’s case, I think she might have actually stopped breathing.

			But I’ve decided.

			We both have.

			“Okay,” I say. “Deal.”

		

	
		
			22 Days to Head of the Charles
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			HEAD RACE TRAINING WEEK 
BRC CAPTAINS’ SCHEDULE

			
				MONDAY

				Long, easy row, from 6 to 10 miles, usually done alone or with a paddling partner. Stroke rating held low (20–24 spm). Focus on technique and relaxation.

				TUESDAY

				3x9 minutes, with 5 minutes of rest in between. 9-minute pieces should be done in small-group format and rowed at 70–80 percent effort (AT range). Stroke ratings range from 25 to 30.

				WEDNESDAY

				Either a repeat of Monday done with a partner or a 50-minute time for distance done alone, seeing how much river you can cover in that time. Stroke rating is modest (22–25 spm), and effort is held to 60–70 percent of maximum. Nearing the race date, some rowers will add short pyramids onto the end of this workout.

				THURSDAY

				3x15 minutes of 20 strokes on and 10 off for the duration of each piece. This is a pyramid-style workout that can be done either alone or with a small group. The 20 strokes on are taken at full pressure, to push the power and stroke rating up above race pace (30 spm or better). The 10 off are taken easily but not sloppily. There is a 5-minute rest between each piece.

				FRIDAY

				Short, easy mileage: 4 to 6 miles on your own.

				SATURDAY

				Race day.

			

		

	
		
			JO

			
				[image: ]
			

			Over the next two weeks, every practice with Margaret is worse than the last.

			Weight circuits.

			Body circuits.

			Intervals.

			Steady state.

			Burpees.

			Jumpees.

			Dead lifts.

			Planks.

			Erging.

			Rowing.

			Running.

			Training.

			Fighting.

			We meet wherever and whenever we can—weekends, mornings, and once after normal practice when Val leaves early with food poisoning—and Margaret typically drives to Walden so we can use the weight room without anyone at BRC watching us. On the days she can’t, she texts me a workout to do on my own, and I use my free time between classes to train. I don’t know how Margaret gets off from school, but I imagine she’s skipping. That said—I don’t ask. I feel awful not telling Val about Margaret and Seb, and most days when Val is distracted chattering about her own life, I’m trying to hide the fact that the guilt is making me nauseous. But there’s a difference between guilt and regret, and as much as it pains me to keep the truth from Val, I don’t regret doing what I need to do in order to make good on my agreement with George.

			Or—that’s what I’m telling myself.

			When I start arriving late to Latin, Ms. Lupinacci teases me about having a secret boyfriend. But she doesn’t mind too much since my translations are the best in our section. However, if I knew Hunter any better, I’d think that he’s jealous of said invisible boyfriend. And he’s started showing up to class early just so he can make fun of me.

			He’s also texted me a few more times asking about copying my work. And I’m still pretending it doesn’t bother me.

			“Jo? Could you hang back a minute?”

			I linger as the others exit the room, letting the upperclassmen rush by me like a school of dizzy fish. Ivy Abbott shoots me a sympathetic look, and Aiden Berg whispers something to his buddies behind his hand. But nobody stops. Hunter was a no-show today, and for a moment I worry Ms. Lupinacci is going to ask me if I know where he is. I doubt she’d believe me if I told her he’s cuddling with dogs at his parents’ shelter.

			I don’t even know if I believe it.

			“Yes, Ms. Lupinacci?” I ask. My phone is still in my hand from reading the half dozen texts my mom sent me about the Gilmore Girls marathon she watched last night. In the end, I decided not to tell her about my deal with George—or Margaret—but only because I don’t want to get her hopes up.

			Ms. Lupinacci gives me a careful look. Today, she’s wearing a scarf with a distinct cheetah pattern, and she adjusts the ends before speaking.

			“I imagine you’re still settling into things, and I wanted to check on you. You know, I moved to a new town for high school, and I remember how hard it was.”

			“Oh…that’s really nice of you,” I say, surprised. I shift my bag, careful of the tape on my hands. My blisters are just as bad as they were before seat racing, even though Margaret keeps insisting they will go away. “I think I’m adjusting okay.”

			Ms. Lupinacci eyes the tape on my fists.

			“You’re sure about that?”

			Something in her tone makes me nervous. But I nod.

			Ms. Lupinacci sighs and slides two pieces of paper out of her desk. My heart bottoms into my stomach when I recognize the handwriting. On both of them.

			“Mr. Jeong has never been a very good student,” Ms. Lupinacci continues. “And as much as I’d like to believe you’ve been rubbing off on him, he’s also not good at lying. So when I asked him if you let him cheat off you, he immediately said yes.”

			Stunned, I merely gape at her.

			Ms. Lupinacci continues:

			“Walden has strict ethical guidelines, as I’m sure you’re aware. And I’d hate for your student record to be tarnished so early. I’m willing to see this as a learning opportunity, for both of you.” Ms. Lupinacci watches me, waiting for me to connect the dots. But I’m not sure if I do. “What do you say?”

			“That sounds…fair?”

			Ms. Lupinacci leans into the corner of her desk, and it strikes me she’s almost the same size as Pri. She taps one of her clogs on the floor, lost in thought, and I don’t dare disturb her.

			“I’m thinking…since you and Hunter seem to be so good at working together, I’d like the two of you to do a group project.” She taps her finger on her lips, humming softly. “If you can sit down and translate book three of The Aeneid on your own, and come ready to teach the class by the end of the quarter, I’m willing to forget about this.”

			“Absolutely,” I say. “When do you need it by?”

			“November is fine. Good things take time.”

			I nod, and when she doesn’t say anything else, I try to leave. But Ms. Lupinacci stops me when I’m in the doorway.

			“When I changed schools, my parents told me it was an opportunity for a clean slate,” Ms. Lupinacci says. Once more her eyes go to my hands, and my blisters, but she doesn’t ask about them. “I could be whoever I wanted to be. But I didn’t realize that I had to choose who that was, or I could go along with what everyone else was doing. I’ve since realized that not choosing is still making a choice, and we all have to take responsibility for our decisions. Does that make sense?”

			“I think so,” I admit. “And I’m sorry, Ms. Lupinacci. I really am.”

			“Good,” she says, nodding to the door. “I look forward to you making it up to me.”

		

	
		
			MARGARET
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			My school gives half days every other Friday, but today is the first time I take full advantage. Instead of heading straight to BRC like I normally would, Seabiscuit and I weave through the city streets, the autumn air sharp against my face when I roll down the windows. I promised Gran that I’d look into an SAT course before the next testing day in October, and when I asked him earlier this week, Coach Clay recommended a program run by a friend of his. But between helping Jo with her two-a-day practices and my own training schedule, I wasn’t sure if I’d have time.

			However…I am trying to be better about keeping promises.

			Yesterday after practice, Coach Clay gathered everyone, varsity and novice, in the erg room to congratulate us on a job well done. But while the others cheered, I couldn’t match their enthusiasm. The Lowell race is tomorrow, which means tonight we are trailer loading instead of working out, and the lineup for the varsity eight is in: India at stroke seat, Goldie at seven, Val six, Eleanor five, Aliyah four, Brooke three, Olivia two, and Amelia in bow. Once everyone was dismissed, Coach Clay pulled me into the Fishbowl, but I barely heard a word he said. Even though he would never admit it, I know I let him down. I should have been stronger during seat racing. I should have been better. I should have been the best.

			I used to be.

			The Boston Public Library sits at the shortest end of Copley Square, guarded on one side by a statue holding a globe and on the other with a statue holding a paintbrush. The roof is lined with seashells that have all turned an oxidized green: a tribute to Boston’s seaside past that most tourists fail to notice. Inside, the comforting hum of the city falls away, and I move slowly up the grand staircase, mindful of the tic-tack my boots make on the marble. On the mezzanine are two lion statues, each with a faded spot on its tail where desperate students rub for good luck. I sigh and touch the stone as I pass. It can’t hurt.

			On the top floor of the library is Bates Hall. The reading room is divided in two, and on either side are long tables and bookcases made of dark oak. A hundred shamrock-green lamps are scattered at the different study stations, and the color pops like mushrooms in a fantasy forest. A man with transition lenses confers with several people in one corner, and he waves me closer when he sees the pained look on my face.

			“Miss Douglas?” he whispers. I nod. “Wonderful. I’m Bobby. Clay told me everything. Please, take a seat—”

			“Tsk. You’re kidding me.”

			India is sitting with the other students, two number two pencils in front of her, and her lips twisted into a frown. She is wearing a baby blue coat and a matching headband, both of which contrast with my sweats and BRC hat. I was too tired yesterday after practice to shower, and my hair is paying the price.

			Our SAT tutor, Bobby, gestures for me to take a seat, and I let my bag slip off my shoulder. There are several open spots left, but I sit next to India. If only because I know it will piss her off.

			“What are you doing here?” she seethes.

			“I should ask you the same thing. Didn’t your mom make you take the SAT already?”

			“Yeah. Four times.”

			I laugh, but it comes out sounding like a snort. “Is that something to brag about?”

			India narrows her eyes, and I have the distinct sense I’ve walked into a trap. “At least I don’t give up and run away when things get difficult,” she mutters.

			I swallow my next laugh.

			“Are you still applying ED to Brown?” I ask her.

			“Tsk. Duh.”

			“And that doesn’t freak you out…at all?” I ask, crossing my arms. “Aren’t they binding? What if you change your mind?”

			India doesn’t respond, and I feel an irrational anger spike in my blood.

			Although I’ve kept my financial situation a secret from the rest of our team, I made the mistake of confiding in India last spring, right before Nationals. Because I needed her to know what was at stake. Instead of rowing in the second varsity eight with the other juniors, Coach Clay put us in the varsity pair: a two-person boat where each rower holds one oar. It’s notoriously the hardest to balance, but India and I rose to the challenge in every way. With every stroke. The more we practiced, the closer we became, and although it was a surprise to both of us that we became friends, it was no surprise when we set a course record.

			But that was all…before.

			Before Nationals.

			Before India and I started lying to each other.

			She knows I’m not in a position to apply ED: Even if I get recruited to college, my gran and I still need to be able to compare financial aid packages.

			Not if…when.

			“Maybe you should talk to your mom—”

			“Don’t act like you care, Margie,” India cuts me off. “Where do you want to go?”

			“I…I don’t know.”

			“What do you want to study?”

			“I don’t know.”

			“What do you like that’s not…rowing?”

			I glare at her and don’t respond.

			“Maybe give it some thought, Margie.”

			“Thanks, India. Real sweet of you.”

			For the next thirty minutes, our tutor distributes several practice tests, forcing us into pairs. I slide my chair closer to India, and she positions her elbow on the table, her Burberry sweater now a cashmere shield. She circles an answer and flips to the next page. Followed by the next.

			“India, slow down.”

			India considers it, then offers me the test booklet. I’d like to think the reason I can’t focus is that India is glaring daggers, but I know that’s not the case. I’ve never been a strong test taker, and the words rearrange themselves each time I read forward. Or backward.

			“Some of us have to take this seriously, Margie,” India purrs, misinterpreting my silence. She tugs the page back. “I’m not letting you ruin this for me too.”

			“Me? What did I do?”

			“You know my mom expects me to go to Brown, and the Ivies don’t do athletic scholarships,” India whispers. “Which means my grades, my extracurriculars, and my everything else have to be perfect. Coach Clay might be willing to make a call and get you into some cutesy liberal arts college with a pal from his glory days, but I want more.”

			“Guess it’s a good thing your mom can buy your way in,” I shoot back, the near-insult of Coach Clay sharpening my words in his defense.

			“I can only imagine how stressed you are about the…money stuff.” India smooths the front of her already pristine sweater. “But the next SAT day is only two weeks before Head of the Charles. Plus, early decisions are due November first. Maybe…you could pick up some hours sweeping trash at the boathouse?” She smiles, too innocent to mean it. “It’s funny. I never understood why you kept your financial aid a secret from Val and Goldie, or anyone else on the team. But now? If they knew you’ve been lying…it wouldn’t be pretty.”

			“Are you threatening me, India?”

			“Nope.” She flicks her hair over her shoulder. “Honestly, I want to thank you, Margie. With you gone, I got to row at stroke seat. I finally found where I belong.”

			“It doesn’t matter where you sit in the boat.”

			“Tsk. You know that’s not true. Each seat has an identity.” India holds up eight fingers, sarcastically ticking them down one by one as she speaks. “Stroke seat, the perfectionist. Seven, the copycat. Six, the brawn. Five, the beauty. Four, the normal one. Three seat, our lovely little bitch seat. Two, the chatterbox. Bow, the dreamer.” She narrows her eyes. “Trust me when I say you’ll be lucky to sit anywhere.”

			“India—”

			“SHHHH!”

			Everyone in Bates Hall turns to glower at us.

			I lower my voice.

			“What do you mean, you’re not going to let me ruin this for you too?”

			“God, Margie. I didn’t realize the dumb-jock bit wasn’t an act.” India tugs on her necklace, the silver chain cutting into her skin. She thinks for a moment before responding, and there is a pitch in her voice I don’t recognize. “When I met the Brown coach at Nationals, she was only interested in me because we set a course record. When you disappeared, so did my best chance at getting recruited. I haven’t talked to her since.”

			My heart plunges under my ribs.

			It never occurred to me that I wasn’t risking just my own future by disappearing this summer, and if India is still looking to be recruited, that means we both need to be in the Head of the Charles boat. Odds are there will be a seat for only one of us.

			“India, I didn’t—”

			“Ladies?”

			Our tutor, and the rest of the table, are staring at us. India and I fake matching smiles and return to our work.

			Because even when arguing…we’re in perfect unison.

		

	
		
			21 Days to Head of the Charles
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			BeepbeepbeepBEEEEEEP—

			I’m awake when my alarm goes off.

			But only because I was too nervous to fall asleep.

			Hastily, I slide myself up against the headboard and check my phone. It takes me a minute to clear my notifications, and I do a double take when I open another late-night text from Hunter. I messaged him after my conversation with Ms. Lupinacci, and although there doesn’t seem to be a point in being mad at him, he has been ignoring my attempts to meet up and discuss our new assignment since then.

			
				
					HUNTER: don’t die at ur race 2morrow

				

			

			Sent at 11:11 p.m.

			George knocks on my door without entering, and he’s gone by the time I open it.

			I change quickly into my spandex, opting for my normal denim jacket instead of my new BRC windbreaker. My hair has almost grown out enough for me to need an elastic, but for today I shove an orange headband behind my ears. George is still in his boxers and slippers when I get downstairs. Because—like he promised—he’s not coming to the race today to cheer for BRC. And, lucky for me, Kenmore has a different regatta schedule—so he won’t be working the event either.

			“Didn’t you get a new BRC jacket?” George asks.

			“Yep.”

			“But you’re not going to…”

			“Nope.”

			“What about—”

			“George.”

			He pretends to zipper his lips.

			I can see the lights from Val’s Jeep approaching the driveway, and I head for the door. George chases me across the threshold, and I’m expecting him to force another dripping cup of coffee on me. Instead, he hands me a pair of heavy athletic leggings.

			“Take these. For the cold.”

			“Okay,” I say, suspicious.

			This is going way too easily.

			I let the screen door and the real door shut behind me, and I drag myself across the yard toward the Jeep, Val and Goldie visible through the windshield. Already, I feel dizzy with nerves—an unseeable, jumpy, kinetic energy being the only thing keeping me awake. When I realize that Val is looking behind me, I turn and see George waiting at the door.

			He waves.

			Suddenly, I’m reminded of the sad-eyed dog that Hunter sent me a photo of a few weeks ago. But I shake off the feeling as quickly as I can.

			“Have fun, be safe!” George shouts after us.

			

			—

			It takes almost an hour to drive to Lowell—even this early—and Val parks in a nondescript, muddy field along with other athletes and their parents. I don’t recognize anyone from BRC, but there are people all around us wearing sweatpants and scarves and knit hats in the colors of their own clubs. Goldie and I follow Val down a gravel trail, and although we’re too far away to see the river, the path is riddled with puddles. My foot gets sucked into the mud, and two girls in matching green vests snicker at me as they walk by.

			“You okay, Jo?” Goldie asks.

			Because of the cold, I decided to put on George’s leggings before getting out of the Jeep. But it wasn’t until we started walking that I realized he gave me a pair of his leggings. Men’s leggings—with a distinct, bulging crotch pocket outlined in the brightest white thread.

			Because even when he’s not physically present, George is still an expert at embarrassing me.

			“I’m fine,” I mutter. I pull my sneaker free with an unfortunate squelch, and I try to cover the crotch pocket with my hands. “Who’s that?”

			Val and Goldie turn to the girls in green.

			“Dexter Country Day,” Val mutters.

			“And they are…”

			“Our rivals,” Goldie says.

			“Bad news,” Val adds.

			Before I can ask them to explain, we exit the trees.

			There is a gigantic swath of grass where the parents have already set up camp—and there must be two dozen tents, each operated by a different team. Inside the tents, dads cut and peel and dice fruit by the pound, moms prepare ham-and-cheese sandwiches, and everyone else helps organize drinks. On one table are juices and seltzer; on another, a trough of boxed chocolate milk. I catch sight of one dad toasting bagels on a grill, and in the tent closest to us, a mom puts the finishing touches on a cheese board with slices of pepper jack arranged to look like rowing oars.

			Safe to say there’s enough food to feed an army.

			Several armies.

			In the other direction, the grass has been stomped down by athletes walking to and around their respective boat trailers. To bring all the equipment to the race course—boats, oars, riggers, slings—we had to break everything down for travel last night. I watch in awe as the varsity girls climb up, into, and around the BRC trailer, unloading their oars and babbling nonstop. The captains are in charge of the chaos, and without Coach Clay around, all the girls listen carefully as India and Pri bark orders.

			If they don’t, someone could get hurt.

			Or worse—drop a fifty-thousand-dollar boat.

			“Hands-on!”

			Eleanor breaks off to meet us. She blows a bubble with her cinnamon-flavored gum and gives me a full-body scan, and I pull my denim jacket low to cover George’s leggings.

			“What the hell are you wearing?”

			Val elbows her in the side.

			“Up-an-inch. Ready…up!”

			I watch as the girls lift the Artemis. Margaret is perched at the top of the racks, and she scoops the varsity eight by the gunwales. Slowly, the team passes it off to the girls inside the trailer. Then to those on the ground, who catch it above their heads.

			It’s part weight lifting, part interpretative dance—and all stressful.

			“You guys helping?” Pri shouts.

			Val disappears from my side as Goldie and I fall into line with the others. However, Goldie gasps as we take the boat onto our shoulders, and I watch her hip crunch down.

			“You okay, Goldie?” I shout.

			She doesn’t respond.

			“Ruth, move.”

			India cuts between us before I realize what’s happening. She stands directly behind Goldie, taking the brunt of the weight off her.

			“I’m all right—”

			“Nope. You’re not,” India snaps. She puts her hand on Goldie’s back. “We’re not doing this again. Take a break. Now.”

			Goldie glares at her, and she drops off the boat so fast I wonder if I’ve imagined the whole thing.

			India glances at me over her shoulder.

			“What the hell are you wearing?”

			I blush, and we carry the boat away from the trailer, Pri running over a pair of slings to place it belly up. She divvies out wrenches and instructions to everyone within reach, and by the time I turn around, India has been replaced by Val.

			“Hands, little one!”

			Val dumps a dozen nuts and bolts into my palms. I follow her down the boat, Val working with a wrench to fasten each rigger and me offering the parts as she goes. Goldie eventually returns, and she leans onto the boat to watch us.

			“You sure you’re okay, Goldie?” I ask.

			“Totes. Just tweaked something,” Goldie says. To prove her point, she strikes an impromptu yoga pose, one foot in the air. “You nervous for your race…Teenager?”

			I make a face at the nickname.

			“Go easy on her, Goldie. Don’t you remember our first race?”

			Val remains focused on the boat as she talks, and I look at Goldie, expectant. She smiles even wider.

			“We got delayed at the starting line because of the wind, and our boat was sitting there. For hours. We were freezing! And I really had to pee.”

			“So…what’d you do?” I ask.

			“There was only one option! Well, two, but Val wouldn’t let me pee in the boat. So…I jumped out.”

			I gasp.

			“Into the water?”

			“Yes, ma’am. I peed, I got back in, and we won.” Goldie sticks out her chest, proud. “What do you expect? We’re BRC.”

			“Dexter was good that year, too,” Val muses.

			“That’s the team we saw earlier, right?”

			They both nod.

			“Why’d you call them bad news?” I ask.

			Val and Goldie rock-paper-scissors, and Val loses.

			“Dexter is a coed club, and something about having the boys and girls under one roof has made them the kind of team that rows hard, parties harder,” she explains. “They’re the girls that beat our seniors at Head of the Charles last year. And one of their varsity boys got caught with steroids at Nationals.”

			The mention of Nationals makes me frown, and I glance back to the trailer to see if Margaret is still around. When my phone buzzes, I jump and drop the washers I’m holding into the slushy grass. Val sighs and bends to search for them, leaving me to check my phone.

			Hunter has already responded:

			
				
					HUNTER: Also. HOW are you awake rn

				

			

			
				
					JO: Not by choice, trust me

				

			

			
				
					JO: you?

				

			

			“That your boy toy?”

			Goldie snaps my phone from my hands with lightning speed.

			“Hey! Give it—”

			Pri pops between us when she hears Val giggling, and she gives us all a shrewd look. Like every other time I’ve seen, the senior captain is wearing her earbuds, and she takes one out before speaking.

			“What’s so funny, ladies?”

			“Nothing, babe.” Goldie tugs on Pri’s headphones. “What are you listening to?”

			“Besides the sound of you making my life harder?” Pri sighs. She removes something from her pocket, and I see that her headphones lead to a silver voice recorder. “Coach Clay wants me to tape myself during the race so I can send the audio to Dartmouth. I’m listening to my old recordings right now.”

			“That’s fun,” Val says, still trying not to laugh.

			“You know what else is fun?” Pri’s eyes narrow to slits. “Rigging the dang boat.”

			“Point made!”

			Pri marches off, the crowd parting to make way. Val and I turn back to Goldie, and I flinch when I see she’s scrolling through my messages with Hunter. Not that there are a lot.

			“This guy clearly likes you!”

			“No way,” I say, shaking my head.

			“But…you like him?”

			I hesitate for a moment too long, and Val sighs.

			“If you feel that way, Jo…you should see if there’s something there.”

			“Really?” I gape at her. “You’re the one who said no dating during the season.”

			Goldie snickers at that, Val shooting her a death glare.

			“Yeah…and I meant it. Not to be heteronormative, but girls and guys can never be just friends. Things get messy. Wicked messy. But it’s too late if you already have feelings for the guy.” She shrugs. “Might as well rip off the Band-Aid and see if there’s anything worth getting heartbroken over.”

			“Is that how you felt about Seb?” I ask, unable to resist. “Was it…worth it?”

			Val considers it.

			“Yeah. You know, it was.” She tosses her curls over her shoulder. “So for the love of god, woman up. Go after what you want, even if it’s some loser dude with bacne and a learner’s permit. Be brave. Got it?”

			“Got it,” I echo, smiling.

			“Promise?”

			“Promise.”

			“Thank gosh.” Goldie giggles, tossing my phone to me. “Because I texted him back…”

			
				
					JO: hey.

				

			

			
				
					JO: wanna meet up tomorrow?

				

			

			
				
					HUNTER: thought you’d never ask

				

			

			

			—

			Unlike the Charles, the river where we are racing today doesn’t have a dock. So once the novice eight is rigged, I peel off my extra layers and we carry the boat directly to the water—Pri stepping in when Donna almost steers us into a tree. Even though there’s an hour until our race, everyone has to launch early to row their boats to the starting line. We kick off our shoes at the beach and walk directly into the water, and as eager as I was to ditch the crotch pocket, it’s so cold that I’d do anything to be wearing George’s leggings now.

			Maybe even row.

			“Thanks, Douglas! You can put those here.”

			Hearing Coach Clay, I turn to see Margaret following us. She’s carrying all eight of the novice oars as if they weigh nothing, and she distributes them one by one.

			“Break a leg,” she murmurs to me. “And remember…breathe.”

			I don’t trust myself to respond—so I don’t.

			Finally, with Margaret and Coach Clay holding the boat steady, the novices clamber in one at a time. I sit at stroke—the eight seat—Donna across from me in the coxswain’s seat. And with everyone else behind me—Petra, Elizabeth—I feel like I’m on display. In contrast to the rest of us in our spandex unis, Donna is wearing a poufy marshmallow-like coat that makes her seem even smaller than she is, and like me, she looks like she’s about to throw up.

			“We’re not going to flip,” I murmur.

			Donna doesn’t smile.

			“Who-are-we?”

			Startled, we turn to see a handful of the varsity girls watching from shore. Pri has both hands around her mouth, and she leads the others in their standard call and response.

			“B-R-C!”

			“I said…WHO-ARE-WE?”

			“B-R-C!”

			“All right, girls,” Donna says, her voice fractured by the static in her microphone. “Can—”

			TSSssSSss!

			Her words erupt into white noise, and I cover my ears. The feedback is so loud that even the people on land react to it.

			I see Margaret wince.

			“Sorry.” Donna fixes her headset. “Okay…let’s try again. Ready?”

			Slowly, we row by pairs to the starting line.

			Then fours.

			Sixes.

			And all eight at a time.

			Unlike the barge, the novice eight rocks back and forth between strokes, disastrously unbalanced. On our recovery, each side takes turns splashing the other. On the drive, we miss the water entirely. Upstream, a marshal waits for us in a high-vis jacket, and when he waves, Donna calls for us to stop. According to Coach Clay, the Lowell Regatta is a head race—meaning all boats start twenty seconds apart instead of side by side. The novice boat from Dexter floats ahead of us, and I can see the girls who laughed at me earlier.

			“Who’s that?” Donna asks, following my gaze.

			“Dexter.”

			“They look scary,” she adds.

			Because of Donna’s headset, not only can the girls in our boat hear her, but so can everyone else on the river. The Dexter girls snicker. And when I see how they are looking at Donna, something blossoms in my gut.

			Something new.

			Something angry.

			Something…ready.

			“BRC, sit-ready,” the marshal shouts. “Attention!”

		

	
		
			MARGARET
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			After Jo and the novices launch for their event, I head back to the BRC tent for coffee and two mismatched bagel halves. After the seat-racing disaster, I’m not surprised that Coach Clay didn’t put me in any of the boats racing today. It was a test, and I failed, even before the accident with Goldie. I don’t expect him to treat me any differently than he does the other athletes on our team, and I especially don’t expect him to play favorites.

			Even if I wish he would…just once.

			The BRC tent is bright against the bleached gray sky. But like at any of our races, the main attraction is Dr. Manning’s pasta. There are a variety of options, with red sauce, vodka sauce, pesto sauce, and her homemade white sauce. India’s mother has outdone herself.

			Like mother…like daughter.

			“Oh! Hi, Margaret!”

			I bump into Dr. Manning as she’s preening over a cake baked in the shape of a crew shell, a piping bag of frosting in her hands. India and I haven’t spoken to each other since our SAT tutoring session, not even while loading and unloading the BRC trailer, but I knew I saw her mom’s Mercedes in the makeshift parking lot. Dr. Manning’s car is the exact same cream color as the frosting on her fingers, and she frowns at me as she licks her thumb clean.

			“Hi, Dr. Manning,” I say. I try to slide by her, but with how we’re positioned I can’t escape.

			“It’s good to see you, love.” Dr. Manning stops what she’s doing, the bag of frosting floating dangerously close to the finished cake. She tips her head to one side with a calculating stare that I’ve seen India give me a hundred times before. “How’s Gran doing?”

			“She’s okay.”

			“Glad to hear it. Are you still playing piano?”

			I shake my head.

			At the beginning of our last spring season, India and her mom hosted a team pasta night at their Beacon Hill brownstone. The streets of their neighborhood are effectively like stepping back in time: The storefronts all have hand-painted signs, the Colonial-era doors range from old to oldest, and there are storybook gas lamps lighting each corner. But the inside of the Mannings’ apartment made me feel like I was being swallowed alive by a Pottery Barn catalog. The furniture was all clean lines and matching shades of off-white, the decor sprinkled with accents of pink and gray. Depending on how busy her mom is at Mass General, India told us that either Dr. Manning or her cleaning lady will rotate flowers through the rooms, and on that particular night there were sunflowers everywhere. After we finished eating, Dr. Manning caught me staring at their baby grand piano, which is when I found out that India’s father was a musician for the Boston Symphony Orchestra, and the instrument has been silent ever since he died. When I confessed that my gran taught me how to play, Dr. Manning said I could come over any time to practice. Their home was my home.

			It was a nice thought…at the time.

			“Well. I guess I’m not surprised.” Dr. Manning laughs, a tinkling sound that reminds me of breaking glass. “Heaven only knows how India stays on top of her schoolwork with her captain duties.”

			“I’m glad India has it all figured out,” I say through my teeth. “The food is great, by the way. Thank you for organizing everything.”

			“Aw, you’re so sweet! It’s the least us parents could do.”

			I nod, and Dr. Manning turns back to her cake, leaving me to stare at the satin bow in her hair. It’s the same polka-dot pattern as the headband I saw India wearing this morning.

			I flinch when Dr. Manning says my name.

			“You know, Margaret…when India first told me you were back, I was worried. For you, of course. I suspect things haven’t been easy, what with you going away…and coming back. But when you left this summer, it was hard on India. And when she told me you were back, I was afraid that if things came down to it, you would have no problem leaving again…or using her to win.”

			“I—”

			“Just be careful.” She blinks. “For the sake of both you girls.”

			“…Of course, Dr. Manning.”

			With that, Dr. Manning excuses herself, leaving me with the cake and a hundred questions. Before I can decide whether I should follow, I spot Coach Clay sitting in a folding chair along the river. He waves me over, and I throw on a smile.

			“How’s your morning?” I ask, taking the chair next to him.

			“Tiring. I drove up the trailer late last night and am still recovering.” He yawns and peers over his Oakleys. “Everything go okay with Bobby yesterday?”

			“It was fine,” I say. I check over my shoulder to see if Dr. Manning is still puttering around the tent. “I didn’t realize India would be there too. Things are still…awkward.”

			“Don’t let her distract you. I’ve known Bobby for decades, and he owes me more than a favor. We’ll get those SAT scores up for you one way or the other.”

			I nod and wrap my arms around myself, wishing I had the same confidence that Coach Clay does. He watches me for a moment, thoughtfully, then jerks his head to the sky.

			“I’m worried it’s going to rain.”

			“Really?” I say. I follow his gaze to the clouds, but my attention gradually sinks back to the water. An unfamiliar team is approaching the finish, but they don’t seem to know where the buoy line is, and they stop rowing moments before the end. The tent next to ours groans loudly.

			So close…and yet so far.

			“I always like scoping out the competition for Head of the Charles,” Coach Clay whispers, struggling to keep his expression professional. “That said…I don’t know if I’d call this competition.”

			I laugh.

			“Are you excited to see our novices?”

			“Extremely. Our girls should be coming any moment.” He checks his watch twice for good luck. “Time to find out what they got. Right?”

			“Right,” I echo, although I’m ashamed to admit my thoughts drift elsewhere as I look back into the crowd.

			But Dr. Manning is gone.

			“Whoa! You see that?”

			I whip around at the excitement in Coach Clay’s voice, and I crane my neck toward the starting line. “What’s happening?” I ask.

			But instead of answering…he points.

		

	
		
			JO
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			I don’t know when, why, or how—but I can feel it.

			We’re winning.

			“Let’s take a high five here! That’s…one…two…THREE!”

			Donna and I are the only ones in the boat able to look directly at each other, but I can sense the others whizzing up and down the slide as if I could see them. Meanwhile, Donna explodes with a fire that I didn’t know she possessed. And—shocked by her intensity—I do exactly what she says.

			It doesn’t occur to me to do anything less.

			“Let’s take a power-ten here! That’s ONE…!”

			The first thousand meters of the race fly by in inches and strokes. At some point, it started raining. Water droplets hang heavy off my eyelashes, and I blink to clear my vision. Donna does the same, and I wonder if she can even see where we’re going. But as we approach the halfway point, I feel our bodies slamming forward with a bit too much intensity. We’ve got to get it back under control.

			Our control.

			My control.

			“CONTROL, guys!” Donna shouts, somehow reading my mind. “On this next one. Lengthen…BOOM!”

			I slow myself on the next stroke, adjusting the ratio of my legs to my hands, and force the rate down. We’re doing it. We’re here. We’re—

			“That’s it! We’re HALFWAY! Let’s take a power-twenty to reset. Ready? HERE!”

			I can’t help it. I know I’m supposed to keep my head in the boat, but I look sideways. Dexter is still in front of us, with a solid cushion from their head start. There’s no question their technique is cleaner than ours, but we seem to outmatch them with our power. Because the gap between us is shrinking.

			They know it too.

			“Our bow is sitting on their stroke seat; let’s get her UP! What can we do with these next ten strokes? SHOW ME! What can you do?”

			Only one way to find out.

			On the next stroke, I’m in line with the Dexter stroke seat. Then seven. Six. Five. Four. Soon, we’re far enough ahead that I don’t have to look sideways to see them. They’re behind us, open water between our stern and their bow.

			And the crowd is losing their minds.

			“Who-are-we?”

			“B-R-C!”

			“I said…WHO-ARE-WE?”

			“B-R-C!”

			Everyone is cheering at the BRC food tent, but my vision extends only to my oar. To the space between strokes. To Donna and to the girls behind me.

			Then—it happens.

			The river seizes my oar in an instant, pulling down on my blade and skyrocketing the handle into my chin. It happens too fast for me to stop—or let go—and I punch myself. The handle continues its arc over my head, and by the time I realize what’s happening, the entire oar is dragging alongside the boat. My hands empty. Donna stares, her mouth a perfect circle. It’s just like Coach Clay warned us on our first day in the barge.

			I caught a crab.

			“Get it back. NOW, Jo!”

			Donna’s voice snaps me to action. I lunge across my rigger and pull on the oar, picturing how Goldie managed to flip her boat after seat racing. The shaft bends against the water, and my blade pops out with a loud sucking sound, not unlike pulling my foot out of the mud. But the force of the crab shattered my rigger, and with it broken I’m unable to row. The Dexter girls are gaining on us, and without my oar, I’m dead weight.

			I know it.

			Donna knows it.

			The girls behind me know it.

			Everyone knows it.

			So—I breathe. Just like Margaret told me to do.

			And I jump.
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			In ten strokes, the BRC boat pulls forward and ahead of Dexter. I’ve never seen a novice squad move so fast, and the crowd gasps when Jo’s oar smacks her in the face. It’s a train wreck in slow motion, and beside me Coach Clay cries out in dismay. However, our horror breaks into amazement when Jo leaps into the water.

			BRC wins.

			“Nice job, Teenager!”

			I turn in my seat, surprised to find the immensely tall George Bryant standing on the other side of Coach Clay. He’s carrying a bulky video camera on a tripod, and he keeps the camera on the race at all times. I look back to watch Jo resurface, and I secretly hope for both their sakes that she doesn’t see her dad breaking his end of their bargain. Meanwhile, Jo’s teammates glide over the finish line. Their boat is lighter without her in it, and it gives them one last advantage over Dexter.

			The crowd roars the loudest yet.

			“See what she did?” Coach Clay whistles, throwing an arm around me. “Did you teach her that, George?”

			George Bryant grins, shaking his head. In the distance, Jo swims to shore, and although I can’t be certain, I think she’s smiling.

			“That was insane,” I whisper. “But that can’t be legal…is it? She broke the rules!”

			“She sure did. But they won.” Coach Clay laughs. “Should we go congratulate them?”

			I nod, but as the crowd disperses, I freeze.

			Standing on the other side of the BRC tent is a boy with tanned skin and curls, a pair of Pit Vipers the only thing keeping the hair out of his face. At a glance, he’s the kind of boy that some girls would think is perfect. He sticks out immediately because he is dressed in normal clothes, not racing gear, and it takes me a second to place him. That said, the anger in his eyes makes it easy.

			Nationals.

			The boy with the Pit Vipers looks beyond me to Coach Clay, and when I don’t react, he jeers and walks away. But I’m suddenly all too aware I’m being watched.

			And I need to leave…now.

			“Douglas?” Coach Clay asks, noting my silence. “You okay?”

			“I—I need to go,” I stammer, pulling away from his side. I don’t say anything about the boy, and Coach Clay doesn’t notice my alarm. His attention is still on the race.

			“Wait! Here comes the varsity eight!” George Bryant shouts.

			I turn to the water, already knowing what I’m going to see.

			Unable to resist.

			Unlike the novices, who attacked their race with every stroke, the varsity eight are controlled. Flowing. They soar to the end, each of their handles at the same precise height. Amelia Taylor. Olivia Taylor. Brooke Mackey. Aliyah Pope. Eleanor Kirby. Val Rocha. Ruth Goldberg. India Manning. Priyanka Kapoor. Their blades flip down into the river, and it’s a smattering of blue against the clouds. Although I can’t make out her words, I hear Pri call for their final effort. She is a conductor leading her symphony, and her rowers respond in kind.

			Precise, musical…and brutal.

			“LAST TEN!” Pri screams. “THAT’S ONE…TWO…!”

			I hold my breath until they are over the finish line. There can be no doubt in anyone’s mind they won: Their form is perfect, their puddles clean. They make it look easy. It’s never been more obvious.

			They never needed me after all.
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			Donna and the other novices wait for me on the beach. There are parents with umbrellas and warm clothes on standby, and a few of them help carry our oars to the trailer. I can barely hear anything over the sound of my chattering teeth, but Donna is laughing. Or crying. Or some combination of both. She leaps into my arms when I try to hug her, and I’m surprised to find myself hugging back.

			“You were amazing, Jo!”

			“You were amazing,” I say. “Where did that come from?”

			She flushes, apparently losing her newfound ability to scream like a banshee.

			“Bryant.”

			I spin around. Coach Clay is wearing his sunglasses despite the rain, and they make it impossible to gauge his mood. I hesitate, only semi-aware that Donna is clinging to me like a koala. I can imagine what he’s going to say about my less-than-graceful exit from the boat, and I brace myself for a lecture on all the things I must have done wrong. George would certainly have a field day.

			Instead, Coach Clay grins.

			“Great job today, girls.”

			“Thank you, Coach,” Donna and I say together.

			Coach Clay holds out his hand. I swivel so Donna can shake it before I do the same.

			“Got a solid handshake there, Bryant. College recruiters are going to love that.”

			“Thank you.”

			“Lucky for us, the marshals are going to let today slide. But next time, let’s make sure we stay in the boat. Right?”

			“Right.” I hesitate. “So…we won?”

			“Of course.” Coach Clay nods once, definitively. “We’re BRC.”

			Donna squeals and tugs on my neck, the tiniest reminder that we still need to put our boat away. But something about Coach Clay’s expression holds me in place, his gravitational orbit overpowering the rest of the team’s combined. I never realized we are the same height, and up close he’s not as scary as he seems.

			Even with the mustache.

			“You’re strong, Bryant. And few people have the heart to pull a stunt like that to win. I’m proud of you, and you should be too.”

			“That means a lot,” I mumble, realizing it’s true as I say it. “Thanks again…Coach.”

			Coach Clay steps aside, and Donna and I hustle to help the others. Once the novice boat is in slings, we head to the food tent for proper celebrations. Someone’s mom hands me an apple-and-Brie sandwich, followed by a thick piece of Funfetti cake. Val and Goldie join us a few minutes later, the two of them sharing an oversize BRC sweatshirt and each wearing one sleeve. They wave simultaneously.

			“Great job, little one!” Val tousles my hair. Meanwhile, Goldie slaps a chocolate milk into my hand. “We just heard the results!”

			“Thanks, guys. And thank you, Goldie.”

			“For what?”

			My teeth stop chattering long enough to smile. “Giving me the idea.”

			Goldie wipes an invisible tear from her eye as India approaches us.

			“Nice job, Jo,” India chirps. “You looked good. For novices.”

			“Play nice, Princess,” Goldie warns her.

			“Thanks, India…I kinda wish we could’ve seen it for ourselves.”

			“Oh, you can.” India points in the direction of the parking lot. “Coach Bryant filmed the whole thing. Isn’t that sweet of him…Teenager?”

			No.

			No way.

			Not again.

			Val tries to stop me, but I don’t give her the chance. I hurry in the direction India was pointing and locate George at the center of the other parents. I don’t know how I missed him—and now I’m so upset, I can’t see anyone else. It looks like he was attempting to sneak back to his car before I could catch him, but in the process he got tangled in a throng of adoring fans. Someone’s little brother holds out a Sharpie, and my stomach tanks when George signs his name on a paper plate. He waves sheepishly when he sees me.

			“Teenager! Congrats on—”

			“What are you doing here?”

			George shares a glance with a mom wearing a pink hair bow. She scurries off.

			“You promised you wouldn’t come,” I snap. I frown when I see his camera. “Did you film us?”

			“I can explain—”

			“Why do you have to be so embarrassing? You promised!”

			George is totally silent, looking at me with his too-big, too-sad eyes. I know that people are whispering, and I know they think I’m overreacting. But I can’t help it. After weeks of not reacting—and insisting everything is fine—it’s all I can do not to explode.

			This was the one thing I asked for.

			And he couldn’t even give me that.

			“Jo…”

			“You didn’t come here today for me.” My voice is hoarse. “You never cared about anything I did before rowing. You never showed up. Which means today is about you. Like always.”

			“I was only trying—”

			“Stop. Trying.”

			George reaches for me, but I’m already gone.

			

			—

			I sprint through the crowd away from the tent. I don’t have a destination in mind, and I grab my phone from where I stashed it in the trailer. I try to call my mom, but I’m not surprised when she doesn’t pick up. I end up at a line of brightly colored porta-potties, and when I take the corner at a sharp angle I bounce off someone coming the other way. When I see it’s Margaret I try to laugh.

			It comes out sounding like a sob.

			“Where are you going?” Margaret asks, steadying me with both hands.

			“Nowhere.” I try to sidestep, but we move in the same direction. “Excuse me—”

			“Hey!”

			An older boy emerges on the path ahead of us. He’s taller than Margaret and almost a foot taller than me, dressed in a plaid button-down with pink-and-yellow Pit Viper sunglasses on his head.

			“What do you want?” Margaret asks, her voice icy. I’m startled to see her cheeks go red and then pale.

			“Friend of yours?” I mutter.

			“Definitely not.”

			“I was hoping you’d be here,” Pit Vipers mutters, his attention on Margaret. “I don’t think I’ve seen you since…hmm…when was it…”

			“Nationals,” she offers.

			I try not to react. Not that either of them notices. Pit Vipers grabs Margaret by the elbow.

			“Let go of me!”

			“Or what?” he spits. “You’ll ruin my life, again?”

			I finally catch Margaret’s gaze, but it doesn’t make me feel any better. In fact, I’m surprised to see how vulnerable she looks. Scared. I don’t know what they are talking about, and I wonder what she’s thinking. I wonder what happened at Nationals. I wonder what it is she keeps running from.

			And more than anything—I’m wondering when I started to care about anyone at BRC.

			“She said, let go!”

			Without thinking, I stomp forward and shove the Pit Vipers boy with both hands. I don’t know if it’s the force or the surprise that makes him release Margaret, but he stumbles. There’s a second when it seems like he’s going to catch himself.

			Instead—he hits one of the empty porta-potties.

			The nearest stall rocks for a moment. And when it falls, it falls.

			Margaret and I share a glance.

			And then we run.

			

			—

			The BRC trailer is packed tight with oars, riggers, and slings—but when it comes to hiding spots, we don’t have time to be picky. Margaret scrambles in at one end, and when she lies flat, it’s impossible to see her from outside. I copy her, and a moment later Pit Vipers runs right by us.

			The rain has finally stopped, and leftover droplets roll down from the top racks. One hits me square in the eye, but when I move to wipe my face, Margaret motions for me to be still.

			“He’s gone,” I hiss.

			“You’re sure?”

			I nod. “What just happened?”

			Margaret covers her eyes, and for a moment I’m afraid she’s going to start crying. But when she looks at me again, I can see she’s trying not to laugh.

			“Did you see his face?”

			“Did you see the porta-potty?”

			“Did you smell it?”

			We laugh, and the fact we’re trying to be quiet makes us laugh harder. I sit up and bonk my head on one of the racks, and Margaret covers her mouth with both hands.

			“You okay?”

			“I don’t know,” I admit, rubbing my forehead. “Are you?”

			Margaret doesn’t respond, but I’m not expecting her to. Her walls go up fast, and her face has the same faraway expression it did on the first day of practice. Whatever moment we shared is already over.

			“Look, we don’t have to talk about it,” I say, crossing my legs pretzel-style. I rack my brain for the rumors swirling around Margaret’s return. “But…should we tell someone? Is that guy dangerous? Was he in rehab with you?”

			“No.” Margaret narrows her eyes. “And I was never in rehab. Or Barcelona. Or whatever Eleanor is taking bets on—”

			“But what he said about Nationals…”

			“You can’t tell anyone about this, Jo. I mean it. Not even Val. Especially not her. Promise me.”

			“I feel like I’ve already proved I won’t.” I make a face. “Besides, do you think I want to brag about pushing someone into a toilet? I think that makes me an accomplice in whatever is going on—”

			“I’m serious, Jo.”

			“Yeah, well, so am I.” I match her gaze, my newfound confidence fueled by adrenaline. “And I might be the only person you can be honest with.”

			“Nice speech. But you should focus on your rowing,” Margaret mutters. She disentangles herself and climbs out of the trailer, her braid swinging over her shoulder like an exclamation point. The conversation is over.

			“This is your whole problem!”

			Margaret whips around, her expression torn between surprise and annoyance.

			“Excuse me?”

			“All you do is talk about rowing,” I say, gesturing to the course. “You, and Val, and Goldie, and everyone at BRC. Don’t you have a life outside this sport? Does anybody?”

			“You have no idea what you’re talking about.”

			“Actually, I do,” I snap. “George gave up everything for rowing. Would you rather choose a sport over the actual people in your life?”

			Margaret opens and closes her mouth a few times, at a loss for words.

			“All I’m saying is, if you need help…ask for it,” I say. “And maybe you should stop running away and deal with your problems. What do you have to lose?”

			Margaret stares at me, hands hanging loosely at her sides.

			Then she balls them into fists.

			“Everything.”
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			“What the hell is taking so long?”

			India crosses her legs, one foot bouncing in the air, but I feel the movement more than I see it. We’re sitting side by side in the shade of the BRC tent, both of us barefoot and holding an untouched plate of her mom’s pasta salad. My gaze is on the marshals’ pavilion, where I can see the heat rolling off the plastic roof in waves. But the door is zippered shut.

			Keeping us out…and whatever our futures are inside.

			“Coach Clay will handle it,” I remind her, wiping the sweat off my neck. “You should eat something.”

			“You eat something.”

			We knew we were in trouble before we crossed the finish line. India and I could see that we had drifted out of our lane, but we were pulling too hard to stop. Or think. Or care. Once we docked, Dr. Manning told us that our pair had been disqualified for crossing the buoy line, but BRC was trying to protest the ruling because we set a course record.

			It was then I realized where Coach Clay was.

			And our shoes.

			“It was my fault,” I say. India’s foot stops bouncing.

			“No, it wasn’t.”

			“Yes, it was.”

			“How about we call it even and blame the rudder?”

			“Deal.”

			The door to the marshals’ pavilion flaps open, offering a quick glimpse of Coach Clay on the other side. Because of the heat, he’s been forced into a black T-shirt and shorts, and I’m not used to seeing him out of his tracksuit. India and I take off running toward him. The race course is a single two-thousand-meter shot from end to end, with over a hundred different tents and trailers scattered near the halfway mark. Next to the marshals’ station is an area designated for college recruiters, and they’ve sectioned the grass with caution tape and spirited pop-up booths to promote their respective schools. It’s one of the biggest races I’ve seen.

			Bested only by Head of the Charles back home.

			“I’m sorry, Coach—”

			“Unacceptable—”

			India and I skid to a stop. We are close enough to hear snippets of Coach Clay’s conversation, and I’ve never heard him this angry before.

			“—know who I am?”

			“Yes, Coach—”

			India lifts her eyebrows at me. A moment passes in silence before Coach Clay storms out, cradling our shoes in his arms. Under other circumstances, it would be funny to see him treating our sneakers so gently while in such a state. His sunburn only makes him look angrier.

			“Coach?” I say.

			Coach Clay spins to us. He takes a deep breath through his nose and offers me India’s Hokas, but quickly corrects and swaps the pairs. I’d smile if I weren’t so worried. Even though we don’t look alike, everyone has been mixing us up since we started rowing together. Coach Clay said it was a testament to how strong our pair was that our synchronicity extended to land. At moments like this, when we’re wearing our racing unis and sweating like pigs, India and I do look similar. Not as much as the Kiwis, but like sisters all the same.

			“Girls. I don’t know how to say this…”

			“But we won!” I protest, trying to catch Coach Clay’s gaze. “We set a record! We—”

			“It isn’t fair,” India adds. “You know it isn’t! Can’t you ask them to reconsider?”

			“Yes.”

			“And?”

			“They did.”

			India and I stop where we are.

			“What did they say?” I ask, cautious.

			Coach Clay takes off his Oakleys, and when the sun hits his eyes, they change from gray to nearly translucent. He puts one hand on India’s shoulder and the other on mine.

			“We won.”

			India squeals and grabs me from behind, and when she starts jumping I’m forced to join in. But I don’t mind. Coach Clay laughs and pulls us into a hug. Even though we’re nowhere near the ocean, he smells like salt water and bug spray.

			“How did you do it?” I ask, my voice muffled.

			“What do you mean? You did the hard part!”

			I glance at the marshals’ pavilion. “Yeah, but…”

			Coach Clay steps back and pretends to lock his lips, but he’s smiling too hard for the gesture to have any real effect. “I’ll see you girls at dinner. Now’s the time to celebrate. Okay?”

			“Yeah, okay.”

			“Thank you, Coach! Thank you!”

			Coach Clay leaves us, still smiling, and India plops down onto the ground. At first, I think she’s going to put on her Hokas, but she stares at the college tent without moving a muscle. I nudge her with my foot.

			“You alive?”

			“Shut up. Let me enjoy this.”

			I squat next to her on the balls of my feet. India is anxiously fiddling with her necklaces: one a gold chain with a sun pendant, and the other a matching silver moon. I help her untangle them.

			“Hey. What’s wrong, lady? You heard Coach Clay. Time to pop the bubbly!”

			“I know, but…” India keeps her gaze on the college tent. From this angle, the people underneath are backlit by the sun, making it impossible to see who is who. “What if it’s not enough?”

			I follow her gaze.

			As rising seniors, India and I are next in line to carry out the BRC legacy, and today is the first time we are in the same physical location as the college teams we’ve been emailing with. There is a feeding frenzy of athletes and parents, and for a moment I find myself wishing I could race again instead of joining the fray. Either way, India and I both knew how important it was that we win today.

			And…we did.

			“Hey. Everything will be fine. We’re the best, remember?”

			“Tsk. You sound like Coach Clay.”

			I grin and hoist India to her feet.

			“Hiya, Princess!”

			Despite the heat, Dr. Manning is decked out in BRC gear, and she uses a BRC umbrella to block the sun. It takes me a moment to realize she’s not alone: There is a woman next to her in a wide straw hat, and although she looks familiar, I can’t place her right away.

			“Hi, Mum,” India says, wary.

			The woman in the straw hat holds out her hand. “Hi, ladies. My name is Debbie; I’m one of the coaches at Stanford. Do you have a second to chat?”

			Thunderstruck, India and I share a glance.

			We smile at the exact same time.

			

			—

			“Now what’s taking so long?”

			I’m perched at one end of the banquet hall, India on my right and an empty chair on my left. Our positions from earlier in the day are uncannily reversed, and now I’m the one tapping my foot while she keeps an eye on Coach Clay.

			Our hotel is decorated with flags from each visiting team, and the tables are adorned with real shells and fake candles. The balcony windows are thrown open due to the heat wave, and a hot breeze blows through in unhelpful bursts. Instead of our normal postrace sweats, India and I are both wearing dresses from Dr. Manning. India’s is an all-pink, all-flower pattern, and mine is a one-shoulder slip of royal blue. Simple, and gorgeous, and Dr. Manning was well-intentioned. But the dress is the most expensive thing I’ve ever worn, and I’m terrified to eat anything in case I spill.

			Also, it clearly wasn’t designed for a rower, and the neckline amplifies my egregious tan lines.

			Across the room, Coach Clay and Coach Bryant are talking near the buffet line. They’re both dressed in slacks and collared shirts, and Coach Bryant is wearing a purple bow tie. It’s a tradition that the athletes from BRC and Kenmore end Nationals with a celebratory banquet, and tonight is no exception. India watches Coach Clay like a hawk, and I stare at her as she finishes her third plate of spaghetti.

			“Give them time. They still need to count ballots.”

			“But—”

			“And everyone thinks India is the impatient one!” Goldie breezes by our table in a dark green pantsuit. She winks at me and taps India on the shoulder, stealing a meatball when India looks the other way. “Don’t worry, Douglas. I voted for you. Several times.”

			“Goldie!”

			Goldie zooms away as Seb sits next to me. He’s wearing a long-sleeved periwinkle shirt, both sleeves cuffed at the elbow to display the freckles on his arms. When he turns, I can see the faintest line from his sunglasses above his ear.

			“Hi, Seb. Bye, Seb.” I nudge him under the table. “Where’s Val?”

			“She had to drive home early,” Seb admits. He takes one of the gilt-edged menus, folds it, and flicks it at me. “Besides, we—”

			Skkkrt—!

			The burst of static makes everyone whip around, and for a moment I think a coxswain has their headset on full blast. Coach Clay stands in the middle of the dance floor, microphone in hand. A few people giggle at the noise, and Pri shushes them. She’ll be a senior this fall, like India and me, but already the older girls listen to her without question.

			“Thank you, Pri,” Coach Clay begins. “And thank you, everyone. I know some people had to leave early for family obligations, and I hope you know how much I appreciate you folks sticking around. After all…that trailer is not going to load itself.”

			Both teams groan.

			“Coach Bryant and I wanted to recognize the end of another stellar season,” Coach Clay continues. “Kenmore placed second in the varsity four, and the BRC seniors are bringing home gold in the varsity eight. Not only that, but our BRC varsity pair set a course record, even with their unconventional path…”

			The rest of the team cheers, and I’m able to ignore the fact that Val’s boyfriend is still smiling at me like we are the only two people in the room.

			“As we look ahead, please remember we only have a week off before summer training. Our fall season starts in September, and we want to keep our momentum. Right?”

			“Right,” the room answers.

			“Lastly, as you know, earlier tonight the BRC girls distributed ballots for our annual captains’ vote—”

			Skkkrt—!

			Coach Clay yanks the microphone away from his mouth, and Seb covers both ears with his hands. I roll my eyes.

			“That’s why I never bother with these.” Coach Clay sighs and puts down the microphone, but his voice only seems louder without it. “The captaincy is the single most important position on our team. Our captains are our role models, on and off the water. They do more than lead workouts. They set an example in life too. They protect the team and its reputation at all costs. They maintain the BRC culture. Our legacy. So, without further ado, it is my utmost pleasure to congratulate…” He pauses and takes a folded slip of paper out of his pocket. “Priyanka Kapoor!”

			The girls around us cheer, and Pri swiftly shushes them.

			“India Manning!”

			India sits up impossibly straight, tossing her ponytail over her shoulder.

			“And last…but never last…”

			Coach Clay looks up from his paper. He finds me in the crowd without having to search, and I’m smiling so hard my cheeks hurt.

			Seb squeezes my knee under the table.

			“Margaret Douglas.”

			

			—

			“Three…two…two and a half…!”

			Seb shoves the luggage cart, sending me flying down the mirrored hallway of our hotel. The paisley carpet flashes by in pinwheels of color under my feet, and I yelp as the elevators come into sight, cradling our second bottle of champagne in my lap. Although neither of us would drink before a race, now that Nationals is over, there is plenty of time to unwind. India would be sure to lecture me, but she’s spending the night with her mom. Earlier, I even tried inviting Goldie to join, but she disappeared after dinner. Leaving me alone with—

			“Sebastian!”

			Just as the cart is about to collide with a particularly solid-looking potted plant, Seb grabs the bar above my head. We stare at each other for a long moment, both of us breathing heavily.

			“Again?”

			“Aye-aye, Cap’n Douglas!”

			Even though it’s the hundredth time he’s said it, I still can’t believe it’s real. I’ve wanted the captaincy ever since I walked into the boathouse for the first time. Every time I stayed late after practice, or came in early to clean the ergs, or helped the novices with their warm-ups and cooldowns and all their stretching in between, it was to prove myself. To Coach Clay. To the team. Now no one can say I don’t belong at BRC.

			My team chose me, and I will always choose them.

			Always.

			“What are you thinking about, Dougie?”

			“Nothing!”

			“Whatever, weirdo.” Seb wheels me back to the elevators. “I missed this. It’s been ages since we’ve hung out.” His hair falls into his eyes, and I reach to brush it away.

			“I missed you too! What happened to bros before hos?”

			“Shut up, bro.” Seb snorts, giving the cart, and me, a firm shake.

			“I mean it! Remember this when we’re back in Boston. I’m a great third wheel!”

			Seb lets go of the cart, and I coast to a stop. I hold out my hands for him to pull me the rest of the way, but he shakes his head.

			“Val and I broke up.”

			“What? When?”

			“Yesterday. I didn’t want to say anything until the regatta was over.”

			“Oh. I mean…don’t, I’m sure she’ll change her mind.”

			“It…was mutual,” Seb admits. “And it was a long time coming. We’ve talked about it, and Val doesn’t want to go to college while dating someone. We decided to end it early.”

			“Jeez…I’m sorry.”

			“Don’t be.” Seb sighs, and his hair falls back into his eyes. “Val is great, and I know she’s one of your best friends. But our relationship wasn’t what I wanted.”

			“What…do you want, Seb?”

			This time, Seb is quiet.

			Slowly, he takes the champagne from my hands, forcing me to match his gaze. And I find the answer to my question written clear on his face, if only because mine reflects the same thing. Because the truth is, I’ve been lying to myself.

			And…there is one thing I’ve wanted almost as long as I’ve wanted to be captain.

			“Dougie—”

			“Holy shit.”

			We whip around.

			Emma Rice, a BRC senior, is creeping toward the stairwell. With her is a boy I don’t recognize, but based on his green sweatshirt and Pit Vipers, he must be from Dexter Country Day. Although I’m not as close with her as most of the upperclassmen, I know Emma well enough to know she’s a party girl. She tries to hide a handle of blueberry Smirnoff behind her back, and Seb shimmies our bottle of champagne up his sleeve.

			We all stare at each other for an awkward beat.

			Two versus two.

			“Hey, Emma. Where are you going?” I ask, adopting what I hope is an authoritative tone. “No one is supposed to leave the hotel.”

			“We aren’t,” Emma says. “We’re only going to the pool.”

			The boy beside her coughs. Clearly holding car keys.

			“Is that…okay?” Emma asks.

			It’s not. I know it’s not. It’s also my job, as captain, to stop them. That’s why they look as guilty as they do, because we all know what I’m supposed to do in this moment. I’m about to tell Emma to turn around when Seb shifts on his feet, and I glance at him out of the corner of my eye. He isn’t smiling, but he isn’t particularly worried either. He’s calm, patient, and waiting for me to make the call.

			“Yeah, okay…have fun,” I say, surprising everyone. Especially myself.

			“Thanks, Dougie.” Emma winks at me. “You’re a lifesaver!”

			She disappears into the stairwell, the Dexter boy on her heels, and Seb helps me off the luggage cart. We walk toward the elevators in silence, but when Seb presses the call button, something makes me waver. “Do you think I should stop them?” I ask.

			He shrugs. The elevator opens, and he sticks an arm in to hold the door. “You coming, Dougie?”

			“Yeah. Can you hit two?”

			“Aren’t you on six?”

			I nod and step into the elevator.

			“So…” Seb frowns. “Who’s on two?”

			

			—

			Coach Clay is at the hotel bar with the BRC parents. Laughing and drinking. Like me, he’s still in his formal clothes, and he wields a whiskey sour instead of his usual Diet Coke. I almost don’t recognize him. The bar is dim and deceptively cool, and the trickle of AC makes me shudder. It sounds like Coach Clay is telling everyone a story about his own rowing career, and people listen with rapt attention, mesmerized.

			“—telling you, four strokes!” Coach Clay crows. “One, two, three, pop! I could hear it go. One more stroke, I wouldn’t have walked away. But we sure as hell won that race.”

			The crowd hums in delight.

			“Would you have been in the same Olympic boat as George Bryant?” someone asks.

			“No.” Coach Clay winks at the crowd over his drink. “I would have taken his seat.”

			The bar laughs uproariously, and when the woman next to him shifts, Coach Clay spots me. A shadow crosses his face, and he excuses himself.

			“Margaret?”

			“Hi, Coach.” I take a steadying breath through my nose. When I speak, I try to open my mouth as little as possible, fearing he’ll smell the alcohol on my breath.

			“Is something wrong?”

			There is, but the longer I stand in front of him, the more I realize it’s not the message I came to deliver. Coach Clay is distracted, and instead of looking at me, his eyes drift to the bar. I follow his gaze, and I’m surprised to see the woman he was talking to is Dr. Manning. She’s wearing a black dress and a sweater wrapped around her shoulders, and she raises a martini in my direction.

			“Hi, love.”

			“Hi?”

			“I’m a little busy, Margaret.” Coach Clay clears his throat. I can’t tell which of us is more uncomfortable. “Everything okay?”

			I hesitate, sidetracked by the fact that Dr. Manning is here and not with India like I thought she was.

			Which means…India was lying.

			But why?

			“Talk to me, Margaret. What’s going on?”

			Dr. Manning watches me over her next sip, bemused. When I don’t respond, Coach Clay rests his hand on my shoulder.

			“Is it something you can handle on your own?” he asks, his voice patient. “I’m sorry, but now’s not a great time.” He subtly points his chin over my shoulder, and I turn.

			There is a man with his back to us in a dark red polo, and I recognize the shirt instantly: It’s the same color that the regatta marshals were wearing. Seeing him makes me realize Coach Clay isn’t only talking to BRC parents. He, and Dr. Manning, are elbow to elbow with a handful of marshals, college recruiters, and other coaches, and I’ve stumbled into the middle of them. Suddenly, I waver.

			The longer I stand here, the farther away Emma seems to be.

			And if I say one thing wrong, BRC’s entire reputation could be on the line.

			“Yes.”

			“Good. That’s my girl.” Coach Clay smiles and pats me on the arm. “I’ll see you in the morning.”

			I nod, and he turns back to the bar.

			“Dougie!”

			Seb’s voice summons me to attention, and I hurry into the hallway. He is waiting next to a painting of a giant bowl of fruit, my purse on his arm, and I riffle through for my phone to text India.

			
				
					MARGARET: where r u

				

			

			I start typing out a second message, but before I can send it, India responds.

			
				
					INDIA: still w my mum. Why?

				

			

			“What’s wrong?”

			“India’s lying,” I say, deleting my next message. “I don’t know why.”

			“Val always said India can’t be trusted.”

			“That was before—”

			“What? Nationals?” Seb shakes his head. “You should know being in a boat with someone doesn’t make you friends.”

			I frown. The mention of Val makes me grip my phone a degree harder, and I turn before Seb can see. I punch the elevator button, and the doors open instantly. Inside, Seb puts the champagne into my hand without looking at me. I take a careful sip, although at this point I’m not entirely sure what I’m trying to be careful about.

			Seb pokes me with his toe.

			“Coach Clay called me Margaret,” I murmur, more to myself than Seb. “He never does that.”

			Suddenly, the elevator lags between floors, and we shudder to a stop. Then, after a minute, the number above the door ticks forward, and we exhale a shared sigh of relief. Seb catches my gaze and smiles, taking another sip of champagne.

			“What is it?” I ask.

			“You’re amazing. Margaret.”

			My first instinct is to laugh, but when Seb stays silent, the sound fades away.

			“I mean it. I know how much you care about your team, and BRC couldn’t have chosen a better captain. They’re lucky to have you in their lives. I am too.”

			I open and close my fingers without knowing whether I should reach for something. For him. Before the doors open, Seb surprises me by placing the empty bottle on the ground.

			“What are you—”

			And Seb kisses me.

			And his lips are soft, so painfully and perfectly soft, and it takes my brain a moment to register what is happening.

			And before I can decide whether or not to kiss him back, he opens his mouth to mine, and I can taste the lingering champagne on his tongue. Somehow sweeter than it was before.

			Bing!

			We pull back as the elevator doors open, but only far enough to breathe. Seb’s nose bumps mine, and I’m suddenly too close to see both his eyes at once.

			“Hey.”

			“Hi.”

			“So…that’s what it’s like.”

			“Must be,” I say, surprised to hear how steady my voice is. “But…”

			“But?”

			“We should probably try again. Just…to be sure?”

			Seb grins and wipes the champagne off my lips with his thumb. When the elevator starts to close, he throws out his arm to catch the door.

			“Seb?”

			“Dougie?”

			“I like you.”

			“I like you too.”

			Seb raises an eyebrow at me, and something flashes hot in my stomach, but there’s only so much I can blame on the champagne at this point.

			The elevator buzzes.

			“Hold this?”

			The question catches me off guard as Seb offers me the empty bottle. Then he scoops me under my legs and hurls me over his shoulder like a sack of potatoes, and I laugh the entire way to my room. He wiggles the key card out of my purse and sets me on my feet, keeping his hand on my back until I’m steady. We stare at each other for what could be a moment, five minutes, or even the past three years combined.

			Only an inch between us.

			“You okay?” Seb whispers.

			“I’m…” I trail off. He sees my hesitation and steps closer, bending to rest his forehead against mine. “I think…I’m overthinking,” I whisper.

			“I find it helps to count my breaths.”

			“Really?”

			He hums in agreement, and I can feel the sound reverberate through his body.

			“Ten…nine…”

			Seb counts down from ten, his voice softer and slower with each number. When he finishes, he steps back, taking the heat of his body with him. Once again, I have the distinct impression that he’s waiting for me to make a decision. But this time, I’m ready.

			“Better?”

			I nod and open the door.

			“The best.”

			

			—

			In the fuzzy two a.m. blackness, things come into focus painfully slowly. I see the hotel clock, the bedside table, and my phone where it sits face down, the screen glowing bright at the edges. I roll away from Seb, but he feels me move and reaches out, his hand settling at my waist.

			My phone buzzes, and I somehow, magically, gather the strength to sit up.

			Then I die a little on the inside.

			EMMA RICE: 5 MISSED CALLS

			

			—

			Miraculously, Seb and I sneak out of the hotel without anyone seeing us. I’m wearing his favorite Carhartt sweatshirt, and, despite the circumstances, I notice that it smells like him. When we get to the BRC van, I take the keys from my pocket and immediately drop them on the ground.

			I thought the champagne had worn off…but it seems I was wrong about that too.

			“You shouldn’t be driving.”

			“You shouldn’t, either,” I snap. I yank open the door and hurl myself into the driver’s side, Seb climbing in next to me. “Just…tell me where to turn.”

			Seb sighs and begins navigating with his phone.

			It’s a quick drive to the race course. I park near the now-empty college tent, and we spot a shadow moving on the beach. The boy from Dexter turns when he sees our headlights, and when we get closer, I realize he’s carrying an armful of clothes.

			“Where’s Emma?”

			He points to the river.

			“What, you chicken?”

			Emma is drunk, almost naked, and seemingly intent on paddling as far away from us as possible. The Dexter boy used her phone to call me after his died, and when he first noticed Emma was acting strangely. Because according to him, neither of them had that much to drink. Which you certainly wouldn’t know by watching Emma.

			“How did she get that far?” I mutter.

			“This is crazy. I’m not sticking around for someone else to find us,” the Dexter boy says. He tries to leave, but Seb is directly behind him.

			“You’re not going anywhere until we fix this,” he growls. “Why did you let her go in the water?”

			“It was a joke—”

			“What do we do, Douglas?” Seb asks, rounding on me. “Do we swim for her?”

			“We could grab a boat,” I say, thinking. “Which means we either find the keys to one of the marshal’s launches, or row out to her.”

			“That’s the dumbest idea I’ve heard—”

			“Don’t talk to her like—”

			“Like what?”

			“You better put your boyfriend on a leash.”

			“He’s not—”

			We all go silent when Emma screams.

			I turn around in time to see her head slide under the water. Then she’s gone. Seb curses, but I barely hear him. I’m already running to the river. I’m kicking off my sneakers and yanking off Seb’s Carhartt, and I’m not stopping until the water is at my waist. Soon, I’m swimming, Emma thrashing in front of me. The race course goes quiet as she bobs again, and I dive. I hook both arms around Emma and haul her to the surface, but when she throws her head back into mine, I see stars.

			Then…black.

			“Margaret!”

			Onshore, Seb sticks his arm in the air, shining the flashlight on his phone like a lighthouse beacon. It’s enough to reorient myself. This time I wrap one arm under Emma, and I use the other to swim to shore. Seb and Dexter drag us out of the water, and Seb rolls Emma onto her side.

			“Emma?” I shout, dropping to my knees. Her skin is cold, but I can’t tell if that’s from the water or the alcohol. The Dexter boy has the decency to wrap his sweatshirt around her, but the green makes her look even sicker.

			That…and the strange foam around her lips.

			“Did she take something?” I shout. “Did you give her something?”

			“No!”

			“If you’re lying—”

			“I’m not!”

			Suddenly, Emma rolls onto her side and vomits a lungful of river water. I breathe a sigh of relief.

			“I’m telling you, she didn’t drink a lot,” the Dexter boy wails. “I don’t know how this happened!”

			“Seb, grab the blanket in the van,” I order.

			“Margaret…” Seb pauses, and he’s speaking quietly enough that I can pretend not to hear him. “We need to call someone—”

			“No way,” the Dexter boy interrupts. “My parents will kill me!”

			“You almost killed her!”

			“Seb.” I raise my voice to match his. “Someone, please, get the blanket.”

			Seb grimaces and marches off. He returns a second later, and even if he doesn’t look at me, he wraps the blanket around Emma. We carry her to the van and rest her across the middle seat. The Dexter boy follows at a distance.

			“That crazy bitch—”

			I don’t hear myself yell, but I feel his nose break under my fist, followed by Seb pulling me away. But even Seb is no match for me when I’m this angry. However, before I can get any closer, I hear a moan behind me.

			Emma.

			“Let’s get her out of here,” I mutter.

			Seb reluctantly climbs inside the van, and I follow a moment later. I watch Emma shiver out of the corner of my eye and turn the heat on high. I’m shaking, too, but it’s not from the cold. Neither Seb or I offer to give the Dexter boy a ride, and he doesn’t ask.

			“What now?” Seb asks.

			I don’t respond. Instead, I reach for him, and it’s only now I remember his hands are full with Emma’s clothes, and he can’t reach back.

			

			—

			The clock in the ER is five minutes slow…at least.

			At one point, I attempt to climb onto the nearest side table to fix it, but Seb talks me down before anyone notices. I’ve never been a fan of hospitals, especially having to take Gran to her doctor’s appointments, and the longer we sit, the more restless I become. Seb leaves my side only to find us something to eat, and I stare at my reflection in the fish tank across the room. My hair has finally started to dry, and it looks unusually curly. Between that and my pale face, I don’t recognize myself. The only thing keeping me company is the radio. Someone left it on a Top 100 station, and the bright and poppy sound of Bruno Mars makes me queasy.

			I close my eyes. Counting my breaths. Hoping for a miracle.

			Ten…Nine…

			I hear footsteps but keep my eyes closed.

			“Did you find the vending machine?” I ask.

			The footsteps stop, and I gradually realize it’s not Seb.

			I open my eyes.

			Coach Clay is wearing his tracksuit and a rumpled BRC sweatshirt. I called him as soon as we brought Emma to the hospital, and it looks like he came in a hurry. His mustache is particularly disheveled.

			His eyes…furious.

			“What the hell were you thinking?” Coach Clay demands.

			The words turn my blood cold.

			“I’m sorry—”

			“You’re sorry? You’re a child, Margaret. You were not in charge. You should have immediately gone for a chaperone. You should have asked for help.”

			“I tried to—”

			“Did you?” He inhales, and it feels like he takes the air out of the room. “Do you understand how bad this is? We’ll be lucky to avoid a lawsuit. You screwed me. You screwed that girl. And you screwed the entire team. Do you have anything to say for yourself ?”

			I drop my gaze. The linoleum floor is patterned with stripes of green and pink, and the longer I stare, the more the colors blur together. Suddenly, I’m trying not to cry, but I don’t know if the tears are because of Coach Clay, Emma, or me.

			“This is my fault,” I whisper.

			Coach Clay doesn’t respond, and his silence is all the confirmation I need.

			“Is Emma…okay?”

			He drops into one of the chairs in the waiting room, an open spot intentionally left between us.

			“I spoke with the doctor. Emma has severe alcohol poisoning, but they put her on fluids and expect her to make a full recovery. Her family is going to fly in today.”

			“You called them already?”

			“Of course.” Coach Clay grimaces. “You need to understand something, Margaret. Her parents are livid. They are looking for someone, anyone, to blame. They don’t believe their little girl would do something like this on her own. And because you’re captain…”

			“They’re blaming me?”

			Coach Clay nods. I pop to my feet with a sudden burst of energy.

			“Emma said you allowed them to leave the hotel.”

			“Only because—”

			“You told her to have fun.”

			“But I didn’t mean—”

			“I hear you, Margaret. I do. Now listen to me. Please.” Coach Clay tents his fingers under his chin, eyes narrowed while he thinks. “We need to handle this delicately.”

			I don’t respond, and I don’t stop moving. I pace from the fish tank to the broken clock, Coach Clay watching me the entire time. We’re the only people in the room, but he keeps his voice low.

			“I spoke with Emma. Privately. Thankfully, because she’s graduating in a few weeks, no one expects her to come to summer training. But if she, or anyone, says one word to the wrong person, BRC’s name is ruined. And if her parents have their way, your chances of getting recruited to college are out the window. We both know we can’t let that happen.”

			My stomach rolls.

			“What can I do?” I ask. I study Coach Clay’s reflection in the fish tank. His expression is dark, but when I spin and walk back, he seems calmer.

			“I’m thinking. All I know is that as long as you’re at BRC, you have a target on your back.”

			A moment passes in silence.

			“So…what if I wasn’t?”

			Coach Clay stares at me. Beyond him, I can see the sunrise. The sky outside shifts from purple to lavender to blue, the daylight bringing the rest of the world into focus. It’s a cruel reminder that tonight is already over, and I have no idea what comes next.

			“If Emma’s parents think you’ve kicked me off the team…they won’t come after BRC.”

			“That…might work.” Coach Clay rises to his feet, using both hands to push off his knees. “You’d do that? For BRC?”

			“I’d do anything. You know I would.”

			He smiles cautiously.

			“I like the idea. And I just think we need to wait until this blows over. You and I would know it’s only a temporary break, instead of a permanent suspension. Which is what the parents will want. But if we beat them to the punch…maybe we can beat them at their own game.”

			I shudder at the thought.

			“Emma isn’t the only person who knows about tonight,” I admit shyly. “There was a boy from Dexter. And…”

			Seb appears in the hallway over Coach Clay’s shoulder, and I hesitate. He waves a handful of Rice Krispies Treats above his head, my favorite, and despite the past twenty-four hours, my chest expands with relief. Seb sees my expression and lingers at the nursing station, his smile the only thing keeping me upright. I can’t imagine having to lie to him, or Val, or Goldie, or anyone else on my team. But maybe I don’t have to.

			If I take a break, there won’t be anyone left to blame for what happened tonight. I can keep the program safe. It’s the least I can do.

			But I won’t ask anyone else to do the same.

			“And…I don’t know who he might have told,” I finish.

			“I’ll contact the Dexter coach myself. See what we can do. In the meantime, use this time to rest up. Come fall, we’re back to business as usual. Back and better than ever. Right?”

			“Right.”

			Coach Clay tousles my curls. “I’m going to check on Emma. You okay?”

			“Yeah. Is there anything else I can do?”

			“You’ve done more than enough.” Coach Clay forces a smile. “Just…don’t tell anyone.”

			I nod. I throw my arms around him in a tight hug, and I tuck my face into his shoulder. “Thank you, Coach,” I whisper. He pats the top of my head.

			“You did the right thing by calling me.” He sighs. But he doesn’t hug me back, and even if he means it, I know I’ve let him down. “Hey. Who are we?”

			I smile sadly into his shoulder.

			“BRC.”
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			While Margaret describes what happened at Nationals, I see it too.

			The race course.

			The hotel.

			The hospital.

			Emma.

			Seb.

			Coach Clay.

			I never actually understood how much she cares for the girls at BRC, but her voice breaks as she talks. Even if the girl from her story is older, as far as Margaret is concerned, Emma was her responsibility. Her team. Beginning, middle, and end of story.

			“What happened next?” I ask.

			“I drove with Coach Clay back to Boston instead of riding in the BRC van,” Margaret explains. She shifts onto her knees. “That way, I didn’t have to talk to India. Or Goldie, or anyone else. I didn’t want to lie, and I thought it was easier to avoid everyone. Let them come to their own conclusions.”

			“And instead of summer training…what did you do?”

			“That’s the worst part.” She shakes her head. “I wasn’t at an elite camp in Brazil. Or rehab. Or backpacking through Europe. I did my best to stay in shape, but I did the single worst thing any rower could do. I just…stopped rowing.”

			I frown and lean back into the trailer. The Dexter boy is long gone, but people are congregating at the BRC food tent. It looks like Coach Clay retrieved our medals, and I watch as he hands them out to the novices. Donna takes two, one in each hand, and searches the crowd. For me.

			It’s only a matter of time before someone finds us.

			“I don’t live in Boston.”

			I turn to Margaret, who seems equally surprised that she spoke.

			“I don’t come from a family of rowers. I don’t attend some fancy prep school. I don’t shop, or eat, or like to go to any of the bougie places the others do,” she confesses. “I live with my gran outside the city. When I was home this summer, I realized she isn’t doing well. She won’t say it, and I’m not even sure if she’s aware, but I know I’m going to have to take care of her one day. But first, I need to get into college. And to do that, I need rowing.”

			“I had no idea.”

			“No one does. Except for India.”

			I chew on the inside of my lip.

			“Why haven’t you told her about Nationals? You guys sounded close.”

			Margaret shifts to watch the food tent. A group of varsity girls separates from the throng to take a selfie, squealing and singing some made-up song among themselves. Their laughter carries over the grass.

			“India lied about where she was that night…and I didn’t see the need to bother her with the truth. It was too late to change anything. But if I had known that me disappearing was going to impact her recruitment chances…I don’t know. Maybe I would have told her. I’m not sure.”

			We watch in silence as the varsity girls take a group photo. And a jumping photo. And a photo with their tongues sticking out.

			“Have you talked to Emma since this summer?”

			“No.”

			“And why not?”

			“I guess…because…I was so mad at her,” Margaret admits. “And at the same time, I felt so guilty. I wanted to avoid the whole thing.”

			“Where is she now?” I press. I sit up straighter when Margaret shrugs. “Maybe you should talk to her. Maybe it would help.”

			“I…I don’t know.” She shakes her head again. “I’m not sure where Emma went to college. I know she didn’t want to row after high school, because she was dying to study abroad. Her parents probably shipped her off to Paris or something to avoid any more scandal. I remember they had an intervention for her brother and his own drinking problem when I was a freshman, and Emma always wanted to do everything he did.”

			“But maybe…”

			“You can’t tell anyone about this, Jo.” Margaret levels her gaze with mine. “Please. Not even Val. Especially not her. I promise what happened with Seb will never happen again.”

			“I won’t. But only because you need to. People will understand.”

			“What would I say? Sorry for sleeping with my best friend’s ex? Or, even better, sorry for almost letting someone die on my watch?”

			“But that’s not what happened,” I insist. “You saved Emma’s life!”

			“Coach Clay—”

			“He was the adult. You tried to tell him, but he was busy!”

			“I should have tried harder. I was captain.”

			“I think you’d rather blame yourself than admit you didn’t have any control.”

			Margaret gapes at me.

			“You need to do something,” I continue. “You can’t carry secrets like this around with you forever.”

			“I need to get back in that boat. I need my captaincy. And I need everything to go back to the way it was before Nationals.”

			“Are you sure?” I press. “If anything…that’s why you had to leave. To protect Coach Clay and the status quo—”

			“I was protecting myself.” Margaret’s eyes darken. “I shouldn’t have kissed Seb. I should have stopped Emma from leaving. And I decided to take time off so Emma’s parents wouldn’t come after the club. Everything that happened was my fault, and we’re lucky it wasn’t worse.”

			“But Coach Clay—”

			“Do you trust me, Jo?”

			“Yeah…I guess.”

			“Well, I trust Coach Clay. With my life.” Margaret uncrosses her arms. “Can you imagine if more people found out what happened to Emma? BRC could have been shut down. We did the best and only thing possible to uphold our legacy. There was no choice.”

			I frown. It’s obvious Margaret believes what she is saying, but her explanation still doesn’t sit right with me.

			“Margaret…why did you join BRC?”

			“I told you—”

			“Don’t say it’s for college,” I stop her. “There have to be other things you could’ve done instead of rowing, things that don’t require working out until your hands bleed. So…why this?”

			Margaret chews on her bottom lip, and I can tell I’ve finally stumped her. She looks back at the varsity girls, and when she responds, I suspect she’s realizing the answer for herself.

			“They’re my family,” she whispers.

			It’s that simple.

			And that I understand.

			The varsity girls begin to walk toward the trailer, and Margaret and I scramble out the other side. I want to tell her something reassuring, but I can no longer think of what to say. Maybe, hopefully, all she needed was for someone to listen to her. We walk together to the BRC tent, and I’m shocked when I see George coming to meet us. It feels like our last conversation was hours ago, and I’m suddenly too tired to be mad at him.

			“Are you ready to go home?” George asks, his eyes sliding from me to Margaret.

			“Excuse me, Coach B?”

			Val and Goldie are suddenly standing behind us, and Margaret shoots me a glance before disappearing. I don’t try to stop her.

			“Jo said she’d drive home with us,” Val continues. She is carrying a banana slathered with Nutella and stops chewing only to speak. “I need help with the GPS.”

			“I’m terrible with directions,” Goldie adds. She throws an arm around me. “We need her!”

			My heart swells for them. There’s nothing I want to do less right now than spend an hour trapped in the car with George, and I appreciate the rescue. I wouldn’t have expected the two of them to notice how I felt. Or care. But they did. And do.

			“Okay,” George says. “We’ll talk later?”

			I nod, and although it looks like George wants to say something else, he reconsiders it. He glances at Val before leaving, his camera bag swinging over his shoulder.

			“You have your dad’s eyes,” Val murmurs.

			
				
					JO: can I call you?

				

			

			

			—

			Judging by the time of day, I’m guessing my mom is busy at her book club. But I’m still hoping she’ll respond. Val drove Goldie and me back to Boston after the Lowell Regatta—we stayed late to help load the BRC trailer, and Donna finally gave me my medal. But instead of wearing it, I keep it shoved out of sight.

			After hearing Margaret’s story, celebrating doesn’t feel right.

			In the kitchen, I find George making grilled cheese and tomato soup from a can. His camera bag is on the island, and he doesn’t hear me enter. But when the screen door bangs shut, he drops the bread in his hands.

			“Three-second rule,” George chirps. He snatches the bread and throws it into the toaster. When he turns around and sees that I haven’t taken off my jacket, he sighs.

			We stand in silence until the toaster da-dings.

			George is the first to move, and he pinches the bread out with his thumb and pointer finger and drops it into a pan. He puts the pan on the stove next to the soup, adds cheese, and flips. He serves the sandwiches on mismatched plates and ladles soup into my Campbell’s mug. And he does it all without saying a word.

			“Why did you come today?” I finally ask.

			“You’re entirely justified to be mad,” George says, holding up both hands in preemptive defeat. “But before you say more, can I show you something?”

			I shrug.

			George takes out his camera and leans across the island, turning the screen to me. For someone who is addicted to his phone, I’m a little surprised to see him with it—the camera looks more like a toy in his hands. He hits play.

			“Who-are-we?”

			“B-R-C!”

			“I said…WHO-ARE-WE?”

			“B-R-C!”

			Even on a good day, rowing is not a spectator sport, and I can see colors and not much more. But the parents are screaming like crazy. The novice boat zooms across the screen, approaching the moment where I jumped. Before I do, one voice catches my attention.

			George’s voice.

			“Explode off the foot stretches…breathe at the finish…you can do it!”

			The camera shifts as George pans to the finish line. I realize he wasn’t simply cheering for us. He was talking to himself. Talking to me.

			Coaching me.

			“I am sorry I broke my promise. Again,” George says. “I wanted to honor your wishes, but I couldn’t stay away. I couldn’t miss your first race. I’d never forgive myself ! When Clay texted me the details, I had to go. I thought I could be in and out before you noticed.”

			I step back, knowing that George is waiting to see the impact of his apology. But any warmth in me from watching the video is squashed out by his words.

			“Coach Clay texted you?”

			George nods.

			“I didn’t realize you guys talk that much.”

			“We haven’t, not in years. Not before this season.” George puts his camera away. “We’ve been comparing notes for Head of the Charles. He has his varsity girls racing, and I have my boys.” George hesitates, misreading my silence. “Clay speaks highly of you, you know.”

			I suck my lips over my braces. Margaret’s story about Nationals feels clunky and out of place in my mind, and hearing George talk about Coach Clay in such a casual manner is weirdly unsettling. Something doesn’t add up.

			“Do you still think he’s the best?” I ask.

			“Absolutely. I told you, Clay’s boats always win.” George watches me, tipping his head to one side. “Are you going to eat?”

			I take a quick bite of grilled cheese, swallowing even though it’s hot.

			“Why are you asking about Coach Clay?”

			“I…I don’t think he’s a good guy.”

			George blanches.

			“What do you mean?”

			“He pushes people too much. It’s almost as if—”

			“Look. I know you don’t like rowing, Jo. But you’ve made a commitment now,” George says, slipping into his coaching voice without realizing it.

			“I know. I’m not trying to…” I trail off. There’s no point trying to explain myself. Instead, I grab my food and head for the stairs. “I’m going to eat in my room.”

			“I don’t think we’re done with this conversation—”

			“We’re not?” I stop with one foot in the air. “What else should we talk about? Are you and Coach Clay planning anything else for my rowing career that I should be aware of ?”

			“That’s not the point—”

			“The point is you’re still not listening to me!” I say.

			“If this is about living in Boston—”

			“It’s not fair to guilt me for not wanting to be here,” I say. “You left us. You came here. Mom always—”

			“Jo, there’s something you should know,” George murmurs. He runs a hand through his hair until it stands on end. “I’m the one who wanted to stay. I wanted to make it work. For you. But your mom said no. When the Kenmore job opened up, she’s the one who told me to go.” His words turn sour. “She wanted me to leave.”

			“That’s…not true. Mom told me—”

			“Why don’t you ask her yourself ? Or is she not responding to your texts?”

			“We’ve talked! She’s been busy with—”

			“Her job, of course.” George watches me, his eyes suddenly sad. “Do you think…”

			“What?”

			George opens and closes his mouth.

			“What were you going to say?” I press.

			“I tried everything to make our family work,” George insists. “She’s the one who wanted the divorce. And we’re here now, Jo. So who do you think won that argument?”

			My center of gravity shifts.

			“Call your mom and ask her if you don’t believe me,” George says. “All I’ve wanted is for you to be happy. But if living here is as bad as you seem to think it is, maybe you should spend winter break with her. Then we can talk about next semester.”

			“Maybe I will,” I mutter.

			I rush up the stairs before George can think to stop me. The door to the guest room is open, and I nearly trip over the clothes that I left piled on the floor. I don’t know why I bothered asking George about Coach Clay, and as much as I want to ignore what he said about my mom, I can’t forget the wounded look on his face.

			I don’t know why he would say something like that if it wasn’t at least a little true.

			I check my phone, but my mom still hasn’t responded. However, I am surprised to see that Hunter texted me again.

			
				
					HUNTER: how was the race?

				

			

			Suddenly, tears rush to my eyes. I take the medal out of my jacket pocket, examining it in the hallway light. Whatever victory I felt earlier in the day is long gone, and the medal is heavier than I remember it being.

			I chuck it into the trash can before I respond.

			
				
					JO: fine

				

			

			
				
					HUNTER: oh no. FINE??

				

			

			
				
					HUNTER: tell me more tomorrow
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			My mom calls while I’m waiting for the T.

			“Hi, Momma.”

			“Hi! How was yesterday?”

			“Fine, I guess. It’s nice to hear your voice.”

			“Yours too. Now tell me! Did you win?”

			It’s colder than I expected, and I pull my jacket snug around me. After last night, I was expecting George to give me a wide berth, but when I came downstairs, I found him getting ready for a meeting with the Kenmore parents. He insisted on driving me to the T.

			Fifteen minutes early—late by Bryant standards.

			I bring my mom up to speed on the Lowell Regatta, stopping only when she laughs when I tell her about jumping out of the boat and to explain what catching a crab means. No, there were no actual crabs. And yes, it was more fun than I thought it would be. Yesterday, I wanted to tell her about Margaret’s story and see if she had any advice.

			But now all I’m thinking about is what George said last night.

			“What else is new with you?” she asks. It sounds like she’s in the grocery store.

			“Um…” I switch the phone to my other ear. “George and I got in a fight. Another one.”

			My mom sighs, and I imagine her pinching her nose, something she always does when she is getting ready to speak. The thought immediately makes me homesick.

			“What did he do this time?”

			“Well…we kinda made a deal,” I admit slowly. “And George said if I stuck with rowing for the season, I could come home early. With you.”

			My mom is silent.

			“Mom?”

			“Is he trying to make me the bad guy?”

			“Wh-what?” I stammer. “No. He—”

			“We made the decision about Boston together, Jo. It wasn’t easy for either of us, and it’s not something he can undo like that. He should know not to promise things he can’t deliver. I’m sorry, but this is what he does.”

			“But—”

			“I’ll talk to him. Was there anything else I should know about?”

			“Were…you the one who wanted the divorce?”

			Silence.

			“George said something…didn’t he?”

			I nod, forgetting my mom can’t see.

			“Joanne,” my mom says. She never uses my full name, and it makes me jolt to attention. “What happened between your dad and me had nothing to do with you. Okay?”

			“I have to go,” I interrupt, spotting Hunter as he zooms toward the platform on a red bicycle. “I’ll call you later.”

			“Joanne—!”

			I hang up.

			“Hey, neighbor!”

			Hunter glides into the bike rack with his feet off the pedals. He’s wearing an ODESZA sweatshirt and a leather jacket with black jeans. A pair of Ray-Bans sticks out of one of his pockets, and his hair is blown out from the wind. I’m surprised to see that, unlike me, Hunter doesn’t have his school stuff with him—but I hide my confusion and wave.

			He flashes a peace sign.

			And I blush furiously.

			“You’re late,” I shout.

			Hunter takes the stairs up the platform two at a time. Once he’s next to me, he flips his head over to fluff his hair, and when his sweatshirt bunches up at his neck I can’t help but lean forward, looking for the infamous Green Monstah tattoo people at school keep teasing him about. But nothing. When he stands, I swerve so we don’t bonk heads.

			“You look…” Hunter hesitates, examining my face. “Cold.”

			“Gee, thanks.”

			“Who were you talking to?”

			“My mom.”

			“Do you need to call her back? It looked serious.”

			“It can wait,” I say, desperate for a change in conversation. “Are you coming from work?”

			Hunter slides his Ray-Bans into place. “Yeah. Today I hung out with the older dogs. It’s harder for them to get adopted, so they need extra love.”

			“And…where’s your Latin textbook?” I ask, glancing down the tracks toward Boston. “I mean, we can use mine, but—”

			“I thought we could have fun instead of working on Ms. Lupinacci’s assignment,” Hunter says. “Seeing as you still haven’t been able to play tourist.”

			“Wait. What?”

			Hunter smirks and points in the complete opposite direction—at the rapidly approaching T.

			“It’ll be fun, okay? Or maybe you won’t let yourself have fun. But I’m going to.”

			The T stops in front of us before I can respond, and Hunter leaps inside. He turns back for a moment and opens and closes his fingers a few times before I understand what he’s waiting for.

			I grab his hand, smiling, and Hunter drags me in.

			

			—

			When we arrive at North Station, it’s finally starting to warm up outside. I tie my jacket at my hips as we exit the building, and Hunter carries my bag on one shoulder. He’s clearly thrilled by the idea of playing tour guide, but instead of going to any of the normal historical spots, I quickly learn he’s focused on more important things.

			Otherwise known as—food.

			First, Hunter points out the oyster house with the best make-your-own Bloody Marys. They’re known for carding people only on Fridays and Saturdays, not Sundays, and, Hunter tells me, not at all if you’re him. Farther down the street is a pop-up chocolatier that gives free samples to anyone wearing Boston sports gear—and the lady at the counter gives Hunter two. Plus a wink. From there, we head to Faneuil Hall and walk through Quincy Market, passing a hundred tiny restaurants that are jammed together in one building. There’s pad thai. Bubble tea. Ben & Jerry’s. Chowda. Bread bowls. Lobster mac ’n’ cheese. Lobster mac ’n’ cheese in bread bowls. Hunter persuades me to get a tikka masala burrito, and we stop outside to watch the street performers playing music on a set of overturned Home Depot buckets.

			I struggle to applaud with my free hand.

			“Do you come here a lot?” I ask.

			“Nah, most people think it’s boring. It’s nice to be here with someone seeing it for the first time,” Hunter admits. He takes my plastic wrapper and leaves my side only to chuck it in a bin at the edge of the crowd.

			And I realize how attractive recycling is.

			Hunter’s food tour continues deep down the winding cobblestone streets of the North End. Which, according to him, is one of the oldest neighborhoods in the city, and has the best Italian food in all of New England. The best gelato place. The best pizza place. Even the best bread place—a bakery located speakeasy-style down an unassuming alley. Inside are racks full of olive ciabatta and dried pasta, and we grab a cinnamon-raisin loaf to share. It smells even better than it looks, and I double back for another loaf.

			As we walk through the city, Hunter and I talk about everything and nothing and whatever else comes to mind. It starts slowly, bits and pieces pulled out by the things we’re looking at—and it ironically becomes easier the more food we put into our mouths. At one point I think my stomach might actually burst. But I can’t stop. It feels like we’re carrying on six different conversations at a time—each topic drawing out another, and another after that.

			At least.

			I’m surprised to learn that Hunter’s parents are also divorced, and his mom is remarried to the Walden headmaster. Which explains how he never gets in trouble for skipping class, or breaking the dress code with his revolving collection of band T-shirts. When I trip on the sidewalk, Hunter shares a story about the time he fell and lost his tooth in the man-made lake at the Boston Public Garden, which leads me to confessing I didn’t learn how to swim until I was twelve and George dragged me to the YMCA.

			“I still can’t believe this is your first time in the North End,” Hunter says, tearing off a piece of bread with his teeth before handing the loaf to me. “My mom is Italian. Don’t tell her, but the food is almost as good as hers.”

			We separate around a family walking in the opposite direction, then regroup at the next light.

			“How was your race, by the way?”

			“The regatta, you mean.”

			“Oh yes, the re-gat-ta,” Hunter echoes, sticking out his pinkie finger and drinking from an invisible teacup. I laugh.

			“That’s what it’s called!”

			“Whatever. It was good?”

			I shrug.

			“What does that mean?” Hunter mimics me, shrugging aggressively with only one shoulder. “Dude. Don’t take this the wrong way, but you have a crappy poker face.”

			“Dude. It’s not that important.”

			“Dude. Your face says it is.”

			“It’s boring!”

			“Whatever. If you’re worried about boring me, just talk about it for a minute.”

			“A minute?”

			Hunter nods. He pulls to the side so we’re clear of the foot traffic and takes out his phone, scrolling through his rainbow of apps until he finds the timer.

			“One minute. Get it all off your chest. No interruptions.”

			“Do I have to?”

			Hunter gestures for me to begin.

			“It’s not just yesterday’s race.” I sigh. “I only agreed to row to make my dad happy, and he couldn’t even keep his promise to leave me alone. So what’s the point in trying? Weirdly, it’s like rowing has always been part of my life, maybe even more than my dad has been. Because it’s the thing that kept him away. But what bothers me now is that I didn’t get a choice about anything to do with my life in Boston. Everyone at BRC knew who I was the second I walked in the door. Meanwhile, no one at Walden seems to notice me. I don’t have any friends at school. And after this weekend…! How much time do I have?”

			Hunter shows me his phone—revealing he never started the timer.

			“Hunter Jeong!”

			“What? I wanted you to have as long as you needed.” He smiles, and my heart skyrockets. “Remind me again why you’re still crewing?”

			“Rowing,” I correct him. “I mean…I’ve lasted this long. And I don’t like quitting things. Besides, the girls aren’t as bad as I expected. Some of them can be nice.” I smile at his skeptical expression. “Extreme. And pretentious. And super tall. But nice!”

			Hunter watches me closely, and I focus on chewing. I’m at the end of the block before I realize it, and Hunter follows me deeper into the cobblestone labyrinth.

			“I don’t know a lot about rowing, but I know what it’s like to have a foot in two worlds. My mom’s Italian side is the complete opposite of my dad’s Korean family, and trying to balance them is impossible. Especially at the holidays. Sometimes you can’t find balance, and you have to choose. And that’s okay.”

			“Try telling my parents that. I’ve been trying to balance them for as long as I can remember.”

			“I know your dad is George ‘The Guy’ Bryant, or whatever, but you won’t be stuck with the crewers forever.” Hunter nudges me with his elbow. “We’ll get you out of there.”

			I smile at him, and the knot in my stomach loosens.

			Even if crewers isn’t a word.

			“Wait a sec! Have you heard of Mike’s?” Hunter asks, catching me off guard.

			“Who?”

			He covers his heart with both hands.

			

			—

			Hunter insists that Mike’s Pastry is the pastry de résistance of Boston, and there’s already a line around the corner. We forge a path through the chaos, and Hunter grips my jacket as I lean across the counter. It’s cash only, and George’s twenty dollars is enough to buy four cannoli—pistachio and hazelnut for me, and two vanilla for Hunter. Dinner in hand, we walk out of the North End. There’s a park sandwiched in the middle of the street, and we sit side by side on a swinging bench.

			“Are you still trying to DJ?”

			“Yeah.” Hunter takes a bite of his cannoli. “I had a basement show in Quincy last night. Couple college kids, nothing crazy.”

			That explains the late-night text.

			“Well…I know someone who might want to hire you,” I say. “For one of the rowing parties.”

			“Really?”

			I nod, and Hunter’s smile is so blinding that for a moment I can’t see anything else.

			Until I see her.

			Margaret crosses the street ahead of us. Instead of her normal BRC apparel, she’s wearing a white sweaterdress and her boots, a purse slung over her shoulder. She looks like an entirely different person without her rowing clothes, but I’d recognize her ballerina-like posture anywhere. Hunter notices me staring and shovels the last of his cannoli into his mouth.

			Wherever she’s going—she’s on a mission.

			“Do you know her?”

			“She’s from BRC,” I say. As we watch, Margaret waits for the light to change. She’s wearing her aviators, so I can’t be sure where she’s looking, but thankfully it’s not at us. She jaywalks the rest of the way, and I use my cannoli to shield my face.

			“Are you…hiding?”

			“I don’t want her to think I’m stalking her.”

			“Why would she think—”

			“Long story.”

			As Margaret passes, Hunter shifts to block me with his body, resting his arm around my shoulders. I know he’s trying to be helpful, but up close he smells so good that it’s distracting. It’s the Tom Ford I’ve grown used to—and the fresh bread I’m starting to really, really like.

			“I guess she has a hot date,” Hunter muses.

			I snort.

			“No, I’m serious.” He points with his chin. “Check it.”
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			“I’m glad you called,” Seb says, drawing a line with his Bean Boots on the ground. “Well, texted.”

			“I’m glad you answered,” I admit. The last time I saw him was at the Kenmore party, and tonight Seb is wearing a particularly preppy red, white, and blue rugby shirt. It must have been a gift from the Paralympic team. I fight the urge to adjust my dress, hoping the street clothes give the illusion of someone more relaxed. I start walking, and Seb falls into step.

			“If we’re going to do this,” I say, “I need dessert first. Okay?”

			He nods.

			We cross into the North End at Hanover Street, but instead of going for the tourist trap that is Mike’s, we make a beeline to Modern Pastry. The shop is half the size, but here we can choose our own filling, and the owners make the cannoli shells fresh in front of us. After paying, we take our food to the Boston Harborwalk, and the water reflects the skyline back to us in fragments. I hold Seb’s cannoli while he helps a family take a group photo, and once we’re out of the crowd, the two of us find a place to sit.

			“So…what have you been up to?” he asks me shyly. “Besides rowing, I mean.”

			“SAT prep,” I admit. “I promised my gran I’d retake the test in October. And now that I can’t count on rowing…”

			Seb is quiet, and Jo’s words come rushing back. I asked him to meet me to try to do what she said: to ask for help.

			But the awkward silence between us stretches into an uncomfortable one.

			“Are you still thinking about quitting?” I ask.

			He nods.

			“I don’t know, Seb. The Paralympic team seems like a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity.”

			“It is. But I don’t…want it.”

			I stare at him, watching the wind ruffle his hair.

			“Is this because of Nationals?” I whisper.

			“No! Not at all. You know my parents are rowers. But what if there are other things I want to try? Things I’m better at?”

			“Seb, you’re the best—”

			“I’m the best one-legged rower in Boston,” he parrots. “But being good at something isn’t enough of a reason to keep doing it.”

			I cross my legs, and when my dress slides up an inch, I yank it down. Seb and I both pretend not to notice.

			“I need to ask you something,” I murmur. “Every single college recruiter that I was talking to stopped responding to my emails this summer. I thought everything would go back to normal this fall, but I can’t get anyone to give me the time of day. I’ve tried emailing, and calling, but I don’t know how to fix it.”

			“Have you talked to anyone else about it?”

			“No.”

			“Not even Coach Clay?”

			I shake my head.

			“Why not?”

			“Because I didn’t want to bother him,” I admit. “I know he’s busy with the team and Head of the Charles. This seems like something I should fix on my own.”

			“Don’t you think it’s a little weird the emails stopped when they did?”

			“What do you mean?”

			Seb shrugs, choosing his next words carefully.

			“How would colleges know that you were missing this summer, unless someone at BRC told them? It’s not like they have spies at the boathouse checking your attendance record. Do you think Coach Clay might have told—”

			“What? Why would he?” I shake my head. “There’s no way. It would only reflect poorly on BRC, and me. That was the whole reason I left, so no one would find out what happened with Emma. Why would he go out of his way to tell people?”

			Seb holds up his hand in self-defense.

			We start walking once we’re done with our pastries, and I’m only slightly surprised when we end up at the New England Aquarium. It’s long past visiting hours, and we’re the only people in the plaza. At the main entrance is an exhibit for the harbor seals: One of them is flat on her back, slapping her stomach with alternating flippers. The others bob and spin and twirl around her. We stand in front of the glass, and I exhale my frustration through my nose.

			“This is my favorite place in the city,” I say, waiting for Seb to tease me. “Besides BRC, I mean. It’s so peaceful…I like to come here to think.”

			“I remember,” Seb admits, watching me. When his eyes drop to my lips, my stomach cannonballs in perfect sync with the seals. Until I remember where we are. And who he is.

			“What are you thinking about, Dougie?”

			I glare at him until he looks away.

			“Right…dumb question.”

			“Don’t be an egomaniac. It’s not just you. Us. Whatever.” I turn back to the seals. “I keep thinking about that night. What I did.” I cross my arms. “What I didn’t do.”

			“You can be a good person and make a bad decision—”

			“Tell me. Which part was the bad decision? Us? Or letting Emma leave our hotel?”

			My voice bounces off the glass, and we stare at one another. Seb reaches for my purse, using the strap to tug me closer. I take one step forward because I’m surprised, then plant my feet. He bows his head, our foreheads nearly touching.

			“Are you going to tell me what you’re planning?” Seb muses. “I know you want to get back into the varsity eight, and I want to help. So? What do you say? Friends?”

			Again, I’m silent. But this time it’s not because I don’t want to answer; it’s because I’m not entirely sure what the answer is.

			“What do you really think about Coach Clay?”

			Seb blinks at me, surprised by my question.

			“I don’t, I mean…” I’m not entirely sure what I mean, but I push ahead. “You’re the only other person who was with me that night, with Emma. Do you think Coach Clay told people more than he’s letting on? Do you think he may be…hiding something?”

			“If I can be honest, Douglas…I know you worship the guy, but I’ve never understood what you see in him.” Seb shrugs. “But…I also think you know him better than anyone. So if you think there’s any chance he wasn’t doing the right thing, it’s that simple. Maybe he told the college coaches you quit. Maybe he didn’t want you to come back at all.”

			“No. That’s not it…He needs me to win. Even if he didn’t, I’m his favorite.”

			“Yeah, I know you are.” Seb looks me dead in the eye. “But…have you ever thought about what Coach Clay might do to someone he didn’t like?”
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			Things change overnight.

			On Monday, I wake up to find the sky gray and flat and stretched tight in all directions. On Tuesday, the cold sharpens the air to a point that leaves everything feeling brittle. And on Wednesday, the first day of October, I even notice that the sunlight lands at a new angle as I exit from the math building. The shift also creates a drastic uptick in the number of Canada Goose vests and Madewell boots on the Walden campus—which, in combination, looks a little Han Solo–like on certain people. But the weather hasn’t stopped anyone in my homeroom from arriving with their favorite iced coffee in hand, and if anything, they seem more determined to slurp their lattes, loudly, to the last drop.

			I dodge a pack of students from the cross-country ski team on my way to my locker. Until there is snow, they’ll be drilling laps in the faculty lot with bizarre-looking rollerskis and poles—and although I feel my phone vibrating aggressively in my pocket, I only stop to check it once I’m safely inside the next building.

			George and I are not exactly on speaking terms.

			But that hasn’t stopped his emails.

			
				FWD: HOCR Schedule Day One

				FWD: HOCR Schedule Day Two

				FWD: 5 Things I Hated About Van Life

				FWD: HOCR Schedule Day One *Revised*

				FWD: Clay Albright: the man, the myth […]

			

			This time, instead of immediately deleting the messages, I leave them unopened and swipe into my texts. I’ve also been avoiding my mom since we spoke on Sunday, and it looks like she tried calling me while I was in precalc. But I’m not ready to continue our conversation about Walden, or George. Although I know I can hide from her for only so long until she says something to him.

			For now, I’ll take my chances.

			
				
					MOMMA: hey! call me when you can!

				

			

			
				
					MOMMA: I love you more than the whale loves its spout!

				

			

			“Hey, neighbor!”

			I jump when Hunter appears beside me. I automatically step sideways to make room, and when he kneels to open his locker, I peer inside in what I hope is the least creepy way possible. On top of his textbooks are a tub of vanilla protein powder and a shaker bottle, and both sides of the locker are lined with colorful magnets. It’s the kind of haphazard collection a little kid might have, and my eyes land on a lobster with a mustache.

			Hunter notices me staring and hands the lobster to me.

			“Here.”

			“Thanks,” I mutter, probably turning the same shade of red.

			“I finished my part of our translation,” Hunter continues easily. “You’ll probably want to fix, like, all of it before we give it to Ms. Lup. But I’m actually enjoying the book. Even if it’s a total rip-off of The Odyssey.”

			I hold out the magnet in his direction.

			“Tell that to Virgil.”

			“Sorry, Virgil,” Hunter says to the lobster. “But you know I’m right! The Trojan War—”

			“Scylla.”

			“Scylla!”

			“The Cyclops.”

			“Loved the Cyclops.”

			I laugh at his enthusiasm.

			“For the record, they are different stories,” I say. “The Aeneid is about duty. The Odyssey is about returning home.”

			“And you know that how?”

			“My mom. She teaches history, and they do a unit on Ancient Greece and the Roman Empire every year,” I explain. I adjust the pleats of my skirt with my free hand. “I mean, my dad teaches too, here at Walden. But…”

			Hunter cocks his head, taking my silence for exactly what it is.

			“You guys still aren’t talking, are you?”

			I shake my head.

			“And…” Hunter hesitates, carefully searching for his next words. “Have you told your carpool buddy that we saw her ex with your other friend?”

			At that, I sigh. When we saw Margaret and Seb walking in the North End, Hunter asked if I wanted to follow and see where they were going. But I said no. I thought Margaret was telling the truth at Lowell, that what happened between her and Seb was a mistake. But seeing them together—and seeing how Seb looked at her—left little to the imagination.

			She lied.

			Either to herself, or to me.

			“No…not yet,” I admit, shifting uncomfortably in place.

			“I know you’re worried about it. But I don’t think there’s anything you need to do,” Hunter says. “Besides. Maybe they’re just friends?”

			I shrug. Because he could be right—and yet, I know he’s wrong. “Girls and guys can never be just friends,” I say automatically, echoing Val. I turn back to my locker.

			“Ha, of course they can! I mean, we are. Aren’t we?”

			“We…”

			I don’t move an inch. Not a muscle. But with my hand on my locker, I peek at Hunter from the corner of my eye. Slowly, and then suddenly, I realize two things: First, Sunday wasn’t a date—it was two friends in a new city. A pity hang for the new kid. But the second thing I realize is how badly I wanted it to be.

			I’m silent for a moment too long, and Hunter’s smile fades.

			“Oh…Jo. I’m sorry if—”

			“Sorry? For what?”

			“If you thought…I mean…you’re great! Obviously. But we—”

			“What we?” I force a smile, lips shut. “We’re friends, like you said! I’m…I’m just thinking about the Val thing. Promise.”

			Hunter seems skeptical.

			Suddenly the second end-of-day bell rings above us, and I glance at the clock on the wall. I completely lost track of time talking to Hunter, and I’m running late.

			Really late.

			Val is going to kill me.

			“I gotta go,” I mutter, and I start for the exit before I remember my gym bag is still in my locker. Hunter sees my panic and slides out of my way, but this time it doesn’t open. He drops his schoolbag and puts his hands next to mine.

			“On my call? Three…two…”

			Hunter pulls at two, and I push on one. But it works. And opens.

			“Hunter—”

			“Don’t thank me, go!”

			I nod and book it across the quad. I’m out of breath by the time I make it to the carpool line, and I hurl myself in front of Val’s Jeep as she starts to pull away.

			“I’m here!” I shout.

			Val glares at me over both sets of her glasses but doesn’t say anything. If I thought it was going to be any easier to tell her about Seb and Margaret today, I thought wrong.

			And—by the time we hit I-95—the traffic is even angrier.

			

			—

			The BRC parking lot is full when we arrive. Val is so distracted that she almost leaves her keys in the ignition, and she bolts out of the Jeep without looking at me.

			“Val! I said sorry—”

			“I told you I have two rules,” Val barks. She swivels on her heel, talking while scurrying backward into the lobby. “And what was the first rule?”

			“Don’t be late.”

			Val sprints upstairs, and I brace myself before following. In the erg room, the varsity girls are already warming up, and the hum of their ergs fills the air like a hornet’s nest. Val takes her seat in the front, not bothering to change out of her school clothes.

			Coach Clay sees her and taps Pri on the shoulder.

			“Way-enough!”

			Pri makes the call, but people aren’t expecting the sudden change and don’t respond.

			“Way-ENOUGH!”

			This time, Coach Clay gives the command. Everyone freezes.

			“Seems like Miss Rocha finally decided to join us,” Coach Clay muses, glancing at his watch too fast to be checking the time. “Five minutes late.”

			Val rises to her feet. I spot Goldie and Margaret in the crowd, and they both look as uneasy as I feel.

			“I’m sorry, Coach. I—”

			“Tell me, Miss Rocha. Do you know how valuable five minutes are?”

			“Yes, Coach.”

			“And do you plan to be five minutes late on race day?”

			“No, Coach.”

			“Then why were you late today?”

			I wait for Val to respond, to explain and blame me or the traffic or a hundred other things, but she surprises me and remains silent. Meanwhile, Coach Clay stares at her. And for a moment, I think—I hope—that’s it. He walks across the room until he’s in front of Val, and she takes a small step back. I can feel the force of his gaze from where I’m hiding, and I duck so they won’t see me watching on the stairs.

			“Okay, girls.” Coach Clay addresses the room, but his focus stays on Val. He points to the nearest erg. “Time for an experiment. Seeing as Miss Rocha was five minutes late, let’s set our machines for five thousand meters. We’ll race as hard and as fast as we can, and winner gets priority seating for the varsity eight.”

			“WHAT?”

			“That’s not fair!”

			“Coach—”

			An outcry sweeps the room, but Coach Clay ignores it and returns to the windows. Val begins to sit, but Coach Clay stops her.

			“Not you, Val. You are going to watch.”

			Val looks like she’s about to vomit, and my heart drops into my stomach. Cautiously, the varsity girls set their monitors, and Val shuffles over to stand with Coach Clay, her head hanging low and her red curls hiding her eyes.

			“Wait!”

			Before I can overthink it—or think about it at all—I run up the stairs. I drop my bag next to Margaret and take the machine next to her.

			“What are you doing?” Margaret hisses.

			I don’t know, so I ignore her, my attention on Coach Clay.

			“I want to do it too,” I finally say, breathlessly.

			Coach Clay examines me, blank-faced. I stare at Val over his shoulder, trying to apologize telepathically, but her face remains impassive. It’s obvious to me that it’s not fair, to Val or any of the others, to be punished this way, and it seems like the least I could do is suffer with them. Maybe it’s the way I can apologize. After a beat, Coach Clay nods the tiniest amount in agreement. I hurry out of the room to change into my practice gear, and when I get back to my machine, I find Margaret standing next to it.

			“Do you remember what this is?” She points to the numbers on my monitor.

			“The split,” I say, not making eye contact.

			“Correct. Your split is your average time per five hundred meters. So if you’re pulling a two oh five, it will take you two minutes and five seconds total.”

			“But we’re rowing five…thousand?”

			She nods, and I gulp.

			“Pick a split and hold it. No higher, no lower. If you don’t race smart, it’s going to hurt.”

			“I thought Coach Clay assigned seats already. Why is he doing this?”

			Something dark flashes across Margaret’s face.

			“Because he can.”

			“All right, girls.” Coach Clay raises his arm. “On my call. And when I say row…row.”

			I push the air out of my lungs and roll to the top of my erg. I risk glancing to my left and right, but I know without looking that we’re all in the same position. Me. Margaret. Goldie. Everyone except Val. We’re ready. There’s a buzz in my ears that drowns out all the rest of the boathouse, and I can feel the first stroke before I take it. I can feel what’s coming.

			And Margaret was right.

			It’s going to hurt.

			“Three. Two. One. Attention…””

		

	
		
			MARGARET
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			“ROW!”

			I lunge backward off my foot stretchers, pushing the pain out of my legs with my first stroke. For my starting five, I follow the girls at the front. India. Aliyah. Goldie. Their bodies swing forward and back in perfect time, and with the roaring sound of their machines, they look like a crashing wave.

			Goldie falls out of rhythm for one stroke, but gets it back on the next.

			That’s my girl.

			HandsawayBodyoverKneesbent—

			LegsdownBodybackHandsin—

			Erging is my least favorite part of rowing. And of all the different erg tests, 5ks are the worst. With a 2k, you can essentially sprint as fast and as hard as you can, but on the longer pieces, you have to pace yourself. Something that’s never come easily to me. The numbers on the screen respond to my movements, and I watch my split tumble as I pick up speed.

			2:05…2:03…1:57…1:56…

			Last spring, I set the fastest time on varsity for both 2k and 5k erg scores. Now I try to row as that version of me. For that version of me. For the girl who was a little faster, and who had no idea she’d have to fight this hard when she came back. I take a power-ten at the first thousand meters down, followed by the second. But I’m slipping. I started too fast, and I don’t know if I can keep it up.

			I have to keep it together. Keep it together. Keep it—

			“Come on, Margaret. Let’s GO!”

			The voice comes at the halfway mark and effectively breaks me and the race in two. Because it’s not Pri, as I would have expected.

			It’s Coach Clay.

			“One thousand meters left, what are you going to do? Show me what you got! Come on, Margaret! SHOW. ME.”

			I can’t tell if he’s cheering. Or yelling. I can’t remember if I ever could. The edges of my vision turn black, and I move faster than my stroke allows. My speed goes up, but my power goes down. I can’t breathe. I can’t get away. From him. A wild energy takes over, and I watch as my careful plan unravels, the numbers spinning out and up like the wind.

			1:54…1:55…2:00…2:05…

			I blink hard to clear the sweat from my eyes, and when I open them, I see Coach Clay at the front, tracking the girls closest to the BRC mural. But I keep pulling.

			HandsawayBodyoverKneesbent—

			LegsdownBodybackHandsin—

			“Douglas, you’re done! You’re done.”

			The color returns to my vision, and the tunnel spits me out the other side. I look away from my monitor and see Goldie in front of me, equally sweaty. But already done.

			Before…me.

			“You’re done,” Goldie repeats, slower this time. “Hey…you okay?”

			I slow to a paddle and survey the room. Pri is at my side before I can put down my handle, and she plants herself in front of my monitor without asking.

			“Douglas…breathe,” Goldie murmurs. She offers me her Gatorade.

			“What did you get?”

			“Douglas—”

			“What did you get?”

			“India got first place, and I was a second behind her,” Goldie admits, unsmiling. “That’s a PR for me.”

			“Whoa! Look at that!”

			We spin around at the genuine excitement in Pri’s voice. She’s already moved to Jo’s erg, scribbling furiously on her clipboard.

			“Great job, Jo! You and Douglas tied—”

			CRASH!

			I drop my handle, and the chain makes a teeth-biting crunch against my machine. It’s a novice move, at best, and it happens too fast for me to hide it. Everyone looks at me, and India and Aliyah exchange a glance.

			“Sorry,” I mutter to no one in particular.

			Coach Clay appears behind Jo like a storm cloud. He’s no longer holding his Diet Coke, and he has both hands tucked into his pockets. The waves on his chest expand as he leans forward to read Jo’s screen.

			“Excellent work, Bryant! Your old man is going to be proud. Make sure you tell him I say hi, okay?”

			“Okay.” Jo hesitates, still panting. She ignores my stare. “Thank you, Coach.”

			If I had the energy to scowl, I would. Because now, I’m angry. I know that Coach Clay knows a surprise erg test like this does nothing more than intimidate athletes. It’s not an appropriate measurement for someone’s skill; it’s a mind game. Meaning this was a stunt intended to guilt Val for being late and to remind the rest of us who is in charge.

			Coach Clay.

			I don’t know what game he’s playing…and I don’t know how I didn’t see it before.

			Coach Clay pats Jo on the head, and he steps back when he realizes Goldie and I are watching.

			“Looks like someone’s coming for you, Douglas.” Coach Clay chuckles. “Better watch your back…”

			

			—

			Everyone is in a foul mood after practice, and as a result, the locker room is busier than normal. I find myself squished next to Goldie by the showers, and we wait in a mutually pained silence while the girls in front of us grab their gear.

			“Ladies! La-deeeez!”

			Brooke calls for everyone to settle down. When no one does, Pri sticks two fingers in her mouth to whistle.

			“Thanks, Kapoor.” Brooke puts her hands on her hips. “Look, today sucked…right?”

			A handful of people mutter in agreement.

			“I was hoping to announce this under better circumstances, but this might be as posh a time as any.” Brooke sighs, twirling the claddagh ring on her finger. “I’m hosting a little get-together Friday night. The kind with music…and boys…and drinks. We’re going to keep it small. BRC and Kenmore, varsity only. No exceptions…unless they’re cute.”

			Eleanor whistles from across the room, and she’s not the only one excited by Brooke’s announcement. Meanwhile, I find myself instinctively searching for a glimpse of India’s neon headband before I realize what I’m doing. Because according to the tutor Coach Clay set us up with, this Saturday happens to be the next SAT testing day, and even if there is little India and I agree on right now, a late night beforehand is probably the last thing either of us wants.

			“Brooke, do you think a party is the best idea?” I ask, the words sounding flat even to me. “We only have a couple weeks until Head of the Charles.”

			“That’s the point.” Brooke snaps her fingers. “Everyone has been working so hard, and this will be our last chance to let loose. If we can’t get into a good headspace, none of us are going to row well. Let’s have a little fun. We deserve it!”

			I open my mouth to argue, but Goldie tugs on my sleeve. The energy in the locker room is slowly shifting back to normal, and I’m vastly outnumbered. Soon the crowd separates, and I seize the opportunity to grab my bag. Nothing like a party to get people out the door.

			“What do you think, Douglas?”

			“You know what I think, Goldie. But we’re not going to say anything that changes their minds.” I head for the exit. “We should check on Val.”

			Goldie sighs and follows me, but we don’t make it far before we discover a mob at the top of the stairs, blocking our way. Eleanor is a few steps ahead of us, and from her height, she has a clear line of sight into the parking lot below.

			“What is it, Eleanor?”

			She snaps her gum before responding.

			“Manslaughter.”

			I frown and edge forward for a better look.

			Val and Jo are standing behind Val’s Jeep, and, by the sound of it, Val is screaming at the top of her lungs. Jo is fighting tears. I hand Goldie my bag and shove my way into the lobby. No one attempts to stop me, and I can’t say that I blame them.

			“No! No way, we’re done!”

			“Val—”

			“You ruined everything.” Val’s voice cracks. “Coach Clay is going to use those results for Head of the Charles. Which means I’m now behind!”

			“Ergs don’t float,” Jo squeaks. One of Coach Clay’s favorite sayings.

			“Yeah, genius. But they don’t lie either.”

			Val places both hands on Jo’s shoulders and pushes her. I’m not sure if she intended for it to be anything more than a shove, but Jo trips over her bag and goes sprawling on the concrete. When she lands, she lands with one elbow first, and her phone shatters on impact.

			“Val! Stop it!” I bark. I skid to a stop next to Jo.

			“Look, I get it, Jo,” Val says, ignoring me. “You still think you’re too good for this shit. You think you don’t have to try at rowing because you’re Jo ‘The Brat’ Bryant. You’re a natural. You’re Coach Clay’s protégée. I mean, right? Isn’t that what he’s told you?”

			“He did, but that’s not why I—”

			“Deep down, you’re a show-off, Jo. If you can even be bothered to show up—”

			“Val,” I say again, appalled by her tone.

			Val snaps her mouth shut, and although I initially think it’s because of me, I’m quickly proven wrong. She and I both turn around at the sound of approaching footsteps, and my heart kicks up a notch when Seb races over from the footpath. Val presses her lips shut, her attention going to Seb, and then Jo.

			And, finally, back to me.

			“What’s going on?” Seb asks.

			Everyone ignores him.

			“We’re done, little one,” Val seethes. “Find another ride.”

			“Val, calm down. This isn’t—”

			“Seb.” Val looks to him. “You still need a ride…or what?”

			The change in conversation is so abrupt that it feels like I’m the one she shoved, but the way Val’s looking at me is a coincidence. It has to be.

			Otherwise…

			Val scrambles into her Jeep, but she forgets her BRC duffel on the ground. Seb throws her bag into the back seat and shoots me an apologetic look before following. I pull Jo away as Val starts the engine, and for one ridiculous moment I worry she might hit us. But the Jeep merely zips away.

			“It’s my fault we were late,” Jo tells me, slowly shaking her head from side to side. “She’s not going to forgive me…is she?”

			“She will,” I say.

			But something tells me Jo knows I’m lying.
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			Clay Albright: The Man, the Myth, the Head Coach

			Last weekend, I sat down with the man changing the face of high school athletics. Clay Albright has been at Boston Rowing Club for the past ten years, and in our time together, we discussed not only where he’s been, but where we wants his team to go next.

			Q: When did you first start rowing?

			Goodness. Well, I guess I was in high school. I had never heard of rowing before, but during my first year, a handful of guys saw me walking between classes and pulled me aside. They said I looked strong and I should join their club. So I did. Within a year I was recruited to the US Youth National Team.

			Q: Is it true that you trained at the Olympic Development Program alongside George “The Giant” Bryant?

			Yes. But he was known as “Little” George at the time.

			Q: Why did you become a coach?

			I was injured before tryouts for the Olympic team. It was the last race of our training season, and in three strokes—one, two, pop!—I lost my career. I took time off to process, but, as I tell my girls now, I couldn’t stay away. I see coaching as an opportunity to give back while also moving forward. (He laughs.) Which…is a lot like rowing.

			Q: What are you most excited about this season?

			Head of the Charles.

			Q: What is the greatest challenge this season?

			Head of the Charles.

			Q: If there is one thing you could tell people about your sport, what would it be?

			Anyone can row. (He laughs again.) But rowing isn’t for everyone…

			—THE BOSTON BUGLE

			 

		

	
		
			MARGARET
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			Brooke lives in a colonial mansion just ten minutes away from the BRC boathouse.

			Yes…a literal mansion.

			From certain angles, it looks like the setting for a period drama. Others, a horror movie. There are imposing pillars at the door, stained-glass windows marking the space between, and hedges trimmed into different shapes along the driveway. But once Friday arrives, no one is interested in the chandeliers or the marble foyer or the bust of some ancient Greek god whose nose was broken and glued back on, upside down, after Brooke’s first Saint Patrick’s Day party. The Kiwis are at the main entrance to greet me, both sisters in plunging bedazzled jumpsuits and matching booties, but I doubt the heels are what is making Amelia sway.

			It’s a tradition for someone on our team to collect cellphones and keys at the beginning of every house party to prevent, and enable, as many bad decisions as possible. A tradition everyone is taking seriously after Aliyah’s temporary suspension. Still, I’m reluctant to hand over my own, and after I do, I make a beeline downstairs.

			Because the best part of any mansion is the basement.

			At the bottom of the stairs, the floor splits into a V. One side is an open area with a wooden floor for dancing, and around the corner is a fully stocked bar and a wall of vibrant pinball machines. Brooke’s dad is a collector, and the air crackles with beeps and bangs and flashing lights from his favorites. Meanwhile, the Kenmore boys have wasted no time setting up a beer pong tournament, and instead of putting the cups into a normal pyramid, they are stacked eight in a line like a crew shell. Ryan Sullivan and Adam Grant kick things off as the defending champions, and once I get a drink of my own, I find Eleanor and Brooke playing against them.

			“Two…one…SINK IT!”

			“Power ten!”

			“Finish strong—”

			“Waaaaaay-ENOUGH!”

			Eleanor and Brooke high-five, the winners of the round. The boys groan.

			“Suck my dick, stud muffins!” Eleanor shouts. She slaps a hand on the Twilight Zone game behind her, and the pinball machine chatters triumphantly.

			One of Seb’s friends is attempting to DJ on the other side of the basement, and he starts looping a Lorde remix with a furious bass line. After Eleanor and Brooke lose their next game, I decline the invite to play with them, and I move to station myself at the bar. Where it doesn’t take long before Seb materializes next to me.

			“Can I get you another drink?”

			“Prosecco, please.”

			Seb flags down one of the guys tending the liquor cabinet. “Jungle juice not your thing?”

			I force a smile and hand him my empty cup. In the corner of the party is a plastic bin filled to the brim with chopped fruit, Gatorade, Powerade, Liquid I.V., and at least four different types of alcohol. The combination of colors has turned the whole thing a dangerous shade of violet.

			“How’s Val doing?” I ask.

			Seb makes a face.

			“She seems better than she was on Wednesday, but she doesn’t want to talk about what happened. You blame her?”

			I grimace as the music changes to another song, even faster and louder than the last.

			“No. I don’t,” I confess. Our bartender skips back to us, and I accept my next drink with a thank you. “Coach Clay took Val out of the Artemis to prove a point. Everyone knows that 5k was bogus.”

			“Does this mean you’re no longer defending him?”

			“I…don’t know.”

			Seb watches me over his cup, but he doesn’t push the issue. “How’s your novice friend?”

			“Alive. But she’s avoiding Val. And me.”

			“Figures. Jo will be okay, though.”

			“How can you be so sure?”

			“Easy. She’s a spitfire.” Seb laughs. “She reminds me of you.”

			Before I can respond, Seb shifts his weight from one side to the other, and I spot Goldie waving from the dance floor. I excuse myself and he makes no effort to stop me, although I do see a flash of disappointment that he’s not trying particularly hard to hide. Something stings my mouth when I take a sip of my drink, but I’m not sure if it’s the alcohol or the bubbles. On the dance floor, Goldie is wearing a holographic fanny pack and a T-shirt cut into a seventies fringe, and when she twirls into my arms, both the fringe and her hair fan out like a jellyfish.

			When everything at the party drops to slow motion, it takes me a moment to realize it’s because the DJ has unceremoniously switched to a slow song. A love song. I seize my next chance to disentangle from the dance floor, and while I flop onto a couch to watch the others, Goldie runs off for more drinks. But when I spot Val approach Seb at the bar, I can’t help but feel miles away.

			A moment later, someone else sits next to me.

			The first and last someone I wanted to see.

			“Hey,” I say.

			India stares at me without turning her head. For a second, I wonder if she sat down without realizing I was already here, but based on the awkward distance between us, she knows precisely where I am.

			“Didn’t think you’d be here with the SAT tomorrow,” I admit.

			“Someone has to keep an eye on things,” India mutters. She crumples her cup into her fist, and the crack of plastic on plastic makes me wince. “I know Brooke thinks it’s a good idea to blow off steam, or whatever. But I’m not risking it.”

			I laugh. It’s the same thought I had when Brooke announced her party.

			“I meant why are you sitting here?”

			It’s too dark to tell, but I think India rolls her eyes.

			“My feet hurt, okay? Some asshole in a bucket hat stepped on me, and Aliyah is getting ice.”

			“India…” I begin, then stop myself. I take a breath and try again. “I want to apologize—”

			“Then do it,” she snaps, catching me off guard. “Come on.”

			I open my mouth, except this time nothing comes out.

			“Classic Captain Douglas.” India shakes her head, smoothing her ponytail with one hand. “Always wanting to do the right thing, and always needing to take the credit first. That ego must be exhausting, huh? If you finally want to apologize for leaving BRC—”

			“I don’t.”

			India throws back her head to laugh. “You don’t know how to say sorry, do you?”

			I lean back into the couch with my arms folded. Telling Jo the truth about Nationals was like releasing the steam out of a teapot, the teapot being my skull. For a moment, I could see and feel clearly both everything that happened with Emma and all the ways I’ve let my silence trap me since. Maybe I don’t need to make amends with everyone, but this is long overdue.

			If it’s not too late.

			“I want to apologize for leaving you,” I say, finding the words one at a time. “I used to know exactly what you were thinking, India. I knew what you were feeling. When we rowed together, we were like the same person. I knew when you were pulling too hard, or when you were distracted and would steer us off course. We were closer than I ever was with Val or Goldie…or anyone. And I should have known how you would feel. I should have told you I wasn’t coming back.”

			“So why didn’t you?”

			“I didn’t think I could,” I say. Which is the truth. “I didn’t want to hurt you.”

			“What do you mean? You couldn’t have texted me? Or called? You didn’t think letting me find out on my own would hurt more? You didn’t think I deserved to know why?”

			“India…where were you on the last night of Nationals?”

			India’s expression tightens, but I can’t tell if my question makes her suspicious or puts her on the defense. I’m also starting to wonder where Aliyah is with her ice.

			“I told you. I was with my mom. Drop it.”

			“But you weren’t.” I shake my head. “I know you’re lying. I saw her with Coach Clay. So what—”

			“Drop. It.”

			I nod, and I do.

			“Tell me, Margie. If you knew me so well, do you know why I’m taking the SAT tomorrow? Again?”

			I shake my head.

			“Because,” India snaps, “the first four times weren’t perfect.”

			Suddenly, anything and everything I’ve felt for India is overpowered by an immense sadness. I picture her Beacon Hill apartment, and the untouched piano, and her mom, and all the practices we’ve spent together, one of us directly behind the other. India’s foot begins bouncing in the air between us, and the only other sign she’s uneasy is that the silver chain at her neck is twisted. If this summer had never happened, I would fix it without her needing to ask, and I wouldn’t so desperately want her to say thank you.

			“I’m sorry,” I say again. “I shouldn’t have left.”

			“Yeah. And you shouldn’t have come back.”

			Someone shrieks, and both our heads snap up.

			Goldie is back in action, fighting her way behind the DJ table and queuing the next song before anyone can stop her. At the same time, Val has taken Seb by the hand, and I can’t do anything but stare as she drags him onto the dance floor for the last moments of the slow song. They fit perfectly into one another, his chin at the top of her forehead, and her hands move softly up his neck. Val seems to whisper something, and Seb nods, and when the song ends, she leads him outside to the patio.

			India watches me coolly.

			“Why do you look like the one who got stomped on?”

			“No idea,” I mutter, glaring at my half-empty Solo cup.

			“Tsk. Come on, Margie. Even I know.”

			“Yeah, I thought you might—”

			“You’re in love with him!”

			I flinch and glance at India, not saying a word. She matches my stare, the lights of the pinball machines flashing across her face in spots of color.

			“No. I’m not.”

			She arches an eyebrow.

			“You didn’t even ask who I’m talking about.” India sighs. “C’mon…Dougie. You were in love with Seb before he and Val started dating. And if you weren’t so focused on becoming captain, you might have had the balls to ask him out first. The issue was never choosing between a guy or your friends…it was between a guy and rowing.”

			“How would you know?”

			“Tsk. Fact: I also used to know exactly what you were thinking.” India gazes toward the patio, where Val and Seb have since vanished. “Fact: Val was never your best friend…I was.”

			I drop my eyes to the sticky floor, and when I look up, India is walking away from me to the bar. The significance of her words hits me gradually, and then all at once, like a riptide, and it takes everything in my power not to go running after her.

			Because India is many things. And now…she’s completely right.
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					JO: everything is ready!

				

			

			
				
					JO: i mean

				

			

			
				
					JO: im pretty sure we’re ready

				

			

			
				
					JO: lol

				

			

			
				
					JO: …text me when you arrive?

				

			

			I’m sitting on the front steps of Brooke’s place, one hand on my phone, the other holding down my dress to make sure the bottom doesn’t blow up in the breeze. Although she had specified that tonight was only for varsity, after Eleanor told her—that I told India—about Hunter’s DJing, Brooke tracked me down and insisted that I come. If I brought Hunter. I check my phone again to see if he’s responded to my totally chill text blast, and I’m careful to avoid the chunk of glass that’s missing from where my phone hit the concrete. After Val shoved me.

			I lied when George saw it.

			For the rest of the week, I managed to get to and from BRC by taking the T, and Eleanor offered me a ride from practice to Brooke’s party. Val is resolved to pretend I don’t exist, and I don’t blame her. Because of Wednesday’s 5k, she’s officially been bumped out of the varsity eight, and it’s anyone’s guess if she races at Head of the Charles. Val’s animosity has also made it impossible to tell her about seeing Margaret and Seb together last weekend, but after everything Val screamed at me in the parking lot, I’m not sure it’s my place to say anything.

			To anyone.

			Someone taps my shoulder, but when I turn, there’s no one there. When I turn the other way, I see Goldie swaying in place. She giggles and takes a swig of her drink before plopping next to me.

			“Look at you! All grown-up and everything,” Goldie chirps, indicating my outfit. I opted for a black dress with silver sequins, and it’s the first time I’ve unpacked it since moving in with George. “I think you had a growth spurt.”

			“Yeah?”

			Goldie nods.

			“Have you seen Val?”

			Goldie shakes her head.

			“You waiting for your DJ?” she asks.

			“I am,” I say, checking my phone again. “He sent me his location. Should be here any minute.”

			“Whoaaaaa! No phones allowed!”

			Before I can react, Goldie snatches my phone and flees inside. I’m about to chase her when I see Hunter coming up the driveway. He’s wearing all black except for his sneakers, a pair of bright white Converse—the same as mine—and I see his feet before the rest of him. When he’s closer, I realize he’s carrying his laptop and DJ controller under one arm and several electric cables with the other. I’m more than a little surprised when he goes for a hug.

			Like just friends always do.

			“Hi, neighbor,” I say. “Glad you found it okay.”

			“A place like this is hard to miss,” Hunter says, gesturing to the mansion behind me. A handful of people have started to smoke in the backyard, and at that moment one of the Kenmore boys walks by inexplicably carrying an oar over his shoulder—and we duck to avoid it. When we stand, Hunter and I laugh, any tension dissolved by our near decapitation.

			“You got everything you need?” I ask.

			When he nods, I lead Hunter to the basement. We’re in time to see another one of the Kenmore boys try to take ten shots back-to-back—and he swallows only three before he ducks under the bar to vomit.

			People boo.

			“Jesus. Are they all like this?” Hunter laughs.

			I linger at the edge of the dance floor and follow Hunter’s gaze, trying to see the chaos through his eyes. Goldie and Brooke are squabbling over the DJ table, and the music jumps from one song to the next. Taylor Swift. Lady Gaga. Kendrick. And back to Taylor Swift. But the partygoers don’t seem to mind—and one of the coxswains from Kenmore starts crowd-surfing. I spot the Kiwis as they take a lap around the beer pong table, and Eleanor follows on their heels, collecting bets. When I look back at Hunter, I can tell by the dazed look in his eye that he’s totally out of his element.

			Which means I can be the one to play tour guide.

			“Yeah. They are.” I smile, leaning in so he can hear me. Hunter smiles back, knocking his shoulder into mine, and heads for the DJ table. I’m about to follow him when Goldie materializes between us. Eyes wild.

			“I found Val!” she squeals. “Come with me!”

			“Oh, Goldie wait—”

			Goldie does nothing of the sort. Instead she gives me her cup and uses both hands to haul me across the basement. She points through the glass doors to the patio, and I see Val and Seb outside. I look back to make sure Hunter is okay on his own, and I relax when I see he’s happily talking to Amelia. So with Goldie’s encouragement, I let myself outside.

			Val and Seb are still talking in hushed voices. Val is wearing a shade of lipstick that’s even redder than her hair—and in this lighting, her lips almost seem purple.

			It’s only when I close the door that I realize they are arguing.

			“We can’t keep having this talk, Val.”

			“You think I don’t know that?”

			“No, I…” Seb has his back to me and shakes his head. But I don’t need to see his face to hear how sad he sounds. “We agreed it’s over. Didn’t we? What else do you want me to say?”

			“I want you to tell me what you’re thinking for once.” Val crosses her arms. “You always let other people think for you. Me, your parents, literally anyone except for you. That’s the only reason you’re still rowing, isn’t it?”

			“That’s not fair—”

			“But it’s true!” she shouts. “I want you to tell me the reason, the real reason, why you broke up with me. I deserve that.”

			“Val—”

			“Seb. I love you,” Val interrupts. “Which means I know when you’re hiding something. And you are! I just…don’t know why. Do you?”

			Seb stares at her, silent. And the next thing I know, he’s walking toward me—behind me—and back into the basement. Leaving Val and me alone.

			“Val…”

			“What do you want?” Val barks. But her voice wobbles. She angles herself away, and when she shoves her glasses up on her nose, I suspect it’s to hide her tears. My apology for what happened this week at practice is suddenly irrelevant.

			“Why…”

			“Why what?” Val demands. “Why did I lie about our breakup being mutual? Why am I still talking to that loser? Spit it out or peace out, little one. I don’t have all night.”

			“Why did you join BRC?”

			Stunned by my question, Val and I stand in a frosty silence. But eventually, she sighs and takes a seat on one of the wicker patio chairs, and I sit next to her as cautiously as I can.

			“I played other sports before,” Val says. “Soccer. Volleyball. Basketball.” She grimaces at the last one. “But it wasn’t until rowing that I found where I belonged. My cousin started rowing at Kenmore, and I still remember going to his first race. I couldn’t believe what I saw. Everyone was so…together.” Val snaps her fingers. “I don’t care about rowing in college. I’m one of the few who don’t. Honestly, none of the schools I’m looking at even have a crew team. This sport has only ever been about spending time with the people I love. Goldie, Douglas…” Her voice constricts. “Seb.”

			My eyes go to the party.

			“I know you don’t understand—”

			“No, I do,” I say, and I mean it. “I do now.”

			Val gives me an up-down.

			“What are you still doing here, little one?”

			I suck my lips over my braces. I’m not sure if she’s asking about Brooke’s party, or BRC, or even Boston in general. I think of my mom, and my deal with George, and seeing Seb and Margaret in the North End—but here next to Val, there’s only one answer to her question.

			“Because…BRC is my team,” I say. “And…I wanted to apologize for the 5k. Again.”

			Val snorts at the last part. She stands, and for a moment I think she’s going to hug me, but she changes her mind and looks into my cup.

			“What the hell are you drinking?”

			I show her Goldie’s mysterious concoction.

			“Well, that’s…gross.” Val shivers, and I finally realize how cold it is. “Let’s get you something better, and you can apologize when I’m not freezing my tits off.”

			“Promise?”

			“Promise.” Val smiles, a real smile, and tousles my hair. “One drink won’t kill anyone.”
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			“Dougie?”

			I know it’s Seb as soon as he walks in, but I pretend not to notice. Like every other part of Brooke’s mansion, even the laundry room is impressive, and I’m sitting on one of three dryers while my shirt pinwheels inside. After talking to India, I tried to make myself invisible next to the wall of pinball machines, but my plan backfired when a Kenmore boy in a bucket hat spilled jungle juice on me. When Seb sees I’m only partly dressed, but before the moment can be awkward, he peels off his Brooks Brothers sweater and hands it to me, revealing a familiar periwinkle shirt underneath. I promptly slide the sweater over my arms, and when my head pops out the other side to see Seb watching me, I wonder how it’s possible that putting clothes on feels even more intimate than taking them off.

			“You okay?” Seb puts his hand on my lower back, but I slide away and force myself to stand. The noise from the party is muted on the other side of the door, and it reminds me of being underwater. But it’s still loud enough to remind me we’re not alone.

			We never were…if I think about it.

			“I’m fine,” I mutter.

			Seb stares at me for a moment. Then another. Then I start pacing, my eyes on the black-and-green tile as I count my steps. The prosecco is making my thoughts blurry, and any relief I thought I would feel is long gone. Instead, it’s us and the laundry room. And the tile. Black. Green. Black. Green.

			“Douglas?”

			“Why did you kiss me at Nationals?” I whisper.

			“Because I wanted to?”

			I laugh humorlessly.

			“I like you, Seb. I’ve liked you for a long time,” I say. “But that night was a mistake. If it hadn’t happened, I might have stopped Emma from leaving. Everything I’ve done since has been to fix that one decision. Nothing else is going to happen between us. It can’t.”

			“But you said you—”

			“I know what I said,” I interrupt. “But I lost everything. My captaincy. My seat. And my team. Because I chose you.” I scowl. “And did anything change in your life?”

			“Yes. I lost you.”

			I lurch to a stop. Seb stares at the wall over my shoulder, and I’m grateful he doesn’t look at me. I don’t know what I would do if I had to stare at those light green eyes for another second. Outside the laundry room, the music fades from a thumping EDM beat to a painfully slow Taylor Swift song.

			“I hate this song.”

			“I know you do.”

			I’m not sure which of us reaches for the other, but suddenly Seb is pulling me close. We are nose to nose, stomach to stomach, and I never knew I could feel this way about a stomach before.

			“One…two…three…”

			Playfully, easily, Seb counts a waltz, and it reminds me of counting my breaths. I loop my arms around his neck, hoping if I keep myself pressed against him, I can keep my heart safely inside my ribs. He rests his cheek against mine, but there’s something about the gesture that’s sadder than it should be. Something like a goodbye.

			“If it weren’t for Val, do you think we…”

			He stops when I shake my head.

			“We only became close because of her. Because I could be myself around you, and you could see the real me. I didn’t have to plan, or lead, or worry about taking care of things. Which is what I do with everyone else at BRC.”

			“Yeah, well.” He indicates our feet. “You’re totally leading now.”

			“Shut up.”

			Seb laughs and pushes my hair back from my face.

			I try to step away, but Seb holds on. I can no longer tell if we’re spinning or the room is.

			“Seb—”

			“I thought this was a one-time thing.”

			I yank back at the voice, half expecting to see Jo in the doorway.

			But it’s Val.

			Her cheeks, eyes, and mouth are all the same red as her hair, and her hands hang open at her sides. Val’s expression is oddly stoic, and before I can try to read into it, she steps forward and slams the door with everything she has, the sound making me flinch. I’m so startled to see her, I don’t immediately realize that neither Seb nor I have pulled away. And when I look at him, he’s just as confused as I am.

			“Did you—”

			“No! No one had to tell me anything.” Val spits out her words. “I have eyes. Remember? And I know when people are keeping secrets, especially when those people are supposed to be my friends. I just didn’t think you’d be stupid enough to do this again.”

			“Val,” I blurt out. “Wait. Can we talk and—”

			“And what?” she demands.

			And…someone screams.
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			Everyone loves Hunter. 

			When I find him, he’s already finished setting up his equipment, a premade playlist called Boat Bangers in the queue. Then—despite my protesting—Hunter surprises me with a vinyl stool to sit on beside him while he mixes. He also makes a point to give me his over-ear headphones, which Goldie keeps pointing at from across the room. The energy in the basement shifts as soon as Hunter takes over—everyone dancing now, not just Goldie, and it seems like there are twice as many people as there were before.

			Maybe there are.

			Or maybe it’s because rowers love being told what to do, and Hunter keeps doing just that.

			To the right, to the right, to the right, to the right—

			Clap, clap, clap, clap your hands—

			Wobble baby, wobble baby, wobble baby, wobble—

			When the lights flash in time with the bass, I realize that the electric cables Hunter brought with him are strips of custom LED lights.

			And the crowd goes wild.

			After an hour, Hunter surprises me again by asking if I want to play beer pong, and I surprise both of us by saying yes. We jump in across from the Taylor sisters, and each time they call for a power-ten we drop for ten push-ups—or ten crunches—or risk having to take ten shots of their choice between us before the next throw. When I shout for a sprint, Amelia starts running in place while Olivia chugs her drink. And when I catch Hunter beaming at me, I’m secretly grateful for everything I’ve learned about rowing—though I never imagined it would come in handy like this.

			Soon, Pri climbs onto someone’s shoulders, and she coaches us from above:

			“STARBOARD!” she shouts.

			The Taylors stack their last two cups on the right side of the table.

			“Way-enough! Way-enough!”

			Eleanor cuts through the crowd before Hunter can make his next throw. She’s wearing a halter top and a leather skirt, and her smile tells me to be worried about whatever she is going to say next.

			“I think we should make this a little more interesting!”

			“What do you have in mind?” I ask.

			“For every shot you miss…one of you has to take off a piece of clothing.” She taps her fingers on her lips. “From your partner.”

			The Kenmore boys wolf-whistle.

			Pri shushes them.

			“Fine by me,” Hunter says. I hesitate, but before I can argue he throws again—and misses.

			This time Pri howls along with the others.

			“You’re welcome,” Eleanor whispers to me.

			Before I can respond Hunter plants himself in front of me, both arms lifted.

			“You don’t have to impress anybody here,” I say, trying to buy time.

			“It’s no big deal. Ready when you are.”

			I take the bottom of his T-shirt in my fingers, testing the fabric before I pull it up and over. It gets stuck around his chin and I shyly step forward, the smell of Tom Ford even stronger. I’m trying so hard not to stare at Hunter’s arms that it takes me a moment to see the tiny tattoo between his heart and collarbone—a blob of green and orange, with a familiar-looking baseball cap. The Green Monstah mascot.

			“You…actually did it,” I say, remembering the way Aiden teased him about it on our first day. “Was it for charity?”

			“Nah. A dare.” He grins in a way that sends my stomach into freefall. “Your turn.”

			I hand Hunter his shirt and fish a ball out of the nearest cup. When I throw, the room goes silent—and when it lands, everyone goes nuts.

			“Holy moly!” Goldie shrieks.

			Hunter grabs me in a hug and twirls me in a circle.

			“We did it!” I cheer, my arms around his neck, and suddenly aware of all the places his skin is touching mine.

			“Hell yeah, we did!” he crows. “Winner owes winner a drink, right?”

			“Okay! Sure!”

			He smiles again and leaves, but he’s barely been gone for a full second when Eleanor and Brooke take his place.

			“He can’t keep his eyes off you!” Brooke squeals, pawing at my dress. “Or his shirt on—”

			Someone bumps into me and I stumble, both of the varsity girls rushing to prop me up.

			“Steady on your feet there, lady. What are you drinking?”

			I show them my long-empty Solo cup. Brooke sniffs it and grimaces.

			“Goldie gave it to me,” I say.

			“Uh-huh. And how many have you had?”

			“Two,” I say, holding up three fingers.

			“Oh boy.”

			Brooke glances over her shoulder, although I can’t imagine whom or what she’s looking for.

			“I’m looking for your mom,” she says, and I must have asked the question out loud. “Where’s Val?”

			“Better question. Is the DJ your boyfriend?” Eleanor asks. Seeing my face, she frowns and spins me to the dance floor.

			One of the Kenmore boys has taken Hunter’s place at the DJ table, and while most people stand in an awkward semicircle, Hunter and one of the Taylor sisters are dancing. Together. I can’t tell if it’s Olivia or Amelia—because they are on top of one another. Hunter’s hands on her waist, her hips tucked into his, and they do each of the moves in perfect sync. To the right. To the right. To the left. To the left. They don’t kiss, but they don’t have to. The image burns into my mind.

			“No,” I finally answer, reminding myself. “We’re just friends.”

			“Wait, Jo, let’s find Val before you—”

			I push away from Brooke and try to make it out of the basement undetected, but Hunter must notice, because I hear him call my name. He catches me on the stairs. Two Kenmore boys are aggressively making out against the wall, but they don’t care enough about us to stop what they are doing.

			“Jo! Where you going?”

			“It’s nothing. I just…” I force a shrug. “I thought you came here for me.”

			“I did.” Hunter throws an arm around me. “I came here to keep you safe from the crewers, remember?”

			“No, you didn’t,” I say, pushing away. “Look, I know I don’t have any friends at Walden. But I was okay with it. Because I thought we were friends. Just friends. Whatever. But friends don’t make friends feel like—”

			“Like what?” Hunter steps back. “And why do you think I’m your only friend at school? You spend all your time rowing, or complaining about rowing, and you don’t try to make friends. That’s why you don’t have any!”

			My jaw falls open. Not only is the couple next to us now staring, but so is everyone within hearing range. Someone loops their fingers through mine, and when I look sideways, Goldie is next to me on the stairs.

			“Jo has friends,” Goldie says, sincere despite slurring her words. “And her friends think it’s time for you to leave.”

			Hunter blanches.

			“I didn’t mean—”

			“Holy—”

			I feel what happens next.

			Goldie’s fingers slip from mine like a whisper, and she drops down the stairs. She smacks her head on the end of the bar and lands face down like she’s belly flopping into a pool. But she doesn’t resurface.

			She doesn’t move.

			And—someone screams.
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			Seb, Val, and I rush out of the laundry room to see Goldie flat on her stomach, one arm twisted at an angle. It looks like she hit the counter on the way down, and there’s some type of liquid pooling near her forehead.

			I can’t tell if it’s blood or jungle juice.

			“Ruth!”

			Someone shouts her name, her real name, and it takes me a moment to recognize my own voice. I rush forward and turn Goldie onto her back, cradling her face in my hands.

			“Give them some room—”

			“Oh my god!”

			“Goldie?”

			I hold a hand over her mouth to see if she’s still breathing, and when I take it away I’m surprised to see foam on her lips. Suddenly, I’m in two places at once: crouched here in Brooke’s basement and back on the Nationals beach, kneeling next to Emma. Checking for a pulse.

			Finding one.

			“She fell,” someone whispers at my side. Jo. She’s crying, and she doesn’t wipe the tears off her face. I’m not sure she realizes.

			“Call an ambulance!” I shout. But no one moves. I look away from Goldie, and a dozen blank faces stare back at me, pale and glowing in the dark.

			Then, mercifully, someone drops to their knees beside us.

			“Hiya. We need an ambulance,” India orders, pinching her phone between her chin and shoulder. “Yeah. Right fucking now would be great. Thanks.”

			Relief floods my chest, and I wave Jo closer.

			“Get everyone out of here.”

			“Me? But—”

			“I’m not asking, Jo. Now!”

			Jo closes her mouth. But, like a dutiful soldier, she grabs the girls closest to her and marches to the stairs. When I turn the other way, I see Val and Seb standing motionless across the room, Val’s mouth hanging open in a perfect O.

			“You too,” I say. “Everyone out.”

			“Ambulance is on the way,” India tells me. She sets her phone on speaker and puts it on the ground between us, followed by Goldie’s fanny pack. I don’t know how she kept her phone hidden from the Kiwis, or where she found the pack, but I’m glad she did. I search through Goldie’s things as the room starts emptying of bodies.

			“What are you looking for?”

			“Her ID. We’ll need to show the…”

			The words shrivel in my mouth. Because nestled behind Goldie’s lipstick, I find an unmistakable orange pill bottle. The label has been mostly scratched off, and when I shake it, a dozen teeny tiny pills jump to the top, like the TicTacs my gran keeps in her purse. But they’re not candy, and there’s no way to misinterpret who or what the bottle must be for.

			“Douglas…?” India asks, wary. “What was she taking?”

			I turn the meds over, dreading the answer. But nothing can prepare me for what I find.

			Rx: Clay Albright

			“Hello…Douglas?

			I can’t breathe.

			I can’t.

			Breathe.

			Because none of this makes any sense. Because Goldie is healthy. Because Coach Clay is Coach Clay. He’s not that kind of coach. He’s the one who sees the best in us, who pushes us to find that best, and he would never do something, anything, that could put us in danger. Especially not something like this.

			But how does Goldie have a prescription with his name on it?

			Where would he get the pills from?

			And why?

			Ten…Nine…Ten…Nine…

			India is waiting for me to respond, and I eventually give up on counting to show her the bottle. But I cover Coach Clay’s name with my thumb at the last second.

			“I don’t know. But mixed with whatever Goldie was drinking—”

			“Did you know she was on them? Did anyone?”

			I shake my head and look to see who’s left around us. Seb and Jo are working together to herd both teams out of the basement, and Val is standing exactly where she was a moment ago. She stares at me without moving, as disturbed as I am, frozen.

			“Did you know Goldie was on something?” I shout. I don’t know who I’m angry at. Val. Coach Clay. Goldie. Maybe all of them combined.

			Val shakes her head.

			“Damn it, Ruth…” India pets her forehead. “Why were you hiding this?”

			I look down in time to see India’s touch linger on Goldie’s lips. She peels a braid from the sweat on her forehead, but Goldie doesn’t open her eyes.

			“You should go, India. I can handle this,” I say. There’s a long pause, and I look up, surprised to see India still with me. As I watch, she reaches for something at the base of Goldie’s neck, and a moment later she untangles a familiar chain with a sun pendant from her shirt. I realize I’ve seen the necklace before, but the last time it was with its twin, a matching silver chain with a moon.

			India’s necklace.

			“You’re an idiot, Douglas.” She exhales. “I’m not going anywhere.”

			India lifts Goldie’s hand, softly kissing the inside of her wrist and winding their fingers together in her lap. When I don’t speak, she holds out her other hand to me, pinkie first, and the childishness of the gesture almost makes me laugh. Instead of locking fingers, I grab her forearm, pulling her into as much of a hug as I can manage with Goldie cradled between us.

			We stay together until the ambulance arrives.
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			I’m not sure when I fall asleep, but when I wake up, the sun has beaten me to it. From Goldie’s hospital room, there is a picture-perfect view of the Zakim Bridge: its white cables stretched taut like the sails on a pirate ship. The morning light is pale and watered down, and although I turn my face toward the sun, I can’t feel the warmth behind the glass. It strikes me that in another reality, India and I should both be waking up and getting ready for the SAT. I could probably still make it, if I run.

			Instead, I’m here…and I’m not going anywhere.

			India and I sat with Goldie in the time between her arrival at the hospital and when her parents got here, India at Goldie’s bedside while I took the vinyl chair by the window. Now I’m surprised to see I’m the only one in the room with Goldie, and I blink the sleep out of my eyes.

			“Morning, Cap’n Douglas.”

			I twist around to the bed. Goldie is propped up with pillows, and she looks weaker than I’ve ever seen her.

			“You’re awake,” I almost wail. I hug her loosely, afraid of any sudden movements. One of Goldie’s arms is in a light-blue cast, and the nurses told us they want to watch her for a concussion. “How you feeling, lady?”

			“Been better, been worse.”

			“I bet.”

			“India dragged my parents off to get coffee,” Goldie explains, her eyes going to India’s vacant seat. “I think she wanted to let you sleep.”

			I smile, but it doesn’t reach my eyes.

			“What is it?”

			I turn back to the window, silent. Knowing that Goldie is watching me. I realize how easy it would be for both of us to skip this conversation. But I can’t. So I cross my arms, take a breath, and put the pill bottle on the blanket next to her. India and I made sure to tell the EMTs that Goldie was taking something, but we agreed to keep the actual bottle hidden until one of us could talk to Goldie.

			And I still haven’t told India the real reason why.

			“Did Coach Clay give you these?”

			Goldie fiddles with the pills, uncharacteristically timid. But what she says next catches me off guard.

			“It’s my fault.”

			“How—”

			“I have a spinal injury. A bad one. I told Coach Clay, and he got me the pills over the summer. It wasn’t a big deal; they’re muscle relaxers, and I was only supposed to take them when it hurt too much. Last night, I wasn’t thinking. I knew I shouldn’t mix them with alcohol. I should have known better.”

			“Goldie—”

			“I just wanted to have fun.” Her bottom lip trembles. “And not worry about rowing. Have you ever felt that way?”

			“You should have told someone. You could have told me.”

			“I thought you guys would think I’m weak.” Goldie creases the bedsheets with her fingers. “And Coach Clay didn’t want people to think he’s playing favorites.”

			I try to hide my scowl, but Goldie catches it.

			“I’m sorry, Douglas. Please don’t be mad. Please.”

			“I—”

			I stop myself from telling a lie. My brain is reeling with Goldie’s confession about her pills, and Coach Clay’s involvement, and if I weren’t as tired as I am, I might be able to keep up with my thoughts. Because the truth is, I am mad. I’m furious.

			Just…not at her.

			“Goldie, there’s something you should know.”

			The story about Nationals comes out inch by inch. I tell Goldie everything I can: How I saw Emma leave the hotel, tried to go to Coach Clay for help, and ultimately chose being with Seb over getting more involved. How Coach Clay and I decided I should take time off to protect myself and BRC from any backlash for what happened. How I assumed everything would go back to normal, and how wrong I was. Goldie settles into her pillows while I explain, but she never takes her eyes off me. When I’m done, she pats the bed, and I sit next to her, my head on her shoulder.

			“I can’t believe Val walked in on you and Seb. Sorry I couldn’t collapse sooner.”

			“That’s all you have to say?” I ask. Goldie smiles. “And…you and India, huh?”

			“I have a thing for headbands.”

			I elbow her as carefully as I can.

			“India was with me that last night at Nationals,” Goldie admits.

			“Why did she lie to me?”

			“India might be out at the boathouse, but her mom still doesn’t want people at her school to know she’s gay.” Goldie sighs and looks to the hallway. A nurse passes us with a rolling cart, but there’s no sign of India or Goldie’s parents. “When we started talking, she asked that we keep it a secret. And she broke things off after Nationals because she said she needed to focus on rowing. After…” Goldie doesn’t finish the thought. But I know what comes next. After I left.

			“And you…like her?”

			“Yeah. A lot.”

			Goldie and I sit in an almost comfortable silence. My body is still trying to catch up to my racing thoughts, but there is one that sticks out brighter than the rest. It never occurred to me I wasn’t the only one at BRC who was hiding something. But while I’ve been keeping my life outside the boathouse a secret from my team, it sounds like India’s been doing the opposite, and I don’t know which is worse.

			“Do you know if Coach Clay is giving pills to anyone else?” I force myself to ask.

			“No. He made an exception for me, because he needed me in the varsity eight.”

			I stare at the bottle, and Coach Clay’s name, until I blink and see it written inside my eyelids. “Can I keep this?”

			“Please.” Goldie sniffs and turns her head away. “I don’t ever want to see it again.”

			“Tell India I’ll see her later, okay? I need to call my gran before she wakes up and finds me gone.”

			“Wait, Douglas, where are you going?”

			I stop with one foot out the door. Because we both know the answer to her question. It’s Saturday morning, and there’s only one place to go.

			“Home.”
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			My senses thunder in one by one. The flannel of bedsheets. The white light from the window. My stomach flips at the smell of something burning, and it flips again when I realize the ugly—hungover—truth. George is making breakfast. And judging by the sound of pots and pans, he’s pulling out all the stops.

			Which means—he’s doing this on purpose.

			He knows.

			“Good morning, Teenager.”

			George is at the stove when I finally make it downstairs. We stand in silence, each surveying the other. I can tell he’s taking in my rumpled pajamas and messy hair for exactly what they are. Meanwhile, I’m trying so hard not to vomit, it barely registers he’s already dressed in his Kenmore clothes.

			According to the clock above the stove, we’re both supposed to leave for morning practice in the next fifteen minutes.

			“Mmm,” I manage.

			Last night—technically, this morning—Seb and Hunter and I got everyone out of the party before the police arrived, and I led the charge through Brooke’s backyard when the sirens got too close for comfort. Once Hunter sobered up, we used his mom’s car to get home. I almost made it undetected, but between the jungle juice and the still unfamiliar floorboards of George’s house, I knew George must have heard me. I’ve never been out past curfew, but only because he’s never given me one.

			I still don’t know what happened to Margaret.

			Or Goldie.

			George fills a paper cup with tap water and hands it across the island.

			“Drink,” he instructs.

			I jerk to attention and force the water down my throat. Hoping that if I’m drinking, I won’t have to talk about it.

			“So…let’s talk about it.”

			Crap.

			“I’m sorry,” I say, the apology coming too fast to mean anything. There is a weight in my lungs, but I don’t know if it’s the need to vomit or cry. I don’t know which is worse.

			“I got a text from Clay saying one of the varsity girls is in the hospital. Ruth Goldberg. Is she a friend of yours?”

			“Yeah,” I whisper. Tears rush to my eyes.

			“Jo—”

			“Is she okay?”

			George’s expression softens when he sees how upset I am. He points to my cup, and I take another sip.

			“She will be.” He sighs. “Were you, or anyone else, hurt?”

			I shake my head. And immediately regret it. There’s a mudslide in my skull, and every time I move it slams into all sides. I stare at my empty cup, and I realize I’m waiting for George to yell at me. But when a minute goes by and he doesn’t, I look up. If we were standing side by side, it would be hard to tell which of us slept worse.

			George drags a hand down his unshaven face.

			“I was afraid, Teenager.” He holds my gaze for as long as either of us can manage. “I don’t need to know the details of what happened last night, I don’t need to know where or who or anything like that…but I need to know it won’t happen it again.”

			I’m about to nod again but catch myself.

			“I’m sorry for scaring you.”

			George exhales and pivots to the stove. When he turns, he’s carrying two paper plates—bacon and pancakes—and puts them onto the counter between us. My eyes land on the bigger plate, and I stiffen when I see a dozen perfect shapes.

			Shooting stars.

			Dog bones.

			Zoo animals.

			Fall leaves.

			“What’s this?”

			George’s cheeks turn pink.

			“Oh. I’d make them like this all the time when you were little. It’s silly, I know…but I thought it might make you feel better.”

			I stare at the pancakes without responding, George’s words pulsing in my head. Maybe it’s the smell of bacon grease, but the fog in my brain peels away. Because it’s not silly—it’s a memory. One I got wrong. The once familiar image of my mom and me making pancakes in the morning fades away and reshapes. Because it was George.

			It was always George.

			Every time I pushed him away, even with the distance, he’s been there. Making pancakes. Making sure I’m okay. Driving to and from my mom’s place without complaining. Taking the job at Walden so I could go to school there. Agreeing that I could leave if I wanted to. Letting himself be the bad guy. Being my dad.

			Even now.

			Especially now.

			“Jo?”

			I’m mortified to hear myself sniffle, and I wipe my nose with the back of my hand. George bends so we are eye to eye, hazel to blue-black. He wraps me in a too-tight hug, but I hug him back.

			“Hey. I love you, Teenager.”

			“Love you too.”

			George straightens up, a sudden heaviness behind his eyes. “One more thing…Coach Clay wants you at practice today.” He hesitates. “Not with novice. With varsity.”
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			I do a quick scan of the boathouse when I arrive at morning practice. But instead of the locker room, I head to the coaches’ office. Standing dead center is a whiteboard at least ten times the size of the one Coach Clay carries around with our lineups, and although I memorized what’s on it long ago, I take a lap. Both sides are plastered with college acceptance letters, and all the girls at BRC call it the college wall.

			Coach Clay calls it our legacy:

			
				Lydia Hanover. Carrie Williams. Skye Johnson.

				Duke. Georgetown. Yale.

			

			I hover at the corner of Coach Clay’s desk, careful not to disrupt his belongings. Like his training plans, everything is organized with precision: his favorite roller pens color coded, Post-its organized by size, plus a candle he’s never actually had the time to burn. I slip around to his computer, and I nudge the mouse before I can talk myself out of it. Coach Clay’s monitor obediently comes to life, but instead of a photo of BRC, his wallpaper is a black-and-white image I don’t immediately recognize. Bending closer, I realize it must be a group shot of his old team: Jo’s dad is smiling front and center, and Coach Clay stands to one side. Without the mustache. On either side are a handful of other nameless faces from Coach Clay’s life before his injury, and before BRC.

			I don’t know what I was looking for…but it wasn’t this.

			“Shouldn’t you be at the SAT?”

			I spin around as Coach Clay closes the door behind him. He takes his seat without looking me in the eye, and I wait for him to say something else, anything else, but his abnormal silence stretches without end. I move to stand in his line of sight.

			“I’ll have to tell Bobby you skipped—”

			“Aren’t you going to ask me how she is?”

			Coach Clay doesn’t respond, and I wait again for any clue, any change in his demeanor, or any sign my suspicions are wrong. I want to be proved wrong. But his face is like stone.

			A minute passes in silence, and I wouldn’t be surprised if he could hear my heart behind my ribs.

			“Are you going to say…anything?”

			“You sound upset, Margaret. There’s no need to raise your voice.”

			“You were giving Goldie drugs. You could have killed her.”

			“What?” Coach Clay makes a face, his sunburn wrinkling around his eyes. “Why would I do such a thing? You know me, Margaret.”

			“I know you’d do anything to win.”

			Coach Clay opens his mouth, and I place the pill bottle with his name on the desk. Slowly, he reclines in his seat. His eyes on mine. Coach Clay tents his fingers together, thinking, and although I didn’t know how he would respond, I didn’t think it would be like this. Suddenly, I’m looking for a fight. I want one. But he’s not throwing any punches.

			“I understand how scary last night must have been—”

			“Don’t spin this—”

			“But to accuse me of dosing my athlete to cover her addiction issues—”

			“What?” I balk. “This is Goldie. That’s not what happened. Your name is—”

			“How can you be so sure? Were you drinking at the same party? How can I trust your judgment? How can anyone?”

			I angrily point at the pill bottle.

			“I have proof—”

			“And we have a strict code of conduct at BRC regarding substance abuse.” He shakes his head with a practiced air of devastation. “I understand why someone who broke the rules would want to lie so badly—”

			“Goldie isn’t lying! I’m not either!”

			Coach Clay drops his arms into his lap, and I seize the bottle, worried he’s going to take it for himself. But Coach Clay doesn’t bother. He simply smiles.

			He smirks.

			“People see what they want to see, Margaret. You know that better than anyone.”

			“We should put that to the test,” I mutter, heading for the door. “Because once I tell—”

			“With Goldie out, there’s an open seat in the varsity eight.”

			I freeze, my back to Coach Clay.

			Wanting to have heard him wrong.

			Knowing I didn’t.

			Wishing I could still pretend.

			Ten…Nine…

			“This is all a misunderstanding, Margaret. You know I would never do anything to hurt the team, or Goldie. Or you,” Coach Clay says, his voice low, honeyed. He walks toward me, and I resist the urge to flinch. “It’s a shame we are in this position so close to Head of the Charles, but that doesn’t mean it can’t be an opportunity. The seat is yours, if you want it.”

			“Are you…bribing me?”

			Coach Clay blocks the door with his body.

			“I know you’re upset. But two wrongs don’t make a right. Goldie is out, and the rest of the team shouldn’t have to suffer. Accusations like the one you are making will only put our club in danger, and you don’t want to risk that.” He holds my gaze. “Right?”

			I don’t respond.

			“Please, Margaret. Help me to help you.” Coach Clay looks me in the face, his eyes seeing everything, as always. “Remember. Be patient, and…”

			“Be patient and have faith.”

			“Exactly.” He softens. “And you did that, so let me do this. For you. You’ve always been more than another athlete in my eyes. You remind me of myself when I was your age. You have always been my true protégée. I would hate to see you let this opportunity go. You’re so close to everything we’ve worked for all these years. But whatever you decide, know I support you. I always have.”

			Coach Clay holds out a hand for the pill bottle.

			“So? What’s it gonna be?”
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			Val meets me in the ERG room.

			“How’s Goldie?” I ask.

			“In the hospital. Did Coach Clay tell your dad anything?”

			“He texted this morning. But—”

			Before I can finish the thought, Eleanor joins us. Her messy bun is even messier than normal, and like Val, she looks like she’s going to be sick. I don’t bother pointing out that her long-sleeve is on backward. “Did you hear what happened to Brooke?” Eleanor asks us.

			Val and I shake our heads.

			“Suspended. Permanently.”

			Val whistles, eyes narrowing behind her glasses. “How did Coach Clay find out about the party?”

			“You wouldn’t believe me if I told you.”

			Val and I share a look, knowing Eleanor will do just that if we wait long enough.

			“Olivia said that Amelia said that the cops brought Brooke in last night. Can you guess who her phone call was?”

			“Her mom?” I offer. Eleanor shakes her head.

			“Coach Clay.”

			My heart skids to a stop. But before either Val or I can respond—

			“Good afternoon, girls.”

			Speak of the devil.

			Every girl in the erg room, varsity and novice, turns around at the sound of the voice. His voice. Coach Clay stands in front of the BRC mural, his gaze low. None of us saw him enter. And no one risks looking away. Val and Eleanor hustle to their ergs at the front of the room, and I take a seat in the back.

			“Hi, Coach.”

			The response is scattered.

			“I don’t know where to begin.” Coach Clay shoves his hands into his pockets. “You know when your parents tell you they’re not angry, they’re disappointed?”

			A few of the novices nod.

			Varsity knows not to react.

			“Well, that’s not true. I am angry.” He pauses, his sunburn turning even redder. “As most of you are probably aware, one of our athletes is in the hospital. Ruth Goldberg almost died last night. Because of a party this team decided to throw, mere days before the most important race of our season. So I am angry, girls. I am very angry. And you should be too.”

			That last part unsettles the room.

			Pri is sitting closest to Coach Clay and starts to speak, but he silences her with a flick of his wrist.

			“You all devote so much of your time, your energy, to this program. This legacy. And yet, it seems some among you have no problem risking that. Not to mention risking a teammate’s life. And for what? One night?” he demands.

			My gaze shifts to the front, and my heart drops when I spot the open erg next to Val.

			Goldie’s erg.

			It’s then I realize I don’t see Margaret either.

			“We only have two weeks left until Head of the Charles. So today, for those of you that still want to be a part of this team, we’re going to row to the basin. Together.”

			Eleanor puts her knuckles to her mouth and groans. According to Val’s stories, a basin row is the only thing worse than seat racing—it’s almost two hours rowing continuously downriver, past the BU boathouse, and all the way to the Boston Museum of Science. There, the water is the coldest, and choppiest, that the Charles has to offer.

			Then—you have to row back.

			“In light of last night’s festivities, we also need to make some changes to our lineups,” Coach Clay continues. “And without Ruth, or Brooke, we suddenly have two seats open in the varsity eight.”

			A buzz sweeps the room.

			Gradually, it dawns on me that Coach Clay isn’t carrying his whiteboard, and I wonder if it was all for show. Maybe he’s never needed the list of names. Maybe he’s always known exactly who was going to sit where.

			He continues:

			“In our varsity eight, we will have Priyanka Kapoor coxing. The Taylor sisters in bow pair. Jo Bryant at three seat—”

			Every head whips to me, and I nearly fall off my erg in shock.

			But Coach Clay is still going.

			“—Aliyah Pope at four, Eleanor Kirby at five, Val Rocha at six, India Manning switching sides to seven…and…” He stops, eyes over my shoulder.

			I turn around to look.

			Margaret is standing at the top of the stairs. Arms folded tight. I can’t tell if she’s coming from the lobby, or the locker room, or the coaches’ office, or if she’s been here the entire time. She’s wearing the same leather jacket and boots as the first time I saw her, but almost everything else about her seems different. Margaret’s hair is unbound and wild around her shoulders, cheeks gaunt under the fluorescent boathouse lights, and there are bags under her eyes. When she meets my gaze, I have the distinct sense that she doesn’t see me, and I resist the urge to shudder.

			She’s also the only person who doesn’t react to what Coach Clay says next.

			“…Margaret Douglas at stroke.”
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			On Coach Clay’s orders, and under Pri’s expert eye, the final days before Head of the Charles are nonstop.

			Nonstop…and brutal.

			Even when we are off the water, the girls in the varsity eight do everything together. Rowing, running, race planning, and, in the Kiwis’ case, crying in the locker room after Olivia slices her knuckles open on the gunwale. But our time together is more by necessity than choice: Val is still avoiding me, and everyone except me is avoiding Jo. Additionally, between the sudden uptick in our training schedule and the nuclear fallout from Brooke’s party, Seb and I haven’t spoken since Goldie was released from the hospital. I know that he’s racing an Inclusion Four with athletes from the US Paralympic team, and I see him from afar when we are out on the water. As for the BRC girls who didn’t make it into the varsity eight, they’ve made it clear that although she may be racing, they see Jo as a novice, and Eleanor says there’s a nasty rumor going around that Jo’s father asked Coach Clay to give her Brooke’s seat. A rumor that I’m almost certain Eleanor started.

			If only they knew the truth.

			The first day of Head of the Charles, Friday, is split into two, with the morning designated for masters’ races and the afternoon for a rowers-only practice. Meaning no coaches are allowed to take out a launch to watch their teams. The rule is supposed to help control river traffic, and today the Charles needs all the help it can get. Two single shells have collided under Eliot Bridge, and we wait for them to separate, one man shouting at the other in French.

			“This is wild,” India mutters, following my gaze. She’s sitting directly behind me, Val behind her, and Val is staring in the opposite direction. There are hundreds of tents, some for food, others for regatta merchandise, looming on the shore. One vendor is roasting chestnuts, and I can smell them from here.

			“Okay, ladies. Heads-in.”

			Val and India snap forward.

			At no point during practice have we been able to keep the boat balanced: We fall in and out of rhythm, and when I do manage to keep my oar off the water, it lasts only long enough for me to splash myself. But because Jo is in three seat, or as most people call it, Bitch Seat, it’s no surprise she is taking the blame for our balance.

			Or…complete lack thereof.

			“For our last practice, we’re going to do a shadow piece,” Pri explains. “We’ll row the full course half speed, half pressure, with power-ten at each mile marker. Any questions?”

			No one responds.

			And once we finish sipping our water…we go.

			Coach Clay and Pri finalized our race strategy at the beginning of the week. After our start sequence, the plan is to settle to a thirty stroke rate. Thirty-two, max. Pri wants to call power-tens at each bridge, plus a power-twenty at the halfway mark. For now, we settle to a leisurely eighteen. But when the boat rocks, and there is a telling thud from the bow, Pri calls for the Kiwis to drop out.

			“You okay, Amelia?”

			“I’m fine!” Amelia calls. Obviously not.

			Pri peeks down the boat, and when it tips to the side, she grabs the gunwale to steady herself. “Set it up, girls,” she mutters, one hand cupping her microphone. “Watch it, Jo. We need to balance. Lift those hands.”

			I frown, adjusting where I can. We continue in a similar fashion, but before we get back to Eliot Bridge, Pri calls for us to stop.

			“Way-enough!” Pri shouts.

			We drift for a moment, almost balanced, and drop back to starboard.

			India and Val groan.

			“Shake it off, girls; grab some water,” Pri orders. She unplugs her headset so she can whisper to me without the others hearing.

			“What is it?”

			“We gotta talk about Jo,” Pri growls. “She’s got muscle, but her technique is trash. We’re all over the place!”

			“Go easy on her. It takes all eight of us to set the boat.”

			“And only one to ruin it,” India grumbles behind me.

			She’s not wrong, but she’s not helping, so I ignore India and stick out my hand. Pri sighs and passes me her headset.

			“Hi,” I say, using her microphone. “So this feels bad to everyone…right?”

			No one responds.

			Which is more than enough of an answer.

			“We can do this, ladies,” I say, my voice earnest. “We already have. This might be our first time racing together, but we’ve been up and down this river a million times. This is our water. Right?”

			Eleanor spits her gum into the river.

			“Coach Clay picked us for a reason…and it’s because we are BRC’s best shot at winning. All of us. And there is no one else I’d rather row with.”

			I offer the headset back to Pri as a boat passes in the opposite direction. Dexter. India and I turn to watch them disappear. It looks like the Dexter varsity girls are rowing the same lineup from the Lowell Regatta, and the extra practice time has only helped them improve.

			“Heads-in,” Val snaps.

			I make a face but oblige.

			After everything I’ve done to be here…it seems like the least I can do.

			“Ready…row!”
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					HUNTER: hey

				

			

			
				
					HUNTER: can we talk?

				

			

			I stare at Hunter’s name on my phone until it loses its meaning. At school, I’ve managed to avoid him outside of class by not using my locker, and the extra back pain from carrying my textbooks is worth it to avoid the humiliation of having to talk about what happened at Brooke’s. Granted, I don’t know how or when we are supposed to finish our translation assignment for Ms. Lupinacci, so I’ve been working on it by myself—which is probably what would have happened regardless.

			Groaning, I chuck my phone into my bag. I’m the last one in the BRC locker room—the other girls are already on their way to India’s place for a team pasta night before the big race.

			I uninvited myself.

			Not that they complained.

			Ever since Coach Clay announced the lineup for the varsity eight, the girls not racing in Head of the Charles have been whispering about me when they think I can’t hear—all of them questioning how I “stole” Brooke’s seat. As for the girls in the boat, they’ve taken to ignoring me because they know I’m not good enough to be there. According to Eleanor, someone said that George asked Coach Clay to give me a seat, but George was too surprised when I told him for that to be true.

			It’s taking all my focus to keep moving—and even more to keep up.

			Watch your hands!

			Watch your layback!

			Push harder!

			Pull less!

			I shake Coach Clay’s voice out of my head and exit the locker room. Margaret is lingering outside the Fishbowl, twisting her car keys in her fingers, and something about the way she’s frowning makes the hair on the back of my neck rise.

			“Did they ask you to yell at me?”

			“No.” She smiles. “This is my idea.”

			“Look, I know everyone is pissed at me. So feel free to yell. Or whatever. I can take it—”

			“Can we eat first?”

			Margaret’s question catches me by surprise. But I nod. We put our bags into her car and walk to the nearest T stop. Judging by the number of Red Sox fans, there must be a game tonight, and when the T zooms past the river, I watch the white tents for Head of the Charles flash by us like ghosts of future past.

			“Have you heard from Goldie?” I ask, looking at Margaret’s reflection.

			“She’s back at home. Sleeping a lot, from what it sounds like.”

			“That’s good, right? When is she coming back?”

			“I don’t know if she is.” Margaret picks at her thumbnail. “Coach Clay will probably suspend her for drinking. If her parents let her leave the house again.” She catches herself as her frustration leaks out, and she rubs her eyes. “Sorry. It’s been a long week.”

			“I know. I’m also sorry.”

			“No, I’m the one who gets to be sorry,” Margaret insists. She stands as the T slows to a crawl. “You’ve been thrown into the deep end with us. With Brooke’s party and Coach Clay…and I want you to know that I know you’re trying.”

			“But that’s what makes it worse, right? Everyone knows I’m trying, and it’s not enough.”

			Margaret frowns before dismounting to the sidewalk.

			She also doesn’t disagree.

			I swerve through tourists, surprised when we end up in the same place Hunter brought me. Faneuil Hall. We cross the street, but instead of Mike’s Pastry, we veer toward another shop in the North End, where Margaret orders us a box of assorted sweets. Once we’ve paid, we walk to the harbor, eating crisp pizzelle cookies and something Margaret calls a lobster tail, with a flaky outside and creamy inside. Eventually, we stop on the patio outside the New England Aquarium, our reflections echoed a hundred times over on the metallic siding.

			Margaret stands with her nose to the glass, and I’m surprised to see a handful of pale-bellied harbor seals bobbing in the salt water.

			“I like to come here to think,” Margaret says at last, her breath fogging the air.

			“That’s depressing.”

			She glances at me.

			“Sorry. It just seems…lonely?”

			Margaret rolls her eyes and sits on the ground, her back to the seals. The temperature is dropping fast, which doesn’t bode well for this weekend.

			“Look. I know that you know the race tomorrow is important,” she begins. She takes a lime-green cookie, and I wait for her to finish chewing. “And I brought you here because I wanted to give you some kind of pep talk. But…it feels silly for me to lecture you.”

			“What do you mean?”

			Margaret pulls in her knees.

			“At the beginning of this season, I thought that my captaincy, and the varsity eight, were the most important things in the world. Because I don’t know who I am without rowing. But you’ve never worried about that. I mean, you jumped out of a boat at your first race.” She smiles. “You don’t care about following anyone’s rules. And I admire that you’ve always known who you are.”

			“So your whole pep talk is…be myself ?”

			“Yeah.” She frowns. “And get ready to push really, really hard.”

			I laugh and sit next to her.

			“Can you believe Coach Clay put us in the Artemis?” I muse. I take another bite, lobster tail crisping onto my jacket. Margaret doesn’t answer, and I slow my chewing to watch her. She has that faraway look on her face, and this time there is something ominous about it.

			Something guilty.

			“You knew he would,” I murmur. “How did you know?”

			“It’s complicated.”

			“Try me.”

			“I talked to Coach Clay after Brooke’s party,” she admits, unable to meet my gaze. “Goldie was on meds. Muscle relaxers. That’s why she reacted to the alcohol the way she did.”

			“What? Where did she get them?”

			Margaret is silent for a moment too long. I pop to my feet.

			“Margaret—”

			“Coach Clay said—”

			“He can’t do that! We have to tell someone. That’s insane.”

			“Who are we going to tell, Jo?” Margaret gestures to the empty plaza around us. “Head of the Charles is tomorrow. We’re in the boat. I don’t like it, but that’s the way things are.”

			“Wait. You’ve known about this since Goldie was hospitalized, and you didn’t think to say…anything before now?”

			Margaret’s face goes slack, but she straightens her shoulders into a regimented posture. She watches me, waiting for me to understand.

			And I do.

			“You made a deal with him.” I gasp. “Your silence for her seat.”

			“It’s not that simple. Goldie would do the same—”

			“Would she?” I interrupt. My voice echoes off the glass. “For all your talk about the team being a family, you’re a total hypocrite. You took Goldie’s seat. You hooked up with Val’s ex. You iced out India and all your friends. You—”

			“You have no idea what I’ve done to make it this far!”

			“Oh no, I do,” I snap. “And I don’t want to be a part of it.”

			I slam the box of pastries into the nearest trash can and speed walk back to the city lights. I haven’t decided exactly where I’m going, but I can’t stay here.

			“Jo!”

			I whirl around.

			Margaret is back on her feet, hands on her hips. There is an iciness to her I don’t recognize, but when she speaks I wonder how I didn’t see it before.

			After all—there’s a reason she and India used to be friends.

			“You can’t drop out before tomorrow. If you do, the entire boat gets scratched, and none of us can row.” Margaret wavers. “Please. If not for me, stay for the girls. One more day. We need this.”

			I hesitate, thinking of Val and the others. Even if they have been less than thrilled to have me in their boat, I can’t be the one to take the race away from them.

			Not tonight.

			Not like this.

			“Fine,” I agree. “But after tomorrow, I’m done.”
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			Weeks ago, Margaret told me that Head of the Charles is known to draw athletes from all over the world—youth, collegiate, master, Olympic hopeful, or hopeless—and it’s obvious that for once, she wasn’t lying.

			“Szia! Jó reggelt!”

			“What time do they launch—”

			“It’s not too bad, eh?”

			“—bit chilly, though.”

			“Unser start ist in zehn minuten…”

			“Mediums and larges only! Only!”

			“—event number?”

			“—bow number?”

			“Oi, wait up!”

			“Heads-up! Hey! HEADS—!”

			Our event isn’t until Saturday afternoon, and I use my morning to explore, bombarded by different accents and languages from all sides. Race day is here, and Boston is overflowing. With people. With boats. With dogs. Concession stands line the Charles, selling fudge slices—bagged or boxed—along with marshmallow pops, chocolate-covered pretzels, fried Oreos, apple cider, mozzarella sticks, fried mac-and-cheese balls, fried dough, Mexican street corn, breakfast tacos and chilaquiles, Carolina caviar, and pancakes by the pound. Meanwhile, vendors hawk commemorative T-shirts, felt pennants, teddy bears, swim trunks, unis, boxers, sweatshirts, terry-cloth shorts, and tie-dyed socks—all stamped, screen-printed, or embroidered with the Head of the Charles logo.

			HOCR.

			On the Cambridge side of the river, tourism installations advertise paid opportunities to row in Tuscany and Beijing. On the Boston side, the Marines—yes, those Marines—lure spectators to compete on a bright red pull-up bar—which is the perfect bait for people who love a little pain and taking orders. Like rowers. Near the finish line, the official USRowing tent hosts celebrity guest speakers to talk about the past, present, and future of the sport, and near the start a Dunkin’ booth hands out free drinks—Rowfreshers and Crew Brews, specifically—to anyone willing to wait in line.

			Which seems to be everyone in Boston.

			By lunchtime, it’s one big party down the race course—the crowds making phone service miserable—and there are over two thousand volunteers in goose-down jackets that have the HOCR logo splashed on their chest. Every few feet I bump into someone waving an FAQ sheet under my nose.

			There’s also wine tasting at the halfway mark.

			Plus—a beer garden at the final mile.

			While I wander, George spends his day zipping around the Kenmore boathouse and launching his boys for their respective events. Although things between us have shifted back to normal since Brooke’s party, it’s still our normal. We haven’t talked any more about me spending winter break with my mom, or moving back with her in the spring. Until then, I’m ignoring her texts. And not wanting to spend any more time with George or the BRC girls than I have to, I eventually pick out a spot in the shade of Eliot Bridge—alternating between watching the races and ignoring the messages on my broken phone.

			
				
					MOMMA: Good luck today!

				

			

			
				
					MOMMA: can’t wait to celebrate in person

				

			

			I grab lunch at one of a dozen food trucks parked behind Kenmore, and afterward I stumble upon a vendor selling rowing themed jewelry, where I browse the oar-shaped rings, necklaces, belt buckles, key chains, and bracelets, for way longer than I mean to. Another stall has a wall of T-shirts that read Crew Mom, Crew Dad, Bisweptual, and Keep Calm, Row On, and I’m staring at the shirts when something wet collides with my legs.

			When I look down, I see a basset hound slobbering onto my Converse.

			“That’s Duchess.”

			I look up as slowly as possible from the dog to the human at the other end of the leash—Hunter. He’s wearing a quilted vest and a long-sleeve for Puppy Pal, a jaunty-looking beagle on the front, and judging by the amount of animal hair, the shirt hasn’t been washed in days. In comparison, I’m wearing my denim jacket, my BRC uniform underneath.

			I resist the urge to pull down my spandex.

			“It’s okay,” I say. Duchess rolls onto her side, and I kneel to rub her pink belly. The fact that I don’t have to look Hunter in the eye is a bonus.

			“She likes you.”

			“She has terrible judgment.”

			He huffs a laugh at that.

			“Yeah. She really does.”

			“What are you guys doing here?”

			“Well…I’ve never watched the races before. I thought it was time.” Hunter clears his throat. “Can you talk? Or are you busy?”

			“No, I’m free. For a bit.”

			“You weren’t responding to my messages, and I knew you’d be here. I wanted to say…hi. I guess.”

			“Okay. Hi.”

			Duchess flip-flops back to standing and I reluctantly rise to my feet.

			“Yeah. Hi,” Hunter echoes. “Look, I said some shitty things at your friend’s party. I keep replaying it. Like, on a loop. And every version of me is a jerk.”

			“At least you’re consistent,” I offer.

			Hunter snorts.

			“I’m sorry, Jo. Really sorry.”

			“Belated apology accepted.”

			Hunter frowns, unconvinced. That makes two of us. Duchess takes the opportunity to sneeze, leaving a trail of bubbling drool on my leg, and Hunter offers a wad of tissues from his pocket. We stand facing each other for an awkward moment. Followed by another. I forgot how warm and gorgeous his eyes are, and the longer the silence, the more I wish it didn’t have to end.

			Hunter must feel the same, because he starts to say something. Then stops.

			“I’m bad at this,” he mutters.

			“I don’t think you’re bad at anything,” I admit. “Except Latin.”

			“Yeah, well…your friend, she’s okay?”

			“Yeah.”

			“And…are we okay?”

			“I think we said there’s no we, right?” I say, forcing a smile. The crisp air makes my braces feel extra sharp. “Which is why what you said at Brooke’s party hurt so badly. Because we are friends. And you are my only friend at school.”

			“I really shouldn’t have said that.”

			“But you were right—”

			“No.” Hunter runs his free hand through his hair. “I shouldn’t have said that, because we’re not friends.”

			Duchess’s head swings from him to me.

			“Oh…” I manage, a sudden tightness in my throat. “That’s fine. I can talk to Ms. Lupinacci about changing our—”

			“No. Jo.” Hunter steps closer. “Listen. I don’t want to be friends.”

			“You already—”

			“I said what I did because I don’t have friends at Walden,” he continues. “Until you, I mean. And I didn’t want to do something to mess this up, and then I went ahead and did it anyway. Which is what I would have told you sooner if you were speaking to me.”

			Duchess’s head swings back.

			“Hunter—”

			“No, let me finish,” he says, a little breathless now. “The problem is, every time we hang out, I learn my new favorite thing about you. Your stupid shoelaces. Your awful sense of humor. How much you care about your dad. And your team.”

			“I don’t—”

			“Yeah, you do.” He smirks. “So, yeah, I’d be lucky to be your friend…but I realized I don’t want to be.”

			My cheeks flame pink.

			“What I’m trying to say is, when your race is over, I’d like to keep getting to know you…as not friends,” Hunter finishes. “So maybe you could say…something?”

			“I…”

			There’s a flash of bright yellow in the crowd, and it’s the only possible thing that could distract me in this moment. From the very corner of my eye, I glimpse the boy in Pit Vipers from the Lowell Regatta. The same one I pushed into the porta-potties.

			The one who wanted to talk to Margaret.

			Who made her look like she was seeing a ghost.

			“Jo?”

			Without explaining, I grab Hunter’s hand and tug him along with me after Pit Vipers’ retreating figure. Duchess is happy to trot ahead, and when Pit Vipers stops in line for a halal truck, we are right behind him.

			“Oh Jesus—”

			“What’s your name?” I interrupt. I ignore Hunter’s bewildered expression.

			“Samuel.”

			“Are you racing today?”

			“Of course not.” Samuel bares his teeth at me. “No thanks to your friend.”

			“What do you mean?”

			Samuel’s sunglasses slip down his nose and he shoves them into his hair. He glares from me to Hunter and I squeeze Hunter’s hand, momentarily forgetting about my blisters.

			Hunter squeezes back.

			“Why did you want to talk to Margaret so badly?” I press. “What did she do to you?”

			“It’s her fault I got kicked off the Dexter team,” Samuel confesses. This time his voice isn’t angry but devastatingly sad. “Before we left Nationals, my coach searched my hotel room. Apparently, he got an anonymous tip, and he found a baggy of pills. PEDs. But they weren’t mine! I would never. I know she put them in my room because she blamed me for what happened to her friend the night before. I know it.” He visibly deflates. “I just want to know why.”

			The chaos of the regatta fades to white noise around me as I stare at my reflection on his sunglasses.

			Nationals…

			She was your responsibility…

			That girl…

			My voice sounds like it belongs to someone else:

			“Wait. What kind of pills?”
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			I’ve come to this regatta enough times to know what to expect, but today feels like I’m watching the races for the very first time, from afar, with all the sounds and colors distorted.

			I wasn’t planning to tell Jo about my conversation with Coach Clay, and her reaction still echoes in my mind. Perhaps it’s because her words were the same ones already circling in my head. Maybe I just wanted someone else to say them out loud.

			This was supposed to be our year…my year.

			And yet.

			Hypocrite.

			We arrived at the BRC boathouse around ten a.m., which is when Gran left me to find a prime location to watch the races. I was worried about letting her go anywhere alone, but she aggressively shooed me away with her pocketbook, and I was forced to admit defeat. Now I sit on the grass near the finish line, which on any other day of the year is an unassuming metal post on the bank of the Charles. But today it draws everyone’s attention like a lightning rod.

			By now, Pri will have measured the speed of the current and added it to our race plan, and even from here I can tell the tea-colored river is unhappy.

			It’s going to be a long day…and an even longer race.

			Seb is competing in the early afternoon with his new Paralympic crew, and I opt to watch his race from Kenmore. The boys’ boathouse is decked out in style, with upwards of a hundred team and country flags strung across their bay windows, and on the dock are several tables piled high with charcuterie. Silk tablecloths flap right to left in the wind, but even in their purple suit jackets the Kenmore boys seem perfectly at ease. Then again, they train all year for this day, and it’s finally here.

			For better or worse…or gale-force winds.

			Like me, Jo’s dad is watching from the Kenmore dock, and standing with him are two men nearly as tall as he is, both wearing blazers with a bright pin on the lapel to signify their importance to the club. I don’t recognize them, even though I feel like I should, and I stare as a waiter with a tray of champagne does circles around them.

			When my phone chimes, it’s only because I have nothing better to do that I allow myself to check it. And…

			There must have been some mistake.

			
				RE: SAT Results

			

			I read the subject line once.

			Then again.

			Then…a third time, slower, like the words might wiggle apart and rearrange themselves if I give them a chance.

			But they don’t.

			My thumb hovers over the screen, and I can feel the blood pulsing in my finger pads as I tap it open. Because I wasn’t there. I skipped the test to stay with Goldie in the hospital, India and I both did. There must have been a problem at the testing center, and they sent me someone else’s results. Otherwise, it doesn’t make sense.

			I don’t understand.

			Until I open the email…

			
				SELF-REPORTED BY BOBBY WALSH

			

			Bobby.

			Our SAT tutor.

			Coach Clay’s friend.

			Who owes him more than a favor.

			“Margaret?”

			Unlike everyone else wearing Kenmore purple, Jo is in head-to-toe BRC blue, making her impossible to ignore. Still, it takes me a moment to focus on her face, her hazel eyes the same color as the river behind her, and I frown when I see she is with the boy she brought to Brooke’s party, and a dog. Their bizarre trio stops in front of me, and Jo is about to speak when the crowd starts screaming.

			And the screaming isn’t friendly.

			“HEADS UP!”

			“LOOK OUT!”

			“WAY-ENOUUUUUGH!”

			Our heads whip to the water, and my eyes go wide when I see two boats battling neck and neck in front of Eliot Bridge. It’s the most unforgiving turn of the race, and only one boat can fit under the center arch at a time. In an instant, I realize they’re not going to make it. I know it, and they know it. Everyone must. In the next, I spot Seb in the boat closest to us, sitting tall and proud at two seat. His coxswain screams for a power-ten, and the Paralympic crew pulls ahead at the last possible second. The other boat jerks off course, and every single oar on their starboard hits the belly of the bridge, shattering on impact.

			But Seb makes it through.

			“Margaret.”

			Once both teams disappear through the bridge, I force myself to turn back to Jo and her friend. But the world still feels off-kilter, like I stood up too fast.

			I don’t know if it’s the email.

			Or the near collision.

			Or the way that everything suddenly feels connected.

			“I just saw the guy from Nationals. The Dexter rower,” Jo continues. Her eyes go to her dad, trailing George and his friends as they disappear into the boathouse. “The one who was with Emma. Did you know he was suspended after Nationals?”

			I shake my head.

			“He says that someone put drugs in his hotel room. Performance-enhancing drugs.”

			“Okay, and?”

			“Do you know what happens if you drink when you’re taking PEDs?” Jo tilts her head, studying me now. Judging me, I realize, and waiting to see if I can land on the same conclusion she apparently has. “Loss of coordination. Slurred speech. Vomiting or foaming at the mouth…Any of that sound familiar?”

			It’s exactly what happened to Emma.

			And…Goldie.

			Jo is watching me like a hawk, and I can feel the energy buzzing off her. But she’s not excited, or particularly angry. If anything, she seems frightened, not knowing what I will say or do next.

			“Goldie said he gave her muscle relaxers,” I hear myself say.

			Neither of us needs me to say who he is.

			“He lied,” Jo insists. “Don’t you see? Coach Clay must have been giving Emma the same drugs, and that’s why she almost drowned! Then he planted the evidence in Samuel’s room so no one would believe him if he tried talking about that night.” Her eyes flash. “Just like no one would believe you after you disappeared.”

			“He…”

			He wouldn’t…would he?

			Besides, it was my idea to take time off. My choice.

			Or was it?

			Was…any of it?

			I grip my phone tighter at my side until my hand begins to shake with the effort. I can feel the dock below us bobbing with the wake of passing boats, and suddenly my feet are disconnected from the earth, my mind from my body.

			“Um…Margaret?” Jo says, her voice gentler now, somehow younger. “Did you hear me? What should we do?”

			My eyes snap open.

			“We need to talk. All of us.”
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			It takes forever to find the others. At first I’m skeptical that we can convince Val to join us, but Margaret can be far more persuasive—and terrifying—than I give her credit for. We leave Hunter and Duchess at the food trucks, and we gather all the girls from the varsity eight behind the USRowing tent. Based on their shopping bags, the Kiwis have been hard at work spending their dad’s money. And Eleanor’s lips are stained blue pink from cotton candy.

			“What’s going on?” Val mutters. “We don’t launch for another hour.”

			“She’s right,” Pri adds, equally uneasy. But she takes out her earbuds to give Margaret her full attention.

			“This can’t wait—”

			“What can’t?” India asks. “What’s so important, Margie?”

			“We need your help. Everyone.”

			The girls share a glance.

			Slowly, Margaret explains what happened at Nationals. And everything since. While she’s speaking, I watch the others. I wait for their shock when she tells them about Seb, and the collective fear when she describes what it was like rescuing Emma. Once Margaret reveals the truth about Goldie’s pills, and that they came from Coach Clay, the girls fall silent. And they stay that way until Pri clears her throat.

			“Why are you telling us this?” Olivia whimpers.

			“Yeah, why now?” Amelia adds.

			“I thought what Coach Clay did for Goldie was an exception,” Margaret admits. “But if he lied about that…who knows what else he’s hiding? We can’t trust him. Maybe we never could.”

			A soft tsking sound makes me turn, as do the others.

			India stands the farthest from the group, her shoulders pulled back.

			“Cute speech, Margie,” she murmurs. “Only one problem. Sure, Coach Clay can be an asshole. But he would never cheat.”

			“India, he—”

			“Look. I’m sorry about what happened to Goldie. I hate that it happened to her. But we have to focus on today. We have a race to win!”

			“I’m not trying to—”

			“You never have to try at anything!” India shouts. “Just think for one second, Margaret. Where would Coach Clay even get PEDs from? What doctor would give him a prescription?”

			Margaret stares at India.

			We all do.

			“India…your mom has access to—”

			“Don’t you dare,” India bristles. “My mom would never—”

			At that, Margaret surprises all of us, me included, by shoving her phone forward under India’s nose. I can’t see the screen from where I’m hovering, but whatever India reads makes her suck in her lips over her teeth. Like she’s swallowed something sour. India takes her own phone from her pocket to check her messages, and whatever she sees makes her curse under her breath.

			“Guys…?” Eleanor asks. “Care to share with the rest of the class…?”

			But Margaret and India ignore us, suddenly in their own world.

			“Don’t you think it’s convenient that the tutor Coach Clay sent us to is misreporting our SAT results?” Margaret says. “Best-case scenario, maybe your mom didn’t know what Coach Clay was doing with the pills. Maybe she thought they were for his spinal injury. Or maybe it was an even exchange. Meds for perfection.”

			India stares at us. Silent. Thinking.

			Then—she storms off.

			“India! Wait—”

			“We don’t have time for this,” Pri cuts in. “We need to launch in forty minutes!”

			“He…I…”

			I’m just as shocked as the others when Aliyah speaks up next.

			“What is it?” Margaret asks.

			“Coach Clay said he’d let me back on the team if I promised to sabotage seat racing,” Aliyah whispers. She looks directly at Margaret, her voice small. “That’s why you lost. He used me to rig the results so you wouldn’t get in the varsity eight. That’s the only reason he let me come back.”

			Margaret is silent, blinking furiously.

			“Douglas, I’m so, so sorry—”

			“It’s okay, Aliyah. It’s Coach Clay, not you.”

			“Not to ruin the moment, but we’re running out of time,” Pri says, eyes on her smartwatch. “What are we supposed to do now?”

			Again, everyone shares a glance. But I’m the only one who speaks.

			“I…have an idea.”

			Everyone looks at me.

			“You do?” Margaret asks.

			I can hear the hope in her voice even as she’s trying to hide it, and I look at the others before responding. Pri. Val. Eleanor. Aliyah. The Kiwis. I can see the stress written on each and every one of their faces. They’re all here, and they’re all miles away.

			Two point nine miles—to be exact.

			“I do.”
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			We split up to cover more ground: Pri and I run to the starting line, while Jo and Val go toward the finish. Meanwhile, Eleanor, Aliyah, and the Kiwis head back to BRC to prepare the Artemis for our launch.

			To avoid suspicion…and to buy us time.

			“Hi, girls.”

			Pri and I find him watching the races from his bike, half standing, half sitting by Anderson Bridge. Unlike the other coaches, who have dressed up in jackets and ties for the weekend, Coach Clay is still wearing his tracksuit. Combined with his bike, it gives the appearance he could jump into action at any moment.

			Neither Pri nor I respond, and our silence causes Coach Clay to straighten. On the river, two adult quads zip by at lightning speed, and with the audience cheering at full intensity, we wait for the race to pass before speaking.

			“We need to talk to you—”

			“I’m pretty sure the only thing you need to do is get your boat into slings,” Coach Clay interrupts me. “You two are cutting it dangerously close.”

			“We—”

			“And I need you to keep your crew in line, Priyanka,” Coach Clay says, ignoring me. “This isn’t like you. I expect better.”

			I snort at that.

			“We could say the same thing.”

			“What do you mean, Margaret?”

			Coach Clay stares at me, unsmiling behind his Oakleys. The longer I wait, the less aware I am of our surroundings. We could be at Head of the Charles, or Lowell, or even back at Nationals. At the hospital, or the race course. We could be talking about Goldie.

			Or Emma.

			Or me.

			“You never wanted me to come back to BRC,” I say slowly. “I’m only in the boat today because you were desperate after losing Brooke and Goldie. You let me believe what happened at Nationals was my fault, but really you were giving Emma the same drugs that you gave to Goldie. The girls thought it was muscle relaxers, which would have been bad enough…but you gave them something worse. Something that almost killed them. And you convinced me to take the summer off because you needed to explain where the drugs in Emma’s system came from. That’s why all the college coaches stopped replying to me. You blackballed me. You turned me into a scapegoat. And I fell for it! You—”

			“Do you girls have any idea who you’re talking to?” Coach Clay cuts me off.

			But…he doesn’t deny a word.

			“Of course,” I say. I couldn’t forget if I tried. “You’re Clay Albright. When I was a novice, I wanted to be like you. An athlete. A leader. And everything I’ve ever done was to make you proud. To be in your spotlight. I knew people feared you because you were the best, so I guess I wanted them to fear me a little bit too. You spend all this time talking about legacy, but as smart as you are, you’re a narcissist. A professional, grade A gaslighter. And now?” I force a laugh. “You’re spiraling out of control. Everything you’ve done this season was to shut me up and hide the fact that you were giving your athletes PEDs without them knowing. But you overstepped, and you weren’t expecting me to come back. Right?”

			Coach Clay doesn’t respond.

			“Coaching is all you have, and it’s still not enough. Because you wish it was you in the boat. Right?”

			Coach Clay dismounts from his bike, and Pri instinctively moves between us. Although with her size, there’s not much she can do.

			“You were more than my coach. You were my hero,” I continue, the words coming too fast to stop now. “You were everything to me. You called me your protégée. You were the first person I grew to trust. And the first person to break that trust. And as stupid as it might sound…” My throat constricts. “You broke my heart.”

			Coach Clay reaches for me.

			“Don’t!”

			Suddenly, India jumps down from the bridge beside us. She plants herself next to Pri, the two of them acting as my shield. Coach Clay takes a step back and pulls his sunglasses off so fast that they leave a mark on his nose.

			“Sorry I’m late,” India mutters to me. But she keeps her eyes on Coach Clay as she talks, throwing her next words at him. “I just saw my mom. And she has a lot to say…about you, actually.”

			Coach Clay pales.

			“Who do you girls think you are that you can talk to me this way?”

			“We’re your captains, remember?” India snaps. “We’re the role models, on and off the water.”

			“This behavior is—”

			“We do a hell of a lot more than lead workouts,” Pri purrs, picking up where India left off and reciting Coach Clay’s speech back to him. “We set an example in life too.”

			“I—”

			“We are going to protect our team and its reputation at all costs,” I finish. “And you are nothing without us.”

			Coach Clay is silent for a long, long time.

			Too long to mean anything good.

			“I’ve given everything to this program,” he mutters. “To BRC, and to each of you. I made you the best, no matter the cost, and no questions asked. Does that mean I had to make some tough calls? Of course. But let me be clear: Every decision I’ve made has made BRC better. So you are going to get your shit together, you are going to get in that boat, you are going to win, and we are never going to talk about this again. Otherwise, don’t bother coming back.”

			Coach Clay kicks his bike into gear, and he takes off before any of us can stop him. We stand and watch in silence until he disappears.

			“That was fun,” India mutters.

			“What did your mom tell you?”

			“Tsk. Nothing. I couldn’t find her,” she admits. “I just wanted to see how he’d react.”

			I gape at that, and India smirks despite herself.

			“You always forget how smart I am, Margie.” She fiddles with her necklace. “But Coach Clay’s right. Who’s going to believe our word against his? He’s a god in the world of rowing.”

			“Maybe no one,” I admit. “Good thing they won’t have to.”

			India arches an eyebrow in confusion, but I just look to Pri, who smiles and holds up the tape recorder that she uses for each race.

			The red light is still flashing.
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			There are eighty-five other crews in our event. That’s eighty-five boats, eight rowers and one coxswain in each, or 765 people we need to beat. Approximately. It’s impossible to tell how cold it is just by looking; the sun is technically the brightest it’s been all day, and the clouds peel back to reveal a sky that can only be called robin’s-egg blue. In contrast, the water is gray and rolling under us, and it’s easy to tell who is from Boston and who isn’t by which teams crash into one another. The cold brings everything into hyperfocus, and we pass one team that is swamped and sinking in painful slow motion.

			Well.

			Make that eighty-four other crews.

			“Way-enough, girls. Way-enough,” I order. My headset crackles, and I tuck one hand around my microphone to protect it from a gust of wind. “Hold water on port. Hold water!”

			The girls respond with their blades, and it’s a flash of electric blue up and down into the river. The Artemis turns on itself. Upwind. Back toward BRC and the starting line. Not to mention whatever is waiting for us at the other end.

			“Incoming,” Margaret says, eyes over my shoulder.

			I brace myself as a wave hits me from behind, the force of it causing me to shudder. But I don’t make a sound—because anything and everything I say will make or break this race for the others. They’re nervous enough without me complaining.

			A marshal in a neon jacket waves to us, and we line up with the other boats two hundred meters off the start. We are organized by bow number, odd numbers along the Cambridge bank, even toward the center, and we take the lane closest to the BU boathouse. The Dexter girls bob next to us, and Margaret peeks at them when she thinks I’m not looking.

			“Heads-in,” I order.

			Margaret smirks and turns back to me. Her eyes are as hungry as the water around us. “How does it look?”

			Instead of answering, I press my microphone to my lips. “Who-are-we?” I whisper.

			“B-R-C.”

			The response is forced. I can feel their nerves as much as I hear them.

			“Come on, girls.” I lean forward, slapping the water with both hands. “WHO…ARE…WE?”

			“B-R-C!”

			This time they shout, loud enough that the Dexter girls glance over.

			Good, let them look.

			This is as close as they are going to get.

			The marshal waves his flag, and I stick my hand in the air so he knows we’re coming. Actually, we’re already here.

			And the race starts—NOW.
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			“Three-quarter—!”

			Stroke.

			“Half—!”

			Stroke.

			“Three-quarter—!”

			Stroke.

			“Lengthen—!”

			Stroke.

			“Full—!”

			Pri calls our starting five, and I lean back into the headwind, my body cutting a line for the others to follow. Olivia is in front of me, and above her, I watch for the rest of our team—heads, visors, ponytails, braids—to match their timing. A wave breaks into me, and I’m caught off guard by the force. But I don’t react. I can’t. I won’t.

			I push.

			The wind recedes at Magazine Beach, but it’s replaced almost immediately by another roar. At first, I think it’s thunder. And I wonder if they’ll make us stop racing if there’s a storm.

			But it’s not thunder.

			It’s the crowds.

			“We’re coming up on the bridge!” Pri shouts. “We’ll have a break from the wind, and we’ll take our next power-ten. Ready?”

			I can’t see my sister’s face, but I know she’s smiling. I am. We all are.

			For now.

			“LENGTHEN…!”
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			“BOOM!”

			The boat is getting heavy, heavier, and heaviest. Shit. We could be rowing for hours, or seconds, or years, and when we sail under the next bridge, the wind comes rolling back. It’s loud. It’s unreal. And all of Boston is watching.

			I hear Amelia gasp for air behind me.

			“Come on!” I shout to no one in particular.

			From where I’m sitting, I can see everything. Every girl in our boat—well, except for Amelia—and every boat in our event, including the ones that have yet to shoot off the starting line. Dexter starts twenty seconds after us, and I can tell when they are on the clock by the way their green oars splatter against the wind. The other boats stretch back as far as the eye can see, with bodies and colors for every team. And they’re all getting smaller. Which means we’re getting faster.

			I smile.

			And I pull.

			“We’re sitting high at a THIRTY-TWO stroke rate! I want us to maintain it through the turn, and we’ll take our next power-ten at the mile marker. Let’s go, girls! LET’S GO—”
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			“ONE—”

			—arms—

			“—TWO—”

			—body—

			“—THREE—”

			—legs—

			“—FOUR—”

			—arms—

			“—FIVE—”

			—body—

			“—SIX—”

			—legs—

			“—SEVEN—”

			—push—

			“—EIGHT—”

			—even—

			“—NINE—”

			—HARDER—

			“—TEN.”

			We fly from mile one to the bridge at Western Ave. The first marker is a buoy on starboard, and I watch it zip in and out of my periphery. Everything I have I put into the boat, and although I can feel Pri’s voice crackle at my feet, it’s not actually her voice in my head.

			Explode off the foot stretches!

			Breathe at the finish!

			You can do it!

			When Kenmore rushes by, I expect to see George on the dock, but in the frenzy he is nowhere to be found. I didn’t realize I was hoping to see him—and I throw myself into the next stroke before the disappointment can follow me up the slide. After all, I asked him not to watch. But I don’t know why it hurts that he finally decided to keep his word.

			“Quick hands,” Pri barks. “Stay focused, Jo!”

			After Kenmore comes the Weeks Footbridge, and unlike the larger bridges, where spectators have to worry about passing cars, Weeks is packed tight with bodies. The screaming gets even more ridiculous when we pop out on the other side of the arch.

			“Come on, BRC! Let’s GO!”

			It’s loud.

			“B-R-C! B-R-C!”

			It’s unreal.

			“Let’s go, Jo!”

			It’s my parents.

			Instead of watching from Kenmore, George and my mom are sandwiched in the middle of the action at Weeks. Together. I didn’t know she was coming. I didn’t know they would both be here. I don’t know whose idea it was or how long they were keeping it a secret. But I can hear them screaming my name as clear as day. He wiggles both of his arms above his head, and she rings a cowbell with all her strength, and I grin, not knowing if they can see my face under my BRC visor.

			Then I turn my attention back to the girls in front of me.

			My team.

			My boat.

			My family.

			And—to prove it—I row even harder.
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			The real race starts at halfway.

			“Come on, girls! Let’s take our power-twenty…HERE! HERE! LET’S RIDE!”

			I don’t feel the pain. Not in my legs, my shoulders, or anywhere I’ve ever felt it before. I feel the water. And that’s enough. More than enough.

			It’s everything.

			All season it’s been Brooke rowing behind me at three seat, where Jo is now. Everyone knows the person in three seat is the worst rower in the boat—hence the nickname. Bitch Seat. It’s nothing personal. So when Coach Clay switched Jo in for Brooke, I was horrified. I couldn’t imagine how a novice could be any better. But now I feel it. I understand it.

			This is where we all belong.

			“Go, BRC!”

			I don’t look up, but I don’t need to in order to know that my mom and dad are above us. They scream over the traffic, and I imagine cars splashing puddles on their feet. But judging by the noise, they couldn’t care less. Once we are far enough, I can see them without moving my head. For once, they’re not wearing their normal MIT colors: They’re dressed in BRC blue. Which means they came prepared.

			They came for me.

		

	
		
			ELEANOR

			
				[image: ]
			

			“That’s it, girls; we’re over  HALFWAY! Let’s take a power-ten for legs. Reset! Ready?”

			Ready.

			“—ONE—”

			—legs—

			“—TWO—”

			—legs—

			“—THREE—”

			—legs—

			“—FOUR—”

			—legs—

			“—FIVE—”

			—legs—

			“—SIX—”

			—legs—

			“—SEVEN—”

			—legs—

			“—EIGHT—”

			—legs—

			“—NINE—”

			—LEGS—

			“—TEN!”

			I bite into my lip until it bleeds, flushing out the taste of the cinnamon gum I swallowed earlier. My mouth tastes like pennies. But with the little brain energy I have left, I realize it doesn’t matter. Nothing matters. All that matters is our boat.

			Until I see them.

			The Dexter crew comes into view with their stupid green unis and stupid green visors. It’s hard to tell if they are gaining ground, but seeing them after they’ve been hidden by the bends of the river is unsettling. They’re gaining on us.

			And Jo’s plan will work only if we win.
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			Dexter takes the inside turn at Eliot Bridge.

			Their six seat is a giant with a unibrow, and on each stroke she drops her blade like she’s chopping wood. Margaret and Pri are talking to each other, quick and urgent between strokes, and the desperation in Pri’s eyes is obvious.

			Which can mean only one thing.

			“We NEED to pull ahead of Dexter. Do you understand me, girls? We NEED to beat them right here, BEFORE Eliot Bridge, or we will CRASH. Let’s take a POWER-TEN…HERE!”

			Over our next ten strokes, the crowd on both sides of the river draws a collective breath, sensing the possibility of another accident. I know my family is watching somewhere nearby, but I keep my eyes on the girls ahead of me. India. Margaret. Pri. There’s not enough room for two boats to fit under the arch at the same time, and we saw earlier what can happen when Seb and his boat battled it out with the other crew. A head-on collision. Disaster.

			Seb.

			At some point during our power-ten, the Dexter boat falls away. We gain back the river with each press of our legs, and by the time we pop out the other side, the original distance from the start has returned between us. Pri expertly corrects our course.

			“HALF a mile to go!”

		

	
		
			INDIA
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			Fact: After the next turn, it’s easy.

			The varsity eight is lighter than air as we barrel down the final straightaway. I can see—sense—it all as it happens. Eliot was the last bridge of the race, and soon we’ll be at our sprint. I know this river, and I can feel where we are without looking. There are the obvious markers that all crews train for—the bridges, the boathouses, the buoys—but I look for the others.

			The secret red door at the two-mile mark.

			The “old man” tree stump at forty-five strokes to go.

			Our river.

			And the sun.

			I don’t need to look out of the boat to know that Ruth is cheering for us at the finish line. Cheering. Laughing. Smiling. Glowing. And I know she’s there, watching us, because it’s exactly where she said she’d be. I still remember the first time I saw her smile like that—it was our first seat race on varsity, and when I turned to crack my back on my rigger, I realized she was watching me from the other end of the boat. I thought she had to be crazy, to still be so happy, when the rest of us were in agony. But Ruth seemed to enjoy the pain, and on our paddle back to the dock I could hear her singing under her breath.

			I thought she was a moron.

			And I thought she was beautiful.

			We started seeing each other before Nationals, but falling for her as hard as I did was an accident. She agreed to keep our relationship a secret to avoid complicating things at the boathouse, and the only thing we ever truly disagreed on was taking a break after Margaret disappeared. She knows me better than anyone—except for the person sitting in front of me.

			Margaret freakin’ Douglas.

			I can’t believe she’s here. I can’t believe we’re back.

			But I can believe we’re winning.

			“THIS IS IT! Twenty strokes until our SPRINT!”

		

	
		
			MARGARET
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			Our sprint is coming up fast, and the finish line even faster. I know Gran is somewhere watching me with the other BRC families, even though she’s never quite managed to understand the rules and regulations of the regatta. But the city is so loud, it doesn’t matter. There’s a flash of movement on the shore, and although there is no way of knowing, I wonder if it’s Coach Clay on his bike. I wonder if he’s rooting for us. I wonder if he knows what’s coming. I wonder if he feels any regret at all.

			The only thing I don’t wonder about is what we do next.

			Pri and I lock eyes.

			“Do it,” I shout. “Do it now!”

			And she does.

			“This is our SPRINT! Leave it all on the water.” Her voice breaks. “Instead of a power-ten for PRESSURE, these next ten strokes are for the GIRLS in this boat. For YOU. Ready?”

			I nod.

			We breathe.

			And on the next stroke…we fly.

			“This one is for Amelia!”

			—TEN—

			“For Olivia!”

			—NINE—

			“Jo!”

			—EIGHT—

			“For Aliyah!”

			—SEVEN—

			“C’mon, Eleanor!”

			—SIX—

			“For Val!”

			—FIVE—

			“India! Let’s go!”

			—FOUR—

			“Margaret!”

			My eyes prick with tears.

			—THREE—

			“One for me!”

			—TWO—

			“And…Goldie!”

			—ONE—

			We stop on a pause, together, and glide with the varsity eight hovering above its reflection. Not a single oar touches the water, and everything falls quiet. I can see our blades in Pri’s sunglasses, and the boat is perfectly set. Balanced.

			The closest thing to magic we’ll ever find.

			And…one hundred meters before we’ve crossed the finish line.

			“DOWN!” Pri barks.

			We drop our oars.

			We’re still drifting as the Dexter crew pulls next to us, past us, and ahead. There’s no questioning their victory. But even when the Dexter girls cheer, we stay where we are. No one makes a sound.

			Suddenly, I feel a tap on my shoulder.

			When I turn around, I see India holding out one hand to me, the other stretched behind her. All the girls have made a chain, everyone letting go of their oars so they can hold hands. I grab India with one hand and reach for Pri a second later.

			“Great job, Douglas,” she whispers.

			The crowd is silent, a hundred thousand faces turned to us, wondering what we’ve done. Every athlete, every parent, every coach, Gran, the recruiters, the vendors, the friends, the families, the city. Because we did exactly what we came here to do. We proved that we’re the strongest boat BRC has ever seen.

			And…we lost.

		

	
		
			13 Days After Head of the Charles
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			An Open Letter from the BRC Girls’ Varsity 8+

			
				The Charles River belongs to everyone: rowers, kayakers, tourists, locals, swan boats, swans, and geese alike. However, for far too long our team has been told we have to earn our place, when in reality, we all row in the puddles of those who came before us.

				We’ve had the privilege of training alongside the best and brightest athletes at Boston Rowing Club. We’ve made friends and enemies, and thankfully, we’ve turned enemies back to friends. The young women on our team are the strongest we know, and in this belief, and this letter, we are united.

				Today, we, the girls of the BRC varsity eight, demand a formal investigation into Coach Clay Albright. He has used his position of authority to supply illegal performance-enhancing drugs to athletes, manipulating them into self-medicating before regattas. He has also exploited his access to athletes’ academic records, pressuring students and intermediaries to falsify standardized test results in order to secure college placements. On his watch, athletes have been mentally and emotionally abused for years, creating a uniquely toxic environment, and many of us stayed silent because we were afraid—of losing our seats, our scholarships, or each other.

				We are not speaking without proof. Several members of our team obtained a recording of Coach Clay admitting to his actions: an undeniable confession that confirms the abuse, manipulation, and illegal conduct we have endured.

				Today, and together, we call for Coach Clay’s immediate removal from the program and a full investigation into BRC.

				Until then…we will not take another stroke.

				Sincerely,

				Margaret Douglas

				India Manning

				Valentina Rocha

				Eleanor Kirby

				Aliyah Pope

				Jo Bryant

				Olivia Taylor

				Amelia Taylor

				Priyanka Kapoor

				—REPRINTED WITH PERMISSION IN THE BOSTON BUGLE

				 

			

		

	
		
			JO
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			“This thong is worse than my uni.”

			Goldie plops down next to me, using both hands to adjust her pantsuit. The fabric is bright gold with a tulle sash, and she looks rather like a disgruntled ballerina. The top is strapless, and it highlights the gold necklace she is wearing.

			“Seriously.” She sighs. “I don’t know how your lady bits are surviving.”

			In response, I hike up my dress, revealing drywick shorts underneath.

			After our race, all of the girls in the varsity eight were swarmed when we got off the water. By George, my mom, a local news crew, Goldie, Seb, Dr. Manning—everyone was there.

			Everyone except Coach Clay.

			I don’t know how he found out what was going to happen. Maybe someone with a tiny dash of loyalty warned him so he could avoid a photo op. Whatever the reason, the reporters came straight to us. To Margaret. But she let Pri speak for the group, and Pri read off what Margaret had written down moments before getting on the water.

			A copy of her letter was published in the newspaper the next day.

			Like George once said—Coach Clay’s boats always win.

			All we needed for people to take us seriously was to lose.

			For the last few days, Val has continued picking me up from school, but instead of carpooling to BRC, we spend the afternoons with the others at India’s home in Beacon Hill. Doing homework, fending off interview requests, and, for people like Margaret, tinkering away at Dr. Manning’s grand piano. To her credit, Dr. Manning admitted that she had been supplying Coach Clay with medication, but she thought he was using the drugs to manage complications from his own spinal injury.

			Although the way things went down at Head of the Charles, I wouldn’t be surprised to find out that he was never injured to begin with.

			Tonight is BRC’s annual fall gala, and we’ve been summoned to the boathouse with the promise that there will be an announcement about Coach Clay’s suspension. A dozen tables and matching chairs have been arranged between the boats, strings of fairy lights hanging off the boats like lace, and with the doors thrown open, the wind off the Charles bounces them back and forth. Athletes, parents, and various BRC donors sit together while waiters in blue shirts serve dessert.

			I smile into my hand as the Kiwis sneak shots at the cash bar.

			Val walks over, balancing three plastic champagne flutes. She is wearing a green dress with a slit up her leg, and instead of her friendship bracelets her arms are loaded with bangles. She puts the drinks down without sitting, and Goldie sniffs the one closest to her.

			“It’s soda water,” Val says, flicking Goldie on the forehead. “None of the hard stuff. For either of you.”

			“What are you talking about? This one isn’t!”

			“Oops.” Val smirks and picks up the glass. “That’s mine.”

			She breezes off through the tables, her dress twirling around her ankles. For a moment I think she’s going to join Seb, but she walks past him toward several other Kenmore boys. They laugh about something, and one of them takes out a hacky sack.

			“What the hell are you doing, Ruth?”

			India appears with her eyes narrowed. Like Goldie, her dress matches her necklace, and it’s a silver sheath of silk that hugs her quads.

			“Don’t judge, Indy,” Goldie mutters, still fighting with her pantsuit. “I need to air out!”

			India rolls her eyes and sits. “Is your dad here, Jo?”

			Goldie elbows her.

			“Should be. He was outside when I saw him.”

			In the chaos after our race, I wasn’t able to talk to my parents in private until way later in the evening. My mom decided to stay in Boston for the weekend, and I brought her on a quick tour of the North End—cannoli included. She and George both apologized for keeping me in the dark, and I told her that although I still want to do winter break with her, I also want to stay in Boston in the spring.

			Till the end of the school year—and the next season.

			And whatever comes after that.

			It was announced that George would be helping out at the BRC boathouse until the board hires Coach Clay’s replacement, and India is wasting no time buddying up to him.

			Before my mom left, she helped me buy George one of the oar-patterned bow ties that were on sale at Head of the Charles, and he’s wearing it now.

			I doubt he’ll ever take it off.

			“Hello? Jo-o?”

			I snap to attention, and Goldie giggles.

			“Why didn’t you bring your DJ? He would’ve made a cute date!”

			“Maybe next time.” I drop my hands into my lap. “But…I think Val was right. I don’t think I’m going to date during the season.”

			“You do know this is a year-round sport, right?” India mutters.

			With Goldie laughing, I excuse myself to get more food. The gala has spilled out into the night, with some people dancing on the docks to a live band, and I spot Donna among the novices. She’s carrying a stack of papers, and she stops to offer me one.

			“Have you voted yet?”

			I shake my head, and she hands me a mini pencil. On the ballot are a handful of names, and I read them over one by one.

			It’s the easiest decision I’ve ever made.

		

	
		
			MARGARET
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				Heather Lee

				Sophie Brown

				Ellie Garcia

				Margaret Douglas

			

			It ends with me.

			“Douglas?”

			Jo sticks her head into the locker room, an unexpected tangle of curls falling over her forehead. Something tells me Val is to blame for the hair.

			“Be out in a minute.”

			“Okay.” Jo looks behind me at the stall with the list. “They’re reading the results soon.”

			I nod, but I don’t move. I’m standing with my hands in the pockets of my jumpsuit: a sapphire-blue one-piece with a plunging keyhole at my chest, and straps that tie at the back of my neck. Tan lines forgotten.

			Jo moves to stand next to me, the two of us staring at the open stall.

			“What are you doing?”

			“I’m going to rip off the door.”

			She laughs, thinking I’m joking, and laughs again when I show her the wrench that I stole from the boat bay.

			“Can I help?”

			I grin and offer her the wrench.

			

			—

			Val meets us in the lobby a few minutes later. “What are you two doing?” she asks, casting a shrewd look to the stairs.

			“Nothing,” Jo and I say.

			I hide the wrench behind my back, and we all fall silent as Seb steps into the lobby. Neither Val nor Jo knows how to react, and when they look to me for an answer, I gesture to the boat bay. Jo hurries for her seat, but Val lingers to look Seb in the eye.

			“If you hurt her, I will chop off something much more precious than your leg.”

			Seb nods, not one to ever disagree with Val, and she leaves.

			Once we’re alone, he takes another step closer. He’s dressed up for tonight and wearing a new orange-and-blue-striped tie.

			“Congratulations, Dougie.”

			“Thanks. Congrats to you, too, I suppose. Is tonight your last night?”

			Seb nods. Because despite the fact that his boat placed second in their event, Seb announced that he is quitting after Head of the Charles. The news of his early retirement paled in comparison to the Coach Clay scandal, but it still hit close to home. However, something seems lighter about him now, even happier, if that’s possible.

			He seems…more like himself.

			“It is. Feels weird, though.” Seb studies the lobby, looking at the wall of black-and-white photographs. “I guess I could have gone home after practice, but the Kenmore guys said I should crash. And there was no way I was missing this.”

			I smile, but I don’t look directly at his eyes. I trust myself to do only so much.

			“What’s next for you, Douglas?”

			“I’m not sure,” I admit. “But I’ll let you know when I figure it out.”

			Seb smiles.

			“You made me realize something, you know,” I continue. “Val was never the reason we wouldn’t work out. We’ve always wanted different things. You’re ready to move on, and move ahead, but my place is still here. For now. And I choose this.” I squeeze his hand before I drop it. “Besides, someone needs to look after the team with Coach Clay gone.”

			Seb hesitates. Slowly, and almost regretfully, he pulls out a new CD for my car.

			Margarita Mix! Vol 2

			I wrap my fingers around the CD and kiss Seb on the cheek. He doesn’t react, and I know I’m going to have to be the first one to move.

			To end it and start something new.

			Taking Seb’s hand, I lead him into the festivities, and I grab a seat with the varsity eight while he goes to join the Kenmore boys. I catch sight of Gran sitting with the other parents, and she flashes me a conspiratorial thumbs-up.

			Coach Bryant stands up to speak.

			“Thank you, everyone, thank you. It has truly been an unprecedented season,” he says, rotating in place so he can see everyone. “Our athletes delivered one of the best performances of their careers, and I’m not just talking about race results. We saw novices row side by side with varsity, people set new personal records, and the teams come together in more ways than one.” He shakes his head. “If there’s one thing I’ve learned this season, it’s that everyone makes mistakes. And it’s up to all of us to define, protect, and carry out the legacy that we want to leave behind.” He looks to me, and I smile back. “And…I am grateful for the people willing to give second chances to those of us still learning how.”

			Next to me, Jo finds my gaze.

			“Following the happenings at Head of the Charles,” he continues, “this week the BRC board agreed to extend Coach Clay’s suspension while a proper investigation into the charges against him is conducted. In the meantime, BRC will hire an interim coach for the girls’ varsity team. One who upholds the values of our club, and who will be approved by the team captains. Which brings us to our final order of business…”

			Despite myself, I sit up. Across the table, Goldie places her hand on India’s thigh.

			“In light of the changes this season, the girls asked that we hold a new vote for captains. Of which I have the results right here.” He takes a note from his pocket. “And, without further ado, I am happy to congratulate…Priyanka Kapoor.”

			Everyone cheers despite Pri’s best efforts to keep us quiet.

			“India Manning.”

			India kisses Goldie, and Goldie kisses her right back.

			“And…”

			The room falls silent as, under the table, Jo squeezes my hand.

			“…Valentina Rocha.”

			Val gasps, but no one hears her, because we are all cheering. I’m beaming as I pull her into a hug, one of her curls going into my mouth. It’s obvious that Val is the only one who is surprised by the results, but the truth is that she deserves it more than anyone.

			Because our captains are more than our best athletes. They’re responsible for looking after everyone at BRC. They put the team first. They make this place a home. They forgive and forget and push you to be your best. They hold you accountable. They inspire you to be better, and they bring out the best. In you, your boat, and your team.

			Always.

		

	
		
			346 Days to Head of the Charles
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			In the six a.m. dawn, the Charles comes into focus inch by inch. We can see the outline of things before their colors—the tip of the Prudential building, the swell of foot traffic on the Mass Ave. Bridge, and—of course—the actual traffic reflected on the water.

			Our water.

			“Pressure on port.”

			I smile and push harder with my legs. Behind me, George lightens his stroke, and our double turns to follow the shoreline. We lock onto the water at the same time, one sound at the catch, and one at the finish.

			Thonkthonk…thonkthonk…

			I look up from my feet as we row directly under the BU Bridge. The last time I was this far down the river was for Head of the Charles, but I was so anxious at the starting line that I didn’t have time to study the graffiti along the shore. Now I take a breath—and I take it all in.

			One memory at a time.

			LOVE YA 5-EVER!

			EAT. MY. WAKE.

			TUFTS ’04.

			GOooOO WARRIORS!!

			And then, at the bottom, freshly spray-painted in BRC blue:

			WHO. ARE. WE.

			“Heads-in!”

			“More rowing, less coaching,” I mutter.

			Behind me, George laughs his too-loud laugh, the force of it shaking our seats. I adjust my hands, and we regain our balance.

			The Boston skyline waits for us on the other side of the bridge, dotted here and there with trees that have long ago lost their leaves. It’s a silent and steady reminder that the seasons are changing fast, and soon the water will be too cold to row on. According to George, it might even freeze. But that doesn’t mean practice will stop any time soon.

			Thonkthonk…thonkthonk…

			There is another boat coming out of the basin, in the opposite direction, and unlike us, each of the two rowers carries one oar—and they’re moving fast. Once they get closer, I can see the unmistakable matching headbands.

			It’s obvious, from any distance, that they make the perfect pair.

			Margaret and India row directly past us, and I catch a smile from Margaret before they rocket away. Their boat continues upstream, and we glide through their puddles. No one says a word, but I know we’re all thinking the same thing. It feels good to be back.

			And—for the first time—it feels like being home.

		

	
		
			Discussion Guide

			Capsized is fictional—but the pressures, joys, and struggles of being a student-athlete are real!

			This guide is designed for coaches, captains, and athletes to discuss what it means to create a positive and supportive team culture.

			Team Values and Culture

			What values do we want our team to be known for?

			How can athletes—and not just the coach—contribute to shaping team culture?

			What’s one tradition we could start that would bring the team together in a positive way?

			How do Jo’s and Margaret’s backgrounds influence their friendship? How can those lessons influence our team?

			Leadership and Captains

			What is the definition of a good leader?

			Margaret is a varsity captain. How can captains or upperclassmen support younger athletes?

			Identify a time someone in the book handled a conflict well and a time when someone did not. What norms can your team establish to handle conflicts respectfully?

			What does it look like to hold teammates accountable while still being supportive?

			Sportsmanship and Competition

			What does good sportsmanship look like at a competition? At practice? Are there examples from Capsized that stick out?

			How do we handle rivalries in a way that makes us stronger, not toxic?

			Why does “winning at all costs” backfire?

			Mental Health and Resilience

			What pressures do Jo and her teammates face at the boathouse? At home?

			What signs might show that a teammate is struggling? What should we do if we notice?

			How do we talk about mental health in athletics without stigma?

			Can you think of a time when a failure taught you more than a victory?

			Coaching and Athlete Well-Being

			How can coaches support student-athletes’ mental well-being?

			What’s the difference between tough coaching and toxic coaching?

			How can student-athletes advocate for themselves?

			How can athletes give feedback to coaches in a healthy way?

			Diversity and Inclusion

			Why is it important to see diverse role models in sports?

			What can we do to make everyone feel like they belong on the team?

			How does gender, queerness, disability, or being first-gen impact an athlete’s sports experience?

			Balancing Sport and Life

			How do athletes balance school, family, relationships, and sports? Who in Capsized does this well, and who does not?

			Margaret uses breathing exercises to manage her anxiety. What strategies help you when you’re feeling overwhelmed?

			How should teammates support one another during stressful times (exams, college apps, competitions)?

		

	
		
			Resources

			
				USRowing

				The national governing body for rowing in the U.S., USRowing champions participation, excellence, and safety in the sport of rowing.

				usrowing.org

				609-751-0700

				1 S Post Road, West Windsor, NJ 08550

				United We Row (USRowing Initiative)

				A community movement within USRowing that promotes inclusion, belonging, and growth in the sport, helping make rowing welcoming for all.

				usrowing.org/united-we-row

				We Ride Together, Inc.

				A nonprofit dedicated to making youth and amateur sport environments safer by preventing sexual abuse, providing education and awareness, and supporting survivors.

				weridetogether.today

				U.S. Center for SafeSport

				An independent nonprofit committed to ensuring athlete well-being by preventing and addressing abuse and misconduct in sports.

				uscenterforsafesport.org

				720-531-0344

				Reporting Line: 833-5US-SAFE (587-7233)

				P.O. Box 460308, Denver, CO 80246

				Project Play (Aspen Institute)

				An initiative of the Aspen Institute that advances healthy communities through sport by identifying gaps in access and quality and helping stakeholders improve youth sports.

				projectplay.org

				2300 N Street NW, Suite 700, Washington, DC 20037

				Children’s Bill of Rights in Sport (Project Play/Aspen Institute)

				A framework affirming that every child has the right to play sports in safe, respectful, and developmentally appropriate environments, and to enjoy themselves while growing through play and sport.

				projectplay.org/childrens-rights-and-sports

				Center for Healing and Justice Through Sport

				A national nonprofit that designs sport experiences to be healing-centered, inclusive, and responsive to young people’s needs, helping coaches and organizations build environments of safety, support, and belonging.

				chjs.org
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